
Chapter 8. Inference 

§ 1. Formal Inference 

{259} INFERENCE is the conditional acceptance of a proposition, Assent is the 1 
unconditional; the object of Assent is a truth, the object of Inference is the truth-like or a 2 
verisimilitude. The problem which I have undertaken is that of ascertaining how it comes 3 
to pass that a conditional act leads to an unconditional; and, having now shown that 4 
assent really is unconditional, I proceed to show how inferential exercises, as such, 5 
always must be conditional. 6 

We reason, when we hold this by virtue of that; whether we hold it as evident or as 7 
approximating or tending to be evident, in either case we so hold it because of holding 8 
something else to be evident or tending to be evident. In the next place, our reasoning 9 
ordinarily presents itself to our mind as a simple act, not a process or series of acts. We 10 
apprehend the antecedent and then apprehend the consequent, without {260} explicit 11 
recognition of the medium connecting the two, as if by a sort of direct association of the 12 
first thought with the second. We proceed by a sort of instinctive perception, from 13 
premiss to conclusion. I call it instinctive, not as if the faculty were one and the same to 14 
all men in strength and quality (as we generally conceive of instinct), but because 15 
ordinarily, or at least often, it acts by a spontaneous impulse, as prompt and inevitable 16 
as the exercise of sense and memory. We perceive external objects, and we remember 17 
past events, without knowing how we do so; and in like manner we reason without effort 18 
and intention, or any necessary consciousness of the path which the mind takes in 19 
passing from antecedent to conclusion. 20 

Such is ratiocination, in what may be called a state of nature, as it is found in the 21 
uneducated,—nay, in all men, in its ordinary exercise; nor is there any antecedent 22 
ground for determining that it will not be as correct in its informations as it is instinctive, 23 
as trustworthy as are sensible perception and memory, though its informations are not 24 
so immediate and have a wider range. By means of sense we gain knowledge directly; 25 
by means of reasoning we gain it indirectly, that is, by virtue of a previous knowledge. 26 
And if we may justly regard the universe, according to the meaning of the word, as one 27 
whole, we may also believe justly that to know one part of it is necessarily to know much 28 
more than that one part. This thought leads us to a further view of ratiocination. The 29 
proverb says, "Ex pede Herculem;" and we have actual experience how the practised 30 
zoologist can build up some intricate organization from {261} the sight of its smallest 31 
bone, evoking the whole as if it were a remembrance; how, again, a philosophical 32 
antiquarian, by means of an inscription, interprets the mythical traditions of former ages, 33 
and makes the past live; and how a Columbus is led, from considerations which are 34 
common property, and fortuitous phenomena which are successively brought to his 35 
notice, to have such faith in a western world, as willingly to commit himself to the terrors 36 
of a mysterious ocean in order to arrive at it. That which the mind is able thus variously 37 
to bring together into unity, must have some real intrinsic connexion of part with part. 38 
But if this summa rerum is thus one whole, it must be constructed on definite principles 39 
and laws, the knowledge of which will enlarge our capacity of reasoning about it in 40 



particulars;—thus we are led on to aim at determining on a large scale and on system, 41 
what even gifted or practised intellects are only able by their own personal rigour to 42 
reach piecemeal and fitfully, that is, at substituting scientific methods, such as all may 43 
use, for the action of individual genius. 44 

There is another reason for attempting to discover an instrument of reasoning (that is, of 45 
gaining new truths by means of old), which may be less vague and arbitrary than the 46 
talent and experience of the few or the common-sense of the many. As memory is not 47 
always accurate, and has on that account led to the adoption of writing, as being 48 
a memoria technica, unaffected by the failure of mental impressions,—as our senses at 49 
times deceive us, and have to be corrected by each other; so is it also with our 50 
reasoning faculty. The {262} conclusions of one man are not the conclusions of another; 51 
those of the same man do not always agree together; those of ever so many who agree 52 
together may differ from the facts themselves, which those conclusions are intended to 53 
ascertain. In consequence it becomes a necessity, if it be possible, to analyze the 54 
process of reasoning, and to invent a method which may act as a common measure 55 
between mind and mind, as a means of joint investigation, and as a recognized 56 
intellectual standard,—a standard such as to secure us against hopeless mistakes, and 57 
to emancipate us from the capricious ipse dixit of authority. 58 

As the index on the dial notes down the sun's course in the heavens, as a key, revolving 59 
through the intricate wards of the lock, opens for us a treasure-house, so let us, if we 60 
can, provide ourselves with some ready expedient to serve as a true record of the 61 
system of objective truth, and an available rule for interpreting its phenomena; or at 62 
least let us go as far as we can in providing it. One such experimental key is the science 63 
of geometry, which, in a certain department of nature, substitutes a collection of true 64 
principles, fruitful and interminable in consequences, for the guesses, pro re natâ, of our 65 
intellect, and saves it both the labour and the risk of guessing. Another far more subtle 66 
and effective instrument is algebraical science, which acts as a spell in unlocking for us, 67 
without merit or effort of our own individually, the arcana of the concrete physical 68 
universe. A more ambitious, because a more comprehensive contrivance still, for 69 
interpreting the concrete world is the method of logical inference. {263} What we 70 
desiderate is something which may supersede the need of personal gifts by a far-71 
reaching and infallible rule. Now, without external symbols to mark out and to steady its 72 
course, the intellect runs wild; but with the aid of symbols, as in algebra, it advances 73 
with precision and effect. Let then our symbols be words: let all thought be arrested and 74 
embodied in words. Let language have a monopoly of thought; and thought go for only 75 
so much as it can show itself to be worth in language. Let every prompting of the 76 
intellect be ignored, every momentum of argument be disowned, which is unprovided 77 
with an equivalent wording, as its ticket for sharing in the common search after truth. Let 78 
the authority of nature, common-sense, experience, genius, go for nothing. 79 
Ratiocination, thus restricted and put into grooves, is what I have called Inference, and 80 
the science, which is its regulating principle, is Logic. 81 

