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First Encounter with Logic: A Dialectic between Universality and
Particularity

‘Wherever men debate, discuss, and argue, Logic is a court of appeal in the background;
whenever a man debates a matter in his own mind, a silent Logic arbitrates. No man in
his senses will willingly and persistently defy a clear verdict by Logic. Whoever sets out
to break Logic, as has been said, Logic will break him. For many centuries the study of
Logic was an essential preliminary in higher education, and left a deep and lasting mark

on the language and outlook of cultured men. Logic is in the air we breathe. Many still
study it with profit, and many who have not time to study it for themselves benefit from
the logical labours of past generations’.

I will remark without hesitation that I regard the contents of this quote as arrant and
polemical nonsense. It is, nonetheless, as a sociological document invaluable. For it

encapsulates all of the essential features of the institution of logic. Luce paints logic as a
kind of angry God watching over us. The capitalisation of ‘Logic’ also serves this
deification. We are told that logic is silent and in the background — clearly we are being
watched and judged for our logical sins. The gibberish assertion that ‘Logic is in the air
we breathe’ specifically casts Logic as a ghostly presence - perhaps this is the guise of
Holy Ghost - whether this is to be thought comforting or ominous is unclear.

The assertion that ‘Whoever sets out to break Logic, as has been said, Logic will break
him’ 1s clearly saturated with the imagery of violence. It is structurally equivalent to the
dictum ‘Whoever lives by the sword, dies by the sword’. This, then, is logic in the role of
Old Testament God. The words ‘as has been said’ also evoke a kind of esoteric wisdom

ot old which we are not permitted to question, certainly not without dreadful
consequences at any rate (presumably a nasty death).

Luce also draws our attention to the role of ‘Logic’ in the institution of pedagogy. It has
the role of socialisation. Yet this will obviously be an uncritical socialisation. We must on
no account question the occultish wisdom of yore and, further, we are to be beholden to
‘the logical labours of past generations’. (Presumably the ‘Logician’ casts logic in the
role of the Son). The socialisation will also be unconscious, indepft%nden’t of our critical
faculties. It leaves us with ‘a deep and lasting mark’, rather in the manner of a Jesuitical
schooling. The principle role of ‘Logic’, then, is to make us peaceable and cultured.

[ take it is unquestionably true that logic has deep-seated connections with the institution
of dialectic and the domain of psychology (although formal logicians would presumably
seek to question this too). However, we are given a picture of logic arbitrating over
dialectic and psychology independently of the very substance of dialectical interchange

or what 1s thought. Logic is thereby endowed with metaphors of power.

[t we rejected Luce’s deification of logic as such, it would follow that logic embodied
social power: the capacity to wield authority, not only in the public forum of dialectic,
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but within the hidden recesses of another person’s mind. This would be a possible
Durkheimian critique. Emile Durkheim i1dentified logic (as well as God) with the moral
authority of society, such that when we believe we are serving logic (or God) we are
actually serving society.

Lastl'y; Luce 1dentifies logic with the culture of men, i.e. it is a gendered institution.

Now, paradoxically, Luce’s polemic does not identify him as a logician, but rather as the
antithesis of one. For his remarks would most certainly be treated with distain by any
serious ‘logician’. Luce’s sloppy remarks are instructive for what they unconsciously
reveal about the institution of logic, notwithstanding that they are remarks which the
discipline of logic itself would formally reject, or at least distance itself from them as far
as possible.

I have deliberately infused my interpretation of Luce’s comments with the maximum of
evocative imagery, because traditionally books of logic embody, by their very nature, a
self-enclosed world which defies such easy psycho-social analysis. And so it is to the dry,
sober world of a more serious logician, Wilfred Hodges, into which we must now plunge,

in order to know something of logic as it purports to know itself. Hodges is nonetheless
writing for a lay audience?, so he still provides significant social imagery if only so that
he can reject it as unrelated to logic.

‘Logic is about consistency — but not about all types of consistency. For example, if a
man supports Arsenal one day and Spurs the next, then he is fickle but not necessarily
‘illogical. If the legal system makes divorce easy for the rich but hard and humiliating for
the poor, then it is unjust but not illogical. If a woman slaps her children for telling lies,
and then lies herself, she may be two-faced but she need not be illogical

The type of consistency which concerns logicians is not justice or sincerity; it is
compatibility of beliefs’.”

Now, reading Hodge’s elucidation of logic straight after Luce’s, we might be
disappointed. Logic appears to have a very limited domain of application after all. We are
told logic merely concerns consistency of beliefs. Hodges then proceeds to rudely
disabuse us of any pleasant thought that this consistency of beliefs might apply to the real
world. The consistency in question only applies to the special world of logic. Later on we
learn how this consistency of beliefs may nonetheless manifest itself:

‘Logic, then, is about beliefs and about when they are consistent with each other. But
beliefs are hard to study directly: they are invisible, weightless and without perceptible
odour. To ease our task, we shall think of beliefs as being expressed by written
sentences’’ (my emphasis).

* there are practice questions at the end of each chapter
> Wilfred Hodges, Logic (Penguin, 1991) P13
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