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Introduction

ALAN RYAN

REPUTATION OF THE WORK

an examination of sir william hamilton’s philosophy is not a widely read work; nor is
it very highly regarded, even by those who are most attracted to Mill’s writings on
philosophy. It contains some instructive set-pieces, which have preserved a sort of
exemplary interest: Mill’s analysis of Matter in terms of “permanent possibilities of
sensation,” his confessedly abortive analysis of personal identity in similarly
phenomenalist terms, his analysis of free-will and responsibility, and his ringing
declaration that he would not bow his knee to worship a God whose moral worth he
was required to take on trust—all these still find their place in contemporary
discussions of empiricism. Mill’s analysis of the nature of judgment and belief
perhaps engages the interest of those who hope to explore the problems raised by 4
System of Logic in a secondary source. But it is doubtful whether many readers who
leave the Logic wondering quite what Mill really thought about the epistemological
status of arithmetic and geometry find themselves helped by reading the Examination;
nor does it add much to Mill’s earlier account of causation, beyond the effective
demonstration that whatever rivals there were to Mill’s account, Hamilton’s was not
one.

In part, the fallen position of the Examination is the result of the obscurity into which
its target has fallen. If the Examination is not much read, then Hamilton’s edition of
Reid’s Works. is certainly not read now, as it was in Mill’s day, for Hamilton’s
elaborate “Dissertations on Reid.” The most recent discussion of Reid’s philosophy,
for example, treats Hamilton as a late and somewhat eccentric contributor to the
philosophy of common sense.” Hamilton’s Lectures on Metaphysics and Logic,i of
whose repetitive and elementary character Mill was severely critical, were something
of an embarrassment to their editors when they appeared after Hamilton’s death. Now
they are simply unreadable. The one accessible source for Hamilton’s opinions is the
volume of collected essays, Discussions on Philosophy and Literature, Education and
University Reform,f in which he reprinted his contributions to the Edinburgh Review.
Even those essays now attract the educational historian rather more than the
philosopher; Hamilton’s attack on the corruption and incompetence of early
nineteenth-century Oxford excites more interest than his critique of Cousin’s views on
the Absolute.

To the destruction of Hamilton’s philosophical reputation, Mill’s Examination

contributed a good deal. Mark Pattison, reviewing the Examination in The Reader,
exclaimed:
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The effect of Mr Mill’s review is the absolute annihilation of all Sir W. Hamilton’s
doctrines, opinions, of all he has written or taught. Nor of himself only, but all his
followers, pupils, copyists, are involved in the common ruin. The whole fabric of the
Hamiltonian philosophy is not only demolished, but its very stones are ground to
powder. Where once stood Sebastopol bidding proud defiance to rival systems is now

a coast barren and blue
Sandheaps behind and sandhills before.’

The enthusiasm with which Pattison contemplated the ruin of Sir William’s followers
may have had rather more to do with the academic politics of Oxford, in which
Pattison and Hamilton’s disciple H. L. Mansel were fiercely opposed to one another,
than to any very exact appreciation of just which of Hamilton’s doctrines had suffered
just what damage. But, although Hamilton’s friends and followers ignored Pattison’s
advice that they “had better erect a monument to him, and say nothing about Mr
Mill’s book,”f they could not restore Hamilton’s status. Mill might not have shown
that the intuitive school of metaphysics was inevitably doomed to obscurity and
muddle, but it was generally held that he had shown Hamilton himself to be at best
obscure, at worst simply incompetent.

Whether Hamilton was worth the expenditure of Mill’s powder and shot is another
question. W. G. Ward, writing some years after in the Dublin Review,! thought that
Mill had done well to take on one representative figure of the anti-empiricist school
and pursue him steadily through all the cruces of the argument between
associationism and its opponents. But Mark Pattison thought that the cracking of dead
nuts just to make sure they were empty was a task which wearied both those who
undertook it and those who watched them do it. It is, at the very least, doubtful
whether Mill was wise to devote quite so much attention to Hamilton, for the
Examination falls awkwardly between the twin tasks of providing a complete critical
exposition of Hamilton’s philosophy on the one hand and of providing an equally
comprehensive defence of associationism on the other. In effect, Mill’s defence of
associationism is spread over the notes he supplied to James Mill’s Analysis of the
Phenomena of the Human Mindf and over his reviews, as well as through the
Examination. Whatever else may be said for this defence, its organization impedes the
reader of the Examination, who is likely to resent having to recover Mill’s views on
perception, say, from an argument conducted at several removes from the issues, in
which Mill complains of the injustice of Hamilton’s attacking Thomas Brown for
supposed misrepresentation of the views of Thomas Reid.? It also does something to
account for the fact that the criticisms of Mill were criticisms of his positive claims on
behalf of associationism more frequently than they were positive defences of
Hamilton. Perhaps Mill should have ignored Hamilton altogether, and stuck to the
positive task; he certainly left a great many openings for his critics, and might have
been better advised to stop them up rather than triumph over Hamilton.

There are more serious problems than these in the way of the reader of the
Examination. Mill’s critique of Hamilton and Mansel was one engagement in the
battle between empiricism and rationalism. But it was an engagement in which the
combatants employed intellectual weapons which we find difficult to use. The
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argument between Mill and Hamilton is, in their terms, an argument about the nature
and contents of “consciousness”; it is in some sense an argument about psychological
issues. But whereas we now tend to draw a sharp distinction between the empirical
inquiry into the mind and its powers which we call psychology, and the non-empirical
inquiry into the possibility of knowledge or into the intelligibility of knowledge-
claims which we now call philosophy, no such distinction appears in the Examination.
Where we are tolerably sure that philosophical claims about the nature of space and
time, or about the nature of perception, ought to be immune from empirical
confirmation and disconfirmation, Mill and Hamilton were not. This difference does
not make for difficulties with Mill alone; it means that the views of all other
philosophers are “read” rather differently by Mill and Hamilton from the way it is
natural to us to read them. Thus, Kant’s contribution to philosophy is treated as a
contribution to psychology. Where, for instance, we might interpret Kant’s account of
the synthetic a priori as entailing that it is a sort of nonsense, though not strictly a
grammatical or syntactical sort of nonsense, to suggest that there might be regions of
space and time in which the laws of geometry or arithmetic do not apply, Hamilton
plainly took the claim to be one about the incapacity of the mind to conceive non-
Euclidean space or things which were not countable; and Mill was equally ready to
understand Kant in this way, differing over the issue of whether our incapacity to
conceive such a space or such objects was part of the original constitution of the mind
or the result of experience. To some extent, therefore, readers of the Examination
have to engage in a process of translation in order to feel at home with Mill’s
argument. Sometimes there are cases which seem to defy the process. Mill’s
discussion of how we might come to have the concept of space, for instance, is, as we
shall see, very awkward if it is read as an empirical hypothesis about how the
furniture of the mind might have been built; and it is more awkward still if it is read as
what we now call philosophy.

Against such a background, the proper task of a critic is a matter for debate. Even if
we can decently evade any obligation to show that the Examination is a neglected
masterpiece, there is a good deal left to do. The task is partly historical and partly
philosophical, and it is perhaps an instance of those cases where the history is
unintelligible without the philosophy, as well as the other way about. Firstly,
something has to be said about why Mill should have decided to write the
Examination at all, and about the reasons for its immediate succes both d’estime and
de scandale. Then, something must be said about the life and career of Sir William
Hamilton, and at least a little about the role of Mill’s other main antagonist, H. L.
Mansel. Once the appropriate background in Mill’s career has been filled in, and the
main characters have been identified, I shall go on to provide a substitute for the
extended analytical table of contents which was once (though it was not part of the
Examination) such a useful feature of scholarly works. My account will be both
expository and critical, and some at least of the distinctive philosophical views of
Hamilton and Mansel will be there explored.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 8 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/240



Online Library of Liberty: The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume IX - An Examination of
William Hamilton’s Philosophy

II.

MILL’S MOTIVATION

why should mill in particular have devoted himself to writing such a book as the
Examination?'° From his reading of the Discussions shortly after its appearance, Mill
had inferred that Hamilton occupied a sort of halfway house, subscribing neither to
his own enthusiasm for the principle of the association of ideas nor to the excesses of
post-Kantian Continental philosophy, in which, as Mill saw it, we were supposed to
know intuitively all sorts of implausible things. Mill explains in his Autobiography,
however, that his reading of Hamilton’s posthumously published Lectures during
1861 alerted him to the fact (a fact confirmed by his subsequent study of the
“Dissertations on Reid”) that Hamilton was a much more committed and unrestrained
intuitionist than he had previously supposed. E

As readers of the Autobiography will recall, Mill was very insistent that the struggle
between the intuitionists and the school of “Experience and Association” was much
more than an academic argument over the first principles of the moral sciences. In
explaining why he had written the System of Logic, Mill had said that “it is hardly
possible to exaggerate the mischiefs” E caused by a false philosophy of mind. The
doctrine that we have intuitive and infallible knowledge of the principles governing
either our own selves or the outside world seemed to him

the great intellectual support of false doctrines and bad institutions. By the aid of this
theory, every inveterate belief and every intense feeling, of which the origin is not
remembered, is enabled to dispense with the obligation of justifying itself by reason,
and 1s erected into its own all-sufficient voucher and justification. There never was
such an instrument devised for consecrating all deep seated prejudices. E

The System of Logic was in quite large part directed at William Whewell, and, up to a
point, Mill was right to see Whewell as the defender of conservative and Anglican
institutions—he was Master of Trinity, and Mill had refused to attend Trinity as a
youth for obvious anti-clerical reasons.f The Examination is described in terms
which suggest that Mill thought it necessary to return to the attack on the same front.
The difference between the intuitionists and the associationists, he says,

1s not a mere matter of abstract speculation; it is full of practical consequences, and
lies at the foundation of all the greatest differences of practical opinion in an age of
progress. The practical reformer has continually to demand that changes be made in
things which are supported by powerful and widely spread feelings, or to question the
apparent necessity and indefeasibleness of established facts; and it is often an
indispensable part of his argument to shew, how those powerful feelings had their
origin, and how those facts came to seem necessary and indefeasible.

