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INTRODUCTION

THOMAS BALDWIN

This volume begins in 1870, the year in which the Prussian army defeated the
French at Sedan; it ends in 1945, the year of German defeat in the Second World
‘War. During this period Germany became the most powerful state in Europe
and, indeed, twice sought to achieve control of Europe. This is also a period
during which the work of German philosophers, including those of the Austrian
tradition, was widely regarded as making the most important contributions to
the subject. After 1945 no one could sensibly continue to maintain such a claim;
so there is also a sense in which this volume covers the period of the rise and
fall of the influence of German philosophy.

The early chapters of this volume describe and discuss the main currents
of philosophical debate in 1870 and the following decade, during which there
was a remarkable flourishing of new philosophical activity — the German Neo-
Kantian movement, the idealist movement in Britain, the start of pragmatism
in the United States, the work of Brentano and his followers in Austria, and so
on. I shall attempt to set the scene for these chapters by briefly sketching the
political and cultural world of the 1870s.

The Franco-Prussian war of 1870, followed by the fall of Paris in 1871, pre-
cipitated several important developments. The Prussian victory finally persuaded
the south German states to join with Prussia in establishing a new German em-
pire, which was consummated when Wilhelm I was crowned Kaiser in Versailles
in 1871 and Bismarck was appointed chancellor of the newly unified Germany
that he had for so long sought to create. At the same time the French assembly,
meeting in Bordeaux, put an end to the second empire of Napoleon III and cre-
ated the Third Republic. Since the French had earlier withdrawn their garrison
from Rome to protect France, Pius IX (who had just established the doctrine
of Papal Infallibility at the Vatican Council) was no longer able to prevent the
Italian annexation of Rome, which completed the unification of Italy. So by
1871 Germany, France, and Italy had acquired the frontiers and constitutions
which were to last until 1914.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



2 Thomas Baldwin

Elsewhere in Europe the troubles in the Balkans that were to lead to the
First World War were beginning to fester, with a three-way struggle between
Turkey, Austria-Hungary, and Serbia for control of Bosnia-Herzegovenia and
Macedonia — regions whose complex history and divided loyalties have returned
to haunt us. Not far in the background, of course, were the Russians, but by the
early 1870s they had troubles of their own. Alexander II had started the previous
decade by emancipating the serfs in 1861, but by 1870 it was clear that his will
to reform had ceased and repression set in, exacerbated by the activities of the
socialists and anarchists. Britain, of course, tried to keep clear of the conflicts in
continental Europe. But conflict was stirring at home: discontent with British
rule in Ireland led to the foundation in 1870 of the association to restore Home
Rule. The British government, however, was more concerned to reinforce and
extend its overseas possessions, one part of which was converted into an empire
when Queen Victoria accepted Disraeli’s invitation to become Empress of India
in 1876.

This British imperialism was not exceptional. In 1871 the journalist Henry
Stanley had famously greeted the missonary David Livingstone at Ujiji on the
shore of Lake Tanganyika; soon the European exploration of central Africa was
complete, and the scramble for Africa followed, with Britain, France, Belgium,
Portugal, and Germany dividing up the continent at the Conference of Berlin
(1884—s5). The period this volume covers, 1870 to 1945, is indeed that of the
high noon of European imperialism, which involved not only overseas empires
but also massive European emigration at the expense of native peoples across
North and South America, Australia, and New Zealand.

Turning now away from political history to natural science, two of the funda-
mental ideas of twentieth-century science began their long course of devel-
opment at this time. In 1873 Clark Maxwell published his Tieatise on Electricity
and Magnetism, thereby providing the theory of electro-magnetism that was to
guide the development of physics for the next fifty years. The most influential
scientific idea of the nineteenth century, however, had been Charles Darwin’s
thesis of the evolution of species by natural selection. Darwin had presented this
thesis in The Origin of Species (1859); but debate on the subject persisted into the
1870s when Darwin published his book The Descent of Man (1871). Nonetheless,
by this time, thanks to the writings of Herbert Spencer and others, the general
conception of evolutionary progress had gained currency and was being applied
across a wide field, as in Edward Tylor’s work in anthropology (Primitive Culture
1871) and in Engels’s judgement that in Capital (vol. I, 1867) Marx had achieved
for the study of society what Darwin had achieved in biology. What was not
noticed at the time, however, was the publication in 1869 of Gregor Mendel’s
‘gene’ theory of the inheritance of characteristics, based on his work on the
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Introduction 3

crossing of different types of pea. This was the first detailed study to propose
and substantiate a system for inheritance which confirmed Darwin’s thesis, and,
when Mendel’s work was discovered in 1900, it was recognised to have laid the
foundation of twentieth-century genetics.

The latter part of the nineteenth century was in fact a period of rapid tech-
nological change rather than one of theoretical discoveries. Many devices upon
which we still rely were introduced — the typewriter was invented in 1867 and
mass production by Remington with the familiar ‘qwerty’ keyboard followed
in the 1870s; Alexander Graham Bell patented the telephone in 1876, and the
following year Thomas Edison patented the first phonograph, or record player.
Most important developments involved electricity in one way or another, which
had become more readily available thanks to the development by Siemens in
1867 of large-scale generating equipment. Swan’s invention of the light bulb in
1860 was turned into a commercial product by Edison in 1879, enabling him to
construct the first public lighting system in New York in 1881. Although steam
locomotives were familiar by 1870, urban transport was transformed during
the 1870s by another Siemens invention, the electric motor, which was rapidly
applied in tramway systems and underground railways. Finally, the curse of
modern life, the internal combustion engine, was soon to appear: Daimler
invented the petrol engine in 1883 and, with Benz, put it on wheels to create
the first motor vehicle with a petrol engine in 1885.

While technology was creating in the 1870s much of the physical structure
of the urban world of the next century, many of the familiar institutions of the
twentieth century were also taking shape, such as the limited liability company
and the trades union movement. Even the English Football Assocation, the
first in the world, has its origins at this time: it was founded in 1867, with the
FA Cup first competed for in 1871. Meanwhile composers, writers, and artists
were exploring the limits of traditional forms. In Vienna Brahms began his
symphonies, in St Petersburg Tchaikovsky created his ballets, and in Bayreuth
Wagner performed his Ring cycle (which was written earlier) in his special
new theatre. The novel reached its peak with masterpieces such as Tolstoy’s
War and Peace (1869) and George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1872), while on the stage
Ibsen’s dramas broke new ground, exploring themes of social disintegration and
personal despair. Despite the tragedy of the Paris Commune of 1871, the great
centre of artistic innovation at this time was Paris: the poetry of Mallarmé,
Rimbaud, and Verlaine inspired the ‘symbolist’ movement while the paintings
of Monet and others launched the ‘impressionist’ movement (the term was first
applied in 1874, supposedly as a criticism, to one of Monet’s paintings).

Several of the great literary works of the period explored the position of
women (e.g. Middlemarch and Ibsen’s The Doll’s House). J. S. Mill’s attempt in
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1866 to achieve votes for women in Britain failed, and in Britain, as elsewhere,
this question was largely set aside until the suffragette movement took up the
fight at the beginning of the twentieth century. But in other areas of life women
did begin to make some headway in the 1870s, for example, in the legal and
medical professions. Most notably, in North America and across Europe uni-
versity education was opened up to women, generally in separate institutions
set up alongside established universities (as at Cambridge and Oxford). This
change was part of a massive expansion of higher education during the 1870s.
The model adopted across the world was that of the German university. In his
famous Addresses to the German Nation of 1807-8, following the defeat of Prus-
sia by Napoleon, Fichte had identified the university as the institution which
represented all that was best about the German nation; and in the decades that
followed most German states had taken pride in encouraging the development
of universities in which research was conducted in an atmosphere of remarkable
academic freedom (Lehrfreiheif). The result was that by the 1870s Germany con-
tained much the best universities in the world. Students from all over the world
(but especially from the USA) travelled to Germany to engage in advanced stud-
ies, and when they returned home, it was the German model that they sought
to replicate.

Fichte had, not surprisingly, placed the study of philosophy at the heart of his
idealised German university, and even if the German universities of the 1870s did
not entirely fulfil this ideal, the study of philosophy did enjoy a status there which
it did not possess elsewhere. There were certainly more professors of philosophy
in Germany in 1870 than anywhere else in the world, and perhaps more even
than everywhere else put together (although it is not easy to gather the evidence
to test this hypothesis). So, not surprisingly, it was to Germany (and Austria)
that students of philosophy came, to study with Lotze in Géttingen, Cohen in
Marburg, Brentano in Vienna, Wundt in Leipzig, and so on; and from Germany
they returned, familiar not just with the latest varieties of German idealism, but
also with the positivism of Haeckel and Mach, with Brentano’s conception
of the distinctive intentionality of psychological phenomena, or with Wundt’s
conception of a scientific psychology.

Thus much of the work discussed in the first part of this book has its roots
in German philosophy. But, of course, once established outside Germany, the
academic study of philosophy quickly built up local institutions, and one way
to track the development of the subject during the last half of the nineteenth
century is through the growth across the world of distinctively philosophical
journals (unlike, say, the Westminster Review). Not surprisingly, the three oldest
philosophical journals are all German, of which one, Ratio (founded in 1847)
still survives (the others were Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie und philosophische Kritik
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(1837—1918) and Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie und Padagogik (1861—1914)). Then
comes the first journal in English, the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, which
was published in St Louis from 1867 until 1893. This was followed in 1868
by two journals which still survive, Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie and the
oldest journal in French (though published in Lausanne), Revue de théologie
et de philosophie, and soon after in 1870 by the first Italian journal, Rivista di
filosofia. In 1876, two famous journals commenced publication: Mind and Revue
Philosophique. There is then a gap until nearly 1890, when a host of familiar
names appeared — The Monist (1888), Ethics (1890), The Philosophical Review
(1892), Revue de métaphysique et morale (1893), Revue Philosophique de Louvain
(1894), Kant-Studien (1896). From its base within the German university system,
the study of philosophy was by 1900 spreading out across the world.
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1870—-1914
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SECTION ONE

POSITIVISM, IDEALISM, AND PRAGMATISM
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POSITIVIST THOUGHT IN THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

ROM HARRE

INTRODUCTION

The positivist impulse, to accept only what is certain and to reject anything
in any degree speculative, from its earliest intimations in classical Greece to its
most recent revival in contemporary anti-realist philosophy of science, expresses
itself in two main ways. It appears as a doctrine about the limits of what human
beings can legitimately claim to know, displayed as an austere epistemological
attitude. This leads to a foundationalism according to which only what is im-
mediately given by the senses can be known for certain. It also appears as a
doctrine about what can legitimately be taken to exist, displayed as an austere
ontological attitude. This leads to a scepticism about the existence of un-
observables of all sorts, from God to the material substance thought by many
philosophers and scientists to account for common experience. Positivism is at
root driven by an impulse, attitude, or frame of mind, which expresses itself
in a variety of philosophical theses and arguments. That positivistic arguments
and analyses are found convincing has perhaps more to do with an attitude of
austerity and scepticism, than with their intrinsic worth. Always ready to wield
Ockham’s Razor against the proliferation of kinds of entities which people are
tempted to believe in, positivists could be said to hold that it is better to ac-
cept less than one perhaps could, for fear of believing more than perhaps one
should.

The topic of this chapter, the rise of positivism in the nineteenth century,
picks out just one of the high points of a repeated cycle of waxing and wan-
ing enthusiasm for positivist austerity. Harsher and more relaxed attitudes to
what one should reasonably believe have come and gone since antiquity. In
the sixteenth century the debates about astronomy turned on an opposition
between positivism and realism in science. Should one believe in the reality of
the heliocentric theory or was it just a convenient calculating device for pre-
dicting the comings and goings of ‘lights in the sky’? Considerations rather like
those canvassed in the contemporary controversies in philosophy of science were

II
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12 Rom Harré

advanced by the protagonists of each position, such as the positivist Osiander
and the realist Kepler. In the eighteenth century the positivist impulse led some
authors, especially Berkeley, to a kind of idealism, at least with respect to our
knowledge of the material world. Only that which was perceptible should be
held to exist. But in the nineteenth century positivism stood in opposition to
idealism, yet in paradoxical ways. Its most powerful and influential nineteenth-
century advocate, Ernst Mach, seemed to share a great deal with Berkeley. Both
thought that the human senses provided not only the only proper grounding for
claims about material reality, but also exhausted the realm of the real. Berkeley’s
hypothesis of a spiritual, that is, non-material, power to account for what peo-
ple experience, might have been anathema to Mach, but was revived by an-
other influential nineteenth-century adherent to the positivist attitude, Herbert
Spencer.

For expository purposes one can divide the dramatis personae of the philo-
sophical advocacy of positivism into three national groups. In Germany a form
of positivism developed among physical scientists, consciously in opposition to
the prevailing idealism of German philosophy. To some extent these overtly aca-
demic debates reflected important disputes about the hegemony of disciplines in
the German universities. The positivist philosophers, such as Mach, were pro-
fessional scientists. For them such Hegelian definitions as “This vanishing and self-
generation of space in time and time in space, a process in which time posits itself
spatially as place, but in which place too, as indifferent spatiality, is immediately
posited as temporal: this is Motion” (Hegel 1830 [1970]: 41) were not far short
of insulting. In France the positivists were part of the anti-clerical movement
which was expressed in the revolution of the late eighteenth century. Auguste
Comte formulated positivism in the context of a history of the emancipation
of the intellect from the superstition and myth he found in the institutionalised
religion of his time. The scientific roots of French positivism were in the
human sciences. In England the authors who advocated and defended something
like positivism were united only by their positions in certain methodological
controversies in the philosophy of science. William Whewell’s Kantian defence
of the priority of concepts over facts was famously disputed by J. S. Mill in a
defence of a strong empiricism which had affinities to Comtian thought, and
seemed to anticipate much that was argued for by the German physicists of the
last half of the century. But there was no political commonality among English
positivists. Mill was a man of the left, while Pearson held views that in our times
would have been thought close to fascism.

In the nineteenth century the positivist attitude appeared first in France
(Comte’s Cours de Philosophie Positive began to be published in 1830), then in
England (Mills A System of Logic appeared in 1843) and finally in Germany
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(Mach’s Science of Mechanics appeared in 1883). Not surprisingly it was the
writings of Mach that, in hindsight, can be seen as having the most influence
in the twentieth century.

POSITIVISM IN FRANCE: REINVENTING MORALITY
IN A SECULAR WORLD

While there is no doubt that French positivism grew out of the critical philoso-
phies and anti-clerical sentiments of the eighteenth century (Comte himself
professed Saint Simon as his mentor), as Charlton (1959) points out in his com-
prehensive study of French thought in the middle of the century, those we might
lump together as positivists, in their reliance on the senses as the exclusive sources
of knowledge, held rather diverse views on how moral and political principles
were to be created to replace those which their criticisms of religion would have
eliminated. Yet, unlike the arrogant ‘puritanical’ reductionism of Ernst Mach,
most acknowledged the existence of irresolvable mysteries, inconnaissables, and
all recognised the difficulties of constructing a plausible and satisfying positivist
ethics.

Auguste Comte (1798—1857), very much in the manner of his times, built his
philosophy on the idea of a three-phase development of ways of understanding.
Rather than describe these phases or styles as stages, he prefers to call them states
or attitudes of mind, since he saw around him examples of people thinking in
all three of the main ways he discusses. In the ‘theological state of mind’ a
person looks for explanations in terms of the ‘continuous and arbitrary actions
of supernatural agents’ (Comte 1830—42 [1864]: 5). The next, more advanced,
state of mind is only a modification of the first, replacing supernatural agents by
‘abstract forces . . . capable of giving rise by themselves to all the phenomena
observed’ (p. 5). In the third or positive state the human mind ‘endeavours now
to discover by a well-combined use of reasoning and observation, the actual
laws of phenomena . . . that is to say, their invariable relations of succession and
likeness’.

In a striking passage (Comte 1830—42 [1864]: I, 23) Comte slips from a re-
pudiation of the search for first or final causes to a rejection of an interest in
causes at all: “we do not pretend to explain the real causes of phenomena, as this
would merely throw the difficulty further back’ (p. 23). All that Newton’s Law
of Gravity can do is to show us a great variety of phenomena as ‘only a single
fact looked at from different points of view . . . the weight of a body at the
earth’s surface’ (p. 26). So stringent was Comte’s empiricism that he famously
and unwisely chose the chemical composition of the stars as a prime example
of unattainable knowledge.
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A historian would see much of Hume in Comte’s writings on the positive
philosophy when applied to the natural sciences. But on psychology Comte was
quite opposed to the Humean project of psychology as the study of the relations
of ideas. He denied that we ‘can discover the fundamental laws of the human
mind, by contemplating it in itself’. The way forward was the ‘physiological
study of our intellectual organs’. French positivism was fiercely materialist. Not
only were explanations to be reduced to laws of correlation of phenomena, but
the phenomena too were exclusively material.

The laws of society ought to be discoverable by exactly the same methods
as those by which the laws of material nature had been arrived at. It should be
possible to devise a scientific sociology. By the four methods of Observation,
Experiment, Comparison, and History we could arrive at laws of society without
positing any unobservable causes. But these too will only be available to those
whose ‘state of mind’ has passed from the theological through the metaphysical
to the positive, seeking only correlations among social phenomena. Since not
everyone can aspire to this degree of perfection Comte advocated the fabrication
of a suitable religion to take the place of superstitious faiths of the time. But
how was this to engender a morality? As Charlton (1959: 49) puts it: how can
one be a positivist and yet provide an ‘objective, authoritative ethical system’? If
we are confined to phenomena how can we make the passage to such a system?
From whence comes an ‘ought’ from a world of ‘is’? Progress, according to
the threefold scheme of ‘states of mind’, must pass from the theological to the
positive, and this will of itself engender the new social morality. In the positive
state of mind the true decency and generosity of human nature will come
to dominate social relations. This is the ‘law of progress’. Sociology is like a
medicine for the ills of the state, letting natural health shine through. Since the
main bar to progress is the persistence of primitive attitudes of mind, the cure
is at hand — change the attitudes. But Comte certainly respected the role that
religion had had in supporting morality, and he published a catechism for those
who would ‘take instruction’ in the new religion (Comte 1852).

The next generation of positivistically oriented philosophers in France is
typified by Hippolyte Taine (1828—93). In his own time Taine was famous,
perhaps one could say notorious, for his attack upon the characters and the
motives of the main figures of the French R evolution. His philosophical writings
were also uncompromisingly critical of received opinion, in particular on those
aspects of human life where spiritual or non-material entities and processes had
been given a central role. Along with his criticisms of the revolutionaries went
a reductionist treatment of moral qualities. In his D’Intelligence (1870) he set out
an account of those aspects of human life that had been assigned to a mental
substance, especially by Descartes, wholly in terms of the contents of conscious
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experience. He declared that both the ‘self” (le moi) and material ‘substance’
were illusions. ‘There is nothing of reality in the self but a stream of events’
(quoted in Charlton 1959: 137). His metaphysical austerity is very much in the
Comtian style. ‘All reality’, he declared, ‘is perceived experientially by man’.

But his critical account of Mill’s philosophy, Le positivisme Anglais (Taine 1864),
shows how much his positivism differed from the strictly empiricist ‘archetype’,
according to which natural regularities might have been otherwise, and hence
their expression in empirical generalisations must be contingent. Causality was
not a natural necessity, but merely a psychological product of the constant expe-
rience of experiential regularities. However, according to Taine, laws of nature
and of psychology were indeed discovered by abstraction from catalogues of
facts, but they were necessary causal truths. This allies him with the ‘Kantians’
like Whewell and Helmholtz, both of whom played important parts in the
English and German versions of positivism.

In applying his positivist psychology, Taine was especially critical of the idea
that works of art were the product of a special faculty, an individual spiritual
teleology, and in his Philosophie de I"art (1865) he offered a systematic account
of artistic excellence in the same manner as he had earlier dealt with other
intellectual, mental, and moral qualities of human beings. The circumstances,
not the artist, were responsible for the production of works of art. In the first
place a work of art was an imitation of its model, but not too much. To under-
stand a work of art ‘it is necessary that it represents exactly the general spirit and
customs (moeurs) of the time at which it appears’ (Taine 1865: 7). He remarks
that these constitute the primitive cause that determines all the rest. But there are
secondary conditions, and these amount to the existence of a cultivated public
who can recognise the work as according with the spirit of the times. Further-
more a work of art expressing a certain emotion will affect only those who have
already experienced such an emotion. Culture is like the geographical condi-
tions that determine what sorts of plants will grow in a certain place and time.
This account is worth a fairly detailed exposition since it brings out another
strand in positivist thought, the tendency to look for the sources of psycholo-
gical phenomena in the environment rather than in the workings of an individual
mind.

In summary, we can see that French positivism was anti-theoretical, strongly
empiricist in the sense that the only legitimate source of knowledge was human
sensory experience. However, the writings of Comte and Taine illustrate the
extent to which French philosophers of the period were well aware that the sen-
sationalism and environmentalism that they favoured in psychology left questions
of great moment still unanswered. Above all they pondered the question ‘How
to live?’
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POSITIVISM IN ENGLAND: WHAT IS SCIENTIFIC
KNOWLEDGE?

The positivist quest for a firm basis for knowledge led back always to what could
be discerned by the use of the five senses. Yet data derived in this fundamental
way were local and particular. The known laws of nature and the anticipated
laws of human thought and social action were evidently universal and general in
scope. How could the one be related to the other? Two answers had been pro-
posed in the late eighteenth century. According to Hume the generalisation of
patterns of concomitance in experience were at best guides to practical action,
but, from the limited evidence available, they could not be certified as neces-
sary truths. According to Kant the basic laws of nature were synthetic a priori
propositions expressing the forms within which human experience had to be
framed. Comte took the Humean stance while Taine’s views were Kantian. The
same opposition characterised English philosophy of science in the nineteenth
century.

