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Introduction 

What has happened to the science of 
logic, to logic as an academie discipline 
and pursuit? Though the diagnoses do not 
coincide, many agree that something has 
gone seriously wrong. Some blame the 
technique and goal of formalization, or of 
algebraization and 'model theory'. Some 
blame the take-over by mathematicians as 
such. Others blame the period of logica I 
positivism, or a background in Protestant 
or Jewish religion. Quite a few regard it as 
a purely psychological question, blaming 
those who are drawn to logic as a profes
sion as lacking in ordinary linguistic 
proficiency, or in social and com
municative skills, and hence in cultural 
consciousness. 

It was not always so. John Stuart Mill 
was a logician and apolitical philosopher, 
even a politician. Bertrand Russell, whose 
godfather Mill was, was a logician, a 
political writer, and a (many-sided) politi
cal activist, in his younger years all three 
at the same time. In 1923 his logic is 
widely recognized as philosophically 
important and as threatening to the 
categorial basis of much of European 
philosophy induding social and political 
thought. For in that year the renowned 
French philosopher Jacques Maritain 
launches an attack on wh at he calls the 
'Logic of Relation', which he ascribes to, 
and blames on, 'Mr. Russell in particular', 
and which stands in opposition to the 
'Logic of Inherence' (of an individual , in a 
postulated generic carrier of essential 
properties, and of those 
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properties in the individual).' To say that 
Maritain's book, Petite logique, was 
influential is an understatement. By 1933 
it had been reprinted ten times. At his 
death in 1973 it was made c1ear that his 
influence on the very highest echelons of 
the Catholic church had been direct and 
monumental, the then Pope c1aiming him 
as his own philosophical inspiration. 

However, some time af ter completing 
(with A.N. Whitehead) the Principia 
mathematica, Russell , the most widely 
influential of the logical revisionists in the 
first part of the century, had abandoned 
fundamental logica I research and had left 
the scene to a younger man, the Austrian 
Ludwig Wittgenstein. It is known that this 
was preceded by Wittgenstein's 
philosophy of logical truth as 'tautologi
eal'. 

And the logic-politics combination 
disappeared - for a long time. Post hoc, 
ergo propter hoc? I believe the explanation 
is more involved. A full explanation also 
has to cover other eminent politically 
oriented logicians. For example, why did 
the impact of the brilliant logical analyses 
of German idealism by the author of 
Progress and Regress in Ph ilosophy , the 
German philosopher-mathematician 
Leonard Nelson, dwindle af ter their 
author's death in 1927?2 Why have Ger
man logicians after the last war not taken 
up his work? It seems there must have 
been internal contra-political influences 
on the science of logic in addition to the 
a-political Wittgenstein. 

An answer to these questions would 
seem to require a systematical analysis of 
the avowed political thought of more 
'technical' philosophers, such as logicians. 
Such investigations are only beginning to 
emerge. Alan Ryan's political life of 
Russe1l appeared only in 1988, 

I Jacques Maritain, Petite logique (logique /or
melle), Paris, 1923. 
2 Leonard Nelson, Progress and Regress in 
Philosophy: From Hume and Kant to Hegel and 
Fries (trans\. from Werke, vo\. 7, 1962), 
Oxford, 1970; and ot her writings. 



preceded in 1987 by Victor Farias' study 
of Martin Heidegger. 1989 brought the 
debate on the philosophy and political 
thought of Paul de Man and intensified 
the one on Heidegger, which has recently 
been enriched with yet another two 
books. Ray Monk's recent life of 
Wittgenstein transeends the interest in 
Wittgenstein as a single individual, dis
c10sing aspects of the philosophical 
development in Europe th at can be seen 
to bear on the chasm between political 
culture and academie logic. One of these 
is the 'Genius-or-death'-disposition. 

Monk emphasizes Wittgenstein 's 
assaults on Russell's philosophy and how 
the latter feit professionally discouraged 
by them. RusselI , on the other hand , was 
shocked by Wittgenstein 's professional 
narrowness and a-political attitude to life. 
'Wittgenstein's work on logic did nothing, 
apparently, to improve the rigour of his 
thought on political questions,.3 

Another turn in the philosophy of logic 
in this century was caused by the Dutch 
(anti-Iogicist and) mathematician L.E.J. 
Brouwer, to wh om the 'logic' of knowl
edge assessment was a matter of one
person subjectivism. Whereas the conse
quences of his views for mathematical proof 
theory were made the object of thorough 
debate, their logico-political meaning and 
influence have been glossed over. A num
ber of data indicate that Brouwer should 
be added to Wittgenstein in any explana
tion of the decline of logic as a profession 
of cultural and political relevance. The 
comparison has several dimensions: 

Logical semiotics: Real truth is self-evi
dent, Brouwer wrote in 1905. Intersubjec
tive understanding requires a type of 
enforced training th at is to be regarded as 
a negative phenomenon, intellectual 
produets of persons belonging to certain 
classes of the population are to be 
excluded from serious consideration, the 
parties in a controversy do not have 
rights or obligations, linguistic or other-

3 Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein - The Duty 
of Genius, London: Jonathan Cape, 1990, p. 72. 
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wise. Logic is of no avail anywhere.4 The 
similarities with Wittgenstein are striking. 

Polities of race: As Monk explains, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein immediately was 
and always remained very much in sym
pathy with Otto Weininger's anti-Jew, 
anti-female, anti-Iogic book from 1903, 
which - 'its epistemology obvious non
sense, its psychology primitive, and its 
ethical prescriptions odious' (Monk)
became famous thanks to August 
Strindberg's laudation. 5 On tyranny, see 
Monk (1990), p. 353ff. Weininger's anti
Semitism is complemented, though to my 
knowledge not by any expression of anti
Semitism, by equally odious expressions 
of unsparing cruelty in Brouwer's untrans
lated book from 1905 (which he remained 
forever proud of), as weil as in his corre
spondence, finally by his stance and 
behaviour during the German occupation 
of the Netherlands in WW II: recom
mending a 'Declaration of Loyalty' to the 
occupant, Nazi Germany, for which he 
was for some months expelled from his 
Amsterdam position as professor af ter the 
war. In the same year E.W. Beth was 
appointed to a new chair as Professor of 
Logic and the Philosophy of the Exact 
Sciences at the University of Amsterdam. 

Polities of gender: In 1903 the young 
Otto Weininger writes: 'Woman is noth
ing, she is mere/y matter ... she exists only 
... as an object.' In 1905 the young Bertus 
Brouwer writes: 'Man ought to avoid and 
to neglect Woman; but the woman ought 
to live in the male, regarding herself as 
being nothing.' - 'The burning of widows 
is a holy ritual; but barbarous Western 
governments forbid them as barbarous.' 
In 1907 Bertie RusselI runs for Parliament 
in the interest of women's suffrage. To the 
later dismay of Ludwig Wittgenstein. 

The philosophy of Genius: See 

4 L.EJ. Brouwer, Leven, kunst en mystiek , 
Delft, 1905. See pp. 16, 27, 38, 42,97, and 
passim. 
5 QUo Weininger, Geschlecht und Character, 
Vienna, 1903; Eng\. trans\. Sex and Character, 
1906. 



Brouwer, op. cit ., and later discussions of 
the book and its author. 'Wittgenstein's 
pursuit of the ideal of true genius has had 
large consequences in contemporary 
philosophy,' writes Stuart Hampshire, 
reviewing Monk's book .6 

It had been whispered before that 
Wittgenstein approved of Otto Weininger, 
on both scores mentioned above, and also 
that later on he was much impressed by a 
talk by Brouwer. An analysis of the disap
pearance of political interest among 
logicians in terms of their philosophies, 
and of the connections between them, has 
been lacking. Monk does everything that 
he can do to clarify matters as far as 
Wittgenstein is concerned and the influen
ces on and from Wittgenstein , taking Otto 
Weininger's statement 'Logic and ethics 
are fundamentally the same, they are no 
more than duty to oneself as a caption 
for his own book. This is not the place to 
complete his analysis and dispose of the 
question, but in an introduction to a book 
on logic and polities, given Monk's work 
and Brouwer's untranslated aphoristic 
early work (1905) , something can and 
should be said. Monk is clearly ignorant 
of that book, and understandably so, for 
in 1975 it was not (except for a couple of 
insignificant stanzas) translated and 
included in Brouwer's Collected Work .7 

Yet that book is exceedingly illuminating, 
and even more so when read in combina
tion with Monk's Life of Wittgenstein . A 
famous literary work carries the illumina
tion still further. This is Thomas Mann's 
Dr. Faustus from 1947, a novel iIlustrating 
a chapter in the history of ideas. 

Thomas Mann could have chosen 
another profession for his fictional com
poser Adrian Leverkühn. His Or. Faustus 
could as well have been rendered as a 

6 Stuart Hampshire, 'A Wonderful Life,' review 
of Monk (1990), The New Vork Review of 
Books, Jan. 31 , 1991 , p. 3-6. 
7 L.E.J . Brouwer, Collected Works. Volume I: 
Philosophy and Foundations of Mathematics 
(edited by A. Heyting), Amsterdam: North
Holland, 1975. 
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physician , or physicist, or mathematician, 
or as a philosopher, for instanee a 
logician. Though any one of these alter
native choices of a profession for Dr. 
Faustus would probably have transcended 
Mann's descriptive powers, nothing in his 
famous picture of the European tragedy 
essentially hinges on Leverkühn's 
produets being musical compositions. The 
philosopher Wittgenstein and the mathe
matician Brouwer both exemplify the 
attitude and standard th at is clearly 
expressed by Mann's Or. Faustus: 'Wenn 
ich vom Hören höre! sagte Adrian. Nach 
meiner Meinung genügt es völlig. wenn 
etwas einmal gehört worden ist , nämlich, 
als der Komponist es erdachte. ,8 

'When I hear about hearing! ' said 
Adrian. 'In my opinion it is quite suf
ficient when something has been heard 
once, namely at the moment when the 
composer conceived it.' Confronted with 
this semiotics an affronted listener has lost 
the game in advance. 

What I should like to caB 'the 
philosophical Or. Faustus' is a cluster of 
culturally induced attitudes with at least 
these components: dédain towards inter
personal communication, be it verbal or 
musical , and the position and demands of 
listeners; towards argumentation; towards 
polities; ego-centered semiotics; avid 
aspiration to an assessment of Self as 
Genius. 