The first step in the inferential method is to throw the question to be decided into the 82 
form of a proposition; then to throw the proof itself into propositions, the force of the 83 



proof lying in the comparison of these propositions with each other. When the analysis 84 
is carried out fully and put into form, it becomes the Aristotelic syllogism. However, an 85 
inference need not be expressed thus technically; an enthymeme fulfils the 86 
requirements of what I have called Inference. So does any other form of words with the 87 
mere grammatical expressions, "for," "therefore," "supposing," "so that," "similarly," and 88 
the like. Verbal reasoning, of whatever kind, as opposed to mental, is what I {264} mean 89 
by inference, which differs from logic only inasmuch as logic is its scientific form. And it 90 
will be more convenient here to use the two words indiscriminately, for I shall say 91 
nothing about logic which does not in its substance also apply to inference. 92 

Logical inference, then, being such, and its office such as I have described, the question 93 
follows, how far it answers the purpose for which it is used. It proposes to provide both a 94 
test and a common measure of reasoning; and I think it will be found partly to succeed 95 
and partly to fail; succeeding so far as words can in fact be found for representing the 96 
countless varieties and subtleties of human thought, failing on account of the fallacy of 97 
the original assumption, that whatever can be thought can be adequately expressed in 98 
words. 99 

In the first place, Inference, being conditional, is hampered with other propositions 100 
besides that which is especially its own, that is, with the premisses as well as the 101 
conclusion, and with the rules connecting the latter with the former. It views its own 102 
proper proposition in the medium of prior propositions, and measures it by them. It does 103 
not hold a proposition for its own sake, but as dependent upon others, and those others 104 
it entertains for the sake of the conclusion. Thus it is practically far more concerned with 105 
the comparison of propositions, than with the propositions themselves. It is obliged to 106 
regard all the propositions, with which it has to do, not so much for their own sake, as 107 
for the sake of each other, as regards the identity or likeness, independence or 108 
dissimilarity, which has to be mutually predicated of them. It follows from this, that the 109 
more {265} simple and definite are the words of a proposition, and the narrower their 110 
meaning, and the more that meaning in each proposition is restricted to the relation 111 
which it has to the words of the other propositions compared with it,—in other words, 112 
the nearer the propositions concerned in the inference approach to being mental 113 
abstractions, and the less they have to do with the concrete reality, and the more 114 
closely they are made to express exact, intelligible, comprehensible, communicable 115 
notions, and the less they stand for objective things, that is, the more they are the 116 
subjects, not of real, but of notional apprehension,—so much the more suitable do they 117 
become for the purposes of Inference. 118 

Hence it is that no process of argument is so perfect, as that which is conducted by 119 
means of symbols. In Arithmetic 1 is 1, and just 1, and never anything else but 1; it 120 
never is 2, it has no tendency to change its meaning, and to become 2; it has no 121 
portion, quality, admixture of 2 in its meaning. And 6 under all circumstances is 3 times 122 
2, and the sum of 2 and 4; nor can the whole world supply anything to throw doubt upon 123 
these elementary positions. It is not so with language. Take, by contrast, the word 124 
"inference," which I have been using: it may stand for the act of inferring, as I have used 125 
it; or for the connecting principle, or inferentia, between premisses and conclusions; or 126 



for the conclusion itself. And sometimes it will be difficult, in a particular sentence, to say 127 
which it bears of these three senses. And so again in Algebra, a is never x, or anything 128 
but a, wherever it is found; and a and b are always standard quantities, to 129 
which x and y are always {266} to be referred, and by which they are always to be 130 
measured. In Geometry again, the subjects of argument, points, lines, and surfaces, are 131 
precise creations of the mind, suggested indeed by external objects, but meaning 132 
nothing but what they are defined to mean: they have no colour, no motion, no heat, no 133 
qualities which address themselves to the ear or to the palate; so that, in whatever 134 
combinations or relations the words denoting them occur, and to whomsoever they 135 
come, those words never vary in their meaning, but are just of the same measure and 136 
weight at one time and at another. 137 

What is true of Arithmetic, Algebra, and Geometry, is true also of Aristotelic 138 
argumentation in its typical modes and figures. It compares two given words separately 139 
with a third, and then determines how they stand towards each other, in a bonâ 140 
fide identity of sense. In consequence, its formal process is best conducted by means of 141 
symbols, A, B, and C. While it keeps to these, it is safe; it has the cogency of 142 
mathematical reasoning, and draws its conclusions by a rule as unerring as it is blind. 143 

