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CHAUNCEY WRIGHT:

HE sudden and untimely death of Mr. Chauncey Wri~

in September, 1875, was an irreparable loss not oiuy to
the friends whose privilege it had been to know so wise and ami.
able a man, but to the interests of sound philosophy in general.
To some, perhaps, there may seem to be extravagance in speak-
ing of any such loss to philosophy as irreparable; for in the
great work of the world we are accustomed to see the ranks close
up as heroes fall by the way, and when we come to reckon up
the sum of actual achievement, in our thankfulness over the cal-
culable results obtained we seldom take heed of those innumer-
able unrealized possibilities upon which in the nature of things
we can place no just estimate. Of course it is right, as it is in-
evitable, that this should be so. There is, however, a point of
view from which it may be fairly urged that the work which rare

and original minds fall short of doing because of straitened cir- |

cumstances or brevity of life does never really get done at all.
Something like it gets performed, no doubt, but it gets per-
formed in a different order of causation; and though there may
be an appearance of equivalence, the fact remains that, from the
sum of human striving, an indefinite amount of rich and fruitful
life has been lost.  True as this is in the case of exact science,

it is still more obviously true in speculative science or philoso- |
phy. For the work of a philosopher, like the work of an artist,

is the peculiar product of endless complexitics of individual char- |
acter. His mental tone; his shades of prejudice ; his method |

of thought, — are often of as much interest and value to n:ankind
as ary of the theories which he may devise ; and thus it not sel-
dom happens that personal familiarity with the philosopher is it-
self a most instructive lesson in philosophy.
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In the case of Chauncey Wright, none save the friends vho

b knew the-rich treasures of his mind as shown in familiar conver-

sation are likely to realize how great is the loss which philosophy
has sustained in his death. For not only was he somewhat defi-
cient in the literary knack of expressing his thoughts in language
generally intelligible and interesting, but he was also singularly

. i devoid of the literary ambition which leads one to seck to influ-
i ence the pubiic by written exposition. Had he possessed more

of this kind of ambition, perhaps the requisite knack would not
have been wanting ; for Mr. Wright was by no means deficient
in clearness of thought or in command of language. The diffi-
culty — or, if we prefer so to call it, the esoteric character — of |
his writings was due rather to the sheer extent of their richness
and originality. His essays and review-articles were pregnant
with veluable suggestions, which he was wont to emphasize so

. slightly that their significance might easily pass unheeded ; and
B such subtle suggestions made so large a part of his philosoph-

ical style that, if any of them chanced to be overlooked by the

| reader, the point and bearing of the entire argument was liable

to be misapprehended. His sentences often abounded in terse
allusive clauses or epithets which were unineelligible for want of
a sufficient clew to the subject-matter of the allusion: in the ab-
sence of an exhaustive acquaintance with the contents of the au-
thor’s mind, the reader could only wonder, aud miss the point of
the incidental remark. Of suach sort of obscure, though preg
nant, allusion we have an instance in the use made of the con
ception of a “spherical intelligence” in the essay on ¢ The §
Evolution of Self-Consciousness,” where the brief reference to
the Platonic Timawus is by no means sufficient to relieve the §
strain upon the reader’s attention. It is this too compact sug-

| gestiveness which makes this remarkable essay so hard to un-

derstand, and the exuberance of which half tempted Mr. Wright
to give to the paper the very esoteric title of *“ The Cognition of |
Cogito.” A writer who kept the public in his mind would not
proceed in this way, but would more often give pages luniinous
with concrete illustrations where Mr. Wright only gave sentences
cumbrous with epigrammatic terseness. If Mr. Wright did not
keep the public in mind while writing, it was not from the pride
of knowledge, for no feeling could have been more foreign to him ;§
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' and there was something almost touching i the endless patience

. with which he would strive in conversation to make abstruse mat.

ters clear to ordinary minds. It was because, as a writer, he
thought in soliloquy, using his pen to note down the course of
his reasoning, but failing to realize the difficultv which others
might find in apprehending the numerous and far-reaching con-
. notations of phrases to him entirely familiar.