Brouwer and Wittgenstein, like 
Rousseau and Weininger, are extreme and 
particularly clear cases of professional 
academie persons whose texts and lives 
exemplify the philosophical Dr. Faustus. 
Outside philosophy significant examples 
are August Strindberg and Knut Hamsun, 
Brouwer's last fascination. And this is 
how John Updike summarizes Marcel 
Proust's philosophy: 'The artist , he 
repeatedly insists, is not another citizen, a 
social creature with social duties; he is a 
solitary explorer, a pure egotist. '9 There 

8 Thomas Mann, Dr. Faustus, 1947, p. 404. 
9 John Updike, 'The writer lectures,' The New 
Vork Review of Books, June 16, 1988. 



is no difference here with the ethicalor 
logical philosophy of Wittgenstein or of 
Brouwer. 10 

In philosophy, statistically the syn
drome seems to be so strongly correlated 
with the feature of denunciation of Jews 
and of women that this feature should 
perhaps be inc1uded, although Adrian 
Leverkühn is not outspoken on these two 
political points.11 The syndrome is c1early 
an elaboration of philosophical 
rationalism, in the technical sense which 
exc1udes empiricism. 

Bertrand Russell's position as a politi
cal and logical philosopher is not based 
on or otherwise related to his early quest 
for certainty, or to his vision of logic as 
fundament for all philosophy. If it is at all 
supported by anything in his theoretical 
position, and I believe it is, then it is by 
his vision of human logic as somehow 
objective, as there for all , hence as involv
ing other individu als. That vision engen
ders rather another outlook than 
Brouwer's or Wittgenstein's on logical 
semiotics in practical life. Regrettably, 
RusselI did not himself construct or sketch 
the construction of a bridge from logical 
theory to political awareness and 
criticism. Dividing his younger years 
between the logical foundations of mathe-

10 Updike (op . cit.), referring to Iiterature, 
speaks of 'the modernist pose of self-satisfying 
creation'. He quotes Gustave Flaubert - an 
early hero of Brouwer's, see his (1905) - on 
the duty of the novelist: 'Between the crowd 
and ourself, no bond exists', and he quotes 
Marcel Proust: 'To be altogether true to his 
spiritual life an artist must remain alo ne and 
not be pro di gal of himself even to disciples.' 
Says Updike: 'The religious tone of classic 
modernism, its austerity and fanaticism, strike 
us as excessive. lts close imitation of European 
Catholicism seems puzzling, now that the 
vessel of Christianity is a century more 
depleted.' 
II Except perhaps for the ideology of genius, 
all the characteristics of the philosophical Or. 
Faustus are constitutive of the ideology of Carl 
Schmitt, the influential 'decisionist' German 
political philosopher. See Nicolaus Som bart, 
Die deutschen M änner und ihre Feinde (1991). 
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matics, political writing, political action, 
and profound love affairs with women, he 
could hardly be expected to find time for 
the bridge problem. It therefore was 
devastating for the political possibilities of 
logic as a science that two of the most 
influential cri tics of objectivist logic were 
anti-political to the extent of supporting 
(as Brouwer) or condoning downright 
cruelty (as Wittgenstein, re the Moscow 
processes ). 

So wh at did happen to the study of 
logic to produce the chasm between logic 
as a science and the problems of political 
culture? By now it seems quite c1ear that 
the philosophical Dr. Faustus has been far 
more momentous than the use of mathe
matical methods or association with 
positivist epistemology, or the innate 
characters of individual logicians, or the 
method of formalization as such. 

There is no need to offend readers and 
authors by forcing upon them a further 
c1assification of topics and opinions than 
that which is attempted in the division of 
this book into three parts and a certain 
order of presentation. A few general re
marks is all I shall venture. As the reader 
will see, some of the authors who here 
offer their thoughts on logic and politics 
apply their logical expertise to problems 
of a political nature straightaway. Others 
are aiming towards a theoretically im
proved logic, a science that in its very 
fundaments is attuned to political reality, 
thereby bringing more individuals, in Ie ss 
time and with less educational expendi
ture, to proceed logically in matters politi
cal - to sharpen their ability to analyse 
the political developments and ideas fac
ing them and to improve their own. 

Some hold contemporary a-political 
formal logic to be a science that has been 
carried ad absurdum. Recommending a 
complete break they pursue a strictly 
informal approach. Others have retained 
various degrees of belief in the potentialof 
formalized logic, or in the potentialof cer
tain branches thereof, or in the history of 
its development, and are unwilling to 



abolish the method of formalization for 
systematizing and meta-Iogical tasks even 
when these are carried out in the service 
of political awareness, construction and 
criticism. Some are interested in a critique 
of the logies that actually underlie the 
political philosophies of daily life and the 
academie political philosophies that 
nourish them. Whatever their difTerences, 
the thought of every one of them is con
sistently as far from the philosophical 
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Dr. Faustus as can beo In fact they were 
hand-picked for that purpose. 12 

Though we may not experience it we 
can still look forward to the day when the 
cutting edge of academie logic, formalor 
informal, is looked for in its contribution 
to political thought and political culture. 

Institutt for Filosofi 
og lingvistikk, 
Oslo University 
April 1991 

E.M. Barth 

12 J.-P . van Bendegem's important paper, 
'Logic and Decision Theory - Can we learn 
from the empirical turn in the latter?,' which 
would fit naturally into Part 111 of the present 
volume, is published in the volume From an 
Empirical Point of View, edited by E.M. Barth, 
J. van Dormael, and F. Vandamme (1992). 
The contributions by R.T.P. Wiche on forms 
of negation and by J. Hoepelmanj A. van Hoof 
on default 10gic are to be presented in Wiche's 
and Van Hoofs forthcorning doctoral disserta
tions. Also forthcoming is a paper on logic ver
sus the attribution of guilt in political discus
sions, based on the talk by G. van Benthem 
van den Bergh on 'guilt-causes' and written 
jointly by him and E.M. Barth. 





Part I 

Logicians and Politicians 





Kenneth Laine Ketner 

1. Peirce's Sentimental 
Conservatism 

1. Introduction: Peirce's Lectures at the 
Cam bridge Conference, 1898 

During February of 1898, Peirce delivered 
a set of lectures at the Cambridge Con
ferences, a private adult education 
program that convened at 168 BrattIe 
Street (a few blocks from Harvard), the 
estate of the widow of Ole Bull (the dis
tinguished Norwegian violinist). The Con
ferences had been founded the previous 
year, and attracted a number of promi
nent temporary lecturers from around the 
world, as weIl as Harvard philosophers 
Josiah Royce and William James, who 
had been the catalyst, the arranger, for 
Peirce's eight lectures. 

Only a small handful of Peirce spe
cialists have known of these lectures; even 
fewer have read through the surviving 
manuscript texts for them in the order in 
which they were delivered. The situation 
was complicated even further when the 
editors of the so-called Collected Papers of 
Peirce presented some parts of these 
manuscripts, but scattered them over dif
ferent volumes and under erroneous titles, 
for instance supposedly as a set of lectures 
entitled 'Detached Ideas on Vitally Impor
tant Topics.' No such lectures were 
delivered by Peirce, although this was a 
name for part of an earlier draft he had 
proposed. 

The tangled history of Peirce's Cam
bridge Conferences Lectures, eventually 
delivered under the title of 'Reasoning and 
the Logic of Things,' is given in detail in 
a new study edition of them which I have 
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prepared. In working with these materiaIs, 
I came face to face with a doctrine that 
has been unpopular with students of Peir
ce's writings, a matter he labeled 'Sen
timental Conservatism.' Peirce scholars 
have tended to think of this theme as a 
momentary abberation in his work 
(although an exception to this trend is 
Maryann Ayim's fine studyl), an inter
pretative hypo thesis which perhaps was 
encouraged by the unusual set of cir
cumstances surrounding the development 
of the Cambridge Conferences Lectures. 
One such aspect was Peirce's desire to 
speak about topics in mathematica 1 logic, 
a disposition that James urged Peirce to 
restrain because he thought only one per
son in the audience (probably Royce) 
would be able to follow the discussion. 

Contrary to received opinion, my long 
study of Peirce's work has led me to con
clude that Sentimental Conservatism was 
a long-standing, but latent, portion of his 
system which rose to full consciousness in 
these lectures and continued to remain 
present in later work. And I believe that 
Sentimental Conservatism incorporates 
doctrines that are directly relevant to the 
proposal that it might be feasible and 
appropriate to apply principles and 
results from logical theory into poli tics, or 
indeed into any part of life. 

2. Summary of the Lectures 

I begin with a summary of the doctrine as 
it emerged in the 1898 lectures. The sum
mary is based primarily up on an early 
draft, MS 435, but supplemented by MSS 
437, 442, and 940; see also similar com
ments in one of Peirce's reviews for The 
Nation in 1899.2 

I Maryann Ayim, Peirce 's View of the Roles of 
Reason and Instinct in Scientific Inquiry, 
Shivaji Road, Meerut 250001 India: Anu 
Prakashan, 1982. 
2 K.L. Ketner and J.E. Cook (eds.), Charles 
Sanders Peirce: Contributions to The Nation: 
Part Two, 1894-1900, Lubbock: Texas Tech 
University Press, 1978, pp. 220-21. 



To save time and space I will not 
provide elaborate supporting quotations, 
but simply state condensed paraphrases of 
each element. (The wording here is quite 
close to that Peirce actually used.) Then 1 
will entertain the idea that these principles 
of Sentimental Conservatism are defen
sible.3 

• An issue of 'vital importance' is one 
concerning the great crises or decisions in 
a person's life. 

• The lower animals never reason about 
vitally important topics; they allow them
selves to be guided by their instincts in 
almost every detail of life, and as aresuit, 
they very rarely fall into an error of any 
kind, and never into a vital error. The 
mental qualities we most admire in 
human kind, such as the maiden's 
delicacy, the mother's devotion , manly 
courage, are merely instincts and 
inheritances from the biped who did not 
yet speak. In contrast, the characters that 
are most contemptible in humans, such as 
back biting, treachery, hypocrisy, and 
thieving, if the students of criminal psy
chology are right, are efTects of reasoning. 
MS 435:02 

• The very theory of reasoning furnishes 
us with conclusive reasons that on vitally 
important topics reasoning is out of place, 
and that reasoning should be limited to 
unimportant matters. 