Symbolical notation, then, being the perfection of the syllogistic method, it follows that, 144 
when words are substituted for symbols, it will be its aim to circumscribe and stint their 145 
import as much as possible, lest perchance A should not always exactly mean A, and B 146 
mean B; and to make them, as much as possible, the calculi of notions, which are in our 147 
absolute power, as meaning just what we choose them to mean, and as little as 148 
possible the tokens of real things, which are outside of us, and which mean we do not 149 
know how much, {267} but so much certainly as, (in proportion as we enter into them,) 150 
may run away with us beyond the range of scientific management. The concrete matter 151 
of propositions is a constant source of trouble to syllogistic reasoning, as marring the 152 
simplicity and perfection of its process. Words, which denote things, have innumerable 153 
implications; but in inferential exercises it is the very triumph of that clearness and 154 
hardness of head, which is the characteristic talent for the art, to have stripped them of 155 
all these connatural senses, to have drained them of that depth and breadth of 156 
associations which constitute their poetry, their rhetoric, and their historical life, to have 157 
starved each term down till it has become the ghost of itself, and everywhere one and 158 
the same ghost, "omnibus umbra locis," so that it may stand for just one unreal aspect 159 
of the concrete thing to which it properly belongs, for a relation, a generalization, or 160 
other abstraction, for a notion neatly turned out of the laboratory of the mind, and 161 
sufficiently tame and subdued, because existing only in a definition. 162 

Thus it is that the logician for his own purposes, and most usefully as far as those 163 
purposes are concerned, turns rivers, full, winding, and beautiful, into navigable canals. 164 
To him dog or horse is not a thing which he sees, but a mere name suggesting ideas; 165 
and by dog or horse universal he means, not the aggregate of all individual dogs or 166 
horses brought together, but a common aspect, meagre but precise, of all existing or 167 
possible dogs or horses, which all the while does not really correspond to any one 168 
single dog or horse out of the whole aggregate. Such minute fidelity in the 169 



representation {268} of individuals is neither necessary nor possible to his art; his 170 
business is not to ascertain facts in the concrete, but to find and dress up middle terms; 171 
and, provided they and the extremes which they go between are not equivocal, either in 172 
themselves or in their use, and he can enable his pupils to show well in a vivâ 173 
voce disputation, or in a popular harangue, or in a written dissertation, he has achieved 174 
the main purpose of his profession. 175 

Such are the characteristics of reasoning, viewed as a science or scientific art, or 176 
inferential process, and we might anticipate that, narrow as by necessity is its field of 177 
view, for that reason its pretensions to be demonstrative were incontrovertible. In a 178 
certain sense they really are so; while we talk logic, we are unanswerable; but then, on 179 
the other hand, this universal living scene of things is after all as little a logical world as 180 
it is a poetical; and, as it cannot without violence be exalted into poetical perfection, 181 
neither can it be attenuated into a logical formula. Abstract can only conduct to abstract; 182 
but we have need to attain by our reasonings to what is concrete; and the margin 183 
between the abstract conclusions of the science, and the concrete facts which we wish 184 
to ascertain, will be found to reduce the force of the inferential method from 185 
demonstration to the mere determination of the probable. Thus, whereas (as I have 186 
already said) Inference starts with conditions, as starting with premisses, here are two 187 
reasons why, when employed upon questions of fact, it can only conclude probabilities: 188 
first, because its premisses are assumed, not proved; and secondly, because its 189 
conclusions {269} are abstract, and not concrete. I will now consider these two points 190 
separately. 191 

1. 

Inference comes short of proof in concrete matters, because it has not a full command 192 
over the objects to which it relates, but merely assumes its premisses. In order to 193 
complete the proof, we are thrown upon some previous syllogism or syllogisms, in 194 
which the assumptions may be proved; and then, still farther back, we are thrown upon 195 
others again, to prove the new assumptions of that second order of syllogisms. Where 196 
is this process to stop? especially since it must run upon separated, divergent, and 197 
multiplied lines of argument, the farther the investigation is carried back. At length a 198 
score of propositions present themselves, all to be proved by propositions more evident 199 
than themselves, in order to enable them respectively to become premisses to that 200 
series of inferences which terminates in the conclusion which we originally drew. But 201 
even now the difficulty is not at an end; it would be something to arrive at length at 202 
premisses which are undeniable, however long we might be in arriving at them; but in 203 
this case the long retrospection lodges us at length at what are called first principles, the 204 
recondite sources of all knowledge, as to which logic provides no common measure of 205 
minds,—which are accepted by some, rejected by others,—in which, and not in the 206 
syllogistic exhibitions, lies the whole problem of attaining to truth,—and which are called 207 
self-evident by their respective advocates because they are {270} evident in no other 208 
way. One of the two uses contemplated in reasoning by rule, or in verbal argumentation, 209 
was, as I have said, to establish a standard of truth and to supersede the ipse dixitof 210 
authority: how does it fulfil this end, if it only leads us back to first principles, about 211 



which there is interminable controversy? We are not able to prove by syllogism that 212 
there are any self-evident propositions at all; but supposing there are (as of course I 213 
hold there are), still who can determine these by logic? Syllogism, then, though of 214 
course it has its use, still does only the minutest and easiest part of the work, in the 215 
investigation of truth, for when there is any difficulty, that difficulty commonly lies in 216 
determining first principles, not in the arrangement of proofs. 217 

