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section 2

Robert Leslie Ellis: probability 
theory and idealism

This section contains the following two articles:

– Verburgt, L. 2013. Robert Leslie Ellis’s work on philosophy of science and 
the foundations of probability. Historia Mathematica, 40 (4), 423-454. 

– Verburgt, L.M. 2015. Robert Leslie Ellis, William Whewell and Kant: the 
role of Rev. H.F.C. Logan. BSHM Bulletin: Journal of the British Society for the 
History of Mathematics, doi: 10.1080/17498430.2015.1035582. 

 
The first paper (chapter 3) provides an extensive account of the British 
polymath and student of George Peacock Robert Leslie Ellis’s largely forgot-
ten work on philosophy of science and probability. It makes two claims: on 
the one hand, that both Ellis’s (Kantian) ‘idealist’ renovation of the Baconian 
theory of induction and his ‘realism’ vis-à-vis natural kinds were the result of 
a complex dialogue with the work of the towering figure of Victorian science 
William Whewell, and, on the other hand, that a combination of these two 
positions allowed Ellis to reformulate the metaphysical foundations of tradi-
tional probability theory. The last section of the paper introduces a topic that 
is further explored in chapter 8, namely Ellis’s so-called ‘Baconian-Lagrangian’ 
position concerning the nature of scientific and (pure) mathematical knowledge 
with which he distinguished himself from both John Herschel, Peacock and 
Whewell. After historical research I was able to fill a lacuna found in chapter 
3 with regard to the unidentified figure (H.F.C.) ‘Logan’ (see footnote 27) to 
whom Ellis referred in a journal entry in which he wrote that Whewell came 
to uphold particular Kantian viewpoints due to his influence. It is on the basis 
of this discovery that the second paper (chapter 4) develops two statements 
in light of Ellis’s early familiarity with, and later commitment to Kant. It puts 
into doubt the accepted characterization (as found, for instance, in Smith and 
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Wise’s famous biography of Lord Kelvin) of the second generation of reform-
ers of British algebra as practice-oriented mathematicians (see also chapter 8) 
and, given that Logan was the correspondent of W.R. Hamilton, it re-empha-
sizes the role of Kantianism in the transition from ‘symbolical’ to ‘abstract’ 
algebra in nineteenth-century Britain (see also chapter 9). 