• Reasoning itself pronounces that it is a 
fallacy to submit vitally important issues 

3 For an introductory overview of Peirce's life 
and work , see Kenneth Laine Ketner (1987), 
'Charles Sanders Peirce,' in: John J . Stuhr 
(ed.), Classical American Philosophy: Essential 
Readings and Interpretive Essays, New Vork: 
Oxford University Press, 1987, pp. 13-92. 
These materials add further evidence for my 
contention that Sentimental Conservatism was 
a permanent and fundamental aspect of Peir
ce's system. 
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to reason. Mathematics being 'taboo' in 
these lectures, Peirce 'hinted' at the 
evidence for this result. MS 435:04 

• In regard to the greatest afTairs of life, 
the wise man follows his heart (his sen
timents, instincts) and does not trust his 
head (his reasoning). This should be the 
method of every man no matter how great 
his intellect. Even the mightiest of mental 
giants is foolish to try to regulate his life 
advantageously by a purely reasoned out 
theory. MS 435:04 

• Common Sense, which is the resultant 
of the traditional experience of mankind, 
witnesses unequivocally that the heart is 
more than the head, and is in fact every
thing in our vitally important concerns. 
Thus Common Sen se agrees with the logi
cal theorem Peirce hesitated to prove 
because he could not use mathematics in 
these lectures. MS 435:04-5 

• Those persons who think that senti
ment has no part in Common Sense forget 
that the dicta of Common Sense are 
objective facts , not the way some dyspep
tic may feel , but what the healthy, 
natural , normal democracy thinks. Hence, 
anyone who proposes a fully intellec
tualized doctrine as a guide for daily life is 
a self-deceived person. MS 435:05 

• Logic and reasoning are only of 
secondary importance. An associated 
common difficulty is that persons become 
'pufTed-up' with their logical 
acquirements. It is far from rare to find a 
young man who ridiculously overrates 
logic and who is consumed by conceit 
about superior reasoning powers so that 
he is completely ruined by that. But com
paratively few persons are possessed of 
any significant amount of talent in reason
ing. That is a plain sign that it is not of 
the first importance to success in life, for 
were it so, the individual would postpone 
marriage, and natural selection would act 



to breed the organism for vigorous 
reasoning powers, and they would become 
common. MS 435:06-8 

• Here are two of Peirce's key examples 
in support of these arguments (from MS 
435:05). 
1. If, walking in a garden one night, you 
were suddenly to hear the voice of your 
sister crying to you to rescue her from a 
villian, you would not stop to reason out 
the question of whether it were possible 
for one mind to cause material waves of 
sound and for another mind to perceive 
them. If you did, the problem might 
probably occupy the remainder of your 
days. 
2. It would be an analogous case if a man 
underwent a religious experience and 
heard the call of his Saviour. For him to 
halt until he has adjusted a philosophical 
difficulty would be equally imprudent. If 
on the other hand, a man has had no 
religious experience, then any religion not 
an atTectation is as yet impossible for him, 
and the only worthy course is to wait 
quietly until such experience comes. No 
amount of speculation can take the place 
of experience. 

• On the other hand, a person who 
wishes to pursue some special branch of 
experience, for example 'practical polities,' 
should not count on logical theory, but 
should develop a logica utens, not a 
theory, but habits of reasoning developed 
by actually dealing every day of his life 
with certain facts, just as a billiard player 
learns the ways of his game without resort 
to theories of trigonometry or mechanics. 
Thus in your own personal pursuits, you 
have no more use for the theory of logic 
and reasoning than an expert billiard 
player has for analytical mechanics. MS 
435: 12 

• True conservatism, which is sentimen
tal conservatism, means not trusting to 
one's reasonings about questions of vital 
importance but rather to hereditary 
instincts and traditional sentiments. Place 
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before such a conservative arguments to 
which he can find no adequate reply, and 
which imply (for instance) that wisdom 
and virtue call up on him to marry his 
sister, and though he is unable to answer 
the arguments logically, he will not act 
upon their conclusions [THE RA TIONALITY 
SYLLOGISM - K.L.K. J, because he believes 
that tradition and the feelings that tradi
tion and cu stom have developed in him 
are safer guides than his own feebIe 
ratiocination. He regards his deepest sen
timents as practically infallible. Thus true 
conservatism is sentimentalism. MS 
435:29-30 

• An extended example of the principles 
of Sentimental Conservatism at work: 
Peirce's review of the Science of Ethics 
(from MS 435:32-34). 

The Science of Ethics is chiefly occupied 
with reasoning out the basis of morality 
and questions secondary to that. 

There is no use in such a project, for we 
all know what morality is: it is behaving 
as you were brought up to behave; and to 
believe in thinking as you have been 
brought up to think defines conservatism. 
No reasoning is needed to perceive th at 
morality is conservatism. 

And conservatism again means th at we 
agree not to trust to our reasoning powers 
in making moral decisions. To be a moral 
man is to obey the traditional maxims of 
your community without hesitation or 
discussion. 

Hence, ethics - which is reasoning out 
an explanation of morality - is, Peirce 
would not say, immoral, which would be 
going too far; but it is composed of the 
very substance of immorality. 

The example of the thief. Two things 
characterize him: an even more immense 
conceit in his own reasoning powers than 
is common, and second a disposition to 
reason about the basis of morals. 

Ethics, then, even if not a positively 
dangerous study, as it sometimes proves, 
is as useless a science as can be conceived. 
But it must be said in favor of ethical 
writers that they are commonly free from 



the nauseating custom of boasting of the 
utility of their science. 

A useless inquiry, provided it is 
systematic, is pretty much the same as a 
scientific inquiry. And if a scientific 
inquiry becomes by any mischance useful , 
that aspect of it has to be kept carefully 
out of sight during the investigation, 
otherwise its hopes of success are fatally 
cursed. 

But as long as ethics is recognized as 
not being a matter of vital importance or 
in any way touching the student's con
science, it is to anormal and healthy 
mind a civilizing and valuable study. 

But as soon as a proposition becomes 
vitally important, first it is sunk to the 
condition of a mere utensil , and second it 
ceases altogether to be scientific because 
concerning matters of vital importance 
reasoning is at once an impertinence 
toward its subject matter and a treason 
against itself. 

Peirce might be willing to make a single 
exception to the principle of Sentimental 
Conservatism, and perhaps to admit that 
logic could be at once both scientific and 
vitally important. The reason is that if we 
fall into the error of believing that vitally 
important questions are to be decided by 
logic (the theory of reasoning), the only 
hope for salvation lies in Formal Logic 
which demonstrates in the c1earest man
ner that reasoning itself testifies to its own 
ultimate subordination to sentiment or 
instinct. 

• There is one vitally important truth 
that is supreme above all others. It is that 
vitally important truths are the merest tri
fles , for they are an individual's concern 
or business. But each of us are only me re 
cells of the social organism. Psychological 
analysis also shows th at there is nothing 
that distinguishes our personal identity 
except our faults and limitations. It is my 
highest endeavor to eliminate my blind 
selfish will by contemplating upon those 
universal things with which philosophy 
and theoretical science deals. That is, if 
one embraces a conservative sen timen-
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talism, and rates one's reasoning powers 
for the very mediocre price they would 
bring, then your highest goal is to 
recognize a goal higher than strictly per
sonal interests, a conception of duty 
which completes your personality by melt
ing it into the neighboring parts of the 
cosmos. If this sounds unintelligible, just 
take for comparison the first good mother 
of a family that you encounter, and ask 
whether she is not a sentimentalist, 
whether you would wish her to be 
otherwise, and whether you can find a 
better formula with which to outline her 
portrait other than the one just given. MS 
435:35-37 

• Thus it is that while reasoning and the 
science of reasoning strenuously proc1aim 
the subordination of reasoning to senti
ment, the very supreme commandment of 
sentiment, which is also the supreme com
mandment of the Buddhisto-Christian 
religion, is that man should generalize, 
should become welded into the universal 
continuum, which is what true reasoning 
consists in. This does not reinstate reason
ing, because this generalization should 
come about, not merely in one's cogni
tion, which is but the superficial film of 
one's being, but objectively in the deepest 
emotional springs of one's life. In fulfilling 
this command man prepares himself for 
transmutation into a new form of life, the 
joyful Nirvana in which the discon
tinuities of his will shall have all but dis
appeared. MS 435:37 

3. Discussion 

What was the principle that Formal Logic 
demonstrates which testifies to the subor
dination of logic to instinct? It is found in 
Peirce's doctrine of the types of reasoning, 
the title of lecture two (MS 441) of the 
Cam bridge Conferences series. He divided 
reasoning into th ree kinds. Deduction 
traces the consequences of hypotheses 
already given. Induction, which incor
porates deduction, is the self-correcting 



method of experimental study. The third 
kind of reasoning he designated Abduc
tion, which is guessing or acquiring a 
hypothesis. Of these three types, abduc
tion is the only one in which new informa
tion may enter. Neither deduction nor 
induction could function without abduc
tion, and a healthy scientific logic requires 
all three: abduction to provide a 
hypo thesis, deduction with which one 
gains a knowledge of the consequences of 
a hypothesis, and induction which tests 
those consequences. But scientific logic 
can do nothing lacking a hypothesis. Peir
ce's answer to the question of the origin of 
hypotheses is that we have an instinct for 
relatively accurate guessing. Concerning 
any single complex question, Peirce ob
served that there are an infinite number of 
answers relevant to it. He concluded that 
a human instinct, developed over eons of 
evolutionary experience, is the means 
whereby we can guess relatively closely to 
the ways of nature. And 'sentiment' is but 
a synonym for such an 'instinct'. Hence 
the theory of reasoning itself testifies that 
it is based upon sentiment. 

Perhaps the most widely known Peir
cean doctrine is his definition of truth as 
what the community of scientific 
intelligences would be brought to con
verge upon in the long run. Almost 
equally weIl known is what he called logi
cal fallibilism, the notion that one can 
never know that THIS is the end of that 
long run. This principle is sometimes 
expressed as: We can never know that we 
know. Such logical fallibilism is distin
guished from practical infallibilism, which 
concerns that on which we are prepared 
to act. It seems to me that these ideas are 
quite prominent in Peirce's surprising 
claim that in matters of personal vital 
importance, we should not trust to theory 
(which contains only logical fallibility) 
but instead trust to instinct (the home of 
practical infallibility). A suppressed 
premise in such surprising examples is 
this: In these issues of Vital Importance 
our theoretical studies have not reached, 
even closely, the long run. From 
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such considerations one can draw the 
conclusion that applications of theory 
designed to supplant instinct should be 
undertaken with the utmost caution and 
slowness. Call this the SLOWNESS PRIN
CIPLE. It could be revised this way: In 
Vitally Important cases in which theory is 
not yet practically infallible, the most 
reasonable thing to do is to trust one's 
instinct. Theory can perhaps in the long 
run bring us to practical infallibility, but 
only through a slow evolutionary process. 