Even when argument is the most direct and severe of its kind, there must be those 218 
assumptions in the process which resolve themselves into the conditions of human 219 
nature; but how many more assumptions does that process in ordinary concrete matters 220 
involve, subtle assumptions not directly arising out of these primary conditions, but 221 
accompanying the course of reasoning, step by step, and traceable to the sentiments of 222 
the age, country, religion, social habits and ideas, of the particular inquirers or 223 
disputants, and passing current without detection, because admitted equally on all 224 
hands! And to these must be added the assumptions which are made from the 225 
necessity of the case, in consequence of the prolixity and elaborateness of any 226 
argument which should faithfully note down all the propositions which go to make it up. 227 
We recognize this {271} tediousness even in the case of the theorems of Euclid, though 228 
mathematical proof is comparatively simple. 229 

Logic then does not really prove; it enables us to join issue with others; it suggests 230 
ideas; it opens views; it maps out for us the lines of thought; it verifies negatively; it 231 
determines when differences of opinion are hopeless; and when and how far 232 
conclusions are probable; but for genuine proof in concrete matter we require 233 
an organon more delicate, versatile, and elastic than verbal argumentation. 234 

I ought to give an illustration of what I have been stating in general terms; but it is 235 
difficult to do so without a digression. However, if it must be, I look round the room in 236 
which I happen to be writing, and take down the first book which catches my eye. It is 237 
an old volume of a Magazine of great name; I open it at random and fall upon a 238 
discussion about the then lately discovered emendations of the text of Shakespeare. It 239 
will do for my purpose. 240 

In the account of Falstaff's death in "Henry V." (act ii. scene 3) we read, according to the 241 
received text, the well-known words, "His nose was as sharp as a pen, and 'a babbled 242 
of green fields." In the first authentic edition, published in 1623, some years after 243 
Shakespeare's death, the words, I believe, ran, "and a table of green fields," which has 244 
no sense. Accordingly, an anonymous critic, reported by Theobald in the last century, 245 
corrected them to "and 'a talked of green fields." Theobald himself improved the reading 246 
into "and 'a babbled of green fields," which since his time {272} has been the received 247 
text. But just twenty years ago an annotated copy of the edition of 1632 was found, 248 
annotated perhaps by a contemporary, which, among as many as 20,000 corrections of 249 
the text, substituted for the corrupt reading of 1623, the words "on a table of green 250 
frieze," which has a sufficient sense, though far less acceptable to an admirer of 251 
Shakespeare, than Theobald's. The genuineness of this copy with its annotations, as it 252 
is presented to us, I shall here take for granted. 253 



Now I understand, or at least will suppose, the argument, maintained in the article of the 254 
Magazine in question, to run thus:—"Theobald's reading, as at present received, is to 255 
be retained, to the exclusion of the text of 1623 and of the emendation made on the 256 
copy of the edition of 1632;—to the exclusion of the text of 1623 because that text is 257 
corrupt; to the exclusion of the annotation of 1632 because it is anonymous." I wish it 258 
then observed how many large questions are opened in the discussion which ensues, 259 
how many recondite and untractable principles have to be settled, and how impotent is 260 
logic, or any reasonings which can be thrown into language, to deal with these 261 
indispensable first principles. 262 

The first position is, "The authoritative reading of 1623 is not to be restored to the 263 
received text, because it is corrupt." Now are we to take it for granted, as a first 264 
principle, which needs no proof, that a text may be tampered with, because it is corrupt? 265 
However the corrupt reading arose, it is authoritative. It is found in an edition published 266 
by known persons, only six years {273} after Shakespeare's death, from his own 267 
manuscript, as it appears, and with his corrections of earlier faulty impressions. 268 
Authority cannot sanction nonsense, but it can forbid critics from experimentalizing upon 269 
it. If the text of Shakespeare is corrupt, it should be published as corrupt. 270 

I believe the best editors of the Greek tragedians have given up the impertinence of 271 
introducing their conjectures into the text; and a classic like Shakespeare has a right to 272 
be treated with the same respect as Æschylus. To this it will be replied, that 273 
Shakespeare is for the general public and Æschylus for students of a dead language; 274 
that the run of men read for amusement or as a recreation, and that, if the editions of 275 
Shakespeare were made on critical principles, they would remain unsold. Here, then, 276 
we are brought to the question whether it is any advantage to read Shakespeare except 277 
with the care and pains which a classic demands, and whether he is in fact read at all 278 
by those whom such critical exactness would offend; and thus we are led on to further 279 
questions about cultivation of mind and the education of the masses. Further, the 280 
question presents itself, whether the general admiration of Shakespeare is genuine, 281 
whether it is not a mere fashion, whether the multitude of men understand him at all, 282 
whether it is not true that every one makes much of him, because every one else makes 283 
much of him. Can we possibly make Shakespeare light reading, especially in this day of 284 
cheap novels, by ever so much correction of his text? 285 