One might doubt whether there was any very close practical connection between, say,
a Kantian view of knowledge and conservatism on the one hand, and a Humean view
and liberalism on the other. Certainly it is hard to imagine Hume welcoming the
French Revolution, had he lived to see it, and it is not very difficult to construct
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radical political philosophies of a broadly intuitionist kind. Kant at least welcomed the
French Revolution, even if he trembled before the execution of Louis XVI.E

But Mill had no doubt that some such connection did hold.

I have long felt that the prevailing tendency to regard all the marked distinctions of
human character as innate, and in the main indelible, and to ignore the irresistible
proofs that by far the greater part of those differences, whether between individuals,
races, or sexes, are such as not only might but naturally would be produced by
differences in circumstances, is one of the chief hindrances to the rational treatment of
great social questions, and one of the greatest stumbling blocks to human
improvement. z

He therefore decided that it was right to produce something more combative and
controversial than a treatise on the associationist philosophy of mind. It was necessary
to attack the chief exponent of the opposite view—hence what some readers will
surely think of as the grindingly negative tone of a good deal of the Examination.
Mill, in many ways, was ill-fitted to assault Hamilton in this fashion; he was too fair-
minded to let Hamilton’s case take its chances, and therefore encumbered his attack
with enormous and tedious quantities of quotation from Hamilton. Yet at the same
time he was so entirely unsympathetic to Hamilton that he rarely paused to wonder if
some rational and useful case might be extracted from the confused jumble, which
was all that Hamilton’s writings eventually seemed to him to amount to. In a way, he
could neither do his worst to Hamilton, nor could he do his best for him.

Yet the attack was a sort of duty, especially in view of the use made of Hamilton’s
philosophy of the conditioned by his pupil Mansel. H. L. Mansel’s Bampton Lectures
had aroused a good deal of indignation from the time of their delivery in 1858, and
they went into several editions, with replies to critics appended to new editions.
Mansel’s aim had been something like Kant’s—to limit the pretensions of reason to
make room for faith. Accordingly, he had argued that we were obliged as a matter of
faith to believe that God was everything that was good, although “good,” as applied to
the Almighty, was a term which was at best related only by analogy to “good” applied
to a human being. Mill thought that this conclusion amounted to using Hamilton’s
doctrine to justify a “view of religion which I hold to be profoundly immoral—that it
is our duty to bow down in worship before a Being whose moral attributes are
affirmed to be unknowable by us, and to be perhaps extremely different from those
which, when we are speaking of our fellow-creatures, we call by the same names.”f

The implausibility of Mill’s attempt to line up the progressives behind the doctrine of
association and the reactionaries behind the doctrine of intuitive knowledge is neatly
illustrated by his conjoining Hamilton and Mansel in this fashion. Their political
allegiances were practically as far apart as it was possible to get. Mansel was
politically a Tory, and was conservative in educational matters too. He was one of the
most powerful defenders of the old tutorial arrangements that characterized teaching
at Oxford and distinguished it from the Scottish and German universities. Hamilton,
on the other hand, was a liberal in politics, thought the tutorial system beneath
contempt, thought Oxford colleges entirely corrupt, and, had he been able, would
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have swept away the whole system in favour of something modelled on the Scottish
system.

Mill’s intention of provoking a combat a outrance was wholly successful. The
Examination attracted much more attention than the System of Logic had done.f
Mansel’s long review of it, The Philosophy of the Conditioned—which only covered
the first few chapters on the principle of the relativity of knowledge and the attack on
his Bampton Lectures—came out within months. James McCosh produced a volume,
In Defence of Fundamental Truth, intended to defend those parts of Hamilton’s
philosophy which were most characteristic of the Scottish philosophy of common
sense. Within two years Mill was preparing a third edition of the Examination in
which these and several other extended attacks were answered; the furore continued in
the years before Mill’s death, with the appearance in 1869 of John Veitch’s Memoir of
Sir William Hamilton Bart., a pious defence of the opinions as well as the life of his
old teacher, and W. G. Ward’s further assault on associationism in the Dublin Review
in 1871. The balance of the comments was undoubtedly hostile to Mill, less because
of a widespread enthusiasm for the doctrines of Sir William Hamilton than because of
a widespread fear that their rejection must lead to what McCosh almost invariably
conjoined as “Humeanism and Comtism”—a mixture of atheism and dubious French
politics. In this sense Mill’s belief that he was fighting the pious and the conservative
was absolutely right, for it was they—with the exception of some support from
Herbert Spencer on the one topic of self-evidence—who were his hostile reviewers.
Even then, some of the supposedly pious and the conservative were more in sympathy
with Mill than with Hamilton. Two notable adherents were William Whewell, who,
for all that he was Mill’s victim on many occasions, had no doubt that Hamilton was
an intellectual disaster who had set the course of speculation back by twenty years,
and F. D. Maurice, who had been a harsh and persistent critic of Mansel for years.

It 1s difficult to know when this interest in the argument between Mill and Hamilton
died.@ From what evidence there is, it looks as though an interest in the Examination
lasted so long as the System of Logic was still doing its good work in changing the
philosophical syllabus in Oxford and Cambridge. But during the 1870s a new and in
many ways more professional generation of philosophers became prominent, who had
in one sense absorbed as much as they needed of Mill’s work and, in another, were
determined to clear away his intellectual influence. In Oxford at any rate, it was T. H.
Green and F. H. Bradley who set the pace; and they were not inclined to defend
Hamilton for the sake of refuting Mill, especially when their epistemological
allegiances were Hegelian rather than patchily Kantian. So Bradley’s Ethical Studies
contains an extremely effective analysis of Mill’s account of personal identity, but
does not bother with the rest of the contest between the transcendental and empiricist
analysis of the relations between mind and matter. And Green, though he applies to
Muill the criticisms he develops against Hume, does not treat the Examination as the
locus classicus of Mill’s views. Thereafter, it seems that anyone much interested in
Mill’s philosophy would look into the Examination only for the range of topics
mentioned at the beginning of this Introduction.
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III.

HAMILTON AND MANSEL

ALTHOUGH THE NAME OF HAMILTON is scarcely mentioned now, except in
connection with his doctrine of the quantification of the predicate, it seems a proper
estimate of his eminence in the first half of the nineteenth century to say that he and
Mill were the two people in Britain whose names might occur to a philosophically
educated foreigner who was asked to name a British thinker of any distinction.
Sorley’s History of English Philosophy, for instance, links the two names together in
precisely this sense.ﬂ And it seems that if one had asked teachers in American
universities during the middle years of the century what contemporary influences they
felt from Britain, they would have talked of Hamilton and Mill—though a little later
the influence of Spencer would no doubt have been, if anything, stronger.

Hamilton was born in Glasgow on 8 March, 1788, in one of the houses in Professors’
Court, for his father was Professor of Botany and Anatomy. His father died when
William was only two years old, but there is no evidence that the family suffered any
financial difficulties in consequence, and Mrs. Hamilton’s character was quite strong
enough to ensure that the absence of the father’s hand was not much felt.

After attending both Scottish and English schools and Glasgow and Edinburgh
Universities, Hamilton began in 1807 a distinguished academic career at Balliol
College, Oxford. In spite of his exceptional erudition and an epic performance in the
final examination in Classics, as a Scot he received no offer of a fellowship, and
returned to study law at Edinburgh, being admitted to the bar in 1813. His legal career
was distinguished solely by a successful application (heard by the sheriff of
Edinburgh in 1816) to be recognized as the heir to the Baronetcy of Preston and
Fingalton.

If his nationality cost him the first opportunity of academic preferment, it was his
Whig sympathies that scotched the second when, in 1820, he failed to succeed
Thomas Brown in the Chair of Moral Philosophy in Edinburgh. The following year he
obtained an underpaid and undemanding Chair in Civil History, but he made no mark
in intellectual circles until 1829, when he began to contribute to the Edinburgh
Review.