Persons working with the application of 
logic into political situations of ten have 
occasion to bring up a particular 
syllogism, which can be stated like this 
(where X is an expert logician, R is the 
recipient of the proposed application, a is 
an act, and s is a situation): 

1. X (speaking to R): These arguments 
show that according to my theory of 
rationality, a is the correct thing to do 
In s; 

Il. In s you haven't done a (or you did 
not-a). 

iii. Therefore, you are irrational. 

I have noted in the summary above that 
Peirce presented something similar to this: 
I call it the RATIONALITY SYLLOGISM. We 
see this Syllogism at work when, for 
example, students of political dialogue 
make comments like, 'the speech of the 
member of Parliament was loaded with 
fallacies, so it was irrational.' In effect 
Peirce suggested that this could be a 
wrong conclusion, for logic is out of place 
in such situations involving vitally impor
tant decisions. I suggest another 
possibility. Persons inclined to use the 
Syllogism of Rationality might wish to 
consider that one of the premisses may be 
false, namely some expert's hypo thesis 
about the nature of rationality. Indeed the 
presence of such a syllogism might be seen 
as astrong disconfirmation of that par
ticular expert hypo thesis about the nature 
of reasoning. That is to say, the 
hypo thesis is shown failing to capture the 
exact nature of what is happening in s. 



The proper upshot might in some cases be 
that X's theory should be revised , as 
opposed to a stance of dogmatism about 
X's present theory of rationality as exem
plified in proceeding to call Rand friends 
names such as 'irrational.' One could also 
say that this syllogism is related to the 
Principle of Slowness because it might 
assume a rush to utility - a desire to 
manipulate the world into being rational 
NOW in terms of TH IS hypothesis about 
rationality. And any hypothesis about 
rationality that systematically excludes 
s~ntiment is likely to be in need of revi
SlOn. 

Another idea implicit in these remarks 
by Peirce is his doctrine that a good scien
tist, like a good Buddhist, has a duty to 
subordinate ego to the search for truth . 
This position is one defended by Peirce 
from his earliest works until his death . It 
is strongly implicit in one of his best
known essays, 'The Fixation of Belief.' 
You may recall that there he discussed 
four ways of resolving doubts. The first 
three, which could collectively be labelled 
as egocentric methods, incorporate only 
personal resources such as tenacity, or 
ego's respect for some person or idea or 
group; and all three make no distinction 
between correct and incorrect doubt 
resolutions. The fourth method, that of 
science, is in effect the unified application 
of Abduction, Deduction, and Induction 
mentioned above. But the particular 
feature of science that is emphasized in 
'The Fixation of Belief is subordination of 
ego's desires, hopes, wishes, aspirations. 
In place of those egocentric, or arbitrary 
elements, in the fourth method resolution 
of doubt takes place in terms of nonper
sonal factors collectively known as 
Reality; and the longterm aim of users of 
this method is to purge all egotistical 
elements from thinking and replace them 
with Truth, that is accurate representa
tions of Reality. In this process, Reality is 
not passive; indeed persons who have the 
will to leam, which for Peirce is the basis 
of scientific mentality, are considered to 
be in effect under the final causal control 
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of Reality. The contact with Reality in this 
process, of course, is through the instinct 
of Abduction, in the context of an intense 
desire to test all such guesses and to revise 
in light of those tests. Throughout, self
con trol in the sense of placing selfishness 
and arbitrary egotism under the control of 
something extemal to ego, is a vital part 
of the process, hence the strong parallel 
with Buddhism and its insistence that the 
ego is apoisonous source of deception 
and nonreality. In Peirce's eyes, scientific 
inquiry is understood as an accelerated 
form of evolution. The religious tone of 
this approach is no accident. Peirce 
offered a number of strong considerations 
in support of his claim that science 
presupposes religion . Perhaps the chief 
reason for this idea is that every scientist 
that seeks the truth presupposes that 
nature is intelligible. While I have not 
examined all aspects of Sentimental Con
servatism, these few considerations sup
port one of the theses I proposed above: 
that the doctrine of Sentimental Conser
vatism was implicit in Peirce's early 
works, hence in 1898 it was not a new 
addition to his system. Is this a topic of 
merely historical interest? I think not, for 
Peirce's approach seems relevant to a 
number of issues of contemporary 
theoretica! interest, for instance: applica
tions of logic into life situations (discussed 
above), the discussion of expert systems 
by Dreyfus and Dreyfus4 or Benner's 
results in the theory of nursing practice.5 

These works provide evidence that 
accounts of rationality in terms of rule
govemed behavior are inadequate, and 
show connections with Peirce's discussion 
of the role of sentiment in rationality. But 

4 Hubert L. Dreyfus and Stuart E. Dreyfus, 
Mind Over Machine: The Po wer of Human 
Intuition and Expertise in the Era of the Com
puter, New Vork: Free Press, 1986. See also 
Ketner, K.L., 'Peirce and Turing: comparisons 
and conjectures,' Semiotica 68, 33-61. 
5 Patricia Benner, From Novice to Expert: 
Excellence and Power in Clinical Nursing, 
Amsterdam: Addison-Wesley, 1984. 



there is no space to consider it further 
here. 

Can we accept Peirce's general conclu
sion that logical theory should only be 
'applied' to the Vital Issues of life and to 
activities such as politics with the utmost 
caution and slowness, and th at it is a 
gross error to rush the process? Of course 
this is a large issue, but for the sake of 
stimulating our discussions, I would be 
happy to serve in the role of defender of 
Peirce's claims. Toward that end perhaps 
I can offer a bit of evidence from our own 
era which wil1 support Peirce's contention 
that we are now in the rather unhappy 
position of having applied the theory of 
reasoning much too far in advance of its 
natural evolution into a state of readiness 
for such utility. I suggest that today we 
have abundant evidence that we are in 
this condition on a rather wide scale. 
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Consider the widespread destruction of 
our planet's environmental resources, or 
the use of rationalized systems of life 
(such as are reflected in politica I 
bureaucracies, collapsing Stalinism being 
a ubiquitious instance) in place of tradi
tional systems of life, in short the whole 
mess th at constitutes our present over
crowded, polluted , and political1y fanati
cal situation.6 

Maybe the upshot of Peirce's principles 
here would be a campaign throughout the 
planet to allow life to return to more 
traditional modes, or at least to relax the 
impassioned pace of our drive to regulate 
our lives exclusively in terms of the 
THEORY of everything from agricuIture to 
zeugma. That is to say, there is the theory 
of life, and there is life itself; the former is 
not areplacement for the latter. 

6 A classic argument that our era is in fact 
precisely in the grip of violation of Peirce's 
principle of 'secular slowness' for application of 
theory to practice may be found in Walker 
Percy's remarks in 'The Delta Factor' and 'The 
Loss of the Creature,' in his essays collected as 
The Message in the Bo ttle , New Vork: Farrar, 
Strauss, and Giroux, 1975. 





Pier A. Smit 

2. The logic of lenin's Polemics 

1. Introduction 

In this paper l I present an empirical-logi
cal analysis of one of the central sections 
of the book What is to be done (1902),2 
which was written by V.I. Lenin, nom de 
plume of Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, known 
as the founder of Soviet Socialism. 

First, the significance of the book will be 
discussed from various possible points of 
view. Then something must be said about 
the composition of the book in order to 
understand how the section that is being 
analysed relates to the rest of the book. 

Af ter that, some remarks about the 
method of empirical-logical analysis will 
be made. Then the actual analysis will be 
presented. 

1 This paper is a revised version of a paper 
presented at the symposium in Ghent (1987). 
In this version the dialogical point of view is 
more explicitly developed. I like to thank Prof. 
Dr. E.M. Barth, Prof. Or. MA Finocchiaro, 
Or. E.C.w. Krabbe, and Prof. Or. Ch. Roig for 
their very helpful comments on earlier drafts of 
this paper. 
The paper was written with financial support 
from the Netherlands Organization for Scien
tific Research (NWO). 
2 This ti tie is a translation of the Russian chto 
de/at, which according to the editor of the 
revised English 1988 Pelican-edition of the 
book, R. Service, perhaps would more 
accurately but less elegantly be translated as 
'How to act' or 'What to do'. 
The words refer to Chernyshevsky's famous 
novel that is known to have been a great 
inspiration to Lenin. 
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2. The Significance of Lenin's Whal is 10 
he done? 

In the scholarly literature, the significance 
of the book - a classical text - has in 
fact been pointed out from historical, 
political, strategical, ideological, organiza
tional and Weltanschauung perspectives, 
among others.3 

From the point of view of polities one 
can ag ree with the editors of the Standard 
Scholarly Edition of the Collected Works 
(third edition, 1972) of Lenin, who in 
their preface to Volume 5 remark: 'This 
volume also contains Lenin's What is to 
be done? the theoretical premises of which 
laid the foundations of the ideology of the 
Bolshevik Party' (11). 

From a historical point of view it is the 
first book in which Lenin systematically 
discusses what he calls 'The burning ques
tions of our movement' (subtitle of the 
book). These questions and the solutions 
which Lenin presented became central in 
the historical development of Russian 
socialism. 

From the point of view of political tac
tics and strategy the book can be said to 
deal with the controversy over the 
primacy of either (i) improving the 
economic situation of the workers in their 
local towns (which sometimes implied 
collaborating with the tsarist autocracy), 
or (ii) organizing comprehensive political 
action to overthrow the autocracy. 

From an ideological point of view What 
is to be done? had a tremendous influence: 
as a political document it was accorded 
crucial ideological importance. It 
provided a stock of arguments with which 
to justify one's statements and policies.4 

3 There is a tremendous amount of literature 
on Lenin, Leninism, communism, bolshevism 
and related subjects. For a valuable overview 
of the field , see (for the Netherlands) J.W. 
Bezemer (1988) and (for foreign readers) N. 
Riasanovsky (1969). 
4 The book influenced the polemical attitudes 
of the party-members, as Service, in the 
editor's introduction to the 1988 edition of 



From a political organizational perspec
tive the book merits attention because it is 
the first systematic document in which 
Lenin elaborates on the structure of a 
revolutionary Social-Democratic Party 
Organization in contrast to a totally 
democratic organization. 