Now supposing this point settled, and the text of {274} 1623 put out of court, then 286 
comes the claim of the Annotator to introduce into Shakespeare's text the emendation 287 
made upon his copy of the edition of 1632; why is he not of greater authority than 288 
Theobald, the inventor of the received reading, and his emendation of more authority 289 
than Theobald's? If the corrupt reading must any how be got out of the way, why should 290 
not the Annotator, rather than Theobald, determine its substitute? For what we know, 291 
the authority of the anonymous Annotator may be very great. There is nothing to show 292 
that he was not a contemporary of the poet; and if so, the question arises, what is the 293 
character of his emendations? are they his own private and arbitrary conjectures, or are 294 
they informations from those who knew Shakespeare, traditions of the theatre, of the 295 
actors or spectators of his plays? Here, then, we are involved in intricate questions 296 



which can only be decided by a minute examination of the 20,000 emendations so 297 
industriously brought together by this anonymous critic. But it is obvious that a verbal 298 
argumentation upon 20,000 corrections is impossible: there must be first careful 299 
processes of perusal, classification, discrimination, selection, which mainly are acts of 300 
the mind without the intervention of language. There must be a cumulation of arguments 301 
on one side and on the other, of which only the heads or the results can be put upon 302 
paper. Next come in questions of criticism and taste, with their recondite and disputable 303 
premisses, and the usual deductions from them, so subtle and difficult to follow. All this 304 
being considered, am I wrong in saying that, though controversy is both {275} possible 305 
and useful at all times, yet it is not adequate to this occasion; rather that that sum-total 306 
of argument (whether for or against the Annotator) which is furnished by his numerous 307 
emendations,—or what may be called the multiform, evidential fact, in which the 308 
examination of these emendations results,—requires rather to be photographed on the 309 
individual mind as by one impression, than admits of delineation for the satisfaction of 310 
the many in any known or possible language, however rich in vocabulary and flexible in 311 
structure? 312 

And now as to the third point which presents itself for consideration, the claim of 313 
Theobald's emendation to retain its place in the textus receptus. It strikes me with 314 
wonder that an argument in its defence could have been put forward to the following 315 
effect, viz. that true though it be, that the Editors of 1623 are of much higher authority 316 
than Theobald, and that the Annotator's reading in the passage in question is more 317 
likely to be correct than Theobald's, nevertheless Theobald's has by this time acquired a 318 
prescriptive right to its place there, the prescription of more than a hundred years;—that 319 
usurpation has become legitimacy; that Theobald's words have sunk into the hearts of 320 
thousands; that in fact they have become Shakespeare's; that it would be a dangerous 321 
innovation and an evil precedent to touch them. If we begin an unsettlement of the 322 
popular mind, where is it to stop? 323 

Thus it appears, in order to do justice to the question before us, we have to betake 324 
ourselves to the consideration of myths, pious frauds, and other grave {276} matters, 325 
which introduce us into a sylva, dense and intricate, of first principles and elementary 326 
phenomena, belonging to the domains of archeology and theology. Nor is this all; when 327 
such views of the duty of garbling a classic are propounded, they open upon us a long 328 
vista of sceptical interrogations which go far to disparage the claims upon us, the 329 
genius, the very existence, of the great poet to whose honour these views are intended 330 
to minister. For perhaps, after all, Shakespeare is really but a collection of many 331 
Theobalds, who have each of them a right to his own share of him. There was a great 332 
dramatic school in his day; he was one of a number of first-rate artists,—perhaps they 333 
wrote in common. How are we to know what is his, or how much? Are the best parts his, 334 
or the worst? It is said that the players put in what is vulgar and offensive in his writings; 335 
perhaps they inserted the beauties. I have heard it urged years ago, as an objection to 336 
Sheridan's claim of authorship to the plays which bear his name, that they were so 337 
unlike each other; is not this the very peculiarity of those imputed to Shakespeare? 338 
Were ever the writings of one man so various, so impersonal? can we form any one true 339 
idea of what he was in history or character, by means of them? is he not in short "vox et 340 



prætera nihil"? Then again, in corroboration, is there any author's life so deficient in 341 
biographical notices as his? We know about Hooker, Spenser, Spelman, Raleigh, 342 
Harvey, his contemporaries: what do we know of Shakespeare? Is he much more than 343 
a name? Is not the traditional {277} object of an Englishman's idolatry after all a nebula 344 
of genius, destined, like Homer, to be resolved into its separate and independent 345 
luminaries, as soon as we have a criticism powerful enough for the purpose? I must not 346 
be supposed for a moment to countenance such scepticism myself,—though it is a 347 
subject worthy the attention of a sceptical age: here I have introduced it simply to 348 
suggest how many words go to make up a thoroughly valid argument; how short and 349 
easy a way to a true conclusion is the logic of good sense; how little syllogisms have to 350 
do with the formation of opinion; how little depends upon the inferential proofs, and how 351 
much upon those pre-existing beliefs and views, in which men either already agree with 352 
each other or hopelessly differ, before they begin to dispute, and which are hidden deep 353 
in our nature, or, it may be, in our personal peculiarities. 354 

2. 

