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learning logic

Geach invariably explains the successes of logical corruptions in logic text-books as
deriving from the uncritical culture of artificial and stilted norms which inform pedagogy
as a whole. There is irony when Geach hints at how “school-boys” ironically re-deploy
the very normative principles they have learnt in the phenomenon of logical sophistry.

For example, Geach elucidates Aristotle’s earlier belief in of the heterogeneity of nouns
(onoma) and verbs/predicables (rhema). Aristotle tells us that rhema have tense and
onoma do not. Geach makes the qualification that arithmetic and geometric predicables
do not have tense (for example, “a square has four sides” is not intended to designate a
present quality of a square). Yet Geach is.adamant that if a school-boy is asked for the
date of Augustus’ birth, it will be “mere cheek” for him to reply “Please, Sir, he wasn’t
called Augustus then”. Geach proceeds to elaborate that ‘once the name “Augustus”™ has

come into use, it relates to Augustus throughout his career, and still serves to name him
though he is long dead’””, yet does not register that this is nonetheless an arbitrary social
convention rather than a necessary truth.

Geach tells us that a further Aristotelian distinction between names and predicables is
this: we can negate a proposition by negating the predicative part but not the subject part.
Thus presented, however, we might query what actually counts as the “accepted
academic definition” of negating a proposition. Geach’s strategy is to demonstrate how
the ‘logical howler’ which is to think that we can negate a proposition by negating the
subject term leads into this bogus syllogism:

[ am no horse man
No horseman could clear that fence;

Ergo: 1 could clear that fence

Now this ‘bogus syllogism’ is clearly funny, and would presumably be popular with
“school-boys”. The irony is that the proposition “No horse-man could clear that fence” 1s
actually perfectly grammatical as meaning ‘Any horseman could not clear that fence’ yet
Geach has legislated against this usage presumably because of its potential for “school-

boy” subversion.

A similar “schoolboys’ fallacy” serves as a foil for Geach’s discussion of another
‘convention’; that “if there are no dragons, ‘All dragons are blue’ and ‘No dragons are
blue’ are both true.” Geach describes how analysing the convention (in itself harmless to
his mind) according to the corrupt ‘two class’ theory, essentially through interpreting ‘no
dragons’ to denote as a specific class of dragons, nonetheless opens the way to a

“schoolboys’ fallacy™.

Geach’s label of “schoolboys’ fallacy” might be thought to make out “schoolboys” to
sound stupid and oblivious to the very fallacy. Yet perhaps the ‘fallacy’ could actually be
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being deployed so as to poke fun at such conventions. After all, it would seem datft to
state ‘All dragons are blue’ if there were no blue dragons. Presumably because wearing
his professor’s hat, Geach does not perceive this potential subversive aspect to sophistry.
Thus we should primarily understand sophistry not according to the protocols ot logic but
according to its ulterior social agenda.

As Kapp notes, Aristotle’s chapter on the “Sophistic Elenchi” (logical fallacies) at the
end of the Topics has always been a dry staple of logic text-books. Kapp suggests that
even though Aristotle “mentions the value of this part of his syllogistic for serious
philosophic thinking”, i.c. as presented in text-books, “the immediate subject of his
enquiry is.... a highly artificial and, as we should say, unnatural one, namely,
deliberately, even professionally, coined false reasoning”’*. In fact, we need not take the
Sophists’ word-play too seriously, because it is highly unlikely the Greeks did so
themselves.

To make his point, Kapp sets the stage for an example from Plato’s Euthydemus: ‘“Two
brothers, Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, have the misfortune to talk to a none-too-
impressed interlocutor, a very self-confident and clever young man, Ctessipus’. The
dialogue runs thus:

‘If you will answer my questions, said Dionysodorus, ..... You say that you have a dog.
Yes, a villain of a one, said Ctessipus. — And has he puppies? — Yes, and they are very
like himself. - And the dog is the father of them? — Yes, he said, I certainly saw him and
the mother of the puppies come together. — And he is not yours? To be sure he is. —Then
he is a father, and he is yours, ergo, he is your father, and the puppies are your brothers.
Let me ask you one little question, said Dionysodorus, quickly interposing, in order that
Ctessipus might not get in his word: You beat this dog? — Ctessipus said, laughing,
Indeed I do; and I only wish that I could beat you instead of him. Then you beat your

father, he said. — I should have far more reason to beat yours, said Ctessipus, what could

he have been thinking of when he begat such wise sons? e

Just as with Geach’s example, the logical sophism obviously cannot be intended literally.
In Plato’s dialogue, all parties are fully aware of the laughability of the argument. They
are more interested in the subversive aspect of the encounter than analysing the logic of
the arecument. We should point out, however, that Kapp asserts that training in such
rhetoric was actually ‘sold for a short time as a genuine education 1n the art of thinking
and arguing’. Yet with the advent of the Academy and Lyceum, ‘as competition with
serious education the old sophistries had lost all danger’. They became merely
‘interesting subjects for dialectical exercises’”°. With Geach’s experience, the didactic
and the subversive aspects of the logical fallacy come together.

When there is no potential for subversion, because our logical sense has been well and
truly stunted, pedagogical practice directly informs Geach'’s history of the corruptions of
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