It was only some such circumstances as these, joined to a kind
of mental inertness which made some unusually strong incen-
' tive needful to any prolonged attempt at literary self-exposition,
that prevented Chauacey Wright from taking rank, in public es-

& timation, among the foremost philosopbers of our time. An in-

tellect more powerful from its happy union of acuteness with
£ sobriety has probably not yet been seen in America. In these
| respects he reminds one »f Mr. Mill, whom he so warmly admired.

B¥ Though immeasurably inferior to Mill in extent of literary ac-

quirement, he was hardly inferior to him in penetrating and fertile
. ingenuity, while in native soberness or balance of mind it seems
to me that Wright was, on the whole, the superior. In reading
Mr. Mill's greater works, one is constantly impressed with the
. admirable thoroughbness with which the author's faculties are dis-
ciplincd. Inflexible intellectuai honesty is there accompanied
- by sleepless vigilance against fallacy or prejudice; and while

generous emotion often kindles a warmth of expression, yet the |

| jurisdiction of feeling is seldom allowed to encroach upon that
- of reason. Nevertheless, there are rumerows little signs which

 give one the impression that this wonderful equipoise of mind |

- did not come by nature altogether, but was in great part the re-
- sult of consummate training, — of unremitting watchfulness over
self. Some of his smaller political writings and the  Autobiog-

_raphy ” entirely confirm this impressiou, and show that in Mr. S
 Mill's mind there were not only immense enthusiasms, but even S

- a slight tinge of mysticism. All the more praiseworthy seems
his remarkable self-discipline in view of such circumstances.
Mr. Wright, though so nearly in harmony with Mr. Mill in meth-
ode and conclusions, was very different in native mental temper-

ament. An illustration of the difference is furnished by the B

striking remarks in which Mr. Mill acknowledges — in common
with his father — a preference for the experience-philosophy 08
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utilitarian grounds: it obliges men to try their beliefs by tests
that are perpetually subject to criticism, and thus affords no room

B for doctrines which, by reason of some presumed sanctity, men
[l may find an excuse for trying to impose on one another. That

there is profound ruth in this no one can deny; but prejudice
and partisanship are liable to grow out of any such practical pre-
fereace for a given form of philosophy, and one cannot readily

| imagine Mr. Wright as influenced, even slightly, in his philo-

sophic attitude by such a consideration of utility. His opinions
were determined only by direct evidence, and to this he always

| accorded a hospitable reception. A mind more placid in its
¥ working, more unalloyed by emotional prejudice, or less soliciced

by the various temptations of speculation, I have never known.
Judicial candor and rectitude of inference were with him inborn.

.On many points his judgment might need further enlighten-
F% ment, but it stood in no need of a rectifying impulse. No craving
fer speculative cousistency, or what Comte would have called
F*unity " of doctrine, ever hindered him from giving due weight
@to opposing, v even secmingly incompatible, considerations.
 For, in view of the largeness and complexity of the universe, he

realized how treacherous the most plausible generalizations are

R iiable to prove when a vast area of facts is to be covered, and
¥ how greai is the value of seemingly incongruous facts in prompt-
[ ing us to revise or amend our first-formed theories.

With these mental characteristics Mr. Wright seems to have

#been fitted for the work of sceptical criticism, or for the discov-
ery and illustration of specific truths, rather than for the elabo-

& ration of 2 general system of philosophy. As our very sources
B of mental strength in one direction may become sources of men-
Ftal weakness in another, as we are very likely to have what the
 French would call “ the defects of our excellences,” so we may

™ perhaps count it as a weakness, or at least a limitation, in Mr.
B Wright that he was somewhat over-suspicious cf all attempts at
3 constructing ideally coherent and comprehensive systems. That

there is coherency throughout the processes of Nature he would

cerainly have admitted, in so far as belief in the universality of
g causation is to be construed as such an admission. But that

there is any such d:scernible coherency in the results of causation
as weuld admit of description in a grand series of all-embracing
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B generalizations, I think he would have doubted or denied.  Such
‘ denial or doubt seems, at least, to be implied in his frequent con-
i demnation of cosmic or synthetic systems of philosophy as met-