So much on the multiplicity of assumptions, which in spite of formal exactness, logical 355 
reasoning in concrete matters is forced to admit, and on the consequent uncertainty 356 
which attends its conclusions. Now I come to the second reason why its conclusions are 357 
thus wanting in precision. 358 

In this world of sense we have to do with things, far more than with notions. We are not 359 
solitary, left to the contemplation of our own thoughts and their legitimate developments. 360 
We are surrounded by external beings, and our enunciations are directed to the 361 
concrete. We reason in order to enlarge our knowledge of matters, {278} which do not 362 
depend on us for being what they are. But how is an exercise of mind, which is for the 363 
most part occupied with notions, not things, competent to deal with things, except 364 
partially and indirectly? This is the main reason why an inference, however fully worded, 365 
(except perhaps in some peculiar cases, which are out of place here,) never can reach 366 
so far as to ascertain a fact. As I have already said, arguments about the abstract 367 
cannot handle and determine the concrete. They may approximate to a proof, but they 368 
only reach the probable, because they cannot reach the particular. 369 

Even in mathematical physics a margin is left for possible imperfection in the 370 
investigation. When the planet Neptune was discovered, it was deservedly considered a 371 
triumph of science, that abstract reasonings had done so much towards determining the 372 
planet and its orbit. There would have been no triumph in success, had there been no 373 
hazard of failure; it is no triumph to Euclid, in pure mathematics, that the geometrical 374 
conclusions of his second book can be worked out and verified by algebra. 375 

The motions of the heavenly bodies are almost mathematical in their precision; but 376 
there is a multitude of matters, to which mathematical science is applied, which are in 377 
their nature intricate and obscure, and require that reasoning by rule should be 378 
completed by the living mind. Who would be satisfied with a navigator or engineer, who 379 
had no practice or experience whereby to carry on his scientific conclusions out of their 380 



native abstract into the concrete and the real? What is the meaning of the distrust, 381 
which is ordinarily felt, of {279} speculators and theorists but this, that they are dead to 382 
the necessity of personal prudence and judgment to qualify and complete their logic? 383 
Science, working by itself, reaches truth in the abstract, and probability in the concrete; 384 
but what we aim at is truth in the concrete. 385 

This is true of other inferences besides mathematical. They come to no definite 386 
conclusions about matters of fact, except as they are made effectual for their purpose 387 
by the living intelligence which uses them. "All men have their price; Fabricius is a man; 388 
he has his price;" but he had not his price; how is this? Because he is more than a 389 
universal; because he falls under other universals; because universals are ever at war 390 
with each other; because what is called a universal is only a general; because what is 391 
only general does not lead to a necessary conclusion. Let us judge him by another 392 
universal. "Men have a conscience; Fabricius is a man; he has a conscience." Until we 393 
have actual experience of Fabricius, we can only say, that, since he is a man, perhaps 394 
he will take a bribe, and perhaps he will not. "Latet dolus in generalibus;" they are 395 
arbitrary and fallacious, if we take them for more than broad views and aspects of 396 
things, serving as our notes and indications for judging of the particular, but not 397 
absolutely touching and determining facts. 398 

Let units come first, and (so-called) universals second; let universals minister to units, 399 
not units be sacrificed to universals. John, Richard, and Robert are individual things, 400 
independent, incommunicable. We may find some kind of common measure between 401 
them, and we may give it the name of man, man as such, the typical {280} man, 402 
the auto-anthropos. We are justified in so doing, and in investing it with general 403 
attributes, and bestowing on it what we consider a definition. But we think we may go on 404 
to impose our definition on the whole race, and to every member of it, to the thousand 405 
Johns, Richards, and Roberts who are found in it. No; each of them is what he is, in 406 
spite of it. Not any one of them is man, as such, or coincides with the auto-anthropos. 407 
Another John is not necessarily rational, because "all men are rational," for he may be 408 
an idiot;—nor because "man is a being of progress," does the second Richard progress, 409 
for he may be a dunce;—nor, because "man is made for society," must we therefore go 410 
on to deny that the second Robert is a gipsy or a bandit, as he is found to be. There is 411 
no such thing as stereotyped humanity; it must ever be a vague, bodiless idea, because 412 
the concrete units from which it is formed are independent realities. General laws are 413 
not inviolable truths; much less are they necessary causes. Since, as a rule, men are 414 
rational, progressive, and social, there is a high probability of this rule being true in the 415 
case of a particular person; but we must know him to be sure of it. 416 