His first article, on Cousin, was an editor’s nightmare, being late in arrival, much too
long, and completely beyond the grasp of most of the readers of the Review.”? But it
was a great success with Cousin himself, and it served notice on the outside world that
someone in the British Isles was abreast of European philosophy. It was for the
Edinburgh that Hamilton wrote the most readable of his work: the two essays on “The
Philosophy of the Conditioned” and on “Perception,” his essay on “Logic” which
contains (at least on Hamilton’s reading of it) the first statement of the doctrine of the
quantification of the predicate, and his condemnation of the intellectual and legal
condition of the University of Oxford. It cannot be said that they were thought, even
at the time, to be uniformly readable; Napier, the editor, was frequently reduced to

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 12 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/240



Online Library of Liberty: The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume IX - An Examination of
William Hamilton’s Philosophy

complaining of the excessive length, the overabundant quotations, and the archaic
forms of speech which Hamilton indulged in.E But, as Mill’s account would lead one
to expect, it is these essays, reprinted in his Discussions, which show Hamilton at his
best and most accessible. Even then, there are longueurs attributable less to the mania
for quotation that to the combative manner of the author. The essay on perception, for
instance, is so grindingly critical of Thomas Brown that the reader loses patience with
the argument.

In 1836, however, academic justice was at last done. The Chair of Logic and
Metaphysics in Edinburgh fell vacant, and this time the City Council elected him, by
eighteen votes to fourteen. The composition of lectures for the courses he was now
obliged to give followed very much the same pattern as his literary
exploits—everything was done too late and too elaborately; so in his first year
Hamilton not infrequently worked until dawn the night before delivering his lectures,
and then took what rest he could while his wife got the day’s lecture into shape for
delivery. Shortly after the election, he embarked on his edition of the Works of Reid.
This was a characteristically acrimonious business, in which Hamilton started work at
the suggestion of Tait, the Edinburgh bookseller, then took offence at the financial
arrangements proposed by Tait (who seems to have expected a volume of Reid’s
writings with a short preface, rather than something with as much of Hamilton’s
erudition as Reid’s thinking in it, and who was not willing to pay for labours he had
no wigg to see anyone undertake), and published the edition at his own expense in
1846.

Hamilton’s active career was relatively brief. In 1844 he suffered a stroke, which did
not impair his general intellectual grasp, but left him lame in the right side and
increasingly enfeebled. He had to have his lectures read for him much of the time,
although he managed to keep up a reasonably active role in the discussion of them. He
was, however, well enough to see the republication of his earlier essays and to carry
on a violent controversy with Augustus De Morgan, both about their relative priority
in the discovery of the principle of the quantification of the predicate, and about its
merits. De Morgan was vastly entertained by the violence of Hamilton’s attacks, both
because he enjoyed the resulting publicity it conferred on his own work and, so far as
one can see, because he liked having an argument with someone so uninhibited in his
aggression as was Hamilton.z_5 Others were less sure: Boole, thanking Hamilton for
the gift of a copy of the Discussions, took the opportunity to say: “I think you are
unjustifiably severe upon my friend Mr De Morgan. He is, I believe, a man as much
imbued with the love of truth as can anywhere be found. When such men err, a calm
and simple statement of the ground of their error answers every purpose which the
interests either of learning or of justice can require.”% The effort was wasted twice
over, seeing that Hamilton was unlikely to become more moderate, and De Morgan
was perfectly happy to be abused.

Hamilton’s health became worse after a fall during 1853, and he became less mentally
active in the last two or three years of his life. Retirement, however, was impossible,
since he could not live without the £500 a year that the Chair gave him.z_7 Despite
these outward difficulties, and the acerbity of his writings, all was not gloom and
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grimness. Hamilton’s domestic life was strikingly happy; when he died on 6 May,
1856, he left behind a devoted family, loyal pupils, and a good many friends as well.

A matter of much more difficulty than establishing the outward conditions of his life
is working out how Hamilton came to exercise such a considerable influence on the
philosophical life of the country. He created enthusiastic students, of whom Thomas
S. Baynes became the most professionally and professorially successful, but otherwise
it seems to have been the weight of learning of a half-traditional kind which backed
up the reception of his views. His innovations in logic, for instance, were produced in
articles which were largely devoted to a minute chronicle of the fate of deductive
logic in the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries. His views on perception, or on the
relativity of knowledge, are always placed in the framework of an historical analysis
of the sort which the higher education of the time encouraged. How much it assisted
his, or anyone’s, understanding of Kant to yoke him with Plato for the purposes of
comparison and contrast is debatable, but the weight it added to his arguments looked
to some of his audience very much like intellectual power rather than mere weight. He
was more or less an intellectual fossil thirty years after his death, however. Sir Leslie
Stephen’s account of Hamilton in the Dictionary of National Biography presents him
as an eccentric and pedantic leftover from the Scottish school of common sense. And
Stephen’s marginal comments in his copy of the Discussions display the exasperation
Hamilton is likely to induce; at the end of “Philosophy of the Conditioned,” the
pencilled comment reads: “A good deal of this seems to be very paltry logomachy.
His amazing way of quoting ‘authorities’ (eg Sir K. Digby, Walpole & Mme de Stael)
to prove an obvious commonplace is of the genuine pedant. And yet he had a very
sound argument—only rather spoilt.”§

Henry Longueville Mansel was Hamilton’s chief disciple in Oxford.?’ Born in 1820
he shone as a pupil first at Merchant Taylor’s School and then at St. John’s College,
Oxford; and in 1843, with a double First in Mathematics and Classics, he settled down
with great pleasure to the task of tutoring clever undergraduates; he was regarded
throughout the university as its best tutor. He held the first appointment as Waynflete
Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy, and therefore counts R. G. Collingwood,
Gilbert Ryle, and Sir Peter Strawson among his intellectual progeny. With his interest
in Kant and his German successors, and his astringent, largely destructive approach to
the subject he professed, he might almost be said to have set the boundaries of the
subsequent style.

Mansel was a productive writer: his Prolegomena Logica appeared in 1851; his
Metaphysics, which was an expansion of a substantial essay for the Encyclopcedia
Britannica, in 1860. He was most widely known as the author of The Limits of
Religious Thought, the Bampton Lectures for 1858. This work was reprinted several
times, and aroused a great deal of controversy, in which F. D. Maurice played an
especially acrimonious role. Philosophically, Mansel was greatly indebted to Kant,
but he was very hostile to Kant’s theology and to Kant’s moral philosophy alike. The
Limits of Religious Thought was described by Mansel himself as

an attempt to pursue, in relation to Theology, the inquiry instituted by Kant in relation
to Metaphysics; namely, How are synthetical judgments a priori possible? In other
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words: Does there exist in the human mind any direct faculty of religious knowledge,
by which, in its speculative exercise, we are enabled to decide, independently of all
external Revelation, what is the true nature of God, and the manner in which He must
manifest Himself to the world . . . ‘?ﬁ

The answer he gave was that there was no such faculty of religious knowledge, and
that natural theology was quite unable to set limits to the nature and attributes of God.
Moreover, he shared none of Kant’s certainty that our moral faculty allowed us to
judge supposed revelations by their consistency with divine goodness. What goodness
is in the divinity is not a matter on which human reason is fit to pronounce.

Mansel was not only a productive writer; he wrote elegantly and lucidly. There are
many reasons for wishing that it had been Mansel’s Metaphysics which Mill had
examined, rather than Hamilton’s Lectures, and the clarity of Mansel’s prose is not
the least. Even in the pious context of the Bampton Lectures he is witty—replying to a
critic who complains that Mansel’s attack on rationalism in theology is an attempt to
limit the use of reason, he says that it is only the improper use of reason he is
rejecting: “All Dogmatic Theology is not Dogmatism, nor all use of Reason,
Rationalism, any more than all drinking is drunkenness.”>! It was not surprising that
progress came quickly. In 1855 he was elected to the Readership in Moral and
Metaphysical Philosophy, and in 1859 to the Waynflete Professorship. Mansel’s wit
and exuberance were, however, not matched by physical strength. His acceptance of
the Chair of Ecclesiastical History in 1866 was a partial recognition of the need to
conserve his energy, and a move to London as Dean of St. Paul’s in 1868 more
explicit recognition. Besides, by the mid-1860s he was finding the moderately
reformed Oxford increasingly uncongenial to his conservative tastes. In 1871 he died
suddenly in his sleep.