John Stuart Mill (1806—73) published his System of Logic in 1843. Its influence
was immediate and long lasting. It became a standard textbook in the universities
and was generally taken to be a definitive account of scientific method for the rest
of the century. In Book III Mill presented a set of principles by the use of which
reliable knowledge of material causes could be arrived at. Mill’s philosophical
outlook owed a great deal to his youthful enthusiasm for the ideas of Saint
Simon and, from these, to the writings of Comte. The principles upon which
Mill proposed to found an Inductive Logic, to set alongside Deductive Logic
as a method of proof for the empirical sciences, are the famous Canons of
Induction. Clearly influenced by Bacon’s Novum Organon (1620), Mill based his
system on the distinction between ephemeral and permanent causes (Mill 1843
[1862: 258]). Finding a regular concomitance between paired types of events
gives us a hint that the one might be the cause or part of the cause of the
other. This hint is confirmed, usually by deliberate experiment, if it is found
that in the absence of the putative cause no event of the correlated type occurs.
For permanent causes like gravity one must look to see if variations in the one
are correlated (or anti-correlated) with variations in the other. Mill describes
his Canons as ‘the only possible modes of experimental enquiry — of direct
induction a posteriori, as distinguished from deduction’ (Mill 1843 [1862: 266]).
Not only were the laws of physics and chemistry arrived at by induction, but
so were the laws of arithmetic and geometry. The laws of logic were the laws
of thought. This was a thoroughgoing empiricism. To the objection that all this
was based on data that were local in both space and time Mill answered that
the Uniformity of Nature upon which the formal validity of his ‘inductions’
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depended was itself a ‘complex fact’ arrived at by the same methods (Mill 1843
[1862: 206]), an application of the ‘boot-strap principle’.

The dominant figure in British philosophy of science at the time Mill pub-
lished his System of Logic was William Whewell, Master of Trinity College,
Cambridge, friend and mentor of Michael Faraday, and of whom it was said ‘his
foible was omniscience’. Whewell had argued, with a multitude of examples,
that facts could only be discovered by the application of prior hypotheses to
inchoate experience. Such hypotheses were initially relative to their immediate
applications, but refined as a kind of dialectic between ideas and facts unfolded
through the pursuit of experimental programmes, driven by the newly revised
ideas (Whewell 1847: 1, 42). Hence, Whewell declared, Mill’s four methods or
canons were not and need not be employed in the process of discovery.

Mill, granting that his four methods might not be methods of discovery, in-
sisted that they were the indispensable methods of proof. For Whewell new facts
brought forth new hypotheses leading to a gradual refinement of hypotheses.
For Mill something like proof was called for. According to Mill it is modes of
thought that produce errors. ‘Hence it is that, while the thoughts of mankind
have on many subjects worked themselves practically right, the thinking power
remains as weak as ever . . . in what relates to the invisible world . . . and to the
planetary regions, men of the greatest scientific achievement argue as pitiably
as the merest ignoramus’ (Mill 1843 [1862: 285]). Of course what they need is
Mill’s Canons, a strict method of proof. “The business of Inductive Logic is to
provide rules and models . . . to which, if inductive arguments conform, those
arguments are conclusive, and not otherwise’ (Mill 1843 [1862: 283]).

It seems that Mill was not seriously troubled by the problem that had been
much in the minds of the French philosophers of the positivist frame of mind:
namely, how is it that from a basis of the sensations of individual human beings,
we, those human beings collectively, arrive at a common material world, a com-
monality obvious in even the simplest activities that we engage in, individually
and collectively? The methods Mill advocated were not techniques for bridging
the gap between sensation and reality, but for bridging the gap between local
and general facts about that common world.

Despite the success of Mill’s point of view with many scientists, and the pop-
ularity of a strict empiricism with chemists, many of whom rejected the reality
of chemical atoms, the necessity for some a priori principles in science was still
felt by some positivists, in particular Karl Pearson (1857—1936). Pearson virtually
created the modern mathematical science of statistics. His enthusiasm for it led
him into both philosophy of science and politics. In the latter he became the
academic leader of the eugenics movement. From his eponymous Galtonian
chair in the University of London he advocated the state control of human
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breeding. In philosophy of science his rejection of the idea of any real unifor-
mities behind observable variations led him to a kind of positivism. The idea
of natural homogeneities is a metaphysical conceit. Pearsonian statistical curves
were mental constructs summing up the data and no uniform underlying causes
could be inferred from them. His book, The Grammar of Science (Pearson 1892),
coming decades after Mill’s empiricism, served to boost the positivistic point
of view against the rising tide of British idealism. Since all we have are simple
sensory experiences, how could the complex material world, as we perceive it
and as the natural sciences seem to reveal it, be possible objects of a common
discourse? Here again is the same problem that troubled the French positivists.
Pearson resorted to a Kantian solution.

such an [external] object [for example a blackboard] must be recognised as largely con-
structed by ourselves; we add to a greater or lesser store of immediate sense-impressions
an associated group of stored sense-impressions. (Pearson 1892: 41)

But the things-in-themselves which the sense-impressions symbolise, the ‘reality’ as the
metaphysicians wish to call it, at the other end of the [sensory| nerve, remain unknown
and unknowable. (Pearson 1892: 63)

The fact that the human reflective faculty is able to express in mental formulas the routine
of perceptions may be due to this routine being a product of the perceptive faculty itself.
(Pearson 1892: 112)

Indeed Pearson’s views were described by Peirce (1892) as ‘Kantian nominalism’.
The laws of nature were not just generalisations or abstractions from catalogues
of simple experiential facts. They were ‘products of the perceptive faculty’. ‘The
logic man finds in the universe’, said Pearson, ‘is nothing but the reflection of his
own reasoning faculty.” There is no knowable reality (in both senses of know’,
savoir and connaitre) other than the sensations of the individual consciousness. The
motivation for science as the abstraction of statistical regularities is ‘economy
of thought’. There was a shared common world only because each mind was
furnished with the same a priori principles.

The influence of Hume can surely be discerned in Pearson’s remark that ‘what
I term “myself” is only a small subdivision of the vast world of sense-impressions’
(Pearson 1892: 66). Significantly Pearson reproduced Mach’s famous drawing of
his own field of vision, looking down his lounging body to his feet. It is not
surprising that Pearson remarked that matter, force, and action at a distance ‘do
not express real problems of the phenomenal world’.

POSITIVISM IN GERMANY: PHYSICISTS AS PHILOSOPHERS

In the German story we have a grand opposition between claims to knowledge
based on scientific research, positive science, and what were seen as not much
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short of mystery mongerings, claims to knowledge based on Neo-Kantian philo-
sophical speculation. Here we have German positivism in conflict with German
idealism. But within the German-speaking scientific community another di-
vision appeared. On the one hand were those scientists who adopted a strong
reductive empiricism, such as Mach, and on the other those who took the-
ory to be a source of reliable knowledge, as good as or better than experiment
and observation, physicists such as Hertz and Boltzmann. Here we have a more
tightly defined kind of positivism in opposition to scientific realism. To make the
‘internalist” history of the movement even more complicated one of the major
figures, Herman Helmbholtz (1821—94), developed a strongly Kantian account
not only of the natural sciences, but also of the very possibility of perception.
But at the same time, and almost within the same breath, he eschewed any
projection of the conceptual basis of physics onto the material world.

The breadth of Helmholtz’s contributions to science is astonishing (Turner
1980). He contributed not only to the physiology of both visual and auditory
perception, but also to hydrodynamics and to electromagnetism. He was sceptical
of metaphysics and committed to a theory of science according to which the
mathematical generalisation of empirical observations and experimental results
was the ultimate aim of research. Laws of nature were summaries of facts and their
utility was practical. So far he would seem to have been more or less of the same
opinion as Mach and Mill. But his neurophysiological work, developing Miiller’s
law of specific energies — that it was the perceptual organ that determined how
a stimulus would be experienced — was strongly Kantian. Indeed, he claimed
that his work on the neurophysiology of perception confirmed Kant’s general
thesis as to priority of concepts, in particular the concept of causality. The causal
order in experience was imposed by the human mind. His empiricism was very
unlike that of Mill. Indeed, had he been asked, he would probably have sided
with Whewell in the great controversy.

Helmholtz was well aware of the problem that has dogged positivism in all
its various manifestations. If the ultimate source of reliable knowledge is imme-
diate sensory experience of individual people, how can it give rise to impersonal
knowledge of the kind the natural sciences seem to provide? Helmholtz’s
solution invoked the a priori law of causality. Everyone believes that external
objects are the cause of our perceptions. Why? The experiential ground is that
they change without our volition. But we do not pause, as it were, and try to
work out why this might be so. Rather we make instantaneous ‘unconscious
inferences’ (unbewusste Schlusse) so that our sensory experience is taken to be of a
real, material world. These inferences are driven by the a priori law of causality.
But, unlike Kant, Helmholtz held that space and time, as empirical givens, were
constructions, the result of unconscious inferences under the influence of the
law of causality of the same sort that gave us material things.
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Of all the positivistically inclined writers of the nineteenth century there is
no doubt that Ernst Mach (1838—1916) was the most influential on subsequent
generations of philosophers and scientists. His three most influential works, The
Science of Mechanics (1883), The Analysis of Sensations (sth edition, 1906) and
Popular Scientific Lectures (1894) were widely read, quickly translated, and often
quoted in the decades that followed. Many of the most characteristic theses of
the Logical positivists of the Vienna Circle can be found explicitly formulated
in Mach’s writings.

Mach’s positivism did not emerge from philosophical reflections on episte-
mology, but from his long-running programme to rework the foundations of
physics in such a way as to eliminate the unobservable domain from the ontology
of the natural sciences, and particularly to eliminate any traces of reference to
absolutes. He described his project very clearly:

My definition [of ‘mass’] is the outcome of an endeavour to establish the interdependence
of phenomena and to remove all metaphysical obscurity, without accomplishing on this
account less than other definitions have done. (Mach 1883 [1893: 267])

His method was simple. He set out to show that all concepts in physics that
purported to refer to unobservable properties, entities, or relations, including
‘quantity of electricity’ and ‘temperature’, could be defined in terms of observ-
able properties of material set-ups, such as the mutual accelerations of visible
and tangible bodies. Newtonian mass, as the quantity of matter in a body, was
not only an absolute, but also, in Mach’s terms, metaphysical since unobservable.

Perhaps his best known ‘reduction’ of absolutes is his criticism of Newton’s
famous thought experiments — the rotating globes and the spinning bucket —
which seemed to show that there could be an experimental proof of the existence
of absolute space and time. The arguments turned on the principle that if the
relevant concept can be parsed out of the discourse then that to which it seems to
refer is redundant. The concept of ‘mass’ can be eliminated from the discourse
of mechanics, so mass as quantity of matter can be dropped from our ontology.
Similarly with absolute space and time. It is a mistake, so he claimed, to substitute
a ‘mechanical mythology’ for the ‘old . . . metaphysical scheme’. “The atom must
remain a tool for representing phenomena, like the functions of mathematics’
(Mach 1894: 205).

Summing up his point of view, Mach claimed that the laws of nature were
nothing but devices for ‘the communication of scientific knowledge, that is a
mimetic reproduction of facts in thought, the object of which is to replace and
save the trouble of new experience’ (Mach 1894: 192).

But what were the phenomena, the facts? Examining a ‘province of facts’
‘we discover the simple permanent elements of the mosaic’ (Mach 1984: 194).
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According to Mach the only positive knowledge one can have is knowledge of
one’s own sensations. How does this escape a charge of solipsism? This leads
him to a strongly reductive account of material objects:

In mentally separating a body from the changeable environment in which it moves
what we really do is to extricate a group of sensations on which our thoughts are
fastened and which is of relatively greater stability than the others, from the stream of
our sensations . . . It would be better to say that bodies or things are compendious mental
symbols for groups of sensations — symbols that do not exist outside of thought. (Mach
1894: 200)

This sounds very much like subjectivism. Mach’s escape route from the threat
of solipsism is via the concept of uniform ‘elements’. Only when considered ‘in
connection and relation to one’s own body’ are elements sensations. Considered
in relation to each other they are properties of material things. But things are
not substances. Substance words simply name groups of elements that remain
together in experience.

A parallel path was taken by Richard Avenarius (1843—96). His work added
little to the core of Machian positivism. However he did influence one important
‘philosopher-king’ of the twentieth century, V. I. Lenin. Avenarius introduced
the term ‘empirio-criticism’ to describe his version of positivism and it was
against that that Lenin wrote his most important philosophical tract in support
of his pragmatist scientific realism (Lenin 1920). Like Mach, Avenarius restricted
knowledge to ‘pure experience’, saw scientific method as driven by the need for
economy of thought and argued for the complete elimination of metaphysical
categories. He phrased this as a stricture on the process of ‘introjection’ — the
imposition of metaphysics on to experience — which was just the very thing
that Helmholtz had required in order to make sense of human experience, of
our universal conviction that there was a material world which was other than
our individual experiences. Despite the rejection of introjection, Avenarius too
needed to find a solution to the threat of solipsism. His ‘assumption’ was less
metaphysical than that of Helmholtz but served the same purpose. Each human
being assumed that he or she was confronted by a material world, and that there
were other human beings who were making assertions about it.

Here the path from the rejection of German idealism to an extreme anti-
theoretical stance to the physical sciences reaches its logical terminus. But there
were important dissenting voices in the German-speaking scientific establish-
ment to this slide. Perhaps the two most prominent were Heinrich Hertz and
Ludwig Boltzmann.

Heinrich Hertz (1857—94) is best known to philosophers for the preface
to his The Principles of Mechanics (1894). Adopting an empiricist approach to

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



22 Rom Harré

metaphysics, Hertz was not at all averse to entertaining hypotheses about
unobservable realms of the natural world, nor to devising a methodology by
the use of which such hypotheses might be assessed for their verisimilitude. He
was also the inventor, at least for the physical sciences, of the later-to-be-famous
‘picture theory of meaning’. According to Hertz, laws of nature were pictures
(Bilden) of facts, and it was this that endowed them with meaning. The science
of mechanics could be reduced to the laws of interaction of elementary masses.
However, when the totality of observable masses did not allow for the creation
of an adequate picture, physicists were entitled to add more elementary masses
to their scheme to enrich their picture of nature until it was adequate to the laws
of phenomena. In the terminology of twentieth-century philosophy of science,
physicists were entitled to create realistic models of aspects of reality that were
unobservable:

We become convinced that the manifold of the actual universe must be greater than
the manifold of the universe which is directly revealed to us by the senses. (Hertz 1894
[1899]: 25)

Hertz and Mach were roughly contemporaries, but their ways of realising
the anti-idealist strand in German thought was very different. Hertz’s early
death from an infected tooth deprived the German scientific community of an
advocate of a ‘positivism’ which stood in sharp opposition to Machian anti-
realism. The contrast between the two was well summed up by Helmholtz in
his preface to Hertz’s Principles of Mechanics (p. xx). Helmholtz says:

For my part, I must admit that I have adhered to the latter (Machian) mode of represen-
tation [of phenomena] and have felt safe in so doing; yet I have no essential objections to
raise against a method [modelling unobservable states of nature] which has been adopted
by three physicists [Kelvin, Maxwell, and Hertz| of such renown.

Both Mach and Ostwald (the most influential chemist of the era) were
opponents of realist interpretations of atomic theories in the physical sciences.
Though both later abandoned their resistance Boltzmann felt himself to have
been personally victimised by the anti-atomism of these influential men. Ludwig
Boltzmann (1844—1906), along with James Clark Maxwell, had pushed forward
the schematic molecular theories of the behaviour of gases that had been pro-
posed in the late eighteenth century, mainly by mathematical analyses of the
possible behaviour of swarms of molecules, relatively elementary bodies great
numbers of which were the constituents of gases. Did the overwhelming power
of the mathematically developed molecular theory to explain the behaviour of
gases justify a beliefin the existence of unobservable molecules? A strict Machian
would have to say that it did not. A strict Hertzian would have to say that it
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did. Like Hertz, Boltzmann believed that it was both scientifically fruitful and
philosophically respectable to make claims about unobservable states and
processes in the material world, on the basis of the explanatory power that
hypotheses of this sort gave to the mathematical abstractions from observa-
tions and experiments. This attitude did not meet with the approval of the
Machian physicists of the Austrian scientific establishment. Boltzmann felt him-
self, rightly or wrongly, to have been persecuted by the hard-line positivists
(Blackmore 1995).

The German physicist-philosophers, while insisting on a strictly empiricist
account of the sources of knowledge, were not agreed on the ultimate scope of
the materialist view of the world. The positivism of Mach and Avenarius re-
stricted the ontology of physics to persisting clusters of sensations. The scientific
realism of Hertz and Boltzmann advanced that ontology into a reality given to
experience only in its effects.

BIOLOGISTS AS PHILOSOPHERS: THE NATURE OF LIFE
AND THE REINVENTION OF MORALITY

If one thinks of philosophy in the broader sense, reflections on the Nature and
Destiny of Man must surely count amongst its proper tasks. Many Victorian
scientists, usually actively engaged in research projects in biology, wrote very
influential works on these larger themes. In Germany, as Passmore (1957: 31)
puts it, philosophically minded biologists like Haeckel, quite as much as the
physicists discussed above, stood in opposition to the ‘official philosophy’ of the
German universities, which was ‘dedicated to the defence of “the spiritual life”
against the inroads of natural science and of the state against radical reform’.
This is something of an exaggeration. In Paulsen’s (1893 [1895]) account of the
German universities he remarks on the unfettered academic freedom of lectur-
ing and research though, he concedes, in the first half of the nineteenth century
‘interference was sometimes practised [by the state]; for instance about 1820 in
favour of Hegelian philosophy, about 1840 against it’. In England the oppo-
sition between established religion and scientific radicalism was more muted.
Most scientists, even Darwin himself, went no further than declarations of ag-
nosticism. It is well to remember that most of the writers of the pro-science,
positivist persuasion were publicists as much as they were philosophers in their
commentaries on and discussions of scientific method.

Two issues commanded attention. On the matter of the origins of life and in
particular the origins of the human race, Darwin and other biologists, partic-
ularly Thomas Henry Huxley, seemed to have established that the existence of
human beings had a naturalistic explanation and required no special creation.
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Among physiologists the dominant opinion, especially stemming from Germany;,
was equally uncompromising. The processes of life were at root ‘mechanical’
and required no special life force to explain them.

Just as positivism displayed a spectrum of views so too did the naturalistic
philosophy of the biologists and those influenced by them. On the key question
of the grounds of scientific knowledge, Huxley (1863) argued not only that
consciousness was not a material property of the human organism but that one
was forced to the epistemological conclusion that ‘our one certainty was the
existence of the mental world’. How this seemingly ‘idealist’ principle was to be
reconciled with the generally materialist line of scientific thought Huxley never
revealed. Huxley had published a book on Hume’s philosophy. He seems to have
interpreted Hume’s sensory impressions as mental. Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919),
on the other hand, had no hesitation in taking a strongly monistic position.
The universe displays a development towards the complexity and sophistication
of human life, but the whole many-layered and hierarchical reality is based
firmly on nothing but the ‘mechanics of atoms’ (Haeckel 1899). He was also
uncompromisingly against the agnosticism popular in England. There is no
place for God in the story of the origins of the human race (Haeckel 1874
[1905]). Evolution is a ‘mathematical necessity of nature’. Haeckel was the first
to formulate the famous aphorism ‘Ontogeny [individual development] is a
recapitulation of phylogeny [the history of the species].” He based his arguments
for an evolutionary origin for human beings on a detailed comparison between
stages in the development of the human embryo and the anatomy of earlier life
forms (Haeckel 1874 [1905]: 2). Haeckel’s book on the evolution of the human
race caused an uproar in Germany, at least as great as Darwin’s Origin of Species
had raised in England. It was described by one commentator as ‘a blot on the
escutcheon of Germany’.

At least in the popular mind, the most influential philosopher of the nine-
teenth century in England, and in the United States, was not J. S. Mill, but
Herbert Spencer. His books, mostly published as sections of his enormous
System of Synthetic Philosophy published in eight volumes between 1862 and
1896, sold tens of thousands of copies. His influence extended into political
philosophy (Social Darwinism) and into education. He too drew his inspira-
tion from biology, and in particular the general idea of evolution. This was not
Darwin’s cautiously phrased conception of development without a teleology of
ascending value. Spencer applied the idea of development, in the sense of im-
provement, to every aspect of the universe, inorganic and organic, cosmic and
local.

But it was a development that was wholly material. Volume II of the System,
devoted to the Principles of Biology, begins with a firm statement of materialism.
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Organic bodies consist almost wholly of four elements: oxygen, nitrogen, hy-
drogen, and carbon. Evolution, in biology as elsewhere in the natural order, is
just the redistribution of Matter and Motion. Philosophy, he thought, sought
the most general principles of science, and the principle or law of evolution
was the most general of these. This law states that there is constant change
‘from a [relatively] indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a [relatively] definite,
coherent inhomogeneity’ (Spencer 1862 [1996: 396]). Darwinian application to
organic evolution was only a particular case of the general movement of the
whole world. And, of course, the same principle applied to human society,
which, according to the dictates of the law would improve indefinitely. This
optimistic outlook on the world goes some way to explain the enormous pop-
ularity of Spencerian philosophy in his own time. It has been suggested that
the horrors of the First World War so contradicted the principle that Spencer’s
philosophical reputation fell with it.

Equally important, perhaps, in explaining that popularity was Spencer’s ex-
plicit attempt to find a reconciliation between science and religion, and so bring
the most tendentious topic of Victorian debate to an end. “We must find’, he
says (Spencer 1862 [1996: 22]) ‘some fundamental verity in defence of which
each [that is, science and religion] will find the other its ally.” It cannot be a
specific doctrine or fact of either. The common principle is the inscrutability
of the world. From the standpoint of all religions, ‘the Power which the
Universe manifests to us is utterly inscrutable’ (Spencer 1862 [1996: 22]). And
‘the ultimate scientific ideas . . . are all representative of realities that cannot be
comprehended’ (Spencer 1862 [1996: 66]).

