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Summary 

In 19th century British logic we find ongoing controversies about notions of logical and/or algebraical 
forms, their connection to thought, and the necessity of their interpretability. Diverse positions differ 
with regard not only to the accounts they give of the notion of form, but also to the definitory value 
they attach to it. 

I propose to distinguish between at least three senses in which 19th century statements on the analysis 
of laws, or forms, of thought is to be understood. These are the following: (i) Firstly, ‘form’ is used in 
the sense of ‘laws’ or ‘conditions’ that necessarily come along with what they bring about. (ii) 
Secondly, ‘form’ can mean something like a ‘force’ or ‘principle of operation’. (iii) Finally, talk of 
‘form’ can come close to what retrospectively may be termed ‘structure’, as opposed to its 
interpretation; maybe even ‘syntax’ as opposed to its ‘semantic’ models.  

The above listed meanings cannot historically be thought of as mutually exclusive in the strict sense of 
the word. However, statements can be classed under the heading of one of them by finding out to what 
opposite notion their authors tend to correlate their talk of ‘form’. These pairs of opposites indicate 
different but interrelated stages of the so-called ‘traditional’ logic’s transformation into what in the 
literature is discussed as an ‘equational’ logic. The three pairs of opposites I want to name are those of 
(i) ‘form’ versus ‘matter’; (ii) ‘form’ versus ‘content’ (‘intent’ and ‘extent’); and (iii) ‘form’ versus 
‘interpretation’. 

Each of them can be traced in at least one exemplary debate between 19th century authors. In reversed 
order, these are the following. (iii) Even though the opposition of form and interpretation may be 
regarded as the one that is closest to today’s concepts of a structure and its models, it is given as early 
as the announcement of George Peacock’s ‘Principle of the Permanence of Equivalent Forms’ in his 
Treatise on Algebra and its critics. Around the mid-century, it features more prominently in reviews of 
George Boole’s operational use of apparently uninterpretable forms. (ii) The opposition of form and 
content is prominent in Sir William Hamilton’s account of what he calls the ‘extent’ and the ‘intent’, 
or, alternatively, ‘breadth’ and ‘depth’ of concepts. In his opinion, these are to be viewed as opposed 
quantitatively in what determines the content of a concept. But none of them can determine either the 
quality of a judgment, or the necessary form of its underlying train of reasoning. Hamilton’s ideas are 
criticized by Augustus De Morgan. A somewhat later occurrence of the form/content-opposition may 
be recognized in William Stanley Jevons’ projecting formal logic as what he calls a logic of pure 
quality. (iii) Finally, the opposition of form and matter is a main issue of dispute in mutual reviews of 
De Morgan’s, Hamilton’s and John Stuart Mill’s. In my talk I want to discuss some exemplary 
materials out of these discussions with a focus on the exchanges between De Morgan, Hamilton and 
Mill. 
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