The contrasts between Mansel and Hamilton are so complete that it is difficult to
know why Mansel was so devoted a follower of “the Edinburgh metaphysician”—for
his devotion did indeed extend to employing Hamilton’s logical innovations in rather
unlikely contexts, and even to defending them against De Morgan.g What is evident
so far is that Mansel required nothing much more than an ally against the pretensions
of Absolute Idealism; but that judgment plainly understates the strength of his
conviction. It is obviously preposterous to think of Mansel and Hamilton as sharing
any political commitment which would account for such a degree of conviction. It is
more reasonable to suppose that they shared something which one can only gesture
towards by calling it a matter of religious psychology. Mansel genuinely seems to
have thought that an acknowledgement of the limitations of human reason was a more
reverent attitude towards the unknowable God than any attempt to look further into
His nature, and he seems to have been impressed by a similar outlook in Hamilton:

True, therefore, are the declarations of a pious philosophy:—*“A God understood
would be no God at all;”—“To think that God is, as we can think him to be, is
blasphemy.”—The Divinity, in a certain sense, is revealed; in a certain sense is
concealed: He is at once known and unknown. But the last and highest consecration
of all true religion, must be an altar—?yvaoot? Oe??—“To the unknown and
unknowable God.”””
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Hamilton’s insistence that his doubts about Absolute knowledge are not only
compatible with, but in some sense required by, Christian revelation is practically the
theme of Mansel’s Bampton Lectures. Between them and Mill there was a gulf,
therefore, but one less political than Mill’s Autobiography suggests. It was the gulf
between Mill’s utterly secular, this-worldly temperament and their sense of the final
mysteriousness of the world. The harshness of Mansel’s attack on the Examination in
The Philosophy of the Conditioned reflects his resentment of this matter-of-fact
approach to the world, a resentment which cannot have been soothed by the fact that
in Oxford, as elsewhere, the staples of a Christian philosophy, such as Butler’s
Analogy, were losing ground to such textbooks as the System of Logic.ﬁ

IV.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE CONDITIONED

the opening shots of Mill’s campaign against Hamilton’s philosophy are directed
against “the philosophy of the conditioned.” The burden of Mill’s complaint against
Hamilton is that his attachment to what he and Mill term “the relativity of knowledge”
is intermittent, half-hearted, explained in incoherent and self-contradictory ways. He
accuses Hamilton of both asserting and denying that we can have knowledge of
Things in themselves, and of giving wholly feeble reasons for supposing that we
cannot conceive of, particularly, the nature of space and time as they are intrinsically,
but can nevertheless believe that they are genuinely and in themselves infinite. It is
this part of Hamilton’s philosophy that Mansel’s essay on The Philosophy of the
Conditioned had to endeavour to rescue; his Bampton Lectures on The Limits of
Religious Thought hung on the negative claim that the human mind could not
conceive of the nature of the Deity, so that He remained inaccessible to philosophical
speculation, and on the positive claim that there was still room for belief in such an
inconceivable Deity. Mansel’s version of the philosophy of the conditioned was
intended to repel the pretensions of philosophy in the sphere of religion. “Pantheist”
philosophers of the Absolute, such as Hegel and Schelling, were unable to provide
knowledge of an Absolute that might replace, or be recognized as the philosophically
reputable surrogate of, the God of Christianity; less ambitious philosophers were
shown to be unable to restrict the attributes of a Deity by the categories of human
reason. As this account suggests, the Kantian overtones in Mansel’s work are very
marked, and, as we shall see, The Philosophy of the Conditioned gives a very Kantian
interpretation of Hamilton.

Yet the oddity, or perhaps we should only say the distinctive feature, of Hamilton’s
philosophy on its metaphysical front was the combination of the critical philosophy of
Kant with Reid’s philosophy of common sense. Hamilton’s position seems at first to
be exactly that of Reid. He sided with Reid and common sense in holding that “the
way of ideas” is suicidal, that any theory which presents the external world as a
logical construction from the immediate objects of perception (construed as “ideas”)
simply fails to account for the world’s true externality. In particular, he held, with
Reid, that what we perceive are things themselves, not a representation of them, or an
intermediary idea. Moreover, some of the properties which we perceive things to
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possess really are properties of the objects themselves, and not contributions of the
percipient mind. The secondary qualities he was willing to recognize as not existing in
the object itself, but primary qualities were wholly objective, not observer dependent.
The knowledge we have of things, however, still remains in some sense relative or
conditioned. The question is, in what sense?

It is at this point that the invocation of Kant’s criticalism causes difficulties, for
Hamilton could afford to take only a few details from Kant if he was not to run
headlong against Reid. Above all, he wanted to side with Kant against Kant’s
successors, and to deny that we can know anything of the Absolute or the
Unconditioned. He wanted, that is, to deny the possibility of a positive pre- or post-
critical metaphysics, in which it was supposed to be demonstrated that Space and
Time were in themselves infinite—or not. But he did not want to follow Kant in his
“Copernican revolution”; or, rather, he could not have intended to do anything of the
sort. For Hamilton did not think that the contribution of the percipient mind to what is
perceived is anything like as extensive as Kant claimed. The implication for
metaphysics of the “relative” or “conditioned” nature of human knowledge he
certainly took to be what Kant claimed it to be:

The result of his examination was the abolition of the metaphysical sciences,—of
Rational Psychology, Ontology, Speculative Theology, &c., as founded on mere
petitiones principiorum. . . . “Things in themselves,” Matter, Mind, God,—all, in
short, that is not finite, relative, and phe&nomenal, as bearing no analogy to our
faculties, is beyond the verge of our knowledge. Philosophy was thus restricted to the
observation and analysis of the phe&nomena of consciousness; and what is not
explicitly or implicitly given in a fact of consciousness, is condemned, as
transcending the sphere of a legitimate speculation. A knowledge of the
Unconditioned is declared impossible; either immediately, as an intuition, or
mediately, as an inference.3_5

But he refused to draw Kant’s conclusions about the subjectivity of space and time,
and denied that the antinomies showed that they were only forms of intuition:

The Conditioned is the mean between two extremes,—two inconditionates, exclusive
of each other, neither of which can be conceived as possible, but of which, on the
principles of contradiction and excluded middle, one must be admitted as necessary.
On this opinion, therefore, our faculties are shown to be weak, but not deceitful. The
mind is not represented as conceiving two propositions subversive of each other, as
equally possible; but only, as unable to understand as possible, either of two extremes;
one of which, however, on the ground of their mutual repugnance, it is compelled to
recognise as true.”_

In effect, Hamilton’s view seems to have been that Reid and common sense were
right in holding that what we perceive are real, material objects, located in an
objective space and time, objectively possessed of (some of) the properties we ascribe
to them, but that Kant was right in holding that those properties which we can ascribe
to them must be adapted to our faculties, “relative” in the sense of being related to our
cognitive capacities.
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The question of the sense in which all our knowledge is thus of the relative or the
conditioned is not quite here answered, however. For there remains a considerable
ambiguity about the nature of this relativism, or relatedness. The simplest reading
turns the doctrine of relativity into a truism. It amounts to saying that what we can
know depends in part upon our perceptive capacities, and that beings with different
perceptual arrangements from our own would perceive the world differently. In that
sense, it is no doubt true that what we perceive of the world is only an aspect of the
whole of what is there to be perceived. More philosophically interesting is an
exploration of why we seem able to agree that we might in principle perceive the
world quite otherwise than we do, but find it impossible to say much about Zow we
might do so. Mill, however, pursues that topic no further than to its familiar sources in
the questions asked by Locke—whether a man born blind could conceive of space, for
instance (222ff.). Mill’s chief complaint is that Hamilton confuses several senses of
relativity together, when talking of the relativity of knowledge, and that the only sense
he consistently adheres to is this truistic sense. In any real sense, says Mill, Hamilton
was not a relativist:

Sir W. Hamilton did not hold any opinion in virtue of which it could rationally be
asserted that all human knowledge is relative; but did hold, as one of the main
elements of his philosophical creed, the opposite doctrine, of the cognoscibility of
external Things, in certain of their aspects, as they are in themselves, absolutely

(33).

When Hamilton attempts to reconcile this objectivist account with the doctrine of the
relativity of knowledge, flat contradiction is only averted by retreat into banality:

He affirms without reservation, that certain attributes (extension, figures, &c.) are
known to us as they really exist out of ourselves; and also that all our knowledge of
them is relative to us. And these two assertions are only reconcileable, if relativity to
us is understood in the altogether trivial sense, that we know them only so far as our
faculties permit.

(22.)

Mill was not the severest critic of Hamilton on this score. J. H. Stirling’s critique of
Hamilton’s account of perception treats Hamilton’s views with complete contempt.
The contradiction between the objectivist account and the relativist account of our
knowledge of the outside world is so blatant that Hamilton cannot have failed to
notice it. Where Mill suspects Hamilton of mere confusion, Stirling accuses him of
disingenuousness. Mill demurely declines to press any such charge (cv). He did not
even suggest that Reid and Kant made awkward allies in principle. In an earlier article
on “Bain’s Psychology” he had indeed yoked Reid and Kant together as members of
the a priori school of psychological analysis. But he went on to point out that the
question of the connection between our faculties and the nature of the external reality
was an issue of ontology rather than psychology; and here Reid was “decidedly of
opinion that Matter—not the set of phenomena so called, but the actual Thing, of
which these are effects and manifestations—is congnizable by us as a reality in the
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universe.”>’ This comment suggests that Mill thought of Hamilton as discussing
metaphysics in a wide sense—both “the science of being” and psychology; Reid,
Kant, and Hamilton were allies in so far as they belonged to the same camp in
psychology, but they made an ill-assorted trio in matters of ontology. Here Kant and
Reid belonged to different camps and no one could tell where Hamilton stood.
Mansel’s reply to Mill was to insist that everything in Reid, and everything in
Hamilton which expressed an allegiance to Reid, should be as it were put in Kantian
brackets. We might perceive things themselves, but the “thing itself” which we
perceive is not the “thing-in-itself,” but only the phenomenally objective thing. The
thing known in perception was the appearance to us of a noumenon of which nothing
whatever could be known.ﬁ

There is something to be said for Mansel’s claims. Reid at times writes as if
knowledge is doubly relative: in the knower, it is a state of an ego of which we only
know the states, though convinced that it exists as a continuing substance; and, in the
known, what we know is states of things external to us, though again we are
irresistibly convinced of their continued substantial existence. But we cannot safely
go far along this path. Reid did not like to talk of substances, and certainly did not
wish to introduce them as mysterious substrates; to the extent that Mansel rescues
Hamilton by claiming that external things are known “relatively” as phenomena
related to imperceptible noumena, he goes against the evident thrust of Reid’s views.
The further one presses Hamilton’s attachment to Kant beyond his avowed
enthusiasm for the destructive attack on positive metaphysics, the harder it is to get
any textual backing for the case. It is doubtless true that a sophisticated Kantian
would have been untroubled by Mill’s attack, but it is quite implausible to suggest
that that is what Sir William Hamilton was.