Each thing has its own nature and its own history. When the nature and the history of 417 
many things are similar, we say that they have the same nature; but there is no such 418 
thing as one and the same nature; they are each of them itself, not identical, but like. A 419 
law is not a fact, but a notion. "All men die; therefore Elias has died;" but he has not 420 
died, and did not die. He was an exception to the general law of humanity; so far, he did 421 
not come under that law, but under the law {281} (so to say) of Elias. It was the 422 
peculiarity of his individuality, that he left the world without dying: what right have we to 423 



subject the person of Elias to the scientific notion of an abstract humanity, which we 424 
have formed without asking his leave? Why must the tyrant majority create a rule for his 425 
individual history? "But all men are mortal?" not so; what is really meant by this 426 
universal is, that "man, as such is mortal," that is, the abstract, typical auto-anthropos; 427 
to this major premiss the minor, if Elias is to be proved mortal, ought to be, "Elias was 428 
the abstract man;" but he was not, and could not be such, nor could any one else, any 429 
more than the average man of an Insurance Company is every individual man who 430 
insures his life with it. Such a syllogism proves nothing about the veritable Elias, except 431 
in the way of antecedent probability. If it be said that Elias was exempted from death, 432 
not by nature, but by miracle, what is this to the purpose, undeniable as it is? Still, to 433 
have this miraculous exemption was the personal prerogative of Elias. We call it 434 
miracle, because God ordinarily acts otherwise. He who causes men in general to die, 435 
gave to Elias not to die. This miraculous gift comes into the individuality of Elias. On this 436 
individuality we must fix our thoughts, and not begin our notion of him by ignoring it. He 437 
was a man, and something more than "man"; and if we do not take this into account, we 438 
fall into an initial error in our thoughts of him. 439 

What is true of Elias is true of every one in his own place and degree. We call rationality 440 
the distinction of man, when compared with other animals. This is {282} true in logic; but 441 
in fact a man differs from a brute, not in rationality only, but in all that he is, even in 442 
those respects in which he is most like a brute; so that his whole self, his bones, limbs, 443 
make, life, reason, moral feeling, immortality, and all that he is besides, is his 444 
real differentia, in contrast to a horse or a dog. And in like manner as regards John and 445 
Richard, when compared with one another; each is himself, and nothing else, and, 446 
though, regarded abstractedly, the two may fairly be said to have something in 447 
common, (viz., that abstract sameness which does not exist at all,) yet strictly speaking, 448 
they have nothing in common, for each of them has a vested interest in all that he 449 
himself is; and, moreover, what seems to be common in the two, becomes in fact so 450 
uncommon, so sui simile, in their respective individualities—the bodily frame of each is 451 
so singled out from all other bodies by its special constitution, sound or weak, by its 452 
vitality, activity, pathological history and changes, and, again, the mind of each is so 453 
distinct from all other minds, in disposition, powers, and habits,—that, instead of saying, 454 
as logicians say, that the two men differ only in number, we ought, I repeat, rather to 455 
say that they differ from each other in all that they are, in identity, in incommunicability, 456 
in personality. 457 

Nor does any real thing admit, by any calculus of logic, of being dissected into all the 458 
possible general notions which it admits, nor, in consequence, of being recomposed out 459 
of them; though the attempt thus to treat it is more unpromising in proportion to the 460 
intricacy and completeness of its make. We cannot {283} see through any one of the 461 
myriad beings which make up the universe, or give the full catalogue of its belongings. 462 
We are accustomed, indeed, and rightly, to speak of the Creator Himself as 463 
incomprehensible; and, indeed, He is so by an incommunicable attribute; but in a 464 
certain sense each of His creatures is incomprehensible to us also, in the sense that no 465 
one has a perfect understanding of them but He. We recognize and appropriate aspects 466 



of them, and logic is useful to us in registering these aspects and what they imply; but it 467 
does not give us to know even one individual being. 468 

So much on logical argumentation; and in thus speaking of the syllogism, I speak of all 469 
inferential processes whatever, as expressed in language, (if they are such as to be 470 
reducible to science,) for they all require general notions, as conditions of their coming 471 
to a conclusion. 472 

Thus, in the deductive argument, "Europe has no security for peace, till its large 473 
standing armies in its separate states are reduced; for a large standing army is in its 474 
very idea provocative of war," the conclusion is only probable, for it may so be that in no 475 
country is that pure idea realized, but in every country in concrete fact there may be 476 
circumstances, political or social, which destroy the abstract dangerousness. 477 

So, too, as regards Induction and Analogy, as modes of Inference; for, whether I argue, 478 
"This place will have the cholera, unless it is drained; for there are a number of well-479 
ascertained cases which point to this conclusion;" or, "The sun will rise tomorrow, for it 480 
rose today;" in either method of reasoning I appeal, in order to {284} prove a particular 481 
case, to a general principle or law, which has not force enough to warrant more than a 482 
probable conclusion. As to the cholera, the place in question may have certain 483 
antagonist advantages, which anticipate or neutralize the miasma which is the principle 484 
of the poison; and as to the sun's rising tomorrow, there was a first day of the sun's 485 
rising, and therefore there may be a last. 486 

This is what I have to say on formal Inference, when taken to represent Ratiocination. 487 
Science in all its departments has too much simplicity and exactness, from the nature of 488 
the case, to be the measure of fact. In its very perfection lies its incompetency to settle 489 
particulars and details. As to Logic, its chain of conclusions hangs loose at both ends; 490 
both the point from which the proof should start, and the points at which it should arrive, 491 
are beyond its reach; it comes short both of first principles and of concrete issues. Even 492 
its most elaborate exhibitions fail to represent adequately the sum-total of 493 
considerations by which an individual mind is determined in its judgment of things; even 494 
its most careful combinations made to bear on a conclusion want that steadiness of aim 495 
which is necessary for hitting it. As I said when I began, thought is too keen and 496 
manifold, its sources are too remote and hidden, its path too personal, delicate, and 497 
circuitous, its subject-matter too various and intricate, to admit of the trammels of any 498 
language, of whatever subtlety and of whatever compass. 499 