Unlike Huxley, Spencer did have an account of the world to experience
relation, an account that harks back to Thomas Reid in the previous century, and
forward to recent ontological suggestions in attempts to interpret contemporary
physics. But it must have seemed thin indeed. Science, says Spencer, leads to the
Unknowable. As the sciences progress, for example biology, despite finding an
exhaustive catalogue of material substances involved in Life, ‘its essence cannot be
conceived in physico-chemical terms’ (Spencer 1862—96: 11, 120). “The Ultimate
Reality behind this manifestation . . . transcends conception . . . even simple
forms of existence are in their ultimate natures incomprehensible.” Spencer is
very critical of vitalism, the interpretation of the essence of life in terms of
primitive animism. We do not know, indeed cannot know what the Ultimate
Reality could be. But our sensations must be produced by something. This
‘something’ can only be, from our point of view a Power, some primordial
activity.

Finally it is worth remarking on Spencer’s ambitions for Philosophy. ‘Science
is partially-unified knowledge.” The work of Philosophy is to abstract such
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principles from that level of knowledge as to arrive at ‘completely-unified knowl-
edge’ (Spencer, 1862 [1996: 134]). The abstraction of a general law of evolution
from chemistry, biology, and human history is just such a work of philosophy.

Some commentators, for instance Passmore (1957), have been scathing in
their judgement of the philosophical quality of the scientist-philosophers such
as Huxley and Spencer, who so dominated English popular thought in the
nineteenth century. Itis true that such key concepts as ‘Power’ were not treated to
the kind of analysis that had been popular in the eighteenth century and would be
so again in the twentieth. But the style of thinking, centred on scientific insights,
raised profound questions ignored, ridiculed or treated quite superficially by the
analytical philosophers of the twentieth century.

SUMMARY

Though the scientifically oriented authors in each of the three main centres
of philosophical activity were materialists, reductionists, and empiricists by in-
clination and conviction, few, if any, managed to balance the paradoxes and
inconsistencies that quickly emerged. A strict empiricism left them struggling
with the problem of how correlations of types of sensations can lead a scientist
to reliable and general knowledge of the material universe which is presumably
the origin of these very sensations. It was also difticult to account for the strength
of the laws of nature if they were nothing but summaries of and abstractions
from sensory experience. In many cases recourse was had to some form of the
Kantian a priori. Those who resisted this way out, like Mach and Mill, had the
traditional ‘problem of induction’ to deal with, and it cannot be said that either
made a good job of resolving it.

It has often been remarked that the five centuries since 1500 have seen a pro-
gressive demoting of human beings from a privileged and unique place in the
order of things. The biologist-philosophers of the second half of the nineteenth
century realised this transformation very well. Having abandoned a transcen-
dental source for morality, they looked for one from within the biological realm
itself. Evolution as progress was seized upon as a way of forging a morality not
so much for a secular, as for a molecular world. The impressive ‘rise of science’
in the public regard in this period (one commentator remarked that the loco-
motive was all that was needed to convince the general public of the authority
of physical science) ensured that the influence of authors like Comte, Darwin,
Huxley, Mach, and Spencer was very widespread, filtering through to moral,
political, and economic attitudes to life itself.
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NEO-KANTIANISM: THE GERMAN
IDEALISM MOVEMENT

CHRISTOPHER ADAIR-TOTEFF

WHAT IS NEO-KANTIANISM?

For contemporary philosophers it is safe to say that much, if not most, of recent
philosophy is either directly or indirectly indebted to Kant. Paul Guyer and
Allen Wood write in their introduction to the new Cambridge translation of
the Critique of Pure Reason: ‘all modern thinkers are children of Kant, whether
they are happy or bitter about their paternity’ (Kant 1781, 1787 [1998: 23]).
Although this sentiment has been prominent for some time, it has not always
been the case. Indeed, some of Kant’s contemporaries prophesied that he would
be soon forgotten, and his German speculative idealist successors appeared to go
so far beyond Kant that he was no longer recognisable — hence Kant was almost
forgotten. That philosophers of the late nineteenth century and the twentieth
century not only remember him, but also maintain that philosophy since Kant
is the attempt either to build upon him or refute him, is due in large measure to
the German idealist movement of the last decades of the nineteenth century and
the first several decades of the twentieth century. This is the movement known
as Neo-Kantianism.

Despite the significant role that the Neo-Kantians played in emphasising
Kant’s importance, there has been little work done on this movement. Writing
in 1967 Lewis White Beck observed that “There is very little material in English
on Neo-Kantianism’ (Beck 1967). This is still true today, although there have
been several recent German scholars who have attempted to draw attention to
certain figures, or to certain aspects of the movement as a whole." This neglect is

' In English there have been three attempts to help draw some attention to the Neo-Kantian move-
ment: Willey (1987), Kohnke (1986), and Oakes (1986), as well as Oakes’s translations of other Neo-
Kantian works. However, these attempts suffer from being more historical and less philosophical; this
is understandable because much of the work done on Neo-Kantians has been by non-philosophers.
Kohnke’s book is further marred because there is little documentation and almost two hundred
pages of important material found in the original German work is missing from the English transla-
tion. This is troubling because there is nothing in the English edition to indicate that this material is
omitted. Besides Kohnke, Hans-Ludwig Ollig, and Helmut Holzhey are two other German scholars
who have contributed substantially to the renewal of interest in Neo-Kantianism.
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unfortunate because members of the movement were serious Kantian scholars
whose discussions contain much that would still be helpful in understanding
Kant today. But there are a number of difficulties which make this neglect
understandable.

The first obstacle is the question as to what is meant by ‘Neo-Kantianism’.
In a general sense ‘Neo-Kantianism’ includes all Kant’s successors, including
Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, and probably Schopenhauer. But in the specific sense
with which we are primarily concerned here the Neo-Kantian movement is the
‘Back to Kant’ movement that flourished in Germany from 1860 to the First
World War. One important general feature of this movement is that its adher-
ents were frustrated with the state of German philosophy around the middle
of the nineteenth century. The great German idealist systems of the previous
generation had collapsed under their own weight; the revolutionary movement
of 1848 and its aftermath had prompted thinkers to embrace revolutionary social
questions and then to abandon them; and many of the natural scientists of the
time had a naive materialistic philosophy which accompanied their scientific
successes. These three points provided a starting point for these philosophers
of the second half of the nineteenth century. First, most of the Neo-Kantians
had learned that system building was an exercise in futility and instead they
sought to concentrate on incremental improvements in understanding. Second,
while there is a tendency to see Neo-Kantianism as primarily a movement that
emphasised problems of knowledge, this is to ignore the fact that many of the
movement’s members were active in looking at social questions; indeed, a num-
ber made the attempt to right social, political, and religious wrongs. And, third,
while they rejected materialism, most, if not all Neo-Kantians, had learned
enough from Hume and Marx to have a healthy respect for empiricism, while
rejecting any form of scepticism.

Another obstacle to discussing Neo-Kantianism is its magnitude and diver-
sity. The movement lasted for at least seventy years, and some scholars have
gone so far as to suggest that it lasted almost a century. Even within a short
period, the numbers involved are large: Klaus Christian Kohnke lists dozens of
philosophers who lectured on Kant between 1862 and 1890 (Kohnke 1986).
Further while some of the schools centred on certain topics for investigation,
there were considerable differences both in the interests of the members of the
schools as well as the changes in the ‘membership’ in them. It 1s usual to focus
on the two major schools: the Southwest school, named for the Neo-Kantians
in the Southwest German universities of Heidelberg, Freiburg, and Strasburg,
and the Marburg school located further north at the university in Marburg. As
an overgeneralisation, members of the Southwest school tended to gravitate to
questions of culture and value, while members of the Marburg school leaned
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towards issues of epistemology and logic. Naturally, there was some crossover in
interests.

Many schools founded their own journals in order to put forward their con-
tentions and combat rival theories. At Marburg, Hermann Cohen and Paul
Natorp founded the journal Philosophische Arbeiten (1906). They published not
only their own writings, but also those of Ernst Cassirer, Nicolai Hartmann,
and later Heinz Heimsoeth. At Heidelberg, a number of prominent thinkers
established the journal Logos (1910/11) which focused primarily on questions of
culture. The founding members included the Heidelberg philosopher Wilhelm
Windelband, the philosopher/theologian Ernst Troeltsch, and the Freiburg
philosopher Heinrich Rickert. Another founding member was Max Weber,
a friend of Rickert when they were colleagues at Freiburg in the late 1890s,
who moved to Heidelberg before retiring early because of ill-health. Weber’s
friend from Berlin, Georg Simmel, was another member, but what is espe-
cially intriguing was the inclusion also of Edmund Husserl, the founder of
phenomenology, for we tend to think of Husserl as interested in founding phi-
losophy (phenomenology) as a strict science, not concerned with questions of
culture. Besides these journals connected with specific schools, there were also
independent journals such as Kant-Studien. Hans Vaihinger founded this in 1897
with the express purpose of allowing freedom of discussion without the parti-
sanship of the earlier school journals, and alone among all of these journals it has
not ceased publication but continues to be a primary source for work on Kant.

Despite all their differences and the lengthy and sometimes personal quarrels it
1s safe to say that virtually all of the Neo-Kantians subscribed to the movement’s
battle cry, which came from Otto Liebmann’s Kant und die Epigonen (Kant and
the Epigones): ‘So muf3 auf Kant zurtickgegangen werden’ (‘So [we] must return
to Kant’) (Liebmann 1865). But members had two different approaches to Kant.
One was an attempt to determine what Kant actually did say; in effect, Kant
philology: Hermann Cohen’s three commentaries, one on each of the Critiques,
are examples of this. Other examples include works from the 1880s devoted to
Kant’s unpublished writings. These include the work by Benno Erdmann on
Kant’s Reflexionen and that by Rudolf Reicke on Kant’s so-called Lose Blitter
from Kant’s Nachlass. Another example is Hans Vaihinger’s massive commentary,
of which more will be said below. Around the turn of the century major efforts
were also begun to provide textually correct editions of Kant’s writings. Ernst
Cassirer with his brother Bruno published a ten-volume edition, but it was the
Royal Prussian Academy edition, begun in 1900 under the general editorship of
Wilhelm Dilthey, that has provided Kant scholars with the definitive edition of
Kant’s works, ranging from his major and minor published pieces, to his letters,
lectures, and notes.
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The other approach to Kant was the attempt to set out what Kant should
have said. The great speculative idealist systems of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel
were attempts to improve on Kant’s philosophy, and the members of the Neo-
Kantian movement were just as tempted to follow suit. However, in contrast to
their system-building predecessors, the Neo-Kantians attempted to adhere more
to both the spirit and the letter of Kant’s teachings. Thus, rather than simply
using Kant’s texts as points of departure for new philosophies, the Neo-Kantians
wished to return to Kant in order to use his principles and methodologies to
answer both old and new philosophical problems. For example, according to
Kant’s famous ‘Copernican Revolution’ it is our subjective epistemological con-
stitution which guarantees the objectivity of cognition, and this in turn implies
that mathematics and the natural sciences exemplify the twin cardinal character-
istics of knowledge: universality and necessity. Many Neo-Kantians wanted to
use this methodology to demonstrate that there could be new sciences applicable
to man, for despite their reverence for Kant, many saw Kant’s limitations, espe-
cially in the respect of not dealing with the so-called human sciences, including
what we know as sociology and even history. Kant had been interested primarily
in mathematics and natural sciences. That is why the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’
of the Critiqgue of Pure Reason was designed to demonstrate the validity of the
sciences of Euclidean geometry and mathematics, and the ‘Transcendental An-
alytic’ was intended to prove the validity of Newtonian science. And however
much Kant was interested in man as a rational and moral agent, he was not
really intrigued by the various changes that make up human culture. One might
indeed suggest that Kant’s attempts to provide justifications for the universal
and necessary conditions of knowledge blinded him to the varieties of human
cultures and to the contingencies of the individual human beings. In light of
this, it should not come as a shock to come across Wilhelm Windelband’s dic-
tum: ‘to understand Kant means to go beyond him’ (Windelband 1884). Lest
any one think that this is irreverence, bear in mind that in the Critique of Pure
Reason Kant maintained that we understand Plato better than he understood
himself.

Scholars generally agree that the Neo-Kantian movement more or less dis-
solved just prior to or during the First World War, though some suggest that it
continued, if in altered form, into the 1920s and 1930s. But there is significant
disagreement on the question of when it began and who started it. Some hold
that it was E A. Lange with his Geschichte des Materialismus (History of Materialism —
1866), others hold that it was Otto Liebmann with his Kant und die Epigonen
(1865), and still others suggest that it was Eduard Zeller’s paper ‘Uber Bedeutung
und Aufgabe der Erkenntnistheorie’ (‘On the Significance and Task of the Theory
of Knowledge’ — 1862 [1865—84]). Yet even from 1860 there was considerable
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interest in Kant, which was generated by Kuno Fischer’s two works on Kant,
both of which were published that year. Indeed, Liebmann was Kuno Fischer’s
student at Jena and Windelband, another of Fischers students, proclaimed
that ‘the new impetus in Kantian teaching’ began with Kuno Fischer in 1860
(Windelband 1904).

Kuno Fischer’s first work on Kant was Kants Leben und die Grundlagen seiner
Lehre (Kant’s Life and the Foundations of his Teaching) (Fischer 1860a). It consists
of three lectures with the first providing a sketch of Kant’s life. In the second
Fischer focuses on human cognition, which he takes to be the first question
of philosophy. His concern with epistemology prompts him to take up the
notions of time and space as found in the first Critique’s section entitled “The
Transcendental Aesthetic’. It is this section that provoked the long-running feud
with the Berlin Aristotelian, E A. Trendelenburg. This issue will be addressed
below. Fischer continued to try to make Kant accessible and in the same year he
published a two-volume work Geschichte der neuern Philosophie (History of Modern
Philosophy) (Fischer 1860b), which was part of his larger attempt to provide a
history of modern philosophy. In the second volume Fischer attempted to set
out the fundamental tenets of Kant’s philosophy. It is clear that Kuno Fischer saw
that his task was to make Kant comprehensible, which he did with remarkable
success. Thomas Willey contends that ‘by all accounts’ Fischer’s books were of
paramount importance in renewing interest in Kant (Willey 1978: 63). Further,
his lectures on Kant were justly famous. He sought to engage his audience,
which tended to be packed with students, and he continued to lecture when he
returned to Heidelberg in 1872, as he said, ‘to live and to die’.

THE SPACE CONTROVERSY

When Kant published the Critique of Pure Reason it generated both interest
and controversy. One charge that his critics levelled dealt with the notion of
space and the thing-in-itself. In the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ Kant claimed
that space was a pure form of intuition and applied exclusively to things as they
appeared to us. This claim can be regarded as the ‘exclusivity claim’. Yet he
also held that we can never have knowledge of the thing-in-itself. This claim
can be called the ‘unknowability thesis’. Some critics argued that as these are
mutually exclusive positions Kant must give up one or the other. Others granted
that Kant was correct to insist that space is a pure intuition of sensibility and
that it is subjective; but, they argued, Kant never considered the possibility that
space might also apply to the things-in-themselves. This last charge began a
controversy which lasted some forty years and included some fifty participants
(Vaihinger 1882—92). It was often personal and petty and was the epitome of
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Neo-Kantian quarrels which Vaihinger described using Hobbes’s phrase as ‘a war
of all against all’. It began when E A. Trendelenburg took up this criticism in his
Logische Untersuchungen (Logical Investigations) (1840), but it was not until twenty
years later that Kuno Fischer published a spirited defence of Kant (Fischer 1860a).
He devoted the third section of his first book on Kant to this issue and argued
that because space is the first condition of human knowledge it must be purely
subjective. A few years later Fischer published his System der Logik und Metaphysik
oder Wissenschaftslehre (System of Logic and Metaphysics or the Doctrine of Science),
where he opined that if Trendelenburg were right and space was something
real, then mathematics would lose its universality and certainty; hence, it would
cease to be a science (Fischer 1865).

In 1867 Trendelenburg again took up the challenge when he published ‘Uber
eine Liicke in Kants Beweis von der ausschliessenden Subjectivitit des Raumes
und der Zeit. Ein kritisches und antikritisches Blatt” (‘On a Gap in Kant’s Proof of
the Exclusive Subjectivity of Space and Time. A Critical and Anti-critical Page’).
The subtitle gives more than a hint on how personal this major disagreement
was becoming. Trendelenburg insisted that if space were merely subjective then
we are led to scepticism. Fischer offers a few defensive remarks in the preface to
his Kant’s Vernunft Kritik (Kant’s Criticism of Reason). He defends his approach as a
historian of philosophy who pays close attention to Kant’s arguments, and insists
that Kant is simply right and Trendelenburg is wrong. Trendelenburg responded
with Kuno Fischer und sein Kant (Kuno Fischer and his Kant) (Trendelenburg 1869)
and the next year Fischer published Anti-Trendelenburg (Fischer 1870). By now
the debate had hopelessly degenerated — both works consist mostly of personal
attacks and the notion of space is practically ignored. But the controversy con-
tinued to draw interest. Hermann Cohen published an article (Cohen 1870) in
which he seemed to side with his teacher Trendelenburg; however, the following
year he appeared to move away from him in his Kants Theorie der Erfahrung (Kant’s
Theory of Experience) (Cohen 1871). C. Grapengiesser published Kant’s Lehre von
Raum und Zeit (Kant’s Doctrine of Space and Time) (Grappengiesser 1870) and
the same year Emil Arnoldt published Kants Tianszendental Idealitit des Raumes
und Zeit (Kant’s Tianscendental Ideality of Space and Time) (Arnoldt 1870).
Both defended Kant, but the latter made it obvious with his subtitle: ‘For Kant
Against Trendelenburg’. Later philosophers tended to change sides. Johannes
Volkelt criticised Kant in his Immanuel Kants Erkenntnistheorie (Immanuel Kant’s
Theory of Cognition) (Volkelt 1879) and later Vaihinger, in his Kommentar
(Commentary) (Vaihinger 1881 [1970]), would criticise Kuno Fischer. Indeed,
Vaihinger provides a splendid survey of the long-running controversy and with
his opinion the debate began to subside.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Neo-Kantianism: the German idealism movement 33

THE MARBURG SCHOOL

Although there are many philosophers associated with the Marburg school there
is only room here to discuss three of them: E A. Lange, Hermann Cohen, and
Paul Natorp. That all three were interested in a wide range of issues belies the
claim that the Marburg school devoted its talents only to questions of knowledge.
While this may have been the primary focus, many of the Marburg philosophers
were concerned with political, social, and religious issues. This is clearly evident
with Lange. Friedrich Albert Lange did not become a professor until 1870 when
he was forty-two years old. Before that time he was a Gymnasium (upper-level
secondary school) teacher, a writer and editor of newspapers and articles, and
the equivalent of head of the chamber of commerce. During these years he
discussed issues of political and social importance. In particular, he wrote on
the question of work for the working class and his book Die Arbeiterfrage (The
Question of the Worker) (Lange 1865) had a Marxist twist. He was also much
involved in political questions, first in Germany, then in Switzerland, and again
when he returned to Germany in 1872 to take up the chair of philosophy at
Marburg. In fact, his stand on a matter of principle almost cost him his earlier
teaching position at Cologne, but he resigned first. The issue at stake there
was his insistence that teachers should have full political freedom, including the
freedom to criticise the state when it is warranted.

It is for his Geschichte des Materialismus (History of Materialism) (Lange 1866
[1887]) that Lange is chiefly remembered. He began work on it in 1857, but it
was not published until 1866. It is a wide-ranging book, dealing not only with
Greek, Roman, and modern philosophy, but also with such subjects as music
and even mysticism. He then revised the first volume, dealing with materialism
up to Kant, and published this revised volume in 1873 before extensively revising
the second volume, devoted to Kant and his successors, which was published in
1875, shortly before his death. Despite the fact that he was in considerable pain
because of cancer, Lange evidently believed that he needed to rework the second
volume. Two matters prompted him to undertake the effort: the important
scientific achievements of the years following the book’s first appearance, and,
secondly, his belief that, following, Hermann Cohen’s Kants Theorie der Erfahrung,
he needed to revise radically his views on Kant.

Lange’s Geschichte des Materialismus is an intriguing work. Despite the title,
it is primarily a denunciation of materialism from a Kantian standpoint. Lange
allows that empiricists are correct to believe that experience is, as Hume held,
the basis of knowledge of all matters of fact. However, empiricists err by not
realising that there must be a priori workings of the mind for us even to
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have experience. Thus although experience and the theory of induction are
important scientific tools, they are no substitute for the mind’s ability to employ
a priori categories. Lange, however, was hostile to abstract metaphysical spec-
ulation; hence because the thing-in-itself is beyond experience, he questioned
whether Kant was justified in maintaining its existence and sought to turn Kant
against himself by insisting that, properly speaking, metaphysics is restricted to
the theory of knowledge. Yet Lange is not content to say that knowledge is
all there is. He believes that he follows Kant in insisting that there are other
worthwhile human endeavours. While we cannot have knowledge of ethics,
religion, and poetry, these are nonetheless extremely valuable human activities.
In particular, Lange had a fondness for Schiller’s philosophical poetry which
comforted him in his final years of illness. He endorsed a specifically Kantian
type of idealism, which he believed demonstrated the optimistic side of human
nature that emphasised the artistic impulses and the freedom of morality in
contrast to the deterministic and pessimistic philosophy of materialism. It is to
Lange’s credit that philosophers as diverse as Cohen and Vaihinger paid tribute
to him. Cohen dedicated the second edition of Kants Theorie der Erfahrung to
Lange; and Vaihinger, not one eager to pay homage, claimed with some pride
that his philosophy of ‘as if” was based in large measure on the ‘Standpoint of
the Ideal’ with which Lange ends his Geschichte des Materialismus.

Hermann Cohen owed much to his friend and mentor Lange, and it would
have been interesting to see how things turned out had Lange lived longer. As
it was, their three-year relationship had a profound impact on both of them.
At an earlier stage Cohen had turned from an interest in Judaism to Platonic
and Aristotelian studies, which is why he went to Berlin to study with Trende-
lenburg. Trendelenburg’s criticism of Kant then prompted Cohen to begin his
own study of Kant, which in turn induced him to seek employment with Lange
at Marburg. He arrived there and was habilitiert (allowed to have a university
position) in 1873, became an Extraordinarius Professor (associate level) in 1875,
and Ordinarius Professor (full professor) a year later and took over the recently
deceased Lange’s chair of philosophy. Besides their shared interest in Kant they
had a number of other things in common. Both believed that art, religion, and
politics were important; both believed in helping the common person to seek
social and economic gains, and both tackled religious problems. Lange’s father
was a well-known Protestant minister and later professor of theology; Cohen’s
father was a teacher at the local Jewish school. Both fathers had lasting influences
on the religious outlooks of their sons.