& 2physical “anticipations of Nature,” incompatible with the true

spirit of Baconism. The denial or doubt would have referred, it

@ is true, not s¢c much to the probable constitution of Nature as

| to the possibilities of human knowledge. He would have argued
that the stupendous group of events which we call the universe
¥ consists so largely of unexplored, or even unsuspected, phenom-
| ena that the only safe generalizations we can make concerning
- it must needs be eminently fragmentary; and if any one had
| asked whether, after all, we have not great reason to believe that
throughout the length and breadth and duration of the boundiess
j and endless universe there is an all-pervading coherency of action,
i such as would be implied in the theorem that all Na:ure is the
B manifestation of one Iafinite Power, —to any such question he
. would probably have held that no legitimate answer can be given.
In this general way of looking at things we have the explana-

E f tion of Mr. Wright's persistent hostility to the philosophy of Her-

B bert Spencer. This hostility is declared in his earliest essay,
entitled “ A Physical Theory of the Universe,” and it is main-
¢ tained in the paper on “ German Darwirism,” published only
§ three days before his death, wherein great pains are taken to
% show that Mr. Spencer’s philosophy is utterly un-Baconian and
. unscientific, as resting, not upon inductive inquiry, but upon *un-
i demonstrated beliefs assumed to be axiomatic and irresistible.”
§ In the first and last of my many conversations with Mr. Wright
g —in July, 1862, and in July, 1875 —1 found myself charged with
 the defence of Mr. Spencer’s philosophy against what then
seemed, and still seems, to me a profound misunderstanding of
its true character and purpose. As the point is one which gnes
. as far as any other, toward illustrating Mr. Wright's philosophic
N position, and as it has an immediate bearing on the vexed ques-
tion of science and religion, I will crave the reader’s indulgence
while [ illustrate it briefly here.

Doctors are proverbially known to disagree, whether they be |
doctors in philosophy or in medicine; but I have cften thought B

that an interesting case might be made out by any one who
should endeavor to signalize the half-hidden aspacts of agreement

=
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rather than the conspicuous aspects of difference ameng phiio-
Fsophic schools. Certainly, in the controversy which hzs Leen

i waged of late years concerning the sources of knowledge and the

criterion of truth. one is inclined to suspect that a greater amount
lof antagonism has been brought to the surface than is altogether

frequired by the circumstances. In old times, when you were

lasked why you believed that things would happen in future after

S much the same general fashion as in the past, there were two re-

plies which vou could make. If you were a believer in Locke,
you would say that you trusted in the testimony of experience;

ibut here the follower of Leibnitz wouid declare that you were

f'very unwise, since experience can only testify to what has hap-
pened already, and, sc far a3 experience goes, you haven’t an iota

| warrant for your belief that the sun will rise to-morrow morn-
ing. Your trust in the constancy or Nature must be derived,

B8 therefore, from some principle inherent in the very constitution
 of your mind, implanted there by the Creator for a wise and be-

i neficent purpose. Once this transcendentalist argument was
thought to have great weight, but of late years it has fallen irre-
deemably into discredit. For today the empiricist retorts with

- crushing effect that, precisely because we are wholly dependent

on experience ana have no other quarter to go to for rules of be-

B lief and conduct, we cannot apply to the future any other rules

of probability than those with which our experience of the past
has furnished us. If we had any criterion of beliei independent
of experience, then we might perhaps be able to believe that on
 the earth a million years hence, or on Mars to-dzy, a piece of red-
hot iron would not burn the hand. Were we not strictly hampered

' by expericnce, we might doubt the universality of causation. But
R being thus strictly hampered, we must either imagine the future

under the same rules as those unde: which we remember the

¥ past, or else subside into a kind of mental chaos and form no ex-

has as yet made no satisfactory rejoinder.
Our faith in the constancy of Nature results, therefore, from

i our inability to overcome or “go behind ” the certified testimony

of experience. Such is the primary psychological fact, about

l which there is no reason to suppose that Mr. Wright and Mr.

Spencer would disagree. But this, like many other facts, has two