At all events, Mill’s approach to Hamilton is initially entirely negative. Mill does not
put forward any view of his own on the relativity of knowledge. The reason is a good
one so far as it goes. Mill’s distinction between the a priori and a posteriori schools
of psychology is one which only partially overlaps his main theme. For in the
Examination, just as in the Logic, Mill’s hostility is directed against those who
attempt to infer the nature of the world from the contents and capacities of our minds.
In principle, there is no reason why there should be any overlap between a priorism in
psychology and the view that mental capacities and incapacities reflect real
possibilities and impossibilities in the world. 4 priorism, as Mill describes it, is a
psychological approach which refers our most important beliefs about the world, and
our moral principles, too, to instincts or to innate capacities or dispositions. The sense
in which these are a priori is not very easy to characterize, although the fact that
many of the instinctive beliefs described by the a priori psychologists of Mill’s
account coincide with the judgments described by Kant as synthetic a priori suggests
most of the appropriate connotations. Thus the perception that objects occupy a space
described by Euclidean geometry embodies the instinctive judgment that bodies must
occupy space, and the necessity ascribed to the truths of geometry reflects the
instinctive judgment that, for instance, two straight lines cannot enclose a space, and
so on. Such judgments, says Mill, purport to be a priori in the sense that they have to
be presumed true before experience is possible, or at any rate characterizable.
Whether they are held to be temporally prior to experience is, he recognizes, not
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essential: there is no need to deny that children have to learn arithmetic in order to
deny that its truths reflect the teachings of experience. Mill sees that it is quite
arguable that the capacity to recognize necessities of thought is one which matures in
the child, and requires experience to set it to work. Indeed, at times, he seems to
suggest that the dispute between a priori and a posteriori psychologists is an
empirical dispute in which there need not be only two opposing sides. For if the issue
is one of how much of an adult’s understanding of the world we can account for as the
result of individual learning, there will be a continuum between psychologists who
stress the extent to which such an understanding is as it were preprogrammed into the
human organism and those who stress how much of it can be accounted for by trial-
and-error learning from the organism’s environment. In like manner, with reference to
the area of moral and prudential reasoning, there would be a similar continuum
between those who see us as relatively plastic and malleable organisms and those who
claim to see some moral and prudential attachments more or less genetically built in.

Now, in so far as the argument proceeds in these terms, it will still follow a pattern
which is visible in Mill’s own approach. That is, the environmentalist must attempt to
show some way in which the capacity, whose acquisition he is trying to explain, could
have been built up through experience; the innatist will respond by showing that there
are features of such a capacity which are simply omitted or more subtly
misrepresented by such an account. The question of how much of what we perceive of
the world is to be credited to the programme by which the percipient organism
organizes its physical interaction with the world, and how much is to be set down to
learning, is then an empirical question, or rather a whole series of empirical questions.
This was the point at which Mill and Herbert Spencer came close to agreement.
Spencer’s long discussion of the nature of intuitive knowledge in the Fortnightly
Review is a protest against being assigned to the rationalist camp by Mill, in which
Spencer’s central point is that when we refer our sensations to external objects as their
causes this is, as it were, a hypothesis proferred by the organism, a hypothesis which
we cannot consciously shake, and one on which we cannot help acting. Nonetheless, it
is only a hypothesis; it is, however, one which seems to have been programmed into
us by evolution, and one whose reliability is most readily accounted for by the theory
that the external world is, indeed, much as we perceive it is.ﬁ The doctrine is not one
which would perturb Mill; he ascribed something very like it to Reid.ﬂ

This assertion, however, does imply that Mill’s own interest in the relativity of
knowledge as a central issue in epistemology rather than psychology, would
necessarily be slight. That the organic constitution of human beings sets limits to what
they could hope to know about the world was an uninteresting empirical truth;
interesting truths about the ways in which we were prone to illusions in some areas, or
about the ways in which we estimated the size, shape, movement, or whatever of
external bodies, would emerge piecemeal. Mill never quite propounded a version of
the verification principle, and therefore never went to the lengths of suggesting that
what one might call transcendental relativism or transcendental idealism was simply
meaningless, because its truth or falsity could make no observational difference. But
he came very close.
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He came particularly close when he turned from Hamilton’s views on the positive
relativity of knowledge to Hamilton’s negative case, as set out in his critique of
Cousin. In his attack on Cousin, Hamilton had denied that we can ever attain to
positive knowledge of “the Infinite” and “the Absolute”; Mill dismantles Hamilton’s
various arguments to this effect, distinguishing Kantian arguments to show that we
can know nothing of noumena from arguments against the possibility of an “infinite
being.” They are, he points out, directed at very different targets. That our knowledge
1s phenomenal, not noumenal, “is true of the finite as well as of the infinite, of the
imperfect as well as of the completed or absolute” (58-9). The “Unconditioned,” in so
far as it is to be identified with the noumenal, is certainly not an object of knowledge
for us. But “the Absolute” and “the Infinite” are in considerably worse shape than the
merely noumenal. These, though Hamilton never meant to go so far, are shown up as
a tissue of contradictory attributes: “he has established, more thoroughly perhaps than
he intended, the futility of all speculation respecting those meaningless abstractions
‘The Infinite’ and ‘The Absolute,” notions contradictory in themselves, and to which
no corresponding realities do or can exist” (58). To Mansel’s reply that Hamilton had
not tried to argue that they were meaningless abstractions, Mill had a ready retort:

I never pretended that he did; the gist of my complaint against him is, that he did not
perceive them to be unmeaning. “Hamilton,” says Mr Mansel, “maintains that the
terms absolute and infinite are perfectly intelligible as abstractions, as much so as
relative and finite.” Quis dubitavit? It is not the terms absolute and infinite that are
unmeaning; it is “The Infinite” and “The Absolute.” Infinite and Absolute are real
attributes, abstracted from concrete objects of thought, if not of experience, which are
at least believed to possess those attributes. “The Infinite” and “The Absolute” are
illegitimate abstractions of what never were, nor could without self-contradiction be
supposed to be, attributes of any concrete.

(58n.)

Mill’s harassment of Hamilton on the Absolute and the Infinite has few lessons of
great moment. It is interesting that Mill does not adopt, as he might have done,
Hobbes’s method of dealing with the question of infinity. Where Hobbes had said that
“infinite” characterizes not the attribute itself, but our incapacity to set a limit to
whatever attribute is in question, Mill treats it as an attribute, that of being greater
than any completed attribute of the appropriate sort—a line of infinite length is thus
longer than any completed line. Some attributes could be characterized as absolutely
present, but not infinitely so, others as infinitely but not absolutely present. The purity
of water has an absolute limit, viz., when all impurities are absent, but there is no
sense to be given to the notion of infinitely pure water. Concerning this issue, Mill
changed his mind on minor points from one edition to another. He began by claiming
that power could be infinite, but knowledge only absolute, because absolute
knowledge meant knowing everything there is to be known; but under pressure from
Mansel and other critics, he agreed that a being of infinite power would know
everything he could think or create, so that his knowledge would be infinite also
(37-8). But he is casual about such concessions, quite rightly seeing them as having
little bearing on the main question, whether there is any sense at all to be attached to
such notions as “the Absolute.”
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It is surprising that Mill does not press his opponents harder on the meaninglessness
of propositions about beings with infinite attributes and the rest. Mansel in particular,
but Hamilton also, was very vulnerable to the charge that in showing God or the
Unconditioned to be beyond our conceiving, they had also shown them to be beyond
our believing. Both Hamilton and Mansel were utterly committed to the principle that
what was not a possible object of knowledge was nevertheless a proper object of
belief. Mansel stated his position with characteristic lucidity in the Preface to his
Bampton Lectures:

“the terms conceive, conception, &c., as they are employed in the following Lectures,
always imply an apprehension of the manner in which certain attributes can coexist
with each other, so as to form a whole or complex notion. . . . Thus when it is said that
the nature of God as an absolute and infinite being is inconceivable, it is not meant
that the terms absolute and infinite have no meaning—as mere terms they are as
intelligible as the opposite terms relative and finite—but that we cannot apprehend
how the attributes of absoluteness and infinity coexist with the personal attributes of
God, though we may believe that, in some manner unknown to us, they do coexist. In
like manner, we cannot conceive how a purely spiritual being sees and hears without
the bodily organs of sight and hearing; yet we may believe that He does so in some
manner. Belief is possible in the mere fact (1?7 ?t1). Conception must include the
manner (t? nm?g).ﬂ

The obvious question invited is, what is the mere fact believed in? If we cannot form
any conception of the state of affairs which is said to be the object of our belief, it is
not clear that we can be said to know what we believe at all. Mill’s attack on the
discussion of “the Infinite” and “the Absolute” concentrates, as we have just seen, on
the claim that they cannot be talked about because they are literal self-contradictions;
Mansel does not quite go to the length of saying that self-contradictory propositions
might be true, though we cannot imagine how, and Mill does not press on him the
obvious dilemma that he must either say that, or admit that the terms he is using no
longer bear their usual meaning, and perhaps bear no clear meaning at all.