From the point of view of public 
opinion the book merits attention because 
it constitutes the foundations of Leninist 
ideology. It is this ideology to which 
Gorbachev refers in his book on 
Perestrojka (1987), in which a section is 
titled: 
"Back to Lenin as an ideological source of 
Perestrojka "(27). 
According to Gorbachev his book on 
Perestrojka was written with the main 
goal of reaching the world population (9). 

3. A N ew Perspective 

Of course, these perspectives are fruitful 
and demand ongoing study. But besides 
these, there is another perspective that has 

Lenin's book , explains: 'Bolsheviks were meant 
to be obedient and active. They were to respect 
discipline. There had to be centralism and a 
hierarchical system of command, and proce
dures of election and even discussion we re to 
be suspended if conditions outside the party 
demanded it. No wonder that What is 10 be 
done? was reprinted in the 1920s' (Service, 
1988,61). 
It is known that Stalin used several passages 
from What is 10 be done?, as Service explains, 
' ... to invest his statements and methods with a 
legitimate Leninist lineage. ( .. . )In this way 
Stalin helped to bolster the notion that the 
Soviet Union of hi s day was merely the result 
of a literal application of pre-revolutionary 
Bolshevik ideology' (Service, 1988, 64). 
What is interesting here is not the fact that 
Stalin had a great sense for textual selectivity, 
but that he would never have been able to 
apply that gift to Bernstein's written 
documents , if those documents - instead of 
those of Lenin - had been used as a founda
tion for party-formation in the years from 1902 
onwards. 
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until now hardly been noticed. 5 This is a 
discussion-oriented or debate-oriented or 
polemic-oriented perspective. 

When one reads What is to be done? 
this perspective seems very natural to pur
sue, for the following reasons. 

First of all, the book is crowded with 
polemics: Lenin presents the standpoints 
of Bernstein, Martynov, Martov, the 
Rabocheye Dyelo, etc. one af ter the other 
in order to attack these stand points 
severely. 

Secondly, Lenin himself explains in the 
preface of the book why it proved wholly 
impracticable to set forth his views in a 
positive, constructive form , ' ... without, or 
almost without, entering into polemics .. .' 
(350). The explanation is that 'it became 
clear beyond doubt that the difTerences 
regarding the solution of the (burning) 
questions mentioned were explainable to a 
far greater degree by the basic anti thesis 
between the two trends in the Russian 
Social-Democratic movement than by dif
ferences over details' (350). In his book, 
Lenin tries to show th at 'the basic anti
thesis between the two trends' is the main 
reason why the burning questions of the 
socialist movement are not efTectively 
dealt with. 

Against this background it seems highly 
appropriate (both with respect to the 
book's polemical character, as weil as 
with respect to improving our under
standing of the book) to choose a 
perspective in which each separate 
polemica I discussion in the book is iden
tified, analysed and evaluated. One can do 
this by formulating the contested thesis of 
a discussion, identifying parties confront
ing each other vis-à-vis that thesis, notic
ing concessions or commitments if there 

5 An interesting exception must be mentioned 
here: eh. Roig's book La Grammaire Po/itique 
de Lénine. Formes et Effets d'un Discours 
Politique (1980). This book, though it does not 
coincide with the point of view that I have 
chosen in this paper, is an encouraging step in 
the same direction. 



are any, and registering the arguments 6 

put forward in defense of or as an attack 
on the thesis of the discussion. 7 

Af ter this descriptive part, an analysis 
of each discus sion can be given, the 
results of which render an evaluation of 
the discussion possible. Such an evalution 
can have the following ingredients: (i) the 
construction of an inventory of the 
characteristics of the argumentation in the 
discussion; (ii) a scrutiny of those argu
ment-lines in the discussion th at result in 
a winning-strategy for one of the parties; 
(iii) registering actual flaws in the discus-

6 It may be useful to explicate some terms that 
are used to designate the activity which is 
loosely called argumentation. 
According to Finocchiaro (1980, 311) reason
ing ' ... is the activity of the human mind con
sisting of the giving of reasons for conclusions, 
or the reaching of conclusions on the basis of 
reasons .... Reasoning is Iinguistically expressed 
in what are called arguments. An argument is a 
basic unit of reasoning in the sense that it is a 
piece of reasoning sufficiently self-contained as 
to constitute by itself a more or Ie ss 
autonomous instance of reasoning. 

The occurence of reasoning is normally 
indicated, and can always be explicitly 
indicated, by the use of what may be called 
reasoning indicators. These are words Iike the 
following ( ... ): therefore, thus , so, hence, conse
quently, because, since, for' (ibid. 311). 

'Reasoning indicators serve to interconnect 
what may be called the propositional com
ponents of an argument. A propositional 
component of an argument is any part of an 
argument which is capable of being accepted 
or rejected by itself. A proposition is any 
propositional component stated as a complete 
sentence so that it can stand by itseIr (ibid. 
312). 

'An argument may thus be conceived as a 
series of propositions some of which are being 
based on others, where the interconnections 
are expressed by means of reasoning 
indicators' (ibid. 313). 

Finocchiaro also explains what he means by 
simple arguments and complex arguments 
(ibid. 313-314). 

criticalor counter-argument: term designat
ing the opponent's argument against the thesis 
or some argument of the proponent's , or the 
proponent's argument - a counter-counter-
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sions (Iike noticing fallacious reasoning 
processes, logical shortcomings and, in 
general, argumentative forecIosures). 8 

4. Outline of the Com position of the Book 

What is to be done? was written 
between the autumn of 1901 and 
February 1902 and was first published as 
a separate book in March 1902. The writ
ten text contains apfroximately 180 pages 
and has 5 chapters. Each chapter can be 
said to deal with a central question. In 

argument - directed against an argument - a 
counter-argument - of the opponent. 

There is a slight distinction between the con
tinental everyday use of the words 'argument' 
and 'argumentation' and the English everyday 
use of these words. See for example, F011esdal 
et al. (1986, 245n I) where the German trans
lator explains: 'Man beachte: Indem wir Argu
ment iJ. hauptsächlich für vollständige 
Argumente im eben charakterisierten Sinne 
(d.h. für Prämissen und Konklusion umfas
sende Satzfolgen) verwenden, weichen wir von 
dem im deutschen Sprachbereich üblicheren 
Gebrauch, wonach 'Argument' eher für ein
zelne Sätze - also für das, was wir oben als 
Enthymeme bezeichnet haben - reserviert ist , 
etwas ab. Probleme dürfen daraus aber, 
nachdem wir diese Abweichung deutlich 
gemacht haben, iJ. nicht resültieren'. 

Our use of the words 'argument' and 
'argumentation' basically agrees with the 
description of Finocchiaro mentioned above, 
but the word 'argument' is also used to refer to 
propositions functioning as reasons.' 

These technical terms are discussed and 
illustrated in: E.M. Barth and J.L. Martens 
(1977) and E.M . Barth and E.CW. Krabbe 
~1982) . 

This is an aim of my current research-project 
of which this paper is an interim report. 
There are still ot her possible aspects in the 
evaluation of a conflict of avowed opinion 
according to the formal-dialectical method. See 
for example Barth and Martens (1982). 
9 I have made use of two different editions of 
Wha! is to be done?: (i) the Standard Scholarly 
Edition of the Collected Works (third edition, 
1972, Volume 5) and (ii) the revised edition of 
1988, by Fineberg and Hanna and edited by 
Service. 



representing these questions here I shall 
forrnulate them so th at the polemical con
text in which they are situated is given 
credit. 

Chapter 1: Why the defenders of 
'freedom of criticism' are mistaken and 
why we have to combat this new critical 
trend within Social-Democracy; 

Chapter 2: Why the defenders of the 
spontaneous development of political con
sciousness of the working masses from 
within, from their economie position in the 
local factories , are mistaken, and why the 
revolutionary consciousness can be 
brought to the working masses only from 
the outside, by a disciplined organization of 
revolutionaries; 

Chapter 3: Why the people who defend 
merely loeal agitation (of factory workers 
through revolutionary consciousness rais
ing) and exposures of merely loeal 
economie factory conditions, are wrong, 
and why it is necessary to expand political 
agitation to the organization of 
eomprehensive politieal exposures; that is, 
to train the workers to respond to all 
cases of tyranny, oppression etc., from a 
Social-Democratie point of view; 

Chapter 4: Why the defenders of a 
democratie party organization are wrong, 
and why the only serious organizational 
principles should be eentralization and 
strictest seerecy of political functions (so 
that the police has no way of knowing 
which party member is responsible for 
which political activities); 

Chapter 5: Why the defenders of local 
newspapers with news on local eeonomic 
factory problems are wrong, and why we 
need a central newspaper as a eollective 
propagandist, a collective agitator, and a 
eollective organizer (compared to the scaf
folding erected round a building under 
construction ). 

I hope to show that an empirica I 
approach to the study of politica I logic 
may be fruitful, by an analysis of two 
examples of polemica I reasoning taken 
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from the first chapter of Lenin's book. 
The remaining analyses will be presen

ted on another occassion. JO 

5. Some Suggestions for a Method of 
Argument-Reconstruction 

Finocchiaro, in his book Galileo and the 
Art of Reasoning (1980) and in his (1987), 
presents some suggestions as to how a re
construction of arguments within a po
lemical context could be executed. 
Because his suggestions seem very rele
vant to the present undertaking, I shall 
mention them here: 

I . All data should consist of reconstruc
ted arguments. Finocchiaro writes: 'In 
genera\, a reconstruction of an argument 
is a restatement of it such that no logical 
extraneous propositions are included and 
such that all logical interconnections 
among the stated propositions are 
explicitly and c1early indicated, by means 
of reasoning indicators' (1980, 319). 

2. Also, ' ... an argument should be 
reconstructed with the primary aim of 
exhibiting its propositional structure, that 
is, the inferential and ratiocinative inter
relations among the various statements or 
propositions that are its constituant parts' 
(1987, 85). 

3. The propositional structure of an argu
ment may be pictured in a strueture 
diagram, in combination with a number
ing system that assigns to each proposi
tion a sequence of numbers which 
uniquely defines its place in the network 
of propositions. 

4. An author's critiques of arguments 
should be interpreted as arguments about 
arguments and reconstructed in the same 
way as stated in step 3. When a particular 
argument A has the function of serving to 
criticize some other argument B contained 
in the passage, A is an argument about 
argument B. 