Nor is it any disparagement of the proper value of {285} formal reasonings thus to speak 500 
of them. That they cannot proceed beyond probabilities is most readily allowed by those 501 
who use them most. Philosophers, experimentalists, lawyers, in their several ways, 502 
have commonly the reputation of being, at least on moral and religious subjects, hard of 503 
belief; because, proceeding in the necessary investigation by the analytical method of 504 
verbal inference, they find within its limits no sufficient resources for attaining a 505 
conclusion. Nay, they do not always find it possible in their own special province 506 
severally; for, even when in their hearts they have no doubt about a conclusion, still 507 



often, from the habit of their minds, they are reluctant to own it, and dwell upon the 508 
deficiencies of the evidence, or the possibility of error, because they speak by rule and 509 
by book, though they judge and determine by common-sense. 510 

Every exercise of nature or of art is good in its place; and the uses of this logical 511 
inference are manifold. It is the great principle of order in our thinking; it reduces a 512 
chaos into harmony; it catalogues the accumulations of knowledge; it maps out for us 513 
the relations of its separate departments; it puts us in the way to correct its own 514 
mistakes. It enables the independent intellects of many, acting and re-acting on each 515 
other, to bring their collective force to bear upon one and the same subject-matter, or 516 
the same question. If language is an inestimable gift to man, the logical faculty prepares 517 
it for our use. Though it does not go so far as to ascertain truth, still it teaches us the 518 
direction in which truth lies, and how propositions lie {286} towards each other. Nor is it 519 
a slight benefit to know what is probable, and what is not so, what is needed for the 520 
proof of a point, what is wanting in a theory, how a theory hangs together, and what will 521 
follow, if it be admitted. Though it does not itself discover the unknown, it is one 522 
principal way by which discoveries are made. Moreover, a course of argument, which is 523 
simply conditional, will point out when and where experiment and observation should be 524 
applied, or testimony sought for, as often happens both in physical and legal questions. 525 
A logical hypothesis is the means of holding facts together, explaining difficulties, and 526 
reconciling the imagination to what is strange. And, again, processes of logic are useful 527 
as enabling us to get over particular stages of an investigation speedily and surely, as 528 
on a journey we now and then gain time by travelling by night, make short cuts when 529 
the high-road winds, or adopt water-carriage to avoid fatigue. 530 

But reasoning by rule and in words is too natural to us, to admit of being regarded 531 
merely in the light of utility. Our inquiries spontaneously fall into scientific sequence, and 532 
we think in logic, as we talk in prose, without aiming at doing so. However sure we are 533 
of the accuracy of our instinctive conclusions, we as instinctively put them into words, as 534 
far as we can; as preferring, if possible, to have them in an objective shape which we 535 
can fall back upon,—first for our own satisfaction, then for our justification with others. 536 
Such a tangible defence of what we hold, inadequate as it necessarily is, considered as 537 
an analysis of our ratiocination {287} in its length and breadth, nevertheless is in such 538 
sense associated with our holdings, and so fortifies and illustrates them, that it acts as a 539 
vivid apprehension acts, giving them luminousness and force. Thus inference becomes 540 
a sort of symbol of assent, and even bears upon action. 541 

I have enlarged on these obvious considerations, lest I should seem paradoxical; but 542 
they do not impair the main position of this Section, that Inference, considered in the 543 
sense of verbal argumentation, determines neither our principles, nor our ultimate 544 
judgments,—that it is neither the test of truth, nor the adequate basis of assent [Note]. 545 

Note 

I have assumed throughout this Section that all verbal argumentation is ultimately 546 
syllogistic; and in consequence that it ever requires universal propositions and comes 547 
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short of concrete fact. A friend refers me to the dispute between Des Cartes and 548 
Gassendi, the latter maintaining against the former that "Cogito ergo sum" implies the 549 
universal "All who think exist." I should deny this with Des Cartes; but I should say (as 550 
indeed he said), that his dictum was not an argument, but was the expression of a 551 
ratiocinative instinct, as I explain below under the head of "Natural Logic." 552 

As to the instance "Brutes are not men; therefore men are not brutes," there seems to 553 
me no consequence here, neither a præter nor a propter, but a tautology. And as to "It 554 
was either Tom or Dick that did it; it was not Dick, ergo," this may be referred to the one 555 
great principle on which all logical reasoning is founded, but really it ought not to be 556 
accounted an inference any more that if I broke a biscuit, flung half away, and then said 557 
of the other half, "This is what remains." It does but state a fact. So, when the 1st, 2nd, 558 
or 3rd proposition of Euclid II, is put before the eyes in a diagram, a boy, before he yet 559 
has learned to reason, sees with his eyes the fact of the thesis, and this seeing it even 560 
makes it difficult for him to master the mathematical proof. Here, then, a fact is stated in 561 
the form of an argument. 562 