What Mill does argue against Hamilton is that no sooner has Hamilton routed those of
his opponents who believe that we have direct knowledge of the unconditioned, or
perhaps an indirect and implicit knowledge only, than he joins forces with them by
letting what they describe as “knowledge” back into his system under the label of
“belief.” If one were looking for the weak points in Mill’s account of Hamilton, this
brief attack would surely be one place to seek them in. In essence, Mill’s complaint is
that whatever Hamilton had maintained about the relativity of knowledge, and
whatever scepticism he had evinced about the Unconditioned, everything would have
been

reduced to naught, or to a mere verbal controversy, by his admission of a second kind
of intellectual conviction called Belief; which is anterior to knowledge, is the
foundation of it, and is not subject to its limitations; and through the medium of which
we may have, and are justified in having, a full assurance of all the things which he
has pronounced unknowable to us; and this not exclusively by revelation, that is, on
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the supposed testimony of a Being whom we have ground for trusting as veracious,
but by our natural faculties

(60).

Mill’s outrage is intelligible enough. If one supposes that philosophical first principles
are supposed to furnish a set of premises from which we can deduce the general
reliability of our knowledge, then some such method as that of Descartes is the
obvious one to pursue, and it would seem that first principles must be better known
than anything that hangs upon them. At least it would seem scandalous to any
Cartesian to suppose that we merely believed in our own existence and yet knew that
bodies could not interpenetrate or that the sun would rise again in the morning. Yet it
is doubtful whether this is how Mill ought to have understood Hamilton. Spencer,
who tackled the issue more sympathetically, suggested a more plausible
interpretation, and one which does more justice than Mill’s to the difference between
a Cartesian and a Kantian view of first principles. Mill, who treats the difference
between belief and knowledge very much as twentieth century empiricism was to
do—that is, regarding knowledge as justified true belief (65n)—cannot allow for a
difference in the ways of treating particular knowledge claims and claims about the
whole of our knowledge. But Spencer does just that. When we claim to know
something, we assume that we can set our belief against external evidence; but we
cannot peel off the whole of our knowledge of the world from the hidden world of
which it is knowledge and claim that we now know that it is knowledge.f All we can
do is believe that it really is knowledge. More than one twentieth-century philosopher
of science has similarly claimed that we can only make sense of the sciences’ claim to
supply us with knowledge of the world if we believe in an occult, underlying,
objective order in the world, which is beyond experience but accounts for its
possibility.

It is only when Mill comes to sum up the successes and failures of the philosophy of
the conditioned that he supplies the reader with what is most required—an
explanation of what Mill himself understands by inconceivability, and how he
explains it, in opposition to the intuitionists and innatists. The explanation occupies a
considerable space, but it is worth noticing two main points. The first is Mill’s claim
that the majority of cases of inconceivability can be explained by our experience of
inseparable associations between attributes, and the other his claim that most of the
things that Hamilton claims to be inconceivable are not difficult, let alone impossible,
to conceive. What is most likely to scandalize twentieth-century readers is the way
Mill treats it as an empirical psychological law that we cannot conjoin contradictory
attributes, and therefore cannot conceive things with contradictory attributes. The
source of the scandal is obvious: we are inclined to hold that it is a matter of logic that
a thing cannot have inconsistent attributes, not because of any property of things or
our minds, but because a proposition is logically equivalent to the negation of its
negation, and to ascribe a property and its contradictory to an object is simply to say
nothing. The assertion negates and is negated by the denial of it. The law of non-
contradiction, on this view, cannot be interpreted psychologically, without putting the
cart before the horse: that a man cannot be both alive and not alive is not the
consequence of our de facto inability to put the ideas of life and death together.
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Mill, however, suggests something like a gradation, from flat contradiction through
decreasingly well-attested repugnances of attributes:

We cannot represent anything to ourselves as at once being something, and not being
it; as at once having, and not having, a given attribute. The following are other
examples. We cannot represent to ourselves time or space as having an end. We
cannot represent to ourselves two and two as making five; nor two straight lines as
enclosing a space. We cannot represent to ourselves a round square; nor a body all
black, and at the same time all white.

(69-70.)

But he goes on to make something nearer a sharp break between flat contradiction and
everything else:

A distinction may be made, which, I think, will be found pertinent to the question.
That the same thing should at once be and not be—that identically the same statement
should be both true and false—is not only inconceivable to us, but we cannot imagine
that it could be made conceivable. We cannot attach sufficient meaning to the
proposition, to be able to represent to ourselves the supposition of a different
experience on this matter. We cannot therefore even entertain the question, whether
the incompatibility is in the original structure of our minds, or is only put there by our
experience. The case is otherwise in all the other examples of inconceivability.

(70.)

These, Mill begins by saying, are only the result of inseparable association; but he
rather confusingly qualifies this by suggesting that even there the inconceivability
somehow involves the contradictoriness of what is said to be inconceivable: “all
inconceivabilities may be reduced to inseparable association, combined with the
original inconceivability of a direct contradiction” (70). The point he is making is,
evidently, the following. We cannot conceive of a state of affairs characterized as A
and not-A, because the conception corresponding to A is just the negative of the
conception of not-A. In other cases, there is no direct contradiction; it is A and B we
are asked to conceive jointly, and if we are unable to do so it is because in our
experience B is always associated with not-A. Hence the attempt to conceive A and B
turns out to be special case of trying to conceive A and not-A, and the real point at
issue between Mill and the opposition is the nature of our certainty that in these
proposed instances B really does imply not-A. Mill thinks it is an empirical
conviction, implanted by experience, reflecting the way the world actually is, but
telling us nothing about how it 4as to be. The opposition have no common doctrine;
the Kantian members of it think that the conviction reflects how the world Aas to be,
but only in the sense that since “the world” is a phenomenal product of our minds
working upon unknown and unknowable data it must obey the laws of our own
minds; Catholic transcendentalists like W. G. Ward claimed to be objectivists and
realists on this issue, where the Kantians were subjectivists and phenomenalists; they
held that real inconceivabilities in our minds reflect the necessity of a certain rational
structure to the universe, a structure that is not a matter of choice even for
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Omnipotence itself. So, in attacking Mill’s attempt to explain the truths of
mathematics in experiential terms, Ward says:

I have never even once experienced the equality of 2+9 to 3+8, and yet am convinced
that not even Omnipotence could overthrow that equality. I have most habitually
experienced the warmth-giving property of fire, and yet see no reason for doubting
that Omnipotence (if it exist) can at any time suspend or remove that property.f

Mill himself makes something like a concession to the Kantian mode of analysis,
though it is a physiological rather than a psychological version of transcendental
idealism that he perhaps offers. In the body of the text he claims that “a round square”
1s in principle no more inconceivable than a heavy square or a hard square; to suppose
that one might exist is no more than to suppose that we might simultaneously have
those sensations which we call seeing something round and those which we call
seeing something square:

we should probably be as well able to conceive a round square as a hard square, or a
heavy square, if it were not that, in our uniform experience, at the instant when a thing
begins to be round it ceases to be square, so that the beginning of the one impression
1s inseparably associated with the departure or cessation of the other

(70).
But 1n a later footnote he drew back:

It has been remarked to me by a correspondent, that a round square differs from a
hard square or a heavy square in this respect, that the two sensations or sets of
sensations supposed to be joined in the first-named combination are affections of the
same nerves, and therefore, being different affections, are mutually incompatible by
our organic constitution, and could not be made compatible by any change in the
arrangements of external nature. This is probably true, and may be the physical reason
why when a thing begins to be perceived as round it ceases to be perceived as square;
but it is not the less true that this mere fact suffices, under the laws of association, to
account for the inconceivability of the combination. I am willing, however, to admit,
as suggested by my correspondent, that “if the imagination employs the organism in
its representations,” which it probably does, “what is originally unperceivable in
consequence of organic laws” may also be “originally unimaginable.”

(70n-1n.)

The note nicely illustrates the difficulty of seeing quite what Mill’s case was. Even
here he seems determined to appeal to the laws of association, and yet the case he is
partially conceding is that there are structural constraints on what things can be
perceived and therefore come to be associated. Evidently the one thing he is
determined not to concede is that the laws of the Macrocosm can be inferred from the
laws of the Microcosm; but as he says, he is here at one with Hamilton and Mansel.