10 See my doctoral dissertation (forthcoming). 



5. Finocchiaro's notion of latent propos i
tional structure: a latent structure ' .. . con
sists of those propositions which are not 
explicitly stated in the argument but are 
implicitly assumed or taken for granted by 
the giver of the argument' (1980, 327).11 

6. Comment 

All this and especially criterion 4 seems to 
be in line with the perspective already 
presented in section 3. However, from an 
empirical-logical point of view, it seems 
even more realistic to reformulate 
criterion 4 by relating the notions of 
'argument' and 'critiques of arguments' to 
the following notions: 
'Thesis T in discussion D', 'the Proponent 
P of the thesis T', 'the Opponent 0 of the 
thesis T', 'Hnes of attack for P or 0 in D 
in relation to T', etc. 

So, instead of merely talking about 
plain 'arguments' and 'arguments ab out 
arguments', I would prefer to interpret the 
argumentative structure of the text also in 
terms of discussion-roles, theses, attack
lines etc. and see how this approach 
works OUt.

12 

It should be noted that this approach is 
not altogether different from Finoc
chiaro's. It can be seen as a pragmaticized 
version of his practice of argumentation
analysis as a whole as we find it in his 
book on Galileo's dialogues. 13 

II Finocchiaro discusses more recommenda
tions (like the important principle of charity, 
the notion of active involvement, complex and 
simple arguments, etc.), which might be of 
interest to the argumentation-analyst. See for 
an excellent discussion, Finocchiaro (1980, 
resp. pp. 240-241, 378-379,425,430; 145-166; 
311-312, 313-314). 
12 These terms are defined in Barth and 
Krabbe (1982). 
13 I refer to Chapter 16 of Finocchiaro (1980): 
Galileo as a Logician: A Model and a Data 
Basis. Each section of this chapter begins with 
an outline of the object-argument, i.e., that 
Aristotelian argument which is criticized by 
Galileo in an argument which is subsequently 
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7. Conclusions Concerning a Method of 
Argument-Reconstruction 

The method of argument-reconstruction 
discussed so far goes back partly to N ress 
(1969, 1982) and, for a smaller part, to 
Barth and Krabbe (1982). Within the 
context of this approach, I have benefited 
greatly from the methodological sugges
tions of Finocchiaro (1980 and 1987).14 

On the basis of the discussion so far, six 
steps may be formulated with which an 
empirical logical analysis can be executed. 
The preliminary step of identifying the 
specific discussion is made superfluous 
here, since two examples have already 
been selected from Lenin's book. 
The steps are the following: 
(i) identification of the initial thesis (Tl); 
(ii) identification of the party that is in 
defense of Tl. This is the proponent and 
his/her arguments are the pro-arguments. 
Pro-arguments are formulated as PIT 1, 
P2Tl, etc.; 
(iii) if possible and necessary, discernment 
of the propositional structures of the pro
arguments and interrelationships among 
the propositions of these pro-arguments; 15 

(iv) identification of the party that is 
opposing the thesis Tl. This is the oppo
nent and his/her arguments are the coun
ter-arguments. Counter-arguments are for
mulated as CITl, C2Tl, etc.; Of course, 

presented by Finocchiaro as Galileo's argu
ment about the Aristotelian argument: a 'meta
argument'. Finocchiaro then comments on the 
discussion. Finocchiaro's practice of analysis 
could very weil be rendered by the dialogical 
tableau method. Whether or not his theoretica I 
expositions could be treated in the same way, 
is a question too complicated to be answered 
here. There are important dialogical sugges
tions and ideas throughout his book (for 
example on pp. 418-431). 
14 For a condensed summary of some of the 
methodological suggestions in his (1980), see 
his (1987). 
15 As we are mainly interested in the logic of 
Lenin's argumentation, we will not make a 
detailed propositional analysis of the argu
ments on the other's side. Of course, we may 
have to include such an analysis at a later point. 



there mayalso be arguments - put 
forward by the opponent - in favour of 
these counter-arguments. They will be for
mulated as PlClTI, P2CITI, etc.; 
(v) if possible and necessary, discernment 
of the propositional structures of the 
counter-arguments and interrelationships 
among the propositions of these counter
arguments; 
(vi) depiction of the dialogical exchange 
(for example - if that is possible - in the 
form of a dialogue tableau) and presenta
tion of comment on this dialogical 
exchange. 

Two discussions will now be analysed by 
means of these steps. First the analysis it
self is presented without further ado. Next 
a short comment is given to direct atten
tion to remarkable details in the analysis. 

8. First Example: The Discussion about 
'Freedom of Criticism' and 'Opportunism' 

Step i: Thesis Tl: In order to have unity 
(in practical but also in theoretical mat
ters) in international Social-Democracy, 
there must be freedom of criticism within 
the Social-Democratic movement. This 
means that through freedom of criticism, 
theoretical controversies can openly be 
discussed and brought to a solution (there 
is no foreclosure of argumentative 
exchange). This thesis is advanced by 
Bernstein and attacked by Lenin. 

Step ü: Bernstein's pro-arguments: 
PITI: it is not possible to put socialism 
on a scientific basis, without freedom of 
criticism; 
P2Tl: it is not possible to demonstrate 
the necessity and inevitability of socialism 
from the point of view of the materialist 
conception of history, without freedom of 
criticism; 
P3Tl: one should be free to criticize 
Marxism on each of the following ideas: 
(A) the presumed fact of growing impov
erishment, the process of proletarianiza
tion, and the intensification of capitalist 
contradictions; 
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(B): the concept of 'the ultimate aim' of 
socialism; 
(C): the idea of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat; 
(D): the presumed principal antithesis 
between liberalism and socialism; 
(E): the theory of the class-struggle has to 
be criticized, because this theory cannot 
be applied to a strictly democratic society 
governed according to the will of the 
majority. 

Lenin summarizes this passage by stat
ing: 'Thus, the demand for a decisive turn 
from revolutionary Social-Democracy to 
bourgeois social reform was accompanied 
by a no less decisive turn towards 
bourgeois critici sm of all the fundamental 
ideas of Marxism' (353). 
Step iii: does not apply here. IS 

Step iv: Lenin offers three counter-argu
ments, of which only the last one will be 
discussed, for it seems to me the most ex
tensive and relevant counter-argument. 16 

15 For this note, see p. 15. 
16 The other two counter-arguments of Lenin 
are: 
(i). It is not surprising that the new critical 
trend in the Social Democratie movement 
springs up, because the criticism of Marxism 
has had a long history of preparation and that 
is so, because this criticism has long been 
directed from the political platforms, from 
university chairs, in numerous pamphlets and 
in a series of learned treatises. Moreover, the 
entire younger generation of the educated 
classes has been systematically rea red for 
decades on this criticism. 
(ii) . The cry 'long live freedom of criticism' is 
too strongly reminiscent of the fa bIe of the 
empty barrel , because just as in the old times, 
the modern use of the term contains the same 
inherent falsehoods . This is so because, under 
the banner of freedom for industry the most 
predatory wars were being waged and under 
the banner of freedom of labour the working 
people were robbed. Moreover, those wo are 
really convineed that they have made progress 
in science (by criticizing the traditional views) 
would not demand freedom for the new views 
to continue to exist side by side with the old, 
but the substitution of the new for the old. 



1 shall use capitals in parentheses to 
depict the key expressions in this stretch 
of argumentation. 
C3TI: Freedom of criticism (F) in Social
Democracy is nothing more nor less than 
freedom for opportunism (0) in Social
Democracy; 
PI C3T I: Advocating freedom of critici sm 
(F) in Social-Democracy leads to stating 
that Social-Democracy is merely a party 
of reform (R); 
P2C3T1: If Social-Democracy is in 
essence merely a party of reform (R), then 
not only has a socialist the right to join a 
bourgeois cabinet (Q), but he must 
always strive to do so (S); 
P3C3T1: But if a socialist joins a 
bourgeois cabinet (Q), this joining le~ds 
to utter humiliation and self-degradatlOn 
of socialism in the face of the who Ie world 
(H); . .. l' . . 
PIP3C3T1: For If asocIa ISt Joms a 
bourgeois cabinet (Q), this joining leads 
to pompous projects for miserabie reforms 

(T); 'f h' . .. I d P2P3CIT1: And I t IS Jommg ea s to 
pompous projects for miserabie reforms 
(T), then the socialist consciousness of the 
working masses is corrupted (W); 
latent: P3P3C3T1: as a consequense of 

(W), (H) will result. 
P4C3Tl: as a consequence of (W), 
all freedom for opportunism will 
be present in Social-Democracy 
(0). 

(As a consequence of the corruption. of 
the socialist consciousness of the workmg 
masses, there would no longer be a united 
disciplined line of revolutionary thought, 
which according to Lenin amounts to 
opportunism) 

Step v: the propositional structure of the 
third counter-argument: 
C3T1 : (F) is nothing more nor less than 
(0); 
PIC3Tl: if(F) then (R); 
P2C3T1: if (R), then not only (Q), but 
also (S); 
P3C3T1: but if (Q) then (H); 
PIP3C3TI: for if (Q) then (T); 
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P2P3C3T1: and if (T) then (W); 
latent (P3P3C3T1): if (W) then (H); 

(P4C3T1): if (W) then (0). 
The interrelationships between the 

propositions in this argument can .be 
c1early pictured by way of a tree-diagram: 

PIC3TI P2C3Tl P3C3Tl (P4C3Tl) 

/r~ 
PIP3C3Tl P2P3C3TI P3P3C3T1 

Step vi. comment: 
I. In this strong transitive reasoning-form 
Q plays a major role .. The ~oini~g of a. 
socialist in a bourgeOis cabmet IS the hnk 
between on the one hand advocating 
freedom of criticism and on the other 
hand opportunism. 
2. Under the assumption that T is an 
in stance of R, there is a circ1e in the who Ie 
argument, though not a vicious one: 
PI C3T1: if F then R; P2C3T1: if R then 
not only Q but also S; P IP3C3T1 : but if 
Q then T. The least we can conc.lude from 
this is that Lenin is not unamblguously 
c1ear ~bout the presumed causal link 
between stating reforms and joining a 
bourgeois cabinet and this damages the 
argument. That is, on the basis of Lenin's 
counter-argument, we have no. w,ay of 
knowing whether or not asocIahst can 
join a bourgeois cabinet without becom
ing an opportunist. 
3. In order to make proposition P2C3Tl 
more acceptable to the reader, Lenin in 
fact uses the following rhetorica 1 inten
sifiers: 17 

i. in order to prove 'if R then Q', Lenin 
intensifies his statement by saying 'if R, 
then not only Q but also S'. Here. S 
rhetorically intensifies the connectlOn 