Hermann Cohen has a reputation in religious circles, especially Jewish, but he
is best remembered because of his commentaries on the three Critiques: Kants
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Theorie der Erfahrung (1871); Kants Begriindung der Ethic (Kant’s Foundations of
Ethics) (1877); and finally Kants Begriindung der Aesthetik (Kant’s Foundations of
Aesthetics) (1889). These three commentaries covered what Cohen took to be
important from Kant: thinking, willing, and judging.

Cohen was considered one of the best Kantian scholars. However, friends
and critics alike complained about his obscure style and his penchant for appa-
rent paradoxes; Georg Simmel once remarked that Cohen’s commentaries were
among the best but doubted that there was anyone who could decipher them.
One feature of his style was his tendency to collapse distinctions. An example
of this was his way of combining historical analysis with philosophical criticism:
thus, he tried both to explain what Kant said and what he should have said.
He did this in his commentaries, but also in his later and more original works,
especially Logik der reinen Erkenntnis (Logic of Pure Knowledge) (1902), Ethik des
reinen Willens (Ethics of Pure Will) (1904), and Asthetik des reinen Gefiihls (Logic
of Pure Feeling) (1912). He also sought to collapse the fundamental Kantian
distinction between the two faculties of Sensibility and Understanding, arguing
that Kant suggests that these two stems have a common, if unknown, root (Lange
and Heidegger are two others who follow Cohen’s claim). And he later argued
that thinking and being were essentially the same.

Cohen may have felt lonely at Marburg after Lange’s death in 1875 and he
welcomed the arrival of Paul Natorp in 1881, who came there as a Privatdozent
to study Kant with him. Despite Natorp’s friendship and support, however,
Cohen remained rather isolated at Marburg because of his opinionated be-
haviour and contentious theories. So when Cohen retired and fought to have
his favourite pupil, Ernst Cassirer, as his successor, only Natorp sided with him
(the position went to a now-forgotten experimental psychologist). Cohen was
disheartened by this and moved to Berlin in 1912 where he threw himself even
more into problems of religion and especially into the so-called Jewish question.
He appeared to have somewhat abandoned his ‘objective’ philosophical stance in
favour of polemics against what he perceived was anti-semitism. Kuno Fischer,
in a moment of tactlessness, even suggested that Cohen was more interested
in the question of race than he was in being a philosopher. His defence of the
Jews and his attempt to demonstrate that the Jews were superior as a people to
German citizens was bound to cause consternation; and his conviction that the
relation between God and Jew was ultimately a highly personal one was equally
certain to cause concern among Jews. Like Lange, Cohen was not afraid to hold
controversial opinions, whether on Kant, politics, or religion. Whereas many
of the philosophers of the early 1930s were scholars who either tolerated or
even aided the Nazis in order to escape personal difficulties, Cohen, Lange, and
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other Neo-Kantians had been more than ready to pay the price for defending
unpopular positions.

Although Cohen and Paul Natorp enjoyed a long relationship which was
marked both by warm friendship and joint philosophical efforts, one scholar
has suggested that there are important differences between their approaches to
philosophy (Holzhey 1986). Despite the fact that Natorp went to Marburg to
study Kant with Cohen, Natorp’s early work was not on Kant but on Descartes.
And, while Cohen continued to concentrate primarily on Kant (and religious
questions), Natorp was just as interested to work on other figures in the history
of philosophy, notably Plato. Again there are differences in their attitudes to
historical scholarship. While some scholars criticised Cohen for taking some
liberties with his reading of Kant, all appeared to agree that his historical ex-
amination of Kant’s writings was fundamentally correct. Natorp, however, was
thought to take considerable liberties with his ‘historical” work. In perhaps his
best work, Platons Ideenlehre (Plato’s Doctrine of Ideas) (1902), he departs from
the traditional reading of Plato on the issue of Plato’s thesis that ‘ideas’ or the
‘Forms’ are the only real entities. It had been the received view that for Plato
the ‘Forms’ are the only ontological things worthy of being called ‘Beings’
and are accordingly the only objects of knowledge. Departing from this view
Natorp maintained that Plato’s major discovery was in showing that ideas are not
things, but are instead laws and methods. This prompted him to claim that Plato
was a ‘Kantian before Kant, indeed a Marburg Neo-Kantian before Marburg’
(Natorp 1902: 462). This Kantian approach to Plato generated considerable
controversy but it was based upon years of research and Natorp continued to
defend it.

In 1912 Natorp published a paper in Kant-Studien entitled ‘Kant und die
Marburger Schule’, in which he argued a number of points. First, he main-
tained that the school did not have a constant reading of Kant; but, instead,
the members were always engaged in new research and interpretations. Second,
the Marburgers were not only interested in Kant but also in ancient and mod-
ern philosophy, and in the scientific developments from Galileo and Newton
to recent work in mathematics and the natural sciences. And, third, speaking
primarily of himself, Natorp rejected the fixed ideas of Plato’s middle dialogues
(such as the Republic and the Symposium) in favour of the ‘movement’ of the
later dialogues (e.g. the Sophist). Here again Natorp stresses change coupled
with the twin notions of law and method. Natorp continued to side mostly
with Cohen even after the latter’s resignation and departure to Berlin in 1912.
But, after Cohen’s death in 1918 Natorp reassessed his philosophical relationship
with him, and from this time there is a noticeable movement away from his old
friend and mentor, Cohen.
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THE SOUTHWEST SCHOOL

There are, of course, fundamental similarities between the Marburg school and
the Southwest school but what is of interest here are the dissimilarities. The
members of the Marburg school did not take up theoretical questions of value
until Ernst Cassirer started to investigate them long after the turn of the century,
though many of them, especially Lange and Cohen, were extremely active in
pursuing practical matters involving questions of value. In contrast, the South-
west school was preoccupied with abstract questions of value from the 1880s.
These theoretical investigations concerned a wide range of issues, but mention
can be made here only of one — the problem of history. If natural science provides
rational accounts of the universal laws of the real world, what kind of account
should history provide of that which is singular and unrepeatable? Only a sketch
can be offered here, and it must be accompanied with significant limitations; in
particular the discussion must, unfortunately, omit the contributions of Simmel
and Troeltsch. In the latter’s case this is unfortunate because he not only con-
tributed to the debate, but also wrote an important history of it. This work, Der
Historismus und seine Probleme (Historicism and its Problems) (1922) runs to 777 pages
and sheds numerous insights on the debate and the people who contributed
to it.

First and foremost, the Southwest Neo-Kantians rejected two opposing con-
ceptions of history — Hegel’s idealistic, rationalist conception and Ranke’s later
‘realism’, according to which history simply recounted the past ‘as it happened’.
Despite building on his predecessors it was Wilhelm Windelband who gave the
main clear exposition of the problem and sketched a means of overcoming it. He
hadlearned from Hermann Lotze the limitations of the natural sciences and from
Kuno Fischer the importance of history, specifically the history of philosophy.
But he repudiated (temporarily) Fischer’s reliance on Hegel: Windelband was
above all a Kantian and he even insisted that all nineteenth-century philosophers
had been fundamentally Kantians (Windelband 1924: iv). He began working on
the problem early in his career but it was not until he moved to Strasburg to
take over the chair of his deceased friend Otto Liebmann in 1882 that he began
work in earnest, and he continued even when he moved to Heidelberg in 1903
to take Kuno Fischer’s chair.

‘While he had learned much from Fischer, he parted from him in significant
ways. One such issue concerned the approach to the history of philosophy:
instead of providing a chronological account of the history of philosophy,
Windelband provided one based upon problems (Windelband 1884). He also
propounded an extremely influential distinction between nomothetic and
ideographic science, between the natural scientist’s interest in universals and
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the historian’s concern with particulars. In his speech ‘Geschichte und Natur-
wissenschaft’ (‘History and Natural Science’) which he delivered as rector at
Strasburg in 1894, Windelband developed the traditional contrast between the
natural and the ‘moral’ sciences, following Dilthey’s distinction between the
natural sciences and the Geisteswissenschaften (the ‘cultural’ sciences, including
history). Windelband spells out the situation as follows: the natural sciences deal
with universal laws of the external material world, so natural scientists have little
regard for the singular — what they are interested in is experiments that can be
repeated; and while they must be satisfied with inductive reasons, what they
are really seeking is the apodeictic certainty of universal laws. By contrast, the
historian, as a cultural scientist, is interested in the single, individual fact. This
reflects the human revulsion towards the concept of the Doppelginger, and the
belief that mankind has been saved by the single occurrence of Christ’s resurrec-
tion. Thus where the natural scientist wants to find the causal and determined
laws of nature, the historian seeks to explore the individual’s moral freedom. Windel-
band suggests that, as a consequence, the discipline of history has a connection
to Belle Lettres and aesthetics. In this he is very close to Dilthey, and the charge
brought against both of them is that this thesis leads history away from objective
knowledge towards a point of view which is merely subjective, relative, and
irrational.

Max Weber and Heinrich Rickert emphatically objected to points of view
which are merely subjective and relative. Both scholars are remarkable figures,
but Weber is the more controversial one. He had studied philosophy at
Heidelberg but claimed not to be a philosopher. Yet he was keenly aware of
philosophical movements: he once commented that Marx and Nietzsche were
the two most influential thinkers of the nineteenth century. His reputation
now rests primarily on his sociological writings; however, his close friend Ernst
Troeltsch counted him, along with Windelband and Rickert, as one of the three
main figures in the Southwest school (Troeltsch 1922: 565). The intellectual re-
lationship between Rickert and Weber was close, though it is a matter of debate
as to who most influenced whom. In a letter of 1902 to his wife Weber wrote
of Rickert: ‘He is very good’ (Oakes 1986: 7). But for Rickert, Weber was
not a philosopher: instead he was the embodiment of the independent scholar,
ready to take on any opponent and fierce in denouncing dilettantes. Certainly
there are many points of similarity: both Rickert and Weber were concerned
with the logic of the cultural sciences; both believed that Windelband’s and
Dilthey’s approaches led ultimately to subjective aestheticism, both wanted to
answer the question of relationship between concepts and reality, and finally,
both wished to find some means for securing the objectivity of the cultural
sciences.
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Rickert’s main work was Die Grenzen der Wissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung
(translated as The Limits of Concept Formation in Natural Science — Rickert 1986).
Where the first two books of this work are primarily negative (and were pub-
lished in 1896), the last three books are primarily positive (and were published in
1901; the entire work appeared in 1902). Rickert’s approach here is twofold. One
aspect concerns the natural sciences. Rickert argued that the traditional account
of natural sciences was faulty. According to this account there is just one method
for solving the problems of the natural sciences; but the reality is that there is
a multiplicity of methods; so there is no such thing as the method of science.
Further, Rickert argued, this account of the natural sciences also underestimates
the problem of abstraction. Rickert shared with his mentor Windelband the
conviction that natural scientists regard concrete particulars as of no intrinsic in-
terest and are primarily concerned to find abstract universal laws. Rickert then
argued that this gives rise to a problem when natural scientists seek to validate
the abstract concepts which occur in their universal laws, since their position
implies that there is a considerable gap between these abstract universal laws and
the behaviour of concrete particulars. Thus far Rickert’s approach is broadly
similar to that of Windelband, but he then diverges from Windelband in hold-
ing that philosophy must go beyond the limitations of both natural science and
historicism as Windelband conceived it. If the natural sciences overlooked the
importance of the particular, Windelband’s historicism led only to relativism and
nihilism. Rickert’s conclusion was, therefore, that the true dichotomy between
the natural and the cultural sciences is between the natural scientist’s efforts
to find general laws, which may be rational but are unreal because they are
abstractions; and the historian’s, and philosopher’s, investigation into concrete
particulars, which are real, but because of their very particularity, may also be
irrational.

Rickert maintained that in several other respects too there are fundamental
differences between the natural and the cultural sciences. First, for the natural
scientist the spatiality and temporality of particular instances is irrelevant, but
for the historian all that really matters is that the event has occurred at some
particular time. Secondly, where the natural scientist utilises general observations
as a guide to universal laws, the historian uses them to lead back to its proper
object — the individual. Thirdly, where natural science is inherently value free,
the historian’s approach is inescapably value relevant even if he does not evaluate
directly. Rickert clarifies this final contrast by several interrelated points. History
deals not just with individuals but with important ones, and these individuals
must be seen in context, which implies that there is some degree of coherence
between the individuals in the group. So, like Weber, Rickert thinks that the
appearance of values in the cultural sciences is permitted; indeed, unlike the
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natural sciences, it is a necessary part of them. What matters is that these value
judgements should not be ‘hidden’ but should be made openly.

Emil Lask was friendly with Rickert and Weber and was influenced by both.
Lask wrote his Habilitationsschrift on the philosophy of law for Windelband but
primarily under Weber’s influence. Before that, he had earned his doctorate
at Freiburg under Rickert’s direction. This work is on Fichte’s philosophy of
history, but in it he also touches on the problems facing the general philosophy
of history. Thus, he builds upon the work that Rickert finalised in The Limits
of Concept Formation in the Natural Sciences. For Lask, as for Rickert, the crucial
difficulty is overcoming the gap between abstract concept and concrete reality.
Like Rickert, he never closes this gap, but, perhaps unlike Rickert, Lask faced
the problem head on. He believed that there were two approaches to developing
a real science of history, both of which were problematic: either some way must
be found to close the gap between concept and reality, or, to show that despite
this gap, history could still be possible.

VAIHINGER, SIMMEL, AND NEW DIRECTIONS

Hans Vaihinger holds a crucial place in the annals of Neo-Kantianism for two
important reasons: his work on Kant, and his use of Kant and others to found
his philosophy of ‘as if”. On the centennial anniversary of the publication of the
Critique of Pure Reason (1881), Vaihinger published the first volume of a projected
four-volume commentary on the Critigue. This was a commissioned work which
Vaihinger took very seriously. The second volume did not appear until 1892,
largely because of Vaihinger’s illnesses and his decreasing ability to see. He never
did write the projected third and fourth volumes but he maintained that much of
what he would have published was already in print in his articles and pamphlets.
Indeed, while he was certainly often indisposed he continued to organise and
write with great zeal. His Kommentar is a fascinating work. In the 1,066 pages of
the two volumes Vaihinger not only writes a commentary on the Critigue but
also on Kant’s commentators, ranging from Kant’s contemporaries to the latest
writings of the Neo-Kantians. For an exhaustive work and an indication of the
Neo-Kantians’ work on Kant philology, Vaihinger’s commentary will probably
never be superseded. Besides the Kommentar he published a monograph on the
difficult “Transcendental Deduction’ of the Critique in which he argued that the
disunity and apparent contradictions were a result of its being a ‘patchwork’: he
argued that Kant finally patched together notes in a hurry from different stages
of his eleven-year effort to write the Critigue. Vaihinger performed additional
services for the furthering of interest in Kant. He founded Kant-Studien in 1897
and served as general editor, often contributing short commentaries and book
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reviews, and in 1904 he founded the Kant-Gesellschaft (Kant Society) dedicated
to the funding and furthering of the Kant research.

Vaihinger was not content with these endeavours. Much earlier he had begun
work on a lengthy project. Influenced by Kant and Nietzsche, this effort would
finally be in print in 1911 — Die Philosophie des Als-Ob (The Philosophy of As-
If). In a dedication he claims that the cornerstone could be found in Lange’s
work. Drawing from his predecessors Vaithinger maintained that much that we
take to be ethics and religion does not, and cannot, pass for knowledge. Moral
and religious creeds are heuristic fictions; they are beneficial and undoubtedly
necessary, but as fictions they can never be tested for validity. Instead, they are
useful for helping us confront the irrationality of the world. It is to Vaihinger’s
credit that he attempted to bring together the optimism and rationality of Kant
with the pessimism and irrationality of the early Nietzsche. Vaihinger’s interest
in Nietzsche prompted him to publish a work on him (r9o2b). This is a rather
scholarly work written during the time that Nietzsche was mostly considered
a madman and simply dismissed by his critics or adored by his ‘disciples’ who
usually distorted their ‘master’s’ theories.

Vaihinger was not the only one to publish a book on Nietzsche; Georg Simmel
also wrote on Nietzsche. Besides this Simmel was noted for a number of things,
of which two will be mentioned here. In 1904 he published his book on Kant.
In contrast to Cohen, Simmel’s Kant work is accessible; being both correct and
understandable it is easy to see why Simmel was so popular. He is also important
in that he, along with Ferdinand T6nnies and Max Weber, was the philosophical
founder of classical German sociology. His numerous writings on questions of
social interaction, culture and value should be consulted by those interested in
the history of sociology as well as those interested in modern social theory.

Vaihinger and Simmel are just two examples of the new directions for the
Neo-Kantians. Work on other figures in the history of philosophy prompted
some of them to become Neo-Fichteans and Neo-Hegelians or to develop novel
interpretations of older philosophical figures. In other ways, too, the movement
survived the death of its members. Thus the influence of Natorp and Lask on
the young Heidegger is well attested (it may have been their Platonic theories
or their methodologies that influenced Heidegger, or perhaps both): Heidegger
once referred to Natorp as his ‘congenial opponent’ and apparently continued
to hold this view after Natorp’s death. Thus even when Neo-Kantianism began
to fade as a movement, the ideas and methods of its members lived on in the
work of later philosophers.

A study of the Neo-Kantians is worthwhile because they demonstrated the
importance of the study of Kant’s philosophy, and, more generally, the value
of the study of the history of philosophy. Research on the movement is also
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rewarding because the Neo-Kantians were among the brightest, most innovative,
and prolific of nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century philosophers.
Whether one wants to study phenomenology, deconstruction, hermeneutics,
or even analytical philosophy, one cannot avoid study of the Neo-Kantians,
since all of these movements have their antecedents in the great German idealist
movement known as Neo-Kantianism.
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IDEALISM IN BRITAIN AND THE
UNITED STATES

JAMES ALLARD

In 1856 the leading Oxford philosopher of his generation, Henry Longueville
Mansel, later Waynflete Professor of Moral and Metaphysical Philosophy, Canon
of Christ Church, and Dean of St Paul’s, gave a lecture on the philosophy of Kant
in which he described the value of studying German philosophy, particularly
that of Schelling and Hegel. ‘Presumptuous’, he said, ‘as [their] conceptions must
appear to us, daringly profane as their language must sound to one who believes
in a personal God, their study is not without its value in the reductio ad absurdum
which it furnishes of the principles from which such conclusions spring” (Mansel
1856 [1873: 181]). Despite this backhanded recommendation in one of the first
serious discussions of German absolute idealism in English, within twenty years
English-speaking philosophers were on their way to domesticating what they
had learned from Kant and Hegel and using it to supplant the two previously
dominant philosophies in Britain and North America, British empiricism and
Scottish common-sense realism. The sudden rise of idealistic philosophy, with its
wide influence through religion and politics, does not seem explicable except as a
response to the nineteenth-century crisis of faith. English-speaking philosophers
found in idealism a defence of religious emotions which they were able to enlist
in the cause of social reform (Richter 1964: 134).

1. EARLY BRITISH IDEALISM

In Britain, the nineteenth-century crisis of faith was produced by a confrontation
between evangelical Christianity and seemingly incompatible forms of knowl-
edge, particularly higher criticism of scripture and Darwin’s biology. Evangelical
Christianity was grounded in a belief in the literal truth of scripture. Beginning
in the late eighteenth century, an evangelical revival had by the nineteenth
century carried this belief into most aspects of Victorian society. When higher
criticism showed that the Gospels were not the simple eyewitness stories they
purported to be and when biologists rejected the literal truth of the creation
story in Genesis, the fabric of Victorian life came under attack. Thoughtful

43

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



44 James Allard

Victorians found themselves caught between their commitment to a way of life
and its intellectual basis. Victorian novelists and poets testify to the depths of
this crisis, a crisis reflected in science and inevitably in philosophy as well. Yet
neither of the two established philosophies, Scottish common-sense realism or
British empiricism, seemed able, in the words of one contemporary writer, ‘to
present its leading principle bent as one would like to see it into the curves and
junctures of the most anxious thought of our time’ (Masson 1865 [1877: 196],
quoted in Bradley 1979: 16).

Even prior to the Darwinian controversy interest in German philosophy was
growing. William Whewell and Sir William Hamilton had both been stimulated
by Kant, Benjamin Jowett had prepared a translation (never published) of Hegel’s
shorter Logic (Wallace 1874 [1894: x—xi]), and James E Ferrier and John Grote
had developed their own versions of idealism. But more widespread interest
in German idealism only caught hold with the work of a Glasgow physician,
James Hutchison Stirling, whose The Secret of Hegel was published in 1865. This
large, uneven work, mixing introduction, translation, and commentary, first
indicated how Hegel might be exploited to deal with the British crisis of faith.
Stirling attributed to Hegel Kant’s project of reconciling religion and science.
Kant did this, Stirling assured his readers, by arguing that the familiar objects of
everyday experience are partially constituted by the experiencing subject. For
Stirling this meant that sensations, contributed by a source external to minds
called ‘the thing-in-itself’, are converted into objects by a priori subjective
functions in minds (Stirling 1865 [1898: 156—8]). Hegel corrected Kant’s account,
Stirling thought, by arguing that sensations are actually products of the divine
mind in which individual human minds participate. Stirling thus took Hegel
to have completed Kant’s ‘Copernican revolution’ in philosophy by eliminating
the thing-in-itself, the source of objects external to minds. That objects are
materialisations of the divine mind was for Stirling the secret of Hegel (Stirling
1865 [1898: 84—5]). Since the world is a materialisation of divine thought, no
study of the objects in the world, no scientific investigation properly conducted,
can cast doubt on God’s existence. Hegel’s philosophy showed that any scientific
study had to presuppose it.