Yet it is this view which Mill mostly writes to defend, and perhaps in a form which
does set him apart from Hamilton and Mansel. For Mill plainly treats the question of
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what we can and cannot conceive as a flatly factual one, and so, in turn, he treats the
laws of number or the findings of geometry as flatly factual too. Indeed, he goes so far
as to claim that even with our present mental and physical constitution we could
envisage alternative geometries and different arithmetical laws. “That the reverse of
the most familiar principles of arithmetic and geometry might have been made
conceivable, even to our present mental faculties, if those faculties had coexisted with
a totally different constitution of external nature, is,” says Mill, “ingeniously shown in
the concluding paper of a recent volume, anonymous, but of known authorship,
‘Essays, by a Barrister’ [i.e., Fitzjames Stephen]” (71n), and he quotes the paper at
length. The gist of it is that we can perfectly well imagine a world in which 2+2=5;
for all we need imagine is a world in which “whenever two pairs of things are either
placed in proximity or are contemplated together, a fifth thing is immediately created
and brought within the contemplation of the mind engaged in putting two and two
together” (71n). Mill does not suggest, what is surely rather plausible, that such a
statement of the case is self-destructive, in that it presupposes that what we should say
under such conditions is not that 2+2=5, but, as he does say, that associating pairs
creates a fifth object. The supposition, of course, is much more complicated in any
case than Mill allows. As Frege later argued, things are only countable under a
common concept—a cow and a sheep are not a pair of cows nor a pair of sheep, but
they are a pair of animals, mammals, familiar English objects, and so on. Are we to
suppose that they spontaneously generate a fifth something or other when
conceptualized one way but not another? Can we stop the process by thinking of four
things, not as two pairs but as a trio and an individual? Are addition and subtraction
supposed to cease to be isomorphic, so that 5-2=3, even though 2+2=5? Nor is it clear
what the notion of contemplating pairs is going to embrace. If I read a word of six
letters, do I read a word of three pairs of letters, and if so, is it not a word of at least
seven letters? Or will it stay one word of only six letters so long as I read it as one
word only—in which case how will anyone ever learn to read? There is, no doubt,
something contingent about the fact that our system of geometry and arithmetic apply
in the world, but it is hardly so flatly contingent as this account suggests.

Mill is much more persuasive when he sets out to deny Hamilton’s claims about the
limitations from which our thinking necessarily suffers. Mill distinguishes three kinds
of inconceivability, which, he says, Hamilton habitually confuses. The first is what we
have been examining until now, the supposed impossibility of picturing the states of
affairs at stake, either directly or indirectly as the result of its making contradictory
demands on the imagination. The second is the apparent incredibility of what 1s
perfectly visualizable. Mill’s example is the existence of the Antipodes; we could
model a globe in clay and recognize that there need be no absolute “up” or “down,”
but still fail to see how people could remain on the surface of the globe at what we
were sure to think of as its underside (74-5). Finally, there is a sense in which an
event or state of affairs is inconceivable if it is impossible to see what might explain
it: “The inconceivable in this third sense is simply the inexplicable.” Mill says, and
quite rightly, that it merely invites confusion to employ “inconceivable” to cover mere
inexplicability:

This use of the word inconceivable, being a complete perversion of it from its
established meanings, I decline to recognise. If all the general truths which we are
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most certain of are to be called inconceivable, the word no longer serves any purpose.
Inconceivable is not to be confounded with unprovable, or unanalysable. A truth
which is not inconceivable in either of the received meanings of the term—a truth
which is completely apprehended, and without difficulty believed, I cannot consent to
call inconceivable merely because we cannot account for it, or deduce it from a higher
truth.

(76.)

Oddly enough, it was Mansel who got into the most serious muddle here, and for no
very obvious reason. He denied that Hamilton had ever used the term “inconceivable”
to cover more than the unimaginable, and yet, as we have seen already, employed the
term himself in Mill’s third sense. We believe that the will is free, but we cannot
explain how it is, and so, on Mansel’s view, we have here a believable
inconceivability.ﬁ Had he stuck simply to saying that we can conceive that
something is the case where we cannot conceive how it is, there would be no
problem—what is imaginable and credible is the bare fact, what is unimaginable is a
mechanism which might account for it. The connection, as Mill is quick to see,
between the narrower, proper senses of inconceivable, and the wider, improper sense,
is that the offer of a hypothetical mechanism to account for a phenomenon makes it so
much the easier both to visualize it and to believe in its existence. None of this, of
course, 1s to deny that Mansel is quite right to suggest that the mind does indeed
boggle at the task of explaining how the physical interaction of brain and world
results in perceptions which are themselves not in any obvious sense physical
phenomena at all; all it shows is that there is no point in muddying the waters by
suggesting that the facts are inconceivable when what one means is that they are in
certain respects inexplicable.

Having cleared up these terminological difficulties, Mill then embarks on the question
of whether, as Hamilton claims, the philosophy of the conditioned shows that there
are propositions about the world which are inconceivable and yet true. The examples
Mill has in mind, as we have seen, are such propositions as that space is finite, or,
conversely, that space is infinite. The language of conceivability causes a few more
difficulties, even after Mill’s sanitizing operations, for between Mill and Mansel there
remains a difference of opinion on the question of what it is to have a conception of
any state of affairs. Mansel seems to require that there should be some kind of one-to-
one relationship between the elements in our conception and that of which it is the
conception. Mill does not entirely repudiate this view; it will serve as a criterion for
having an adequate—or perhaps one had better say, a complete—conception of the
phenomenon that one should be able to enumerate the elements in one’s conception
and match them to the components of the thing conceived. But, says Mill, in one of
his most felicitous moves, it is impossible to have a wholly adequate conception of
anything whatever, since everything and anything can be envisaged in an infinite
number of ways. The obsession with the infinite and absolute in Hamilton and Mansel
is ill-defended by Mansel’s arguments about adequacy, since, says Mill, there is no
suggestion that a number like 695,788 is inconceivable, and yet it is pretty clear that
we do not enumerate its components when we think of it (84).
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What, then, is it for us to conceive of space as infinite, or conversely, as finite? On
Mill’s view, we can conceive of an infinite space by simply conceiving of what we
call space and believing that it is of greater extent than any bounded space.

We realize it as space. We realize it as greater than any given space. We even realize
it as endless, in an intelligible manner, that is, we clearly represent to ourselves that
however much of space has been already explored, and however much more of it we
may imagine ourselves to traverse, we are no nearer to the end of it than we were at
first. . . .

(85.)

The same confidence applies to conceiving of space as finite. Mill supposes that all
we need to imagine is that at some point or other an impression of a wholly novel
kind would announce to us that we were indeed at the end of space. The extent to
which neither Mill nor Hamilton, nor Mansel for that matter, takes the full measure of
Kant is somewhat surprising. There is no suggestion that drawing the boundaries of
space is conceptual nonsense because boundaries are something one draws in space,
so that if space is finite it must be finite but unbounded. There is no attempt to explore
further what could lead us to recognize an experience as, say, the experience of
reaching the end of time or the end of space.

For, as we have seen, Mill does not do more than skirt round the suggestion that
“infinite” may have something odd about it, if it is treated as an ordinary first-order
predicate, or that “Space” may be the name of an object to which it is only dubiously
proper to apply a predicate like “finite.” Mill does not extend the notion of
“meaninglessness” beyond its most literal applications. He thinks that it is impossible
to conceive what is meant by a literally meaningless utterance, or one to which we can
attach no meaning, but that this is not a philosophically interesting sort of
inconceivability:

If any one says to me, Humpty Dumpty is an Abracadabra, I neither knowing what is
meant by an Abracadabra, nor what is meant by Humpty Dumpty, [ may, if [ have
confidence in my informant, believe that he means something, and that the something
which he means is probably true: but I do not believe the very thing which he means,
since | am entirely ignorant what it is. Propositions of this kind, the unmeaningness of
which lies in the subject or predicate, are not those generally described as
inconceivable.

(78-9.)

For Mill, then, in so far as the states of affairs described by Hamilton as inconceivable
are picked out by intelligible propositions, it becomes a question of fact, even if one
which there is no hope of deciding, which branch of the antinomies proposed by
Hamiton is true. In that case, what of the philosophy of the conditioned? The answer,
says Mill, is that there is in it a good deal less than meets the eye. Hamilton’s claim
that “Thought is only of the conditioned,” and that the “Conditioned is the mean
between two extremes—two inconditionates, exclusive of each other, neither ofwhich
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can be conceived as possible, but of which, on the principles of contradiction and
excluded middle, one must be admitted as necessary,”4_5 turns out to be nothing better
than noise. It “must be placed in that numerous class of metaphysical doctrines, which
have a magnificent sound, but are empty of the smallest substance” (88).

V.

GOD AND PROFESSOR MANSEL

with hamilton thus routed, Mill turns to meet Mansel’s application of the philosophy
of the conditioned to religious thought. Neither Mill’s attack nor Mansel’s response
stands out as a model of dispassionate and impersonal inquiry. Mill all but accuses the
clergy of being under a professional obligation to talk nonsense (104), and Mansel
replies in kind.*® Mill opens his assault by paying Mansel a backhanded compliment:
“Clearness and explicitness of statement being in the number of Mr. Mansel’s merits,
it is easier to perceive the flaws in his arguments than in those of his master, because
he often leaves us less in doubt what he means by his words” (91). In fact, it is not
always quite clear where Mansel does and where he does not rest on arguments
borrowed from Hamilton; against Mill he tended to argue by complaining of Mill’s
defective appreciation of the history of philosophy, a procedure which has the defect
of turning the interesting question of where Mill and Mansel disagreed over the
possible extent of a human knowledge of God’s nature into a much less interesting
question, about the extent of Mill’s acquaintance with traditional natural theology.
Mansel was probably right in his conjecture that in some sense Mill thought
traditional metaphysics was pointless and nonsensical, but he was far too annoyed to
tackle the question that he had really set for himself—namely, if traditional natural
theology and traditional metaphysics were as essentially flawed as The Limits of
Religious Thought maintained, was Mill not right? Why was not agnosticism the
proper resting place?