17 The term 'intensifiers' came to my attention 
through J.F. Burrows (1987), who says that 
Their chief value resides in the rhetoric of 
dialogue, whether as words to eschew.' words 
to enforce a genuine need for e,?phasls, or. 
words to devalue in an emphasls so unremlt
ting th at it becomes no emphasis at all' (68). 



between Rand Q. Even when the link 
between Rand Q and between Rand S is 
rather weak, acceptance of t~~ link R/Q 
will be facilitated by emphaslzmg the con
nection between Q and S in one and the 
same statement. Moreover, T seems to be 
merely a rhetorical in!e~sifica!ion ?f R. 
But, by introducing thls mtenslficatlOn, the 
otherwise circular character of the reason
ing passage seems less obvi.ous. By sub
stitution ofT by R one gets: IfR then Q and 
if Q then R. The plausibility .of the I~gical 
connection between Rand Q IS rhetoncally 
enhanced by introducing T: i.f R then Q, if 
Q then T, if T then W a~d If W then O . 
ii. Lenin gives the foll?wmg sta!ement to 
summarize his conclUSIOn. In thls state
ment I have emphasized all the int~nsifica
tions he uses to overrule any posslble 
doubt in the minds of his readers: 
'He who does not deliberately close his eyes 
cannot fail lo see that the new critical 
trend is nothing more nor less then a new 
variety of opportunism. And if we judge 
people, not by the glittering uniform~ they 
don or by the high-sounding app~llatlC!ns 
they give themselves, but by thelr actIOns 
and by what they actually advocate, it wil/ 
be clear that 'freedom of critici sm' means 
freedom for an opportunist trend in 
Social-Democracy .. .' (354-355). . 
4. It is interesting to ob serve that Lenm 
does not attack any of the pro-arguments 
of Bernstein. Lenin's critici sm is focused 
directlyon Bernstein's initial thesis Tl , in 
order to show the reader th at this thesis 
has very dire consequences from a 
revolutionary point of view. Of course, 
Lenin in his role of opponent must have 
the right to test every argument of the 
proponent for its tenability, just as .the 
proponent must have the opportumt~ to 
defend the initial thesis in every posslble 
way. But Lenin actually .attacks th~ same 
proposition (i.e. TI) agam and agam, so 
that this proposition receives the status of 
contested thesis in a long series of several 
discussions. Just as in his other two coun
ter-aguments, which we didn't discuss 
here, Lenin neglects Bernstein '~ pro-argu
ments. The point is that by domg so , 
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Lenin fails to fullfill his own purpose, 
which was as we have seen: to show why 
the defenders of 'freedom of criticism' are 
mistaken. 

9. Second Example: The Discussion about 
'Opportunism in the Russian Social
Democratie Organization' 

Step i: Thesis T2: For a dur~ble unity in 
the Russian Social-DemocratIc orgamza
tion, there must be freedom of criticism. 

Step ii: Pro-argument of the Rabocheye 
Dyelo:18 

• • 

PIT2: The unity of the German Soclahst 
Party and the disunity of th.e French 
Socialist Party can be explamed by the 
fact that the first recognized complete 
freedom of criticism, whereas the latter 
did not. 

Step Ui: does not apply here. 15 

Step iv: Lenin's counter-arguments: 
Cl T2: The Rabocheye Dyelo's pro-arg~
ment PI T2 is not relevant for the theSIS 
and by stating the thesis anyho~, t~is 
results in freedom for opportumsm m 
Russian Social-Democracy; 
PICIT2: The Rabocheye Dyelo says 
nothing about freedoI? of criti.cis~ in . 
Russia, about a practical apphcatlOn of It 
in Russian conditions. Instead the 
Rabocheye Dyelo proposes to copy the 
German variety of criticism. But: 
P2CIT2: The German variety of criticism 
cannot be copied in Russian conditions, 
because: 
PIP2CIT2: The positions of the. oppor
tunists in relation to the revolutlOnary 
Social-Democratic movement in Russia 
are diametrically opposed to those in Ger
many, i.e.: 
PIPIP2CIT2: Whereas in Germany the 

15 For this note, see p. 15. 
18 Rabocheye Dyelo means Workers' Cause, the 
name of the Organ of the Union of Russian 
Social-Democrats Abroad. The Organ 
appeared in Geneva from April 1899 to 
February 1902. 



revolutionary Social-Democracy wants to 
preserve that what exists (the program 
and the tactics) and the Critics want to 
introduce changes, in Russia the situation 
is just the other way around. The explana
tion for this is: 
PIPIPIP2CIT2: The Russian condition 
was marked by the combination of mani
festly heterogeneous elements under a 
common flag to fight the common enemy 
(the autocracy), and as a consequence: 
P2PIP2CIT2: In Russia an alliance 
between people of extreme and of very 
moderate views was necessary. 
P3PIP2CIT2: An essential condition for 
an alliance between Social-Democracy 
and the bourgeois democrats (to which 
the critical trend belonged) was, th at the 
socialists had the opportunity to reveal to 
the working class that its interests were 
diametrically opposed to the interest of 
the bourgeoisie; but: 
P4PIP2CIT2: The critical trend deprived 
the socialists of this opportunity and 
demoralized the socialist consciousness by 
criticizing the fundamental tenets of 
Marxism; and: 
P5PIP2CIT2: Depriving the socialists of 
the opportunity to reveal to the working 
class the conflict of interests vis-à-vis the 
bourgeoisie is synonomous with denying 
the socialist's right to existence. 
P3CIT2: To talk about freedom of 

T2 (and PIT2) 

I 

criticism and of Bemsteinism as a condi
tion for uniting the Russian Social
Democratic movement and not to explain 
how Russian Bemsteinism has manifested 
itself and what particular fruits it has 
borne, amounts to talking with the aim of 
saying nothing, and this amounts to 
nothing else than opport uni sm; 
PIP3CIT2: Because freedom of criticism, 
with its high sounding phrases against the 
ossification of thought etc. conceals uncon
cern and helplessness with regard to the 
development of theoretical thought and 
implies freedom from all integral theory: it 
implies ecclecticism and lack of principle; 
PIPIP3CIT2: Because not a word is said 
in programma tic al periodicals of the 
Rabocheye Dyelo about theoretical ques
tions; and 
P2PIP3CIT2: Without a revolutionary 
theory there can be no revolutionary 
movement, and 
P3P IP3CIT2: The role of the vanguard 
fighter can be fullfilled only by a party that 
is guided by the most advanced theory. 

The second counter-argument (C2T2) of 
Lenin (namely that the Rabocheye Dyelo 
has taken under its wing the opportunist 
trend in international Social-Democracy), 
will be analysed on another occasion. 

Step v: The propositional interrela
tionships between all the arguments that 
Lenin formulated are as follows: 

PICIT2 ----------------~I CIT2 ~,---------------- P3ClT2 

I I 
P2CIT2 PIP3CIT2 

1 / r ~"" 
P2PIP3CIT2 À PIP2CIT2 ~ PIPIP3CIT2 

------ /' i ~ -----
---",../ '..... ----___ ---- ,// I ................... ----__ _ 

P3PIP3CIT2 

PIPIP2CIT2 P2PIP2CIT2 P3PIP2CIT2 P4PIP2CIT2 P5PIP2CIT2 
'\ J 

\ / 
\ / 

PIPIPIP2CIT2 
-~ = explanationjjustification; ----+ = defense; ~ = critique. 
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Here, Lenin's counter-arguments are 
directed primarily at the relevance of pro
argument PI T2 to the thesis and, of 
course, thereby against T2 itself. 

Many of Lenin's counter-arguments can 
be seen as explanatory propositions in 
order to back up a direct counter-argu
ment. For example: PIPIPIP2CIT2 is an 
explanation for argument PIP IP2CIT2 
and for P2PIP2CIT2. P3PIP2CIT2 and 
P4PIP2CIT2 can also be seen as 
explanatory statements. For completeness 
sake, these explanations have been 
inc1uded in the reconstruction. Some of 
these statements can also be interpreted as 
justifications. A discussion of the problem 
of explanation versus justification will be 
left aside for the moment. 

Important to note, their function in the 
context of this argument is a defensive 
one of building up the criticism directed 
at T2. 

Step vi: the discussion can be rendered in 
a table with two roles, an opponent and a 
proponent in relation to a thesis. 
Of course, this depiction is not identical 
with the formal representation as 
developed in formal-dialogue logic. 

Lenin Rabocheye Dyelo 

concessions: T2 
(there must be unity in SD) 

I. (?)T2 
2. PIT2 
3. A: Pinot relevant for T2; 

B: T2 amounts to opportunism 

4. A: ... ? B: ... ? 
5. A: ... B: ... 

The point of this depiction is to illustrate 
two features of this discussion: 
I. In step 3 the discussion splits into two 
different though related discussions: dis
cussion (A) is about the relevance of the 
pro-argument of the Rabocheye Dyelo in 
relation to T2, and discussion (B) is about 
the presumed opportunism to which T2 
leads. It is important to see that such a 
split is present and that the tableau can be 
developed for each line of discussion. 
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2. On the face of it we have here an 
example of a mixed discussion, in the 
sense that not only the proponent but the 
opponent as weU, appears to argue Jor 
his/her point of view (namely at step 3 in 
the discussion where the former opponent 
now actuaUy puts forward two statements 
of his own).19 

One can deal with this situation in the 
foUowing possible ways: 
(i) . one can decide that the proponent has 
the right to pose questions which the 
opponent has to answer. These answers 
can be used as new concessions which the 
opponent delivered for argument's 
sake.(This suggestion was in fact offered 
by Krabbe (1988)). The opponent does 
not argue for or against his concessions, 
he only makes concessions in answering 
the questions of the proponent. As soon 
as the opponent would argue for or 
against his concessions it simply would no 
longer be possible to designate him as the 
opponent. 
(ii). one can also decide to treat the pro
counter-arguments of the opponent (i.e. 
PICIT2 etc.) as attempts at precization 
(c1arifying reformulation) of his orginal 
counter-argument. This is the case in 
statements Iike PIPIPIP2CIT2, where an 
explanation is given of the previous 
proposition. That is, the precizised 
arguments narrow down the room for 
interpretation of the original counter
argument. The proponent has the right to 
request a precization, in order to be able 
to defend his own thesis as strongly as 
possible, and also in order to counter
attack the counter-arguments of the oppo-

19 Such a choice would seem somewhat 
arbitrary. As soon as the counter-argument 
becomes the new thesis and the former oppo
nent starts to argue in defense of this thesis, we 
have a whole new discussion with a new dis
tribution of rights and obligations. 
This means that as soon as the opponent 
wants to argue for a certain point of view, 
he/she must inform the proponent that he/she 
wants to start a new discussion in which 
he/she will be the proponent. 



nent as strongly as possible.20 

Possibilities i. and ii. are not incom
patible with each other. Also, both render 
the discussion in terms of simple conflicts 
of opinion and not as mixed discussions. 
Mixed discussions are very hard to 
analyse. We do not always know who is 
arguing for what: who is the proponent 
and who is the opponent of what? 