Stirling’s argument for this conclusion, however, was not compelling. Rather
than providing a defence, he announced a strategy. Employing that strategy
effectively was the work of academically placed idealists, particularly William
Wallace and the brothers John and Edward Caird. Wallace translated Hegel’s
Logic from The Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences (1874) and this became
the main Hegelian text for the British idealists. Furthermore, in his detailed
introduction Wallace showed how the dialectical progression of categories in
Hegel’s Logic could be seen as a struggle for survival among the ‘fittest’ ideas and
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so a counterpart to natural selection (Wallace 1874: clxxx). John Caird’s Philos-
ophy of Religion (1880) provided a systematic idealistic account of Christianity
as well as a version of the ontological argument inspired by Hegel. In two long
books (Caird 1877, 1889) Edward Caird presented Kant as a philosopher who
had almost reconciled philosophy with religion. Unfortunately, in Caird’s view,
Kant persisted in treating reason as subjective and so separated thought from re-
ality. Caird loosely followed Hegel in arguing that thought and reality are both
fragments of a larger whole, objective reason or what Caird called the Abso-
lute. This enabled Caird to treat science as a study of the manifestations of the
Absolute. In his Evolution of Religion (1893) he argued that religion progressively
understands God as the Absolute. Since he regarded Christianity as the most
developed religion, this allowed him to reconcile Christianity with science. By
their translations and scholarly studies Wallace and the Cairds showed how a
loosely Hegelian revision of Kant’s philosophy could deal with the Victorian
crisis of faith. That many Victorians saw it as providing a solution was a result
of the work of T. H. Green, who more than anyone else made idealism a force
in British culture.

2. T. H. GREEN

Although strongly sympathetic to Kant and Hegel, Green’s gifts were not those
of an expositor. The tenor of his work is invariably critical. This is apparent in his
first major work, his dense, demanding, 371-page introduction to David Hume’s
Treatise of Human Nature (1874). Surprising as it may seem, Green intended
this work to help resolve the religious crisis of his age. He traced this crisis,
‘the modern unsettlement’ (Green 1868 [1888: 97]), to a widespread mode of
thinking which he called ‘the popular philosophy’. This was not an articulated
philosophy but a widely held set of beliefs loosely derived from John Locke.
Green thought that this philosophy was incapable of resolving the religious
crisis because it had an inadequate conception of both knowledge and morality
(Green 1868 [1888: 93]). It could not explain how either was possible. This fact
was not, however, generally appreciated. Green thought this was because the
philosopher who had shown it, David Hume, was no longer studied in detail. To
remedy this situation Green wrote his introduction for a new edition of Hume’s
Treatise of Human Nature. His aim was to show that Hume had demonstrated
that empiricism cannot explain how knowledge and morality are possible. It can
only be explained, Green thought, by adopting a new philosophy, one inspired
by Kant and Hegel (Green 1874 [1885: 13, 371]).

To show this, Green examined the roots of the popular philosophy in
Locke. Locke’s aim, according to Green, was to explain the origin of ideas in
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individuals and the connections between ideas which constitute knowledge.
Locke proposed to do this by examining the ideas in his own mind which,
he said, were either products of sensations or of the operations of his mind
reflecting on ideas derived from sensations (Green 1874 [1885: 6]). Among the
problems Green found here was a crucial ambiguity in Locke’s treatment of
sensations. Locke alternatively treated them as feelings and as felt things (Hylton
1990: 25—6). By so doing he confused having sensations with making judge-
ments about objects (Green 1874 [1885: 13, 19]). We can only make judgements
about objects, according to Green, if we have certain a priori concepts — Green
particularly emphasised concepts of relations like identity and causation — which
enable us to distinguish the way things seem to us from the way they are. Treating
sensations as judgements allowed Locke to presuppose in consciousness the ideas
which he then so laboriously attempted to derive from sensations (Green 1874
[1885: 12]). Because of this procedure, Green pronounced Locke’s programme
a failure.

On Green’s interpretation, Hume was aware of Locke’s failure and attempted
to remove the ambiguity from Locke’s treatment of ‘sensations’ and so to carry
out his programme. Hume’s goal was to reduce all ideas to sensations or, barring
this, to explain why we think we have ideas that we do not in fact have (Green
1874 [1885: 161—3]). Green thought that since Hume could not reduce ideas of
relations to sensations, on Hume’s account knowledge was impossible. Never-
theless, Hume did attempt to explain why people believe that they have ideas of
relations, particularly ideas of causation and identity, in terms of propensities to
feign. In doing so, however, he made a mistake related to one made by Locke
(Green 1874 [1885: 182]): he treated impressions both as feelings and as felt
things. As a result, he confused sensations and judgements, just as Locke did
(Walsh 1986: 30).

Green provided his own account of how knowledge and morality are possible
in his most comprehensive work, his posthumously published Prolegomena to
Ethics (1883a). He began the book with the question, ‘Can the knowledge of
nature be itself a part or a product of nature?” (Green 1883a [1907: 13]). His
answer was that it cannot. Knowledge of nature, he claimed, is knowledge of
objects of consciousness (Green 1883a [1907: 13]). But in order to identify
an experience as an experience of an object, Green continued, we must be
able to distinguish our experience of objects from our way of experiencing
them, from our sensations. We do this, Green argued, by conceptualising our
experiences, by judging them either to be or not to be experiences of the
unalterable order of relations defining reality. As a result, experiencing objects
presupposes a priori concepts of relations. Green concluded that knowledge of
objects of nature presupposes an a priori or spiritual principle that enables us
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to distinguish ourselves from objects while relating ourselves to them (Green
1883a [1907: 16—23]).

Furthermore, since reality as we know it is constituted by an unalterable order
of relations, it too must be the product of a spiritual principle (Green 1883a
[1907: 33]). Like Stirling, Green rejected as incoherent Kant’s claim that this
principle supplies the form of reality while the matter is supplied by unknown
things-in-themselves (Green 1883a [1907: §7]). From this he concluded that
the spiritual principle constitutes not merely the form of nature, but nature as
it is. Green identified this principle with God, an eternal consciousness which
reproduces itself ‘piece-meal’ over time in finite knowers (Green 1883a [1907:
41]).

This principle, Green argued, also makes ethics possible by enabling us to have
desires (Green 1883a [1907: 140—T1]). The language used to describe desire, Green
thought, is misleading. We say we desire food or wealth, when in fact we desire
ourselves to be eating food or acquiring wealth. What is desired is not merely
an object, but the desiring agent enjoying or having the object. As a result, only
self-conscious beings, beings that can distinguish themselves from objects and
then relate themselves to those objects in virtue of a spiritual principle, have
desires (Green 1883a [1907: 97—9]). We decide to satisfy a desire by identifying
our personal good with its satisfaction. We then will it and in so doing further
realise ourselves. Since acts of will are determined by our characters, our actions
are self-determined (Green 1883a [1907: 113—15]). As a result, Green’s spiritual
principle also explains how free action and hence ethics is possible.

Green derived the content of his ethics from practical reason. As moral agents
having conflicting desires, it is rational for us to act on those desires which will
enable us to achieve, in Green’s phrase, ‘the abiding satisfaction of an abiding
self” (e.g., Green 1883a [1907: 274]; cf. Thomas 1987: 181—4). Although Green
thought that this sort of satisfaction, and hence moral goodness itself, can only be
realised in individuals, he also thought that self-realisation requires society. But
societies can only exist, Green contended, if their members share a common
conception of the good. Because of this, Green thought we can only satisfy
ourselves by giving up our private ends for the common ends embodied in our
social institutions. These ends provide the common good necessary for defining
the moral ideal (Green 1883a [1907: 208—10]). This is necessary because the
common good prescribes rules that often interfere with our inclinations. As a
result, we come to value the will to do good for its own sake (Green 1883a
[1907: 221—4]). This defines Green’s moral ideal: being a person who wills the
good for its own sake. This ideal depends for its realisation on a prior morality
specified by the rules of one’s social institutions (Green 1886 [1986: 13—14]). But
from the point of view of the moral ideal, institutional rules may be criticised
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with a view to improving them. Green believed that this sort of criticism leads to
the progressive improvement of social institutions (Green 1883a [1907: 356-8]).

Green’s moral theory allowed him to transform Christian dogma into phi-
losophy by treating the revealed portion of Christianity as a description of how
we become moral persons (Green 1883b [1888: 182]). We give up our private
conceptions of the good and identify our individual goods with the good for
all as it is embodied in our social institutions. When we do this, Green said, we
are realising the fundamental Christian idea of sacrificing ourselves, or dying
to self, in order to live. This, Green thought, is the core meaning of the story
of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection (Green 1883b [1888: 236—7]). Revealed
Christianity thus describes the fundamental structure of the moral life in mythical
form.

Green’s political theory, presented in his posthumously published Lectures on
the Principles of Political Obligation (1886), complements his moral theory. Here he
argues that the function of the state is to maintain through law the conditions that
make morality possible (Green 1886 [1986: 16]). Laws cannot enforce morality
but they can require the performance of acts which are minimum conditions
under which individuals can progressively realise the moral ideal (Green 1886
[1986: 17, 20]). The obligation to obey the law is grounded in the fact that only
through law am I able to realise my moral ends. This fact also justifies giving
individuals rights, since rights for Green are conditions for reaching moral ends
(Green 1886 [1986: 20]).

Like classical liberals, Green defended property rights, but unlike them, he
was willing to limit these rights in the interests of liberty. This is particularly
obvious in his essay, ‘Liberal Legislation and the Law of Contract’. Here he
argued that the state has the function of preserving individuals from outside
interference. But he went beyond this by saying that the state should also confer
on individuals ‘freedom in the positive sense’ (Green 1881 [1986: 200]). It should
act to enable them to achieve the common good and this, in some cases, requires
the state to limit freedom of contract. This aspect of Green’s philosophy was
once interpreted as mildly socialistic but is now more often regarded as a halfway
house to the new liberalism of the early twentieth century (e.g., Freeden 1996:
179).

Green, Wallace, and the Cairds provided the basis for a school of idealism.
Green persuaded many younger philosophers that progress in philosophy could
only be made by turning from the study of Locke and Hume to that of Kant
and Hegel, while Wallace and the Cairds provided much-needed introductions
to the obscurities of the German idealists. In the process they showed how
idealism, unlike its competitors, could reconcile a liberal version of Christianity
with science. Furthermore, Green’s moral and social philosophy, resting on the
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notions of self-realisation and the common good, enjoined putting philosophy
into practice and so provided an outlet for religious emotion. The achievement
of this school of philosophy was not in producing professional philosophers, but
in putting idealism into practice in service to society. Prominent members of the
school included D. G. Ritchie (1853—1903), Sir Henry Jones (1852—1922), John
Henry Muirhead (1855—1940), Richard Burdon Haldane (18 56—1928), and John
Watson (1847-1939). Ritchie, Jones, and Muirhead were all active in universities
and in social life in Britain, Haldane held a number of official positions in his
distinguished intellectual and political career, while Watson emigrated to Canada
where for many years he was professor of philosophy at Queen’s University in
Kingston, Ontario.

This school has been frequently called Hegelian and this is not misleading
if it is understood as a description of one of its prime sources of inspiration.
But it did not follow Hegel blindly. Green, for example, accepted the Hegelian
identity of thought and reality, but he was critical of what he took to be Hegel’s
way of demonstrating it. As Green saw it, Hegel’s argument for the identity of
thought and reality seemed to involve an equivocation. It purports to be based
on an analysis of thought. But thought as normally understood is contrasted
with another mental element, feeling. So the argument seems to proceed by
analysing thought defined by contrast with feeling, only to reach the conclusion
that thought includes feeling. Green was not sure that this was a real failure in the
argument, but he was convinced that it prevented it from being convincing. He
claimed that avoiding this difficulty would require an new account of thought
(Green 1880 [1888: 141—3]). The felt need to examine the nature of thought
was a starting point for the next generation of British idealists, a generation
dominated by E H. Bradley and Bernard Bosanquet.

3. F. H. BRADLEY

Bradley was ten years younger than Green and his first important work, Ethical
Studies (1876), defended an ethics of self-realisation similar to Green’s in content
although not in style. Bradley’s forceful rhetoric, love of irony, and vigorous prose
contrast sharply with Green’s stift and sometimes turgid sentences. Bradley’s aim
in Ethical Studies was to show how ethics is possible although, characteristically,
he placed more emphasis on criticising views he thought made it impossi-
ble (Bradley 1927: viii). One condition for its possibility, that moral agents
are responsible, gave Bradley his starting point. Like Green, Bradley thought
that when we act responsibly it is because we are acting to realise ourselves
(Bradley 1876 [1927: 64]). Although all responsible actions realise a self, Bradley
thought he could define the good self as one that had realised itself harmoniously
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(Bradley 1876 [1927: 303]). From his overwhelmingly negative examinations of
utilitarianism, and what seems to be a travesty of Kant’s ethics, he drew the con-
clusion that a good self must will a particular good for its own sake (Nicholson
1990: 21—3). Bradley admitted that this thesis required a metaphysical defence, a
defence he did not provide, either in Ethical Studies or in his later work (Bradley
1876 [1927: 65]). His later work does, however, provide a psychological ground
for self-realisation in what he called ‘the law of individuation’: ‘Every mental
element (to use a metaphor) strives to make itself a whole or to lose itself in
one, and it will not have its company assigned to it by mere conjunction in
presentation’ (Bradley 1935 [1969: 212]).

Bradley elaborated his moral thesis in the most celebrated (some would say
‘notorious’) essay in Ethical Studies, ‘My Station and Its Duties’. Here he argued
that the good self can be realised by willing for its own sake the requirements
of one’s position in society, by acting ‘as an organ in a social organism’ (Bradley
1927: 163). Although sometimes taken as his final view, Bradley saw morality as
developing through a series of stages of which this is only one (MacNiven 1987:
149—50; Bradley 1927: 190). He made it clear that the doctrine of ‘My Station
and Its Duties’ leaves out important aspects of the good self. No society is perfect,
and some aspects of the ideal self are not social (Bradley 1876 [1927: 202—6]).
To remedy this defect Bradley described a stage higher than ‘My Station and Its
Duties’, a stage he called ‘Ideal Morality’. The self of this stage is the ideal self of
moral theory, the self which realises itself as a comprehensive and harmonious
whole (Bradley 1876 [1927: 219—20]). Even though this is the highest stage
in moral theory, it is still problematic. Morality commands us to suppress our
bad selves in order to realise our good ones (Bradley 1876 [1927: 215]). The
problem is that if we were to succeed in doing this, we would have undermined
morality since it requires the existence of a bad self. Morality consequently fails
to specify the final goal of self-realisation (Bradley 1876 [1927: 313—14]). This is
supplied, Bradley argued, by religion, which in Bradley’s secularised Christianity
commands one to die to self in order to live (i.e., to realise one’s ideal) (Bradley
1876 [1927: 325]).

Ethical Studies was the only book in which Bradley’s position coincided with
Green’s. Even though Bradley began his next book, The Principles of Logic (1883),
by accepting the account of judgement implicit in Green’s critique of Locke and
Hume, Bradley developed it in a way that partially undermined Green’s meta-
physics. He began with the premises of inferences, the true or false entities he
called ‘judgements’. While he used traditional terminology in describing judge-
ments as composed of ideas, he also accepted Green’s criticisms of empiricism.
This led Bradley to distinguish two distinct kinds of ideas: mental images which
are particular mental events, and ideal contents which are symbolic and universal.
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He denied that mental images are constituents of judgements (Bradley 1883
[1928: s—10]). Judgments, he said, are mental acts which refer an ideal content
to an object (Bradley 1883 [1928: 10]). By defining ‘judgement’ in this way
Bradley separated logic from psychology and rejected the psychologism of the
British empiricists.

Bradley developed his account of judgement by distinguishing between the
grammatical and logical forms of judgements. His analysis proceeds at several
levels which are not always easy to distinguish. At a relatively high level Bradley
treated simple negative judgements, like “This tree is not green’, as assert-
ing that the tree named by the subject term lacks the quality named by its
predicate term. For this to be true, however, requires that the object named
by the subject term have a different quality that excludes the quality named by
the predicate term. As Bradley put it, ‘negation presupposes a positive ground’
(Bradley 1883 [1928: 114]; Stock, 1985: 470—4). At a deeper level, however,
Bradley treated all judgements as conditionals. A universal categorical judge-
ment like ‘All animals are mortal” asserts that if any individual is an animal, then
that individual is mortal (Bradley 1883 [1928: 47—8]). More radically, Bradley
treated singular categorical judgements as conditionals. The subject term of a
judgement like “This tree is green’ describes more than one actual or possible
individual and so fails to specify which individual the judgement is about. As a
result the judgement is ‘defective’. Its predicate term does not qualify its subject
term except under further conditions. But this is to say that it is a conditional
judgement (Bradley 1883 [1928: 97—100]). From this Bradley concluded that all
judgements have the logical form of conditionals.

This is particularly striking because Bradley used counterfactual judgements
as a model for treating universal conditionals. For example, Bradley analysed
the judgement ‘If you had not destroyed our barometer, it would now forewarn
us’ by saying, ‘In this judgement we assert the existence in reality of such cir-
cumstances, and such a general law of nature, which would, if we suppose some
conditions present, produce a certain result’ (Bradley 1883 [1928: 87]). In other
words, judgements like this can be treated as metalinguistic. They assert that
the argument formed by premises describing the circumstances, describing the
relevant scientific law, and asserting the negation of the antecedent, entail the
consequent. Conditionals, in other words, are condensed arguments. For this
reason, if they are true, they are necessarily true.

On this analysis judgements are true if the arguments they condense are
sound. Determining the truth value of a conditional requires determining the
truth of its premises. But since the premises must also be conditionals, this
requires determining the truth of their premises and so on ad infinitum. Since
the arguments that judgements condense can be specified difterently, Bradley
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later concluded that all judgements have ambiguous truth values. They are true
and false only to a degree (Bradley 1914: 252).

Although Bradley’s treatment of judgement has been the most influential
part of The Principles of Logic, it is preliminary to his main concern, defending
deductive logic against John Stuart Mill by specifying the principles that make
informative deductive inferences possible. His explanation is that the conclusions
of valid inferences are present in the premises, but not asserted in them. The
conclusion becomes informative by asserting them (Allard 1998: 70—6). But this
defence is bought with a price. Since reality is fully determinate while thought
is essentially conditional and incomplete, thought can never constitute reality
(Bradley 1883 [1928: s90—1]).

But if thought does not constitute reality, how then does it stand to reality?
Answering this question was Bradley’s main concern in his major work, Appear-
ance and Reality (1893). Even more obviously than in his other books, Bradley’s
constructive conclusions in Appearance and Reality emerge from criticism. Much
of this criticism is found in Book I, where he argued that as described by many
ordinary ideas the world is contradictory and hence appearance, not reality. The
most important ideas Bradley discussed were relation and quality. Bradley ar-
gued that they presuppose each other yet are mutually inconsistent. His two
arguments supporting this conclusion are his most famous and one or the other
of them is usually what philosophers have in mind when they refer to ‘Bradley’s
regress’. The first, the ‘internal diversity argument’ (Mander 1994: 88), begins
from the fact that qualities depend on relations for their existence. But if this is
the case, then every quality has at least two distinguishable aspects: it is and it
is related. Each of these aspects must in its turn be and be related, and so on ad
infinitum, a result fatal to the unity of any quality (Bradley 1893 [1930: 26—7]).
The second argument, the ‘chain argument’ (Mander 1994: 92), asserts that if
a relation R relates its terms A and B, then there must be additional relations
between R and A and R and B and so on ad infinitum (Bradley 1893 [1930:
27-8]). By treating both of these regresses as vicious, Bradley concluded that
relations and qualities are inconsistent and so appearance and not reality. Even
though he examined a number of additional ideas in Book I including space,
time, motion, causation, activity, things, and the self, he advised his readers
that if they have understood ‘the principle of this chapter they will have little
need to spend . . . time on those [in Book I] that succeed it’. They ‘will have
condemned, almost without a hearing, the great mass of phenomena’ (Bradley
1893 [1930: 29]).

In Book II Bradley built his constructive metaphysics on his criticisms which,
he said, presuppose a criterion of reality. The criterion he proposed was “Ulti-
mate reality is such that it does not contradict itself” (Bradley, 1893 [1930: 120]).
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From his account of negative judgements in The Principles of Logic, Bradley
inferred from this criterion that reality has a positive ground for excluding self-
contradictions. Its character is to include its content harmoniously (Bradley 1893
[1930: 121-3]). Since relations are not independently real and since what appears
in some sense is real, Bradley concluded that reality has the form of'a whole in-
cluding as its matter all appearances, blended harmoniously. The content of this
harmonious whole is experience (Bradley 1893 [1930: 124—7]; Sprigge 1993:
273).

On this basis Bradley confronted ‘the great problem of the relation of Thought
to Reality’. He posed this problem as a dilemma. On one hand thought is made
true by an object other than thought. On the other, completed thought as fully
determinate is identical to reality (Bradley 1893 [1930: 492]). His solution is
that thought is inconsistent on its own terms since it fails to satisfy its own ideal
of being completely ‘coherent and comprehensive’. To the extent that thought
fails to satisfy this ideal, it fails to be identical to reality. But if it were to satisty
it, then it would have transcended itself so as to include feeling (Bradley 1893
[1930: 145—8]). At this ideal limit, thought is thus made true by reality, which is
identical to it (Candlish 1989: 338—9). In this mitigated form Bradley defended
the Hegelian identity of thought and reality.

In the remainder of Appearance and Reality Bradley asked whether anything
fails to find a place in this system of reality. Through examining such topics as
nature, body and soul, goodness, Bradley concluded that nothing did. In his
later work, especially the papers collected in Essays on Truth and Reality (1914)
and in the ‘Terminal Essays’ in the second edition of The Principles of Logic (1922)
Bradley elaborated, occasionally modified, and defended his position without
alternating it in any fundamental way.