Still, Mill hardly encouraged Mansel to adopt a conciliatory attitude. After a rapid
summary of Mansel’s argument that we cannot form an adequate conception of
God—since God as Absolute and Infinite is inconceivable by us—he comes to
Mansel’s conclusion that we can only fall back on revelation. That the God thus
revealed can or cannot have any particular characteristics, Mansel says it is not for
reason to declare; the credibility of a revelation is a matter of historical probabilities,
“and no argument grounded on the incredibility of the doctrine, as involving an
intellectual absurdity, or on its moral badness as unworthy of a good or wise being,
ought to have any weight, since of these things we are incompetent to judge” (90). It
is not, says Mill, a new doctrine, but “it is simply the most morally pernicious
doctrine now current . . . ” (90).

Readers who have begun to weary of the hunting of the Absolute will probably take it
on trust that in so far as “the Absolute” means the unrelated-to-anything-in-our-
experience it is no great achievement to show that we have no knowledge of the
Absolute. But Mill presses Mansel rather harder than this, for he at last challenges
him to make good on the claim that we are able and indeed obliged on the strength of
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revelation to believe in this unknowable entity. Mansel, says Mill, succeeds in
showing that “the Absolute” and “the Infinite” as defined by himself are simply self-
contradictory; but, on Mill’s view, this entails their being also unbelievable.
“Believing God to be infinite and absolute must be believing something, and it must
be possible to say what” (98). Mansel’s argument to the effect that “the Absolute” and
“the Infinite” are involved in self-contradiction is altogether too devastating for his
own good, for Mansel certainly does not want to say that the divine nature is really
and inherently contradictory. Mansel, indeed, went out of his way to deny any such
suggestion; credo quia impossibile he thought unworthy of any sane man.4_7 His reply
to Mill, abusive though it is, shows how little he wished to get himself into such
depths, for when Mill taunts him with not being able to say what the object of his
belief is, he falls back on propositions which Mill readily admits to be intelligible,
such as the proposition that God made the world, though we cannot tell how He did it.
The explanation of the trouble is simple, though rather strange. Mansel thought it an
aid to Christian belief to show that the sceptic could not attack its doctrines on
rational grounds; but the way in which he rescued them from the sceptic was by
making them too elusive to disbelieve. Inevitably the price he paid was making them
too elusive to be believed either.

The single thing in the Examination that most heartened his allies and most outraged
his opponents was Mill’s assault on what he took to be the immorality of Mansel’s
doctrine of the unknowability of the moral attributes of God. To Mill the issue was
simple enough. When the clergy talked of God’s power they generally meant what we
would mean by talking of human power, for instance the divine ability to throw us
into the inferno; only on God’s moral attributes did they equivocate and suggest that
God’s goodness was not as mortal goodness.

Is it unfair to surmise that this is because those who speak in the name of God, have
need of the human conception of his power, since an idea which can overawe and
enforce obedience must address itself to real feelings; but are content that his
goodness should be conceived only as something inconceivable, because they are so
often required to teach doctrines respecting him which conflict irreconcilably with all
goodness that we can conceive?

(104.)

Whether it is or not, Mill’s case is that Mansel cannot hope to argue that God’s moral
attributes are unlike their human analogues without thereby sacrificing the right to
expect us to worship Him. There is, as any reader of Mansel’s Bampton Lectures can
see, an awkwardness in Mansel’s case, analogous to the awkwardness of his
epistemology. The case he presents is the familiar one: the Christian who believes in
the infinite power and goodness of God is confronted with a world in which the just
suffer and the wicked flourish. The austere Mansel does not argue in the Kantian
manner that we are thereby licensed to expect a reconciliation of virtue and happiness
in the life hereafter. What he does instead 1s suggest that the inscrutability of God
extends to the inscrutable goodness He exhibits. It is not clear that Mansel intends to
show that God’s goodness is not ours; mostly, he argues that how God is working out
an overall plan for His universe, a plan which is good in the same sense as a human
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plan would be good, simply remains unknowable. The goodness of God’s agents
particularly exercises Mansel: what would be cruelty or injustice if done otherwise
than in obedience to God’s commands is, we must hope, not cruelty or injustice after
all. But, once again, it is less a matter of the imperfect analogy between human and
divine attributes (which is the object of Mill’s complaint) than of the imperfection of
our knowledge of the Almighty’s programme, for the sake of which these orders were
given. In this light one can understand why Mansel’s reply to Mill takes the form of a
rather querulous complaint that surely Mill cannot deny that a son may recognize the
goodness of his father’s actions without wholly understanding them—and Mill does
not deny it.

Mill, however, surely gets the best of the dispute, with his famous outburst, for all that
Mansel tries to dismiss it as “an extraordinary outburst of rhetoric.”f

If, instead of the “glad tidings” that there exists a Being in whom all the excellences
which the highest human mind can conceive, exist in a degree inconceivable to us, |
am informed that the world is ruled by a being whose attributes are infinite, but what
they are we cannot learn, nor what are the principles of his government, except that
“the highest human morality which we are capable of conceiving” does not sanction
them; convince me of it, and I will bear my fate as [ may. But when I am told that |
must believe this, and at the same time call this being by the names which express and
affirm the highest human morality, I say in plain terms that I will not. Whatever
power such a being may have over me, there is one thing which he shall not do: he
shall not compel me to worship him. I will call no being good, who is not what I mean
when [ apply that epithet to my fellow-creatures; and if such a being can sentence me
to hell for not so calling him, to hell I will go.

(103.)
VI.

OTHER MAJOR ISSUES

as one might guess from the title of Mansel’s The Philosophy of the Conditioned, it
was that doctrine which Mansel, like Mill, saw as Hamilton’s most distinctive
contribution to philosophy (109). The rest of this Introduction will take its cue from
the combatants, and confine itself to the piecemeal treatment of some major issues.
The most interesting of these would seem to be the following: Mill’s phenomenalist
analysis of matter and mind; his demolition of Hamilton’s account of causation,
which is perhaps a major curiosity rather than a major issue; his account of
conception, judgment, and inference, and his assessment of Hamilton’s contribution
to logic; and, finally, his analysis of the freedom of the will.

MATTER AND MIND

Mill’s account of matter and mind begins with what amounts to a hostile review of
Hamilton’s own hostile review of Thomas Brown’s Lectures on the Philosophy of the
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Mind. (Hamilton’s article appeared in the Edinburgh Review in October, 1830, and
was reprinted in his Discussions.) Hamilton declared that it was a striking proof of the
low state of intellectual life in Britain that Brown’s Lectures had not hitherto received
their just deserts:

The radical inconsistencies which they involve, in every branch of their subject,
remain undeveloped; their unacknowledged appropriations are still lauded as
original; their endless mistakes, in the history of philosophy, stand yet uncorrected;
and their frequent misrepresentations of other philosophers continue to mislead. In
particular, nothing has more convinced us of the general neglect, in this country, of
psychological science, than that Brown’s ignorant attack on Reid, and, through Reid,
confessedly on Stewart, has not long since been repelled;—except, indeed, the general
belief that it was triumphant.f

Hamilton claimed that Brown played fast and loose not only with the testimony of
consciousness, a vice to which all philosophers are liable to succumb, but with the
testimony of Reid. Brown was what Hamilton called a cosmothetic idealist, and
Hamilton was at pains to insist that between the testimony of consciousness—which
is all on behalf of “Natural Realism” or “Natural Dualism”—and the inferences of
idealism there is a great opposition. Reid, on Hamilton’s view, was a realist and
dualist, where Brown falsely makes him out to be an idealist of the same kind as
himself.

Muill devotes a chapter to showing not merely that Reid wavered in his convictions on
the question, but that when he was plainly committed to any view, that view was
cosmothetic idealism. Moreover, very few of Hamilton’s arguments against Brown
hold water, and when Hamilton adduces, to attack Brown, general principles, such as
the impossibility of representative perception, the result, on Mill’s account, is to leave
Brown untouched and most of Hamilton’s own argument in ruins (164). Mill
distinguishes, with Hamilton, three views about perception which have been held by
those he lumps together as cosmothetic idealists: the first is the view that what is
really perceived is not a state of the perceiver’s mind, but something else, whether a
motion in the brain as in Hobbes or an Idea in the mind as in Berkeley; the second is
the view that what is perceived is a state of mind, but that if and the perceiving of it
are distinguishable. These two doctrines, says Mill, really are doctrines of mediate or
representative perception, as Hamilton says they are. There is a something which is
the direct object of perception and which represents the external object. The third
view, however, and the view which Brown held, is not a theory of representative
perception at all, for there is no fertium quid, no object of direct perception from
which the existence of some other object is inferred. The object of perception here is
“a state of mind identical with the act by which we are said to perceive it” (155).
There is here no very clear distinction between a certain sort of phenomenalism on the
one hand and outright realism on the other, indeed—a point which Mill does not
make, but which some current versions of a “sense data” theory of perception do. 2

Brown’s account of the perception of external objects is invulnerable to the objection

that there is no way of knowing whether the object of perception resembles, or truly
or faithfully represents, the external object itself. For Brown does not claim that it
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