4. BERNARD BOSANQUET

That the reality of the self was an important concern among idealists was indi-
cated by Andrew Seth (who later changed his name to ‘Andrew Seth Pringle-
Pattison’) in his book Hegelianism and Personality (1887). Seth accused Green
and Hegel of being unable to accommodate in their philosophies the reality
of persons, both human and divine (Seth 1887: 221—2). By emphasising the
theistic elements he found lacking in absolute idealism, Seth formulated a ver-
sion of personal idealism, a philosophy that became increasingly popular in the
wake of Appearance and Reality. The adherents of personal idealism included
Andrew’s brother James Seth, W. R. Sorley, Hastings Rashdall, and possibly
even James Ward, whose final metaphysical views are often difficult to deter-
mine precisely. Yet even though absolute idealism denied the reality of selves, it
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retained its power as a philosophy of religion. This was demonstrated by Bernard
Bosanquet, who used Bradley’s ideas to reaftirm Green’s project of reconciling
religion and science.

Bosanquet’s longest and most important book was Logic or the Morphology
of Knowledge (1888). Bosanquet considered judgements to be the fundamental
units of knowledge. He accepted Bradley’s view that judgements are true or
false entities composed of ideas referred to reality. The task of logic, as he con-
ceived it, was to explain how valid inference is possible (Bosanquet 1883: 70).
Bosanquet thought it was possible because reality, and hence knowledge of it,
forms an interconnected whole or ‘system’. The judgements which form the
premises of inferences derive their meaning from their place in the totality of
judgements which determine reality. Valid inference is then possible because
valid inferences make explicit what is implicit in their premises in virtue of their
place within the system of judgements as a whole (Bosanquet 1888 [1911: 2]).
Logic demonstrates this by examining different forms of judgement (categorical,
hypothetical, etc.) and the extent to which they depend on other forms of judge-
ment. Although Bosanquet said he accepted Bradley’s account of the relation
between thought and reality, he subtly shifted the meaning of ‘thought’. Unlike
Bradley who sharply separated feeling and thought, Bosanquet blurred the line
between them by treating ‘simple apprehension’, Bradley’s immediate experi-
ence, as something that was defined by relation to thought (Bosanquet 1911:
292—9). Thus for Bosanquet, as for Green, thought is all inclusive, although
Bosanquet employed Bradley’s arguments to show this. This allowed him to
follow Green in identifying thought with reality and logic with metaphysics.

Bosanquet thought the best indication of his expanded understanding of
thought was found in beauty (Bosanquet 1912: 62). This was one of the themes
he developed in his aesthetic writings, particularly History of Aesthetic (1892)
in which he described the history of the Western aesthetic consciousness from
ancient Greece through the nineteenth century. His aim was to show how the
formal Greek view of beauty was given content by nineteenth-century idealists.
They did this, Bosanquet thought, by showing that beauty involved reason in
sensuous form, thereby further blurring the line between thought and feeling
(Bosanquet 1892: 462—3).

The enhanced significance Bosanquet attributed to thought enabled him to
use Bradley’s ideas in restating Green’s reconciliation of religion and science
in the face of personal idealist criticisms. The particular problem he faced was
combining Bradley’s metaphysical denial of the ultimate reality and value of
individual persons (or ‘finite individuals’ as Bosanquet called them) with Green’s
insistence that moral goodness can only be realised in individuals. Bosanquet
did this by arguing that while finite individuals are ultimately unreal, the only
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true individual, the Absolute, has characteristics analogous to those found in
finite individuals. Bosanquet then argued that what is of value in individuals is
preserved in the Absolute.

Bosanquet’s rather informal argument for the existence of the Absolute in The
Principle of Individuality and Value (1912) drew heavily on his Logic. Bosanquet
thought that the standard for reality and value was provided by the central or
higher human experiences which include experiences of satistaction (Bosanquet
1912: 3). Like Bradley, he thought that what satisfies the intellect is real and
that whatever does this is complete and self-contained and hence ‘individual’
(Bosanquet 1912: 52, 68). Most of the things we experience, however, lack this
feature. What we immediately experience, for example, contains elements that
are universal in the sense that they have significance for other experiences. As
a result, immediate experience is not complete in itself. It leads us to consider
further experiences (Bosanquet 1912: 9, 13, 31—2]). The ideal goal of this process,
Bosanquet thought, was an experience whose different aspects are interdefined
and make no reference to anything outside of the experience. Bosanquet called
anything that can be interpreted this way a ‘concrete universal’ and argued that
concrete universals can only be embodied in a world including thought and
feeling. There is no way to reach ultimate satisfaction, Bosanquet claimed, short
of admitting that the whole of reality is one such world. Bosanquet called this
world ‘the Absolute’ (Bosanquet 1912: 68).

A consequence of this is that as finite individuals we are not complete, but
rather self-contradictory and hence ultimately unreal, just as Bradley thought
(Bosanquet 1912: 221). We can nevertheless become more complete by defi-
ning ourselves by means of our interactions with objects and with other finite
individuals. In so doing we expand ourselves and experience satisfaction as a
consequence. As one of our higher experiences, Bosanquet argues, this is an
indication of the character of the Absolute. It must contain something like the
satisfaction we achieve by resolving contradictions. Since this is a fundamental
experience of self-hood, the Absolute must be analogous to a self (Bosanquet
1912: 250). As finite selves, we can never experience this completeness, yet we
experience some of the satisfaction of overcoming our finite selves as members
of harmonious societies or in religion (Bosanquet 1912: 270). In particular,
we can never overcome the contradiction between thought and sense, yet by
seeing beauty as reason we can understand that in principle it can be overcome
(Bosanquet 1912: 258—9).

Although this philosophy of religion did not quiet the personal idealists, it was
Bosanquet’s political philosophy that became the focus of his most intense critics,
particularly during and after the First World War. Despite his critics’ charges
of authoritarianism, Bosanquet basically restated Green’s political philosophy
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with somewhat different emphases (Nicholson 1990: 199). His work with the
Charity Organisation Society convinced him that the times required a clearer
account of the limits of state action and he wished to fill in the psychological
background of Green’s theory more fully (Bosanquet 1899 [1965: viii—x]). Like
Green, Bosanquet argued that human beings are only able to realise themselves
in communities (Bosanquet 1899 [1965: 102]). Human beings rationally will to
achieve their own ends and because these ends differ at different times, they
rationally will an end that will harmonise their various desires. Since the ends of
different individuals conflict, they rationally will ends that will harmonise their
separate ends and these are the ends of the community (Bosanquet 1899 [1965:
112]). Following Rousseau, Bosanquet said that they are willed by the general
will, the end of which is freedom. This then provided a rational ground for
political obligation since the most comprehensive system defined by the general
will is the state. Bosanquet did not, however, identify this with government,
which is simply one of the important ways in which this will is manifested in a
society (Bosanquet 1899 [1965: 139—40]).

5. JOSIAH ROYCE AND AMERICAN IDEALISM

In the United States, as in Britain, the desire to reconcile science, particularly
evolutionary biology, with religion was the main impetus behind the devel-
opment of idealism. But the story of that development was different. German
immigrants, such as Frederick A. Rauch and J. B. Stallo, introduced Hegel to
American audiences in the 1830s and 1840s, but it was the Civil War rather than
Darwin’s work that made it initially attractive. Hegel’s account of history as the
development of liberty through struggle provided a potent rationale for political
union and it was a group of committed unionists, the Philosophical Club of St
Louis (better known as the St Louis Hegelians), who in 1867 founded the first
philosophy journal in the United States, The Journal of Speculative Philosophy.
Besides containing translations of German idealists, it provided a forum for
young philosophers to exchange ideas. Its editor, William Torrey Harris, even-
tually became United States Commissioner of Education. As universities grew in
the reconstruction following the Civil War, Harris’s journal helped popularise
idealism as an attractive way of harmonising liberty with union and religion
with science. The latter task became increasingly important after the Civil War
as Americans turned their attention to the theory of evolution. Idealism only
established itself in American universities in the decades following the Civil War.
By the end of the century forms of absolute idealism were represented by George
Sylvester Morris at the University of Michigan and James Edwin Creighton
at Cornell University, while forms of personal idealism were represented by
Borden Parker Bowne at Boston University and G. H. Howison, who finally
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settled at the University of California at Berkeley. But the only American
idealist with an international reputation was the Harvard philosopher Josiah
Royce.

Like other Anglo-American idealists, Royce attempted to find a place for
religion in a world of scientific facts. He defined his way of doing this in his
first book, The Religious Aspect of Philosophy (1885), and then spent the rest
of his career elaborating and defending it. Royce’s goal in this book was to
determine the nature and worth of reality. He pursued this goal by defining a
moral ideal and determining the extent to which it is found in reality. The fact
that different ideals have been proposed, Royce thought, suggests that scepticism
between ideals is necessary. Royce claimed, however, that scepticism results from
attempting to harmonise incompatible but equally attractive aims. From this he
concluded that even scepticism accepts harmony among ends as its ideal (Royce
1885: 138). This ideal enjoins us to extend the moral ideal of harmony to others
and to realise it in the organisation of our own lives (Royce 1885: 172—3). It
requires us to seek the unity and harmony of all life. Royce later reformulated
his moral philosophy in his most popular work, The Philosophy of Loyalty (1908),
in which he argued that we create moral wills through loyalty to a cause. As
individuals become loyal to the same cause, they constitute communities. Since
there are different communities defined by different causes, Royce argued that
one should be loyal to loyalty; that is, one should further the spirit of community
in such a way as not to interfere with the formation of communities which do
the same thing (Royce 1908: 118—19).

Royce relied on a metaphysical argument to show that the moral ideal is
real. Consider, Royce said, the judgement ‘Error exists’. If it is true, then error
exists, but error also exists if it is false since in this case the judgement ‘Error
exists’ is an error. What makes error possible, Royce continued, is a judgement
disagreeing with its intended object. But how, Royce asked, can a judgement
do this? We can intend only what we know, and we know only our own
ideas, but we are not in error about them (Royce 1885: 398—9). The only
way out of this difficulty, Royce urged, is to see that our ideas sometimes
fail to correspond to their intended objects from the point of view of a third
consciousness, one which includes both our ideas and our objects. Since we can
be in error about virtually anything, this consciousness must be an infinite, all-
inclusive consciousness. Royce called it “The Absolute’. From its point of view
our ideas fail to correspond to their objects by being incomplete embodiments
of the purpose they embody in their fully developed form in the absolute mind
(Royce 1885: 422—3). Royce took this argument to establish the reality of the
moral ideal, since the Absolute unifies and harmonises all life.

Although Royce said that he ‘never could bear to read Green with any conti-
nuity’ (Royce 1970: 347), his position resembles Green’s in combining Absolute
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idealism with a belief in the reality and value of individual selves and it is
vulnerable to similar criticisms. To defend his position, Royce attempted to
explain why finite individuals experience the Absolute as an objective, external
world (Royce 1892: 411). In The World and the Individual, volume I, Royce
reformulated his argument in terms of the internal and external meanings of an
idea. The internal meaning is the purpose the idea embodies, while its external
meaning is the object to which the internal meaning refers. Royce then asked
how it is possible for an internal meaning to refer to an external object (Royce
1899: 32—3). His answer, once again, was that it is possible if finite conscious-
nesses are parts of a larger consciousness, the Absolute, which includes them
(Royce 1899: 352—4). Reformulating his position in this way enabled Royce
to confront Bradley’s charge that selves, because relational, are inconsistent and
unreal and to describe further the relation between minds and the external
world. The focus of Royce’s response to Bradley was the latter’s claim that rela-
tions produce an ‘endless fission” which is inconsistent. Drawing on the work
of Richard Dedekind and Georg Cantor, Royce argued that infinite internally
self-representative systems, systems represented by portions of themselves, are
consistent embodiments of a single purpose and so have the form of a self (Royce
1899: 544—54). This, he concluded, reconciled the reality of finite individuality
with the Absolute. To describe further the relation between minds and the nat-
ural world, Royce speculated that the natural world is a mind. Its seemingly
constant laws are the habits it has so far formed (Royce 1901: 224—6). This was
Royce’s version of panpsychism.

After The World and the Individual R oyce continued his study of mathematical
logic. He was particularly interested in the work of Alfred Bray Kempe, a British
logician who tried to derive geometry from a more basic logical system (Kempe
1889—90). Royce developed Kempe’s ideas in several essays, particularly “The
Relations of the Principles of Logic to the Foundations of Geometry’ in which
he tried to show that geometry could be derived from a more general, a priori
system of logic which defined order. Had this derivation been successtul, R oyce
could have shown that the spatial order of the external world is a special case
of the necessary order of thoughts in the mind of the Absolute (Kuklick 1972:
200-T1).

Royce’s last metaphysical work was The Problem of Christianity. Although
Royce’s main concern in this book was to determine in what sense a modern,
educated person could be a Christian (Royce 1913 [1968: 62]), it also featured a
further restatement of his idealism. Christianity for Royce had two aspects: it was
a way of life lived first by an individual person, Jesus, and it was an interpretation
of that life by the early church and particularly by Paul (Royce 1913 [1968: 65]).
Royce emphasised the second aspect by arguing that according to Christian
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doctrine salvation can only be found in a community of interpretation, the
ideal form of which is the kingdom of heaven (Royce 1913 [1968: 71, 318—19]).
The key term here is ‘interpretation” which Royce, following Peirce, is treating
as a triadic relation: it requires an interpreter, something to be interpreted, and
someone to whom one interprets it (Royce 1913 [1968: 286]). Royce argued
that we define ourselves by self-interpretation just as we define others whom
we interpret as selves to make our experience coherent. By so doing we create
a community of interpreters. The Absolute is such a community and by the
argument of The Religious Aspect of Philosophy Royce concluded that it is real
(Royce 1913 [1968: 361]).

Although Royce influenced some of his students, most notably C. I. Lewis,
he did not succeed in creating a school of idealism. But even though idealism
maintained its popularity longer in Britain than in the United States, its later
developments lacked the cohesion of the philosophers here considered. The
legacy of the school was a defence of deductive logic primarily against Mill.
It was this legacy which led Royce to mathematical logic and led Russell,
who defined logic differently, to proclaim that it was the essence of philosophy.
Idealism was unable to adapt itself to the new conception of philosophy as a
discipline concerned with certain problems, a conception common to both
American pragmatism and British analytical philosophy, and one which proved
to be more suitable for a secular and increasingly professionalised age.
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IDEALISM IN RUSSIA

DAVID BAKHURST

Idealism flourished in Russia in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The
most significant thinker in this movement was Vladimir Soloviev (1853—1900),
whose ideas influenced an entire generation of philosophers and inspired the
Russian religious-philosophical renaissance of the early twentieth century. In
the post-Soviet era, Soloviev’s thought is again much discussed, as religious
philosophy returns to prominence in Russia.

At first sight, Soloviev’s contribution seems remote from most nineteenth-
century Russian philosophy, written by men of letters and political activists
preoccupied with the social issues raised by the backwardness and brutality of
Russian life. Yet although Soloviev was a scholar, he was equally concerned
with practical matters of human wellbeing. His work shares the predominant
theme of all Russian philosophy: the search for a conception of regenerated
humanity, where human beings live harmoniously as parts of an integral whole
and the forces that alienate and divide us are overcome. Soloviev is admired for
his critique of positivism (Soloviev 1874 [1996]), but it would be misleading to
portray the Russian scene as dominated by a confrontation between positivism
and idealism. At issue was a broader conflict between naturalism and supernatu-
ralism, between secular and religious visions of humanity’s destiny. To appreciate
the significance of Soloviev’s thought, and the tradition it created, it must be
seen in historical context.

THE INTELLECTUAL CLIMATE IN 1870: POPULISM

At the outset of Soloviev’s career, the principal secular vision of Russia’s salvation
was offered by populism, a political movement which flourished among the rad-
ical intelligentsia who had lost confidence in European conceptions of progress.
Influenced by Marx, the populists viewed capitalism with moral repugnance,
though they rejected the view that the commune, or mir, could immediately
be established in Russia. The years 1873 and 1874 saw an extraordinary ‘Go to
the people’ movement, in which hundreds of young radicals, often dressed up
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in peasant clothes, went to the villages to demonstrate their enthusiasm for the
mir and to spread socialist ideas. The peasants reacted with suspicion, sometimes
turning their visitors over to the police. Yet the crusade inspired populism and
led to the rebirth of the revolutionary Land and Freedom Organisation, which
had previously existed in the early 1860s.

The main theorists of populism were Pétr Lavrov (1823—1900) and Nikolai
Mikhailovskii (1842—1904). Both reacted to the postivistic materialism, or
‘nihilism’, that had dominated Russian radicalism in the 1860s. They argued
that scientific methods are unable fully to explain psychological and histori-
cal phenomena, and injected various moderate idealist themes into a broadly
positivist vision. They denied that iron laws govern historical development and
stressed the importance of ethical ideals. Ideals, they argued, influence both
the course of history, and how historians portray the past. Nothing dictates the
path Russia must take, for history has no objective logic or meaning. We read
meaning into history and conceptions of ‘progress’ are relative to our ideals. We
must recognise that the study of society is a normative endeavour, a ‘subjective
sociology’ in which questions of what is and what ought to be cannot be disen-
tangled. Lavrov and Mikhailovskii upheld the individual as the primary value,
though they recognised that the proper social setting is a precondition of the
flourishing of ‘integral personality’, an insight which fuelled their romantic com-
munitarianism and Mikhailovskii’s scathing critique of the division of labour.

Guilt was a central component of populist ideology. Lavrov (1870 [1967])
stressed the intelligentsia’s debt to the masses, whose untold suffering made
possible the conditions in which an educated minority could engage in intellec-
tual reflection. The intelligentsia, he argued, was not so much an intellectual elite
as a moral voice. Its tragic fate was to precipitate a revolution destined to destroy
the very conditions of its own possibility. As hopes of reform foundered, this
self-destructive activism infected rank-and-file populism. Underground terrorist
factions gained prominence, inspired by the ‘Jacobinism’ of Lavrov’s most out-
spoken critic, Pétr Tkachev (1844—86). In 1882, populists assassinated Alexander
II. The killing precipitated an era of extreme reaction that effectively destroyed
populism as a political movement. Populist ideas survived, however, as a com-
ponent of Russian Marxism.

SOLOVIEV AND THE RISE OF METAPHYSICAL IDEALISM

The theorists of populism reacted to the materialism of the 1860s by weaving
idealistic elements into a broadly naturalistic worldview. Soloviev’s philosophy
was also a response to materialism, which he had embraced fervently in his
youth, but his reaction was more drastic. Adopting the concept of ‘integral
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wholeness’ from the Slavophile Ivan Kireevsky (1806—56), Soloviev argued that
all things are organically interconnected and that the principle of their unity
is divine. We must see the cosmos as a living organism standing in intimate
relation to God. God and world are not one, for the world has fallen from God
and taken material, particular, and temporal form. Happily, the evolution of
the world tends towards reintegration, though only human agency striving for
reunion with God can restore all-unity. This is the task entrusted to Christians.
It is not a matter of particular souls uniting with God, but a process, collectively
realised, of the transfiguration of the corporeal.

Soloviev saw the relation between the divine and the natural as one between
two worlds, the former concrete and real, the latter ‘the nightmare of sleeping
humanity’ (quoted in Frank 1950: 10). Yet the divine is present in material nature,
and human beings, as inhabitants of both worlds, are simultaneously divine and
insignificant. The supernatural is for us a possible object of awareness, though
not by empirical or rational means. Empirical cognition is essentially fragmented
and particular, and unifying principles supplied by reason are abstract and empty.
The divine may be glimpsed only by mystical intuition (Soloviev was prone to
visions), and integral knowledge thus requires a proper balance of empirical,
rational, and intuitive cognition.

The restoration of all-unity is ultimately not an epistemic matter but a practical
act. Crucial here is Soloviev’s concept of ‘Godmanhood’, an idea that expresses
God’s unity with humanity as a whole (Soloviev 1948 [1877-81]). Soloviev
argues that in Christ God is revealed to be neither transcendent, nor immanent
in all, but present in man. The figure of Christ is not an object of passive faith but
a call to humanity to become ‘the receptacle of universal divine Incarnation’,
as S. L. Frank puts it (1950: 16). Soloviev thus represents humanity — indeed
the whole of creation — as a feminine principle, striving to receive divinity.
Soloviev explored this idea through the concept of Sophia, the eternal feminine,
which he portrayed in diverse ways: as the soul of the universe, the Word made
flesh, pure and perfect humanity, and as a mystical being (who, he claimed,
had appeared to him on three occasions). The idea of all-unity as achieved
through a union of masculine and feminine principles lends Soloviev’s work a
mystical-erotic dimension. The envisaged union is not, however, analogous to
physical sex, which Soloviev portrayed as a tragic affirmation of our mortality,
of the ‘bad infinity’ of one generation succeeding another. His idea is rather
one of a union in unconditional love where individuality and particularity are
transcended (Soloviev 1985 [1892—4]).

For Soloviev, the reunion of God and world was a real historical process that
required the agency of a universal Church. Accordingly, he argued strenuously
that the rift between Eastern and Western churches should be healed. Soloviev
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was attracted to many Catholic doctrines, endorsing the idea of the Pope as
the divinely ordained head of the Church, and the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception. He was often attacked as a papist, though, as his Orthodox admirers
are quick to argue, he never became a Catholic (see Frank 1950: 249—52; Lossky
1951: 84—6). Rather, he viewed the schism between the Churches as a mistake
on both sides.

Soloviev saw theocracy as a necessary consequence of his philosophy. In the
mid-1880s, he envisioned a theocratic utopia, a ‘tri-unity’ of papal, imperial,
and prophetic forces representing a temporal manifestation of the Trinity. After
the reunification of the Churches, world government was to be united under
the Pope and the Russian Tsar, while prophets, moving out in the world, would
mediate between the people and the state. Although Soloviev quickly lost con-
fidence in this colourful vision, that he entertained it at all might suggest that his
political sensibilities were naive and reactionary. This, however, was not so. In the
1890s, Soloviev published frequently in liberal journals. Despite his messianic
view of Russia as the Third Rome, he was an outspoken critic of the pan-
Slavism of Nikolai Danilevsky (1822—85), and of those forms of patriotism and
nationalism he took to conflict with Christian commitments. He vehemently
opposed anti-semitism. His ethical views, though framed by his religious philos-
ophy, were remarkably secular in content. He sought empirical foundations for
morality in feelings of shame, compassion, and religious adoration, which he
supplemented by a rational ethic based on the categorical imperative. Despite his
commitment to theocracy, he argued that state institutions must administer an
impersonal system of legal rules and not appeal to religious authority. A society
governed by the rule of law secures minimum morality and thereby furthers
freedom and dignity. Soloviev also defended the idea that natural rights have
priority over rights we bear as citizens. The latter are all too fragile, the former
absolute. There are thus interesting parallels between Soloviev’s views and those
of liberal jurist Boris Chicherin (1828—1903), though the latter had no time for
theocracy.

Soloviev always portrayed the transfiguration of the flesh as a real event,
a view that made him sympathetic to Nikolai Fedorov’s (1828—1903) bizarre
idea that humanity’s common task is to resurrect the bodies of the dead. But
towards the end of his life, he became increasingly preoccupied with eschatology
and beset with premonitions and foreboding. One of his last works contains a
fictional portrayal of the end of the world, in which Antichrist, in the form
of a brilliant and charismatic writer, becomes world leader. At the point of his
assuming all earthly powers, secular and ecclesiastical, Antichrist is challenged
by the leaders of the (still fragmented) Christian Church, but he destroys them.
He is eventually vanquished, as first the Jews, and then the remaining true
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Christians, defeat his armies with the help of divine intervention. The Church
leaders are resurrected, the Church united, Christ returns, and the righteous
dead return to life and reign with Christ for a thousand years (Soloviev 1950:
229—438).

Though no more fanciful than, say, much contemporary science fiction, these
final phantasmagorical speculations are hardly a fitting coda to Soloviev’s phil-
osophy, though they speak volumes about the mythology that inspired it.

RUSSIAN IDEALISM AFTER SOLOVIEV

Soloviev’s influence was paramount in the remarkable renaissance of Russia reli-
gious philosophy in the early twentieth century. Many thinkers of the ‘silver age’
embraced the metaphysics of all-unity, the idea that the divine is a possible object
of mystical-intuitive awareness, the concepts of Godmanhood and Sophia, and
the quest for a cultural and religious transformation of world-historical signifi-
cance. Such notions figure in the work of Pavel Florenskii (1882—1937), one of
the most characteristic philosophers of the period, and the thinkers collectively
known as ‘Godseekers’, who participated in the religious-philosophical societies
of St Petersburg and Moscow.

The Godseckers comprised two groups. The first group consisted of symbol-
ist poets and literary theorists, including Dmitrii Merezhkovskii (1865-194T1),
Andrei Belyi (1880—-1934), Alexander Blok (1880—-19271), and Vyacheslav Ivanov
(1866—1949). The symbolists despised rationalism, which they took to under-
mine religious faith, and advanced an epistemology in which the natural world
is a reflection of a deeper reality that can be reached through art and other
modes of intuitive awareness. They supplemented Solovievian ideas with the
old Slavophile concept of sobornost’ (the idea of the mystical unity of all believ-
ers), and various Nietzschean themes, particularly the Superman, whom they
identified with Christ (they took Nietzsche’s hostility to Christianity to apply
only to traditional Christian conceptions). They were trenchant critics of so-
cialism, though their own political visions were absurd; Ivanov, for example,
proposed a ‘mystical anarchism’ requiring the abolition of all authorities and a
social union based on myth, faith, and self-sacrifice.

The other group comprised idealist philosophers, including Nikolai Berdiaev
(1874—1948), Sergei Bulgakov (1871-1944), Semén Frank (1877-1950), and
Pétr Struve (1870-1944). They were contributors to two influential collec-
tions, Problemy idealizma (Problems of idealism) (Novgorodtsev 1903) and Vekhi
(Signposts) (1909). Many thinkers in this group were former ‘legal Marxists’
who had rejected historical determinism as ethically bankrupt. They turned
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first to Neo-Kantianism, then to metaphysical idealism, in order to assert the
autonomy of value and the sanctity of the individual. Those among them with
utopian leanings, such as Berdiaev and Bulgakov, sought a new metaphysics
of integral personality and tended to see potential in the efforts of those so-
cialists, such as Anatoly Lunacharskii (1875—1933), who viewed socialism as a
kind of humanist religion. In contrast, liberals like Struve and Frank repre-
sented the religious yearnings of the socialists as a dangerous perversion. Vekhi
provoked enormous controversy and was denounced by liberals and Marxists
alike. The latter, of course, won the debate in practice, if not in theory. In 1922,
Berdiaev, Bulgakov, and Frank were among many thinkers expelled from Russia
by the Bolsheviks. They became influential figures in the émigré philosophical
community.

Not all species of idealism that flourished in early twentieth-century Russia
were so heavily influenced by Soloviev. Vasili Rozanov (1856—1919), for ex-
ample, was an original and disturbing thinker with very different sensibilities.
Like many of his contemporaries, Rozanov was influenced by Nietzsche and
Dostoevsky, but he also admired the arch-conservativism of Konstantin Leontiev
(1831—91), with its hostility to the homogenising effects of modernity and its
aesthetic immoralism which accorded beautiful objects greater value than “face-
less” people. Although steeped in Orthodoxy, Rozanov was contemptuous of
Christianity’s preoccupation with transcending the flesh, which he saw as a de-
nial of earthly existence. He advanced a ‘metaphysics of sex’, and maintained,
memorably, that there is more theology in a bull mounting a cow than is found
in the seminaries. Scurrilous, cynical, and sometimes anti-semitic, R ozanov was
not unduly preoccupied with consistency, nonchalantly publishing at once in
both the ultra-right and liberal-left presses.

A form of pan-psychism, Leibnitzian in influence, also flourished in Russia.
Its originator was Aleksei Kozlov (1831—1901), who held that reality is an infinite
plurality of interacting spiritual substances, or monads, all mutually related. Our
categories and forms of thought are merely symbols of a deeper reality, the
development of which is logical not temporal. Kozlov was concerned with
pure philosophy, but his pupil Nikolai Losskii (1870—-1965) introduced into the
system religious themes owing much to Soloviev. The result was, however,
very obscure. Losskil imputes agency to all monads, explaining natural events
as the outcome of their choices, and argues that even though everything is
immanent in everything, there is an ontological rift between the natural and
the divine. Losskii was, however, a fine historian of Russian philosophy, who
worked tirelessly to preserve Russian religious philosophy in exile (see Losskii
1951).
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CONCLUSION

The blossoming of Russian idealism between 1870 and 1917 was a fascinating
and refreshing development. Both the moderate social idealism of Lavrov and
Mikhailovskii, and the more dramatic metaphysical idealism of Soloviev and his
followers, contain impressive insights and challenging visions. With the collapse
of communism, religious philosophy is once again hotly debated in Russia, and
Soloviev is as popular as ever. That his kind of religious philosophy might be
considered a worldview of contemporary relevance is a sobering, even frighten-
ing, thought. Russian metaphysical idealism is important not because of its truth,
but because of what it reveals about the characteristic quest of Russian thinkers
(a quest found equally within the Russian Marxism that displaced idealism):
the search for an all-embracing vision to facilitate the renewal, even deifica-
tion, of humanity through apocalyptic transformation, and a burning desire for
all-encompassing unity, equality, and the transcendence of the commonplace.
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BERGSON

F. C. T. MOORE

At times of transition in the history of thought, we find thinkers who open
and close doors, often in exploratory or surprising ways, and others who map
out whole new programmes of enquiry. The sketch of Bergson’s work in this
chapter will set it in context, and show it as opening and closing doors, rather
than as providing a manifesto for a new philosophical programme.

ANALYSIS IN PHILOSOPHY

Nineteenth-century debates over positivism and idealism were displaced in time
by other themes, in which a renewed interest in analysis had a major part. The
analytic method had played a central role in European thought since Descartes.
His invention of analytic geometry, and the later invention by Leibniz and
Newton of the calculus, had been inseparable from major advances in nat-
ural science, as well as leaving their imprint upon philosophical work more
generally.

But analysis, while not indifterent to the temporal dimension, treats it on the
model of spatial dimensions (indeed, Descartes had described his physics, which
was, after all, destined to give an account of physical change over time, as nothing
but pure geometry). Now the nineteenth century had seen a new concern with
diachronic explanation, whether as an idealist project in the wake of Hegel, or as
a disciplinary project in linguistics (historical linguistics), in economics (Marx),
in biology (Darwin, Mendel), in textual criticism, and so forth. This had, for the
time, displaced the analytic method from its central (though contested) position
as the key to our understanding of the phenomena of our world.

As the twentieth century dawned, both Russell and Bergson perceived anew
the importance of analysis. But where Russell emphasised its liberating power,
Bergson emphasised its tricky limits. This contrast provides a key to understand-
ing the work of Bergson in particular and the philosophical developments of
the first half of the twentieth century in general.
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ANALYSIS REVIVED: RUSSELL

In order to establish the strategic contrast with Bergson, a briefsketch of Russell’s
position is required. As with Descartes, mathematics played a key role. Since
antiquity, mathematics had often been conceived as having two distinct objects:
number (in arithmetic), and space (in geometry). Descartes had achieved the
partial arithmetisation of geometry, a process advanced by the later invention
of the calculus. Thus, it seemed, geometry could be reduced to arithmetic. It
was the new idea of Frege that arithmetic itself could be analysed as nothing
but pure logic: that is, arithmetical statements could be fully explicated in a way
which would retain no reference to numbers. Though Russell detected a crucial
defect in Frege’s approach, he not only recognised its revolutionary character,
but attempted (with Whitehead) to achieve the analysis which Frege had been
unable to carry through (it is an insufficiently explored paradox that Whitehead’s
later philosophical work had more in common with Bergson’s views than with
those of Russell).

The work of Russell and Whitehead work was technical in its details, but
its guiding ambitions provided a template for subsequent philosophical work by
many thinkers in areas far removed from mathematics, and Principia Mathematica
(Russell and Whitehead 1910-13) is commonly regarded as an initiating moment
for that varied family of philosophical movements widely known as ‘analytic
philosophy’.

ANALYSIS REVIVED: BERGSON

Bergson was as unorthodox as Russell vis-a-vis the philosophical establishment
of his youth, and he too acquired a fame which went far beyond the academic
world. Furthermore, he too started from mathematics. But where Russell was
fired by the great analytic project of Frege, Bergson started with a puzzle: ‘It was
my mathematical studies which stirred my interest in durance," at a time when I
had no pretensions to doing metaphysics. At first, this was no more than a kind
of puzzlement at the value given to the letter ¢ in the equations of mechanics™
(Maire 1935: 219).

‘What was this puzzle? Analysis gives us what seems a clear picture, for instance,
of the motions of celestial bodies, under classical mechanics. But suppose that
we transpose these motions to a human scale. Suppose that we try to re-enact the

‘Durance’ is my preferred translation of Bergson’s word durée (more usually rendered ‘duration’).
See Moore 1996: §8—9.

This, and all translations from Bergson in this chapter, were made by the author. Accordingly, page
references are given to the original French versions, rather than to published translations.
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motions of sun, earth, and moon by human action, as Wittgenstein is reported
to have done (Malcolm 1958: §1—2). It turns out that this cannot be achieved
(Moore 1996: §9—62). Is this a trivial, or a deep problem? Is there something
in the sense of time or the experience of time which escapes mechanics and its
analytic procedures?

It seems that we need to take a second look at mechanics. ‘Metaphysics and
even psychology were of much less interest to me than work in the philosophy
of science, especially mathematics. What I wanted to do in my doctoral thesis
was to make a study of the basic concepts of mechanics’ (Du Bos 1946—61:
63-8).

TIME AND DURANCE

In trying to resolve this puzzle, Bergson was led both to emphasise and to limit
the operations of human reason (our thought and our language), and to adopt
a pragmatic and evolutionary view of them, in a way which was to lead to a
sharp divergence from the views of Russell.

We may go here to the reasonings of McTaggart, a late English idealist,
though they postdated the work of Bergson. McTaggart pointed to two views
of time, one represented by the relation before and after, the other by the relation
past/present/future (McTaggart 1908: 457—74). He argued that these two kinds
of relation were incompatible, and drew idealist conclusions. Bergson offered
a different and deeper account. A distinction of the kind made by McTaggart
presupposes an analysis of the temporal evolution of the world (and our expe-
rience of it) into discrete events. But for Bergson, this analysis is not imposed
by any logical, methodological, or metaphysical imperative (as so many have
thought, from Hume to Davidson). Instead, it is a pragmatic imperative. For
active creatures like ourselves, such an analysis of the changing world is indis-
pensable: without the evolved capacity for analysis, we should be helpless. In
this sense, Bergson gives great importance to analysis, but in a more focused and
restricted way than philosophy has traditionally accorded to our intelligence:

Human intelligence, as we conceive of it, is in no way the kind of intelligence depicted
by Plato in the allegory of the cave. It does not have the function of watching vain
shadows pass by any more than of turning round and contemplating the blazing sun. It
has other things to do. Yoked, like plough-oxen, to a heavy task, we feel the play of our
muscles and joints, the weight of the plough and the resistance of the soil: the function
of human intelligence is to act and to know that it is acting, to enter into contact with
reality and even to live it, but only in so far as it is concerned with the job being done,
and the furrow being ploughed. (Bergson 1907 [1986: 192])
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Thus Bergson’s epistemology gives priority to action. Human beings, he
claims, have ‘virtual actions’, provided by instinct or learning. It is these which
carve out the world for use, and effect an indispensable segmentation of our ex-
perience into items which can also be classified and regimented for the purposes
of action. But this heritage of atomism also falsifies the world and our experi-
ence of it. Our intelligence and our capacity for language which instantiates it
are evolved capacities, whose importance to us is beyond question, but whose
tendency to create a kind of mental paralysis when we step beyond the need
to act, in order to reflect, is represented by an array of philosophical problems,
which need to be dissolved, rather than solved: ‘habits formed in the sphere
of action, when they go up into the sphere of speculation, create factitious
problems’ (Bergson 1896 [1985: 9]).

PHENOMENOLOGICAL APPROACHES

Thus Bergson rejected an atomism which makes discrete events the basic fur-
niture of the temporal order, out of which processes are, as it were, to be
reconstructed. The event-ontology is no more nor less than a pragmatic fiction
enabling active beings to act. However, we do require a positive account of tem-
poral becoming, and the first step is to attend to the phenomenology of past,
present, and future. If we no longer allow ourselves to describe this in terms of
events passing in experience from past, to present, to future, what better account
can be found?

Melody and speech are examples of temporal entities. It seems, furthermore,
that an event-ontology naturally imposes itself. Is not a melody simply a sequence
of notes, or a speech a sequence of words? No doubt, we do need this view,
in order, for instance, to learn to play or sing a melody. But a melody is not
a sequence of notes (Bergson 1934 [1987: 164]). For instance, I might hum
“Three blind mice’, and I might hum the opening melody of the Largo from
Bach’s Double Concerto in D minor. And the first three hummed notes of
‘Three Blind Mice’ could be identical in all respects to the second, third, and
fourth hummed notes of the Largo. But when I hum the Largo, I am not thereby
also humming ‘Three Blind Mice’, nor does a proper part of the “Three Blind
Mice’ melody form a part of the Largo melody. Similarly, I might say ‘The wife
of John Lennon is Japanese’ — but John Lennon is Japanese’ is not a proper part
of this saying, even though it is the same string of words.

But if the melody as a whole (or the speech as a whole) is phenomenologically
prior to its individual notes (or words), it remains true that one note (or word)
does follow another, and that I can be aware that I am now singing a particular
note (or saying a particular word) of the sequence. How to accommodate this
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plain fact of experience? One approach is to insist that there is no awareness
of a pure present (something which goes against the epistemological priority
which Russell was led to give to ‘this here now’). William James, whose personal
and intellectual affinities with Bergson should be emphasised, was one of the
philosophers who held that ‘the only fact of our immediate experience is . . .
(James 1890: 608—9). He held that this had a certain
duration (up to at most twelve seconds), and was the ‘unit of composition’ of

939

“the specious present

our perception of time. Bergson went much further. He held that what we are
aware of now is a complexity, a ‘thythm’, of evolving processes to which no
general procedure can assign a beginning in measurable time. “When I utter the
word causerie, I have before my mind not only the beginning, the middle, and
the end of the word, but also the words which came before it, also the whole
of the sentence which I have so far voiced; otherwise, I should have lost track
of what I am saying’ (Bergson 1907 [1986: 9]).

In his earlier works, this phenomenological approach was pursued in vari-
ous ways, in line with Bergson’s claim that precision in philosophy had to be
subject-specific (Moore 1996: 14—17). He discussed perception, the mind/body
problem, free-will, images, memory, laughter, dreams, intellectual effort, cre-
ative thought, in each case combining a phenomenological approach with a
distrust of conventional metaphysics. The ‘mind/body problem’, for instance,
was a family of factitious puzzles: apart from attending to the phenomenology
of action, we should try to advance our understanding of the mental and the
cerebral by studying phenomena like amnesia and aphasia. In this way, ‘a capital
problem of metaphysics is shifted over into observation on the ground, where it
can be progressively resolved, instead of endlessly feeding disagreement between
schools in the closed field of sheer disputation’ (Bergson 1907 [1986: 9]).

INTUITION

In 1903, Bergson systematised his earlier work by introducing a general distinc-
tion between two forms of knowledge, intuition and analysis (Bergson 1903).
If T raise my arm, I am aware of doing so ‘from the inside’. This intuition is
simple. But one who observes my action can properly apprehend or analyse it
as a complex of elements, set in relation to others. The object of intuition is
absolute, while that of analysis is relative. But Bergson does not now confine this
distinction to the phenomenological realm. It opens up the possibility of a new
metaphysics in which intuition of the absolute might be a key to understanding
in domains beyond the psychological.

This decisive change of direction in Bergson’s work is the one to which
Russell took strong exception (Russell 1914), not only because of its challenge
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to the role of analysis, but also because of the importance it attached to intu-
ition. In L’Evolution créatrice (Creative Evolution) (Bergson 1907), Bergson tried
to supplement scientific evolutionary theory with the élan vital, envisaging a
sort of ultra-phenomenology for life itself. In Durée et Simultanéité (Duration and
Simultaneity), he tried to supplement relativity theory by reintroducing (the in-
tuition of) absolute simultaneity (Bergson 1922). And in Les Deux Sources de la
morale et de la religion (The Tivo Sources of Morality and Religion), he ventured into
views of morality and religion which combined a brilliant analytic power with
a kind of mysticism (Bergson 1932).

These attempts brought Bergson his greatest fame, and they are often pene-
trating. Yet there are signs that he had misgivings about them. Four years after
Creative Evolution, he gave a lecture in which he said: ‘How can the profession
of philosophy entitle a practitioner to go further than science? . . . Such a con-
ception of the role of the philosopher would be injurious for science. But how
much more injurious for philosophy!” (Bergson 1911 [1987: 135—6]). As for
his foray into relativity theory, Bergson would not allow further reprints in the
thirties, since he doubted whether he could defend the technical parts of the
work. And in 1934, the collection of earlier pieces published as La Pensée et le
mouvant included a new introduction, in which Bergson attacked philosophi-
cal system-making, and insisted that precision in philosophy consists in proper
adaptation of methods of enquiry to the subject-matter: ‘Philosophical systems
are not made to the measure of the reality in which we live. They are too big’

(Bergson 1934 [1987: 1]).

BERGSON’S ‘PROJECT’

It is an occupational hazard of historians of thought to assume that the work of
a thinker must form a system. It is tempting to believe that we should be able to
find a key to reconcile writings which are sometimes various, even conflicting,
and which may change and develop over time, into a single doctrine.

The massive secondary literature about Bergson is not lacking in such app-
roaches. Some, for instance, taking their cue from Bergson’s late religious phi-
losophy, have attempted to read his entire ceuvre as a concerted theism, even
though theism is not envisaged at all in his early works (e.g. Hude 1989—90).
Possibly the best indication that such approaches to Bergson’s work are erro-
neous is the fact that, despite Bergson’s fame and influence, it cannot be said
that he fathered a school of philosophy. There was nothing which bore the
same relation to Bergson’s work as ‘analytic philosophy’ bore to that of Russell.
He was, perhaps, too individual and adventurous a thinker for that. Here was a
person in whose work are substantial, sometimes elegant and limpid, sometimes
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tough and rebarbative, forays into the philosophy of science and mathematics,
into pragmatism, into moral philosophy and mysticism, into phenomenology,
into defusing traditional philosophical debates.

ANALYSIS AND ACTION:
THE GREAT BUT MODEST ROLE OF REASON

Bergson is not the only philosopher to have given priority to action over cogni-
tion. But this puts philosophy into an awkward position. For what instruments
does it have but reason, intelligence, language? But since these were created by
evolution for the needs of action, and may mislead us if we step back to take
stock, all we can do is to use our intelligence for purposes contrary to those for
which it came into being: analysis must be turned against itself: all we can do,
in Bergson’s expression, is to ‘think backwards’ (Bergson 1934 [1987: 214]; for
the translation, see Moore 1996: xii, note 4).

But how does Bergson’s theoretical emphasis on action fit in a historical
volume? As a small boy, Bergson lived as a boarder, far from his parents, through
the dramatic events of the commune, when French troops eventually massacred the
communards in Paris with the German troops standing by. He lived through the
First World War, and, as an old man, he died under the German occupation in
the Second.

Did he avoid taking action, as opposed to theorising about it? Not so. He
played a prominent international role between 1917 and 1925 for the causes of
peace and international cooperation. And, close to death, he avowed that his
personal itinerary had led him towards becoming a member of the Catholic
Church. He did not do so, he said, because this would have been, at that time
and place in a world of total war and multiple barbarisms, an abandonment of
those threatened fellow-beings who were also of Jewish descent.

It should be added that Bergson himself would not have liked these bio-
graphical remarks. He insisted that ‘the life of a philosopher throws no light on
his or her doctrine, and is not the concern of the public’ (Soulez 1997: 288).
Nevertheless, we know the scene of his death in occupied France, the France
which he so much loved. He spoke of philosophy, and then said to those present:
‘Gentlemen, it is five o’clock. The course is ended.” So speaking, he died.
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PRAGMATISM

CHRISTOPHER HOOKWAY

1. INTRODUCTION

Pragmatism entered public debate in 1898, when William James (1842—1910)
lectured on ‘Philosophical conceptions and practical results’ to the Philosophical
Union at Berkeley. His book Pragmatism: A New Name for some Old Ways
of Thinking appeared in 1907, a record of lectures delivered in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, a year or two earlier (James 1907). Charles Sanders Peirce (1839—
1913) delivered a series of lectures entitled Pragmatism in Harvard in 1903 (Peirce
1934), and spent much of the following decade attempting to distinguish his
version of pragmatism from James’s and trying to establish its truth. However,
although James’s lecture may have been the first public statement of pragmatism,
the philosophical outlook which he presented was already two or three decades
old, dating to philosophical discussions in Cambridge in the early 1870s. The
roots of James’s pragmatism can be seen in writings from that decade which cul-
minated in his Principles of Psychology (1890); an early classic statement of Peirce’s
pragmatism is found in a series of papers entitled Illustrations of the Logic of Science
which appeared in the Popular Science Monthly in 1877—78, and James’s readers
were further prepared for his pragmatism by works such as The Will to Believe
(1897).

Although pragmatism is a distinctively American contribution to philosophy,
we should not lose sight of the degree to which both Peirce and James were
engaged in debates growing out of European philosophy. Indeed this European
connection continued: both Peirce and James identified E C. S. Schiller in
Oxford and Italian thinkers such as Giovanni Papini and Giovanni Vailati as
important fellow pragmatists. Educated at Harvard, where the prevailing ortho-
doxy had tried to reconcile the claims of science and religion by relying on
ideas drawn from the Scottish common-sense philosophers, Peirce and James
both reached maturity as this reconciliation was rocked by Darwinism and by
John Stuart Mill’s critique of Sir William Hamilton’s defence of the Scottish po-
sition. James’s Pragmatism was dedicated to Mill, ‘from whom I first learned the
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pragmatic openness of mind and whom my fancy likes to picture as our leader
were he alive today’ (James 1907 [1975a: dedication]). Peirce, by contrast, des-
pised Mill’s psychologistic approach to logic, and self-consciously developed a
philosophical position which he described as ‘but a modification of Kantism’
(1905—6 [1998: 353]). These differences may reflect their other interests: James
came to philosophy from psychology; and Peirce made innovative contribu-
tions to formal logic, developing, independently of Frege, a logic of relations
and quantifiers in the early 1880s.

It is easy to see that the pragmatist ‘tradition’ has many strands — especially
when we note that the views of the third of the classic pragmatists, John Dewey,
were shaped by his early Hegelianism. However, we can sketch some themes that
are common to all versions. The first of these explains why many have seen the
school as allied to positivism. Peirce’s pragmatism was formulated as a principle or
tool for clarifying the meanings of propositions, concepts, and hypotheses. This
has a verificationist flavour: we clarify a concept by showing what difterence it
would make to experience if some object fell under it. Although he emphasised
the role of such clarifications in enabling us to clarify scientific hypotheses and
test them against experience, the principle was also used to show that some
claims and concepts, including those of ‘ontological metaphysics’, were empty.
Thus he claimed that, taken literally, the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation
is ‘senseless jargon’ (1877—8 [1986: 266]). James, too, introduced his pragmatism
as a device for defusing metaphysical questions: appealing to Peirce’s principle,
he approached traditional metaphysical debates by asking ‘what difference it
would practically make to anyone if this notion rather than that notion were
true?’ If there is no difference, then the ‘alternatives mean practically the same
thing, and all dispute is idle’ (1907 [1975: 28]). Although these remarks have
a strong positivist flavour, Peirce and James were both far more receptive to
religious belief than other positivists and far more open to the possibility that
there are intelligible and valuable forms of metaphysics.

A second theme is that both pragmatists defended distinctive theories of
truth which have led many readers to ally pragmatism with idealism and anti-
realism. Indeed on occasion, James insisted that his pragmatism was a theory of
truth, and it was the slogans James used to express this doctrine which most
encouraged the perception that pragmatism was a crude and immoral doctrine.
The truth is what is ‘expedient in the way of belief” or what it is good to
believe; a proposition is true in so far as it puts us into a satisfactory relation to
our experience and so on. Cases such as terminally ill patients whose lives may
be improved by the belief that a cure is possible were taken to show that James
held that this was enough to make the belief true. Peirce’s theory was different: a
true proposition is one that would be an matter of ‘fated’ or ‘destined’ long-run
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consensus or agreement among those who investigated the matter. This too
appeared to conflict with the realist doctrine that there may be facets of reality
that will forever be beyond our grasp, that the truth may outstrip what we can
discover. Truth is defined by reference to human enquiry and experience rather
than in terms of correspondence to an independent reality. Hence the view
that pragmatism is not a realist doctrine. This makes it surprising that, from
the 1860s, Peirce linked his view of truth to realism. Later he declared himself
a ‘realist of a somewhat extreme stripe’, and a ‘Scotistic realist’, claiming that
pragmatism such as his could never have entered the head of someone who did
not endorse realism.

A third cluster of views supports the first two. James’s psychological writings
contained a distinctive view of thought. Conceptualisation and theorising are
explained in teleological terms: we attend to specific features of experience, and
employ concepts which emphasise particular saliencies and similarities, in the
light of our needs and interests. Theories and concepts are cognitive instruments
which are judged by how well they enable us to achieves our goals and find our
way around the world. In defending this view, James challenged the claim of
Herbert Spencer that the function of thought was to provide us with beliefs and
theories which corresponded to, or ‘mirrored’ an external reality. Thus concepts
are empty unless they have a role in enabling us to deal with our surroundings;
and beliefs are true if they perform their intended function effectively.

Peirce’s semiotic, his theory of signs, introduced a related perspective. Signs
stand for objects only through being understood or ‘interpreted’ as so doing: the
content of a belief or hypothesis is explained by reference to the ways in which it
is used in inference and enquiry. The pragmatist principle guided interpretation,
and also drew attention to cases where our assurance that some form of words
had a use, could genuinely be interpreted or understood, was an illusion. Much
of Peirce’s later work was an attempt to prove that the pragmatist principle
could serve this role, an attempt which drew on an increasingly complex and
sophisticated account of the ways in which signs relate to their objects and of
the variety of ways in which they are understood.

The final theme in pragmatism is relevant to questions about realism. The
views we have described have an empiricist flavour. Earlier empiricists tended
to adopt an austere conception of experience. Hume, for example, defended
an atomist picture of impressions and ideas, and he faced the task of explaining
how we could develop ideas of external existence, law, and causation out of
sensory materials which lacked these features. Both our pragmatists claimed
that experience was far richer than other empiricists had claimed. Peirce insisted
that we have direct experience of external things, of causal interactions between
them and of the causal potentialities which they embody: experience is, in many
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ways, ‘theory laden’. James’s ‘Radical Empiricism’ also held that the elements
of experience are linked together by relations which are themselves part of
experience. This rich notion of experience explains many of the differences
between pragmatists and positivist philosophers whose views might otherwise
seem similar to theirs.

The first chapter of James’s Pragmatism presents the doctrine as a way of over-
coming ‘The Present Dilemma in Philosophy’ (James 1907 [1975: 9—26]): it
offers a middle way between scientistic positivism and idealism. Remarking on
the role of temperament in shaping philosophical views, James contrasts two
philosophical outlooks. The tough-minded philosopher is a materialist, a deter-
minist who rejects free will, and an empiricist, who tends to be sceptical, irre-
ligious, and pessimistic. The tender-minded philosopher, by contrast, embraces
principles and values, holds to religious belief and to free will, and is optimistic
in the face of the future. The tough-minded, who include positivists, are driven
into pessimism because they want their views to be answerable to experience
and to accord with science, with what is evidently our best knowledge. They are
led to reject ideas which are fundamental to morality and personal fulfilment.
The tender-minded idealist is less alienated from her surroundings, but is likely
to employ methods of enquiry which smack of wishful thinking: she trusts rea-
son to discern fundamental principles and values which are not tested against
experience. The task of reconciling these outlooks, remaining optimistic while
taking seriously what science teaches about the world, was to be completed
by James’s pragmatism. The empiricist strain was to show how our views are
disciplined and sensitive to the way things are; but this would still allow room for
religion, for belief in free will and for taking values seriously. It offers a middle
way between positivism, which is one embodiment of the tough-minded philos-
ophy, and the varieties of idealism that appeal to the tender minded. This search
for a middle way is characteristic of pragmatist philosophy in general. Peirce,
too, saw positivists as committed to a flawed conception of reality which led
inevitably to scepticism; and he shared James’s hope for an empirically grounded
philosophy which would find room for values and religious belief.

‘What is the source of the name ‘pragmatism’? It did not appear in print or even
in manuscripts before 1898, but Peirce and James agreed that it was employed
in the discussions of a ‘metaphysical club’ that met in Cambridge for several
years around 1870. This group included lawyers such as Oliver Wendell Holmes
and Nicholas St John Green, and, as well as James and Peirce, the philosopher
Chauncey Wright. Wright was a powerful figure, referred to by Peirce as his
philosophical ‘boxing master’, and influenced by John Stuart Mill. He was anx-
ious to explore the philosophical importance of Darwinian ideas. Peirce later
claimed that ‘pragmatism’ came from Kant’s pragmatisch, meaning empirical or
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experimental: the pragmatist urges that all concepts and hypotheses can be ex-
plained in terms of their relation to experience. James may have understood the
term differently, suggesting that we should understand concepts in terms of their
relevance to our practical needs; after 1905, alarmed at seeing his word adopted
to label some philosophical outlooks that he found unpalatable, Peirce referred to
his own version as ‘pragmaticism’ a name, he said, which was ‘ugly enough to be
safe from kidnappers’ (1905—6 [1998: 332—5]).

INQUIRY, PRAGMATISM AND TRUTH

In ‘The Fixation of Belief” and ‘How to Make Ideas Clear’, the first two of the
‘Mustrations of the Logic of Science’ (1877—-8 [1984: 242—75]), Peirce introduced
his pragmatism as part of an anti-Cartesian framework for epistemology and
the philosophy of science. These were his most influential papers and had an
important impact upon James and later pragmatists such as Dewey. The central
notion in this epistemology is enquiry, a controlled activity of problem solving:
we pose a question, and we seek to arrive at a state of settled belief in which we
accept an answer to it. “The Fixation of Belief” is a discussion of the methods we
should employ for carrying out enquiries, for moving from a state of doubt to a
state of belief. The conclusion that the ‘method of science’ is the only defensible
method sets the agenda for the remaining papers in the series which explore
this method in more detail.

Some ten years earlier, Peirce had urged: ‘Let us not pretend to doubt in
philosophy what we do not doubt in our hearts.” This claim that Cartesian
doubt is self-deception is echoed in ‘The Fixation of Belief” (1868—9 [1984:
212]): ‘the mere putting of a proposition into the interrogative form does not
stimulate the mind to any struggle after belief” (18778 [1986: 248]). Doubt
requires a reason: we doubt propositions, and thus begin to enquire into them,
only when experience or other confident beliefs conflict with them. Peirce
similarly rejects the Cartesian demand that enquiry should rest upon ‘ultimate
and absolutely indubitable propositions’. We can rely upon all those things we
actually believe when we start out in enquiry, and the fact that some of these may
prove to be mistaken is not an insuperable obstacle to cognitive progress. Doubts
arise in the course of our enquiries, and when they arise they must be addressed
and settled; so long as a proposition is not doubted, we should trust it while
acknowledging the fallibility of our trust. Although Peirce later acknowledged
the value of trying to doubt propositions as an aid to rational self-control, he
retained his sympathy with the common-sense tradition. Philosophers’ reasons
for doubt are often insensitive to the mass of experience and shared knowledge
which supports our views of the world.
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This idea that enquiry is a problem-solving activity was developed in much
more detail in John Dewey’s Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (1938). Peirce’s own
paper moves quickly to considering the standards we should follow in our en-
quiries, comparing four methods for ‘the fixation of belief’. If we adopt the
‘method of tenacity’, we simply choose an answer to our question, dwelling
on considerations that support it, and avoiding anything that might shake our
resolve. Defenders of the ‘method of authority’ also allow the correctness of
an opinion to be grounded in the will, but in this case the will of the state or
of some religious or intellectual authority which is allowed to fix the matter
and to control our environment to ensure that the belief remains secure. The
‘a priori method’ denies that the correctness of an opinion can depend upon
the will, and enjoins us to accept what is ‘agreeable to reason’ after ‘reflection
and conversation’ (1877—8 [1986: 248—54]). These methods all fail: doubt will
re-emerge when we encounter those who have chosen other opinions or who
accept different intellectual authorities. And, as the history of metaphysics shows,
the a priori method makes opinion a matter of fashion or taste: this method
is likely to appeal to the ‘tender minded’ and to encourage wishful thinking.
Any method which makes the correctness of opinion something subjective is
unsatisfactory, and Peirce concludes by defending the method of science which
rests on the ‘fundamental hypothesis’ that:

There are real things, whose characters are entirely independent of our opinions about
them; those realities affect our senses according to regular laws, and, though our sensations
are as different as our relations to the objects, yet by taking advantage of the laws of
perception, we can ascertain by reasoning how things really are, and any man, if he
have sufficient experience and reason enough about it, will be led to the one true
opinion. (1877-8 [1986: 254])

Peirce probably supposed that this hypothesis is implicit in our common-sense
view of things: if this were not so, we would neither worry about which methods
we should adopt, nor be dissatisfied by the first three methods as we evidently
are.

Later papers in the series give more details of the rules and methods that
can be derived from this hypothesis. Pragmatism is presented in ‘How to Make
Our Ideas Clear’ as a procedure for clarifying ideas: ‘Consider what effects,
which might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of
our conception to have. Then, our conception of those effects is the whole of
our conception of the object’ (1877-8 [1986: 266]). This means that we clarify
a conception or proposition by listing the experiential consequences we would
expect our actions to have if the concept applied to something or the propo-
sition were true: if something is soluble, then, if it is added to water, we will
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observe it dissolve; if something is hard, then if we try to scratch it, we will see no
change; and so on. Although Peirce acknowledges that this enables us to dismiss
some metaphysical concepts as ‘empty’, its immediate relevance to his epistemo-
logical work is different from this and is twofold. First that the whole content
of hypotheses can be explained in terms of the experiential consequences of
our actions and interventions is an important premise in explaining how ex-
perimental science can take us to the truth. Second Peirce applies his principle
in order to clarify important logical concepts such as probability and, especially,
reality.

Since the 1860s Peirce had blamed the errors of most modern philosophy
upon a ‘nominalist’ conception of reality: we think of real things as the efficient
causes of our sensations and truth as correspondence to a wholly independent
reality. Since this view allowed that reality might be utterly difterent from the
sensations that it causes and might thus be unknowable, it led inevitably to
nominalism about laws and classifications, to scepticism and to an anti-realist
view of science (see Peirce 1871 [1984: 467—72]). Moreover, its concept of reality
could not be clarified using the pragmatist principle. Peirce preferred the ‘realist’
conception: truth is explained through final causation as the opinion we are fated
or destined to reach if only we enquire into the matter long enough and well
enough. In ‘How to Make Our Ideas Clear’, he initially defines the real as ‘that
whose characters are independent of what anybody may think them to be” and
turns to his pragmatism to clarify just what this means. He finally identifies the
‘great law’ that ‘is embodied in the conception of truth and reality’:

The opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed upon by all who investigate, is what
we mean by the truth, and the object represented in this opinion is the real. (1877-8
[1986: 273])

Although this forges a connection between truth and human enquiry, he insists
that it retains the mind independence of truth expressed in the more abstract
definition. Truth is always independent of what any particular person or group
takes it to be; we always allow that further enquiry might reveal that we were
mistaken. Eventually we shall reach the fated or destined opinion.

The pragmatist principle is a tool for reflective self-controlled reasoning, and
Peirce was suspicious of placing too much trust in reflective rationality outside
the realm of science. Indeed, and this is an important point of contrast with
James, the fundamental role of his pragmatism lay in explaining the importance
and character of scientific knowledge and the life of the scientist. A major
concern in defending his principle was thus to defeat the claim that science
itself made use of concepts — drawn from mathematics or articulating ideals of
explanatory coherence — which lacked pragmatic meaning. His argument for
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his pragmatism in the 1870s depended upon a theory of belief taken from the
Scottish logician and psychologist Alexander Bain: beliefs are habits of actions;
thus we can clarify the content of a proposition by describing the habits of
action and expectation that would result from believing it. Application of the
pragmatist principle does just that. He subsequently decided that a psychological
theory of belief is too controversial and flimsy a basis for a fundamental logical
principle, and his last decade was devoted to the search for a new argument,
one that grounded pragmatism in Peirce’s systematic theory of reference and
understanding, or one that depended upon an exhaustive taxonomy of the kinds
of arguments and inferences involved in science.

WILLIAM JAMES: RATIONALITY AND TRUTH

In the light of the verificationism involved in the pragmatist principle and his
defence of the method of science as the best method for fixing belief, it is
unsurprising that Peirce was interpreted as a kind of positivist. One would expect
him to accept the fundamental principle of W. K. Clifford’s positivist ‘ethics of
belief’: ‘it is wrong, always, everywhere, and for everyone, to believe anything
upon insufficient evidence’ (Clifford 1877: 309). But James feared that accepting
this maxim — in a ‘tough-minded’ spirit — would deprive us of the truths which
were necessary for a fulfilling life. Clifford’s maxim may help us to avoid error,
but at the cost of excessive agnosticism: fear of error can deprive us of truth. One
of his most famous papers, ‘The Will to Believe’, presented a still controversial
argument against Clifford’s view: rather than following Clifford into agnosticism
about religious matters, James urged us to believe on ‘inadequate’ evidence in
certain special circumstances. In fact, Peirce’s views were closer to James than
to Clifford on these issues.

Suppose I am genuinely uncertain about whether to believe in God (or in
freedom of the will). Moreover this is a matter of vital importance, it is a
‘momentous choice’. Postponing a decision is not a real option: the agnostic,
just as much as the atheist, misses out on the possible benefits of religious belief.
In such cases, James urged, we must allow non-evidential considerations to guide
our opinion: indeed, any decision about how to weight the avoidance of error
against possible loss of truth will itself be a ‘passional’ decision. If we allow that
the experience which confirms religious belief may be vouchsafed only to those
who already believe — as elsewhere, experience is theory-laden — the force of
James’s argument against Clifford can seem strong. The same holds for cases
where believing in a proposition can contribute to making it true: belief in my
possession of capacities required for achieving my life’s goals may be required
for me to have the confidence required to exercise those capacities. Whether to
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believe a proposition, in cases where evidence does not settle the matter, can be
sensitive to the expected benefits or harms that can come from getting it right or
wrong. This is James’s doctrine of the ‘will to believe’: affective considerations
have a legitimate role in settling belief (James 1897: ch. 1).

Peirce’s resistance to Clittord’s style of positivism was evident from his earliest
writings but takes a slightly different form. Purely as a matter of logic, he allowed
that when the truth of some proposition is required for achieving vital projects,
it is rational to hope that it is true and to act on that hope. Indeed, in marking
one difference between himself and Kant, he urged that all the fundamental
laws of logic were regulative ideas (hopes) rather than propositions whose role
as presuppositions of enquiry justified us in believing them. Of course in the case
of religious belief, hope is too detached and uncommitted an attitude to meet
our needs. So in connection with ‘vital matters’, including matters of religious
belief, Peirce denied that our tentative theorising possessed any authority against
the instinctive sentimental certainties that formed part of our common-sense
inheritance (see Peirce 1992: lect. 1). If religious belief — or confidence in
moral judgements or in the freedom of the will — is natural and provides vital
benefits, we would be irrational to reject it on the basis of reasoning which
shares all the fallibility of our other scientific and intellectual activities. In ‘A
Neglected Argument for the Reality of God’ (1908), he defended religious
belief by showing that it was natural and evolved through a kind of ‘scientific
testing’: if religious belief were true, then those who hold it should find that it
gives meaning and direction to their lives.

James’s pragmatism took him further in this direction. He claimed that
‘thought distinctions’ all consist in possible differences of practice (James 1907
[1975: 29]); and he described his pragmatism as a ‘philosophical attitude’, which
leads away from ‘principles’ and ‘categories’ and towards ‘fruits, consequences,
facts’ (James 1907 [1975: 32]). Major differences between Peirce and James re-
flect views about how such differences in practice should be understood. This
becomes evident when we turn to the pragmatist account of freedom of the
will. We naturally suppose that this issue concerns the ‘mechanisms’ of choice
and action: are our actions determined by their physical antecedents and our
upbringing? Or do we have the power to interrupt the laws of nature and initiate
wholly new chains of causality? James looks instead at what practical difterence
it would make if we did or did not possess freedom; and he denies that the
fundamental issue concerns whether, and how, we can be held accountable for
our actions. We learn that ‘free will pragmatically means novelties in the world, the
right to expect that in its deepest elements as well as in surface phenomena, the
future may not identically imitate the past’. He concludes that it is a ‘melioristic
doctrine’: ‘it holds up improvement as at least possible’. This gives it a role as
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a ‘doctrine of relief”: we can believe that if we exert ourselves, things will get
better. Believing that we are free grounds a sort of ‘metaphysical optimism’ and
this ‘practical significance’, James suggests, captures all the content that the idea
has. He began by asking what difference it would make if the doctrine of free
will were true or false; and he concludes with an interpretation of its content
which suggests that we can free ourselves of the metaphysical error of supposing
that our actions can be both ‘our own’ and yet in a way that escapes from physical
causation and from the influence of our character and experience. The practical
consequences of free will seem to lie in the feelings, hopes, and reactions that
it sustains.

The most famous and important application of James’s pragmatism is his
account of truth. In Pragmatism he offered an account which is widely misread:
“The true is the name of whatever proves itself to be good in the way of belief” (James
1907 [1975: 106]). This supports the interpretation seized upon by critics like
Russell and Moore: if it is useful (‘ex