Let us return to our example. When we 
scrutinize Lenin's argumentation from the 
perspective of possibilities (i). and (ii). 
(which implies that we do not interpret 
Lenin's role as the proponent-role), the 
following details about Lenin's logic come 
to the fore. 
(a). First, what are Lenin's critical 
arguments about? Counter-arguments 
PICIT2, P2CIT2, and PIP2CIT2 are 
about the accusation of misplaced 
extrapolation of the German example to 
Russian conditions; counter-argument 
P3CIT2 is about the accusation of insuf
ficient explanation (not explaining how 
Russian Bernsteinism has manifested 
itself) and opportunism (talking with the 
aim of saying nothing); counter
arguments P3CIT2, PIP3CIT2, 
PIPIP3CIT2, P2PIP3CIT2, 
P3PIP3CIT2 are about opportunism, 
ecclecticism, theoretical unconcern and 
ossification (these are Lenin's own words). 
(b). An important constant ingredient in 
Lenin's criticism is his claim that one can
not criticize the fundamental tenets of 
Marxism unless one is in the possession of 
a complete and advanced revolutionary 
theory. The lack of such a theory is a 
fundamental reason why the Rabocheye 
Dyelo just translates the German variety 
of critici sm into Russian conditions 

20 The following papers are interesting illustra
tions of this 'dialectical' approach: (i) E.C.W. 
Krabbe (1982) especially pp. 238-241, in which 
one party, White, does not doubt the 
philosophical system of the other party, Black, 
and rejects no statement of it within the game 
of immanent criticism, but instead asks ques
tions to get more information about Black's 
system; (ii) W.P.A. Haans (1988); (iii) R.W. 
van Nues (1988) 
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(i.e. PICIT2-PIPIP2CIT2), and why 
they were not sensitive to strategical 
opportunities (i.e. P3PIP2CIT2). 
(c). Words like opportunism, ecclecticism, 
theoretical unconcern, lack of principle, 
have a heavy role to play here. For exam
ple: opportunism plays the role of 
undesired consequence in argument 
P3CIT2. Ecclecticism and lack of prin
ciple play the role of the implication of 
the lack of theoretical thought in 
PIP3CIT2. As such these words form a 
part of the explanation of proposition 
P3CIT2, which was about opportunism. 
One could say that the argumentative 
duties that Lenin bestows on these 
rhetorical words are rather heavy. These 
words are used in a context in which the 
critical reader would like to have an inde
pendent pro of as to the causal link 
between claiming freedom of criticism of 
fundamental Marxist tenets and uncon
cern as to theoretical thought. In other 
words, why can't the Rabocheye Dyelo be 
granted the right to criticize without 
delivering an advanced revolutionary 
theory of its own making? Besides, the 
fact that the fundamental Marxist tenets 
are the focus of many criticisms shows 
that these tenets themselves are not as 
integral, complete or advanced as Lenin 
would have it. 

10. Concluding Remarks 

So far we studied how the specific features 
of the argumentative structure of a central 
part of Lenin's book What is to be done? 
contributed to its main purpose. That 
purpose was to show the reader why the 
visions of the authors whose texts he dis
cusses are mistaken and why there is ' ... a 
basic anti thesis between the two trends in 
the Russian Social-Democratic move
ment', i.e., the revolutionaries and the 
opportunists. This anti thesis is the main 
reason for the differences of opinion about 
how to solve the burning question of the 
Social-Democratic movement. 

The topic of 'freedom of criticism' was 



selected, not only because of its intrinsic 
significance, but also because this topic is 
introduced right at the beginning of the 
book. This book contains the ideological 
foundations of a revolutionary party
organization that would soon strike roots 
in about twenty-two countries or parts of 
countries all over the world. 21 

An empirical-logical approach to the 
argumentation of Lenin's polemics 
provides us with a new type of data that 
may help us explain the enormous 
influence and stability of this conceptual 
system. Such data can be used diagnosti
cally and in the future perhaps prophylac
tically as weil. 

This approach, of which this paper is a 
short illustration, could be used to con
struct surveys and inventories of political 
logics, in historical and in actual use. 
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Maurice A. Finocchiaro 

3. Logie, Polities and Gramsei 

1. Introduction 

The aim of this paper is to explore the 
ways in which the work of Antonio 
Gramsci may be fruitful for a proper 
understanding of the nature and rela
tionship of logic and poli tics. 

First, without denying the existence of 
other conceptions, I would want to 
advocate conceiving logic as the 
judiciously empirical study of reasoning 
and argument. As long as we do not 
equate the notion of the empirical with 
the excesses of empiricism or with the 
experimental method of cognitive psy
chologists, I believe this to be a very fruit
ful approach.' In this enterprise which 
corresponds in large measure to what is 
ca lied 'empirical logic' by some2 and 
'informallogic' by others,3 one may follow 
an historical approach in which one 
studies reasoning and argument as these 
occur in some appropriately chosen book 
such as Galileo Galilei's Dialogue on the 
Two Chief World Systems or Lenin's 
What Is to Be Done? or Spinoza's Ethics.4 

, See, for example, Barth (1985a, 1985b, 1987); 
Finocchiaro (1980b, 1984b, 1987, and 1989b); 
Johnson and Blair (1985); and Nress (l982a, 
1982b). 
2 This label is due to Barth (l985a). 
3 Finocchiaro (1984b), Johnson and Blair 
~1985). 

See Finocchiaro (1980b, 1987) for Galileo, 
Smit (1989), as weIl as Chapter 2 of this 
volume, for Lenin, and Nress (I 982a ) for 
Spinoza. 
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From the viewpoint of such an historical 
approach to empiricalor informal logic, 
the potential fruitfulness of Gramsci 
becomes apparent once one realizes that 
he is the au thor of a modern classic of 
political and social thought, namely the 
Prison Notebooks. 5 This means that his 
work becomes susceptible of being studied 
in order to determine what logical pat
terns it exhibits, to what extent these pat
terns are generalizable to political thought 
in general, and how they compare and 
contrast with other patterns of reasoning 
in other fields. 

The apparent fruitfulness of Gramsci as 
a case study in the historical-empirical 
approach to logic is enhanced by another 
circumstance. This is the fact that, due to 
reasons to be mentioned presently, his 
work has become the subject of an enor
mous and labyrinthine secondary 
literature.6 Since the serious student of 
Gramsci has at some point to come to 
terms with this literature, it may be taken 
to provide a second level of data and 
material for logical analysis. 

This is still very general in the sense 
that this kind of potential relevance 
belongs to any serious work of political 
thought. However, for the case of Gramsci 
there exists at least one study undertaken 
in large measure from this point of view, 
and therefore what one may do now is to 
formulate more explicitly the lessons 
implied by such an exercise. What I mean 
is that about ten years ago, af ter complet
ing an empirical-lofical analysis of 
Galileo's Dialogue, I undertook a similar 
analysis of Gramsci's Prison Notebooks.8 

It turned out that the concept of argu
ment was not as useful for the under
standing, reconstructing, and evaluation 
of Gramsci's thinking, as it had been for 
Galileo's. That is, almost every proposi
tion in Galileo's 400-page book can be 

5 See Gramsci (1971 , 1975, 1985, 1988). 
6 See, for example, Finocchiaro (1984c, 1986, 
1988b). 
7 Finocchiaro (1980b). 
8 Finocchiaro (1988a, 1988b). 



assigned a pI ace in the overall argument 
concluding that the earth moves, and 
hundreds of subarguments of this main 
argument can be identified, reconstructed, 
and theorized about; whereas nothing 
even remotely approaching th at turned 
out to be pos si bIe for Gramsci.9 What did 
emerge was another concept, labeled the 
'dialectic,' which enables one to give 
systemic unity to a work like his 
Notebooks. In this context, the dialectic is 
taken to mean a manner of thinking 
which avoids one-sidedness by 'finding the 
real identity beneath the apparent con
tradiction and differentiation, and finding 
the substantial diversity beneath the 
apparent identity.'IO The elaboration of 
this sort of theoretical lesson from the 
empirical-Iogical analysis of Gramsci can
not be done at this point because at the 
moment I want to present it in a 
preliminary sort of way as one of two 
main lines of inquiry involving logic, 
politics, and Gramsci. 

The other one would be the critical 
examination of Gramsci's ideas on the 
subject. For it so happens that he did dis
cuss it more or less explicitly in the con
text of a number of subtopics. 

One of these clusters includes such 
questions as the nature of formal logic, 
the question whether or not formal-Iogical 
competence is innate, its role in educa
tion, and its connection with grammar 
and with oratorical eloquence. 11 This is 
not a frequent topic of discussion for 
Gramsci, nevertheless it arises on more 

9 Needless to say, this should not be taken to 
mean the total absence of argument in 
Gramsci. 
10 Gramsci (1988), p. 389; cf. Gramsci (1975), 
p.2268. 

1 Subsequent references to Gramsci (1975) 
will be made by pretixing the page numbers by 
'Q' (short for Quaderni), as in the following: 
Q1l3, QI35-37, Q439-40, Q441-42, QI055-56, 
Q 1459-67 (especially Q 1462-66), Q 1540-50 
(especially QI549-50), QI889-93, QI948-49, 
Q2267. Some of these passages are available in 
English translation in Gramsci (1971, 1985, 
and 1988), and wh en appropriate in what 
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than one occasion. Ultimately the connec
tion between these Gramscian views and 
the central issue of the logic-politics nexus 
will have to be determined on its own 
merits in terms of the actual content of 
those views and in terms of exactly what 
Gramsci is saying about formal logic. 
Nevertheless, the initial and preliminary 
point th at can be made is that the views 
on formal logic advanced by him can be 
expected to be something other and more 
than an abstract philosophy of formal 
logic; they can be expected to be some
thing of political relevance, because of his 
deep political involvement. That is, 
poli tics was indeed for him the central 
focus of his life and thought, and so if he 
found the occasion to express some views 
on formal logic, we can expect them to be 
views on polities and formal logic. 
However, so far I have said nothing about 
Gramsci's political involvement, and 
therefore even the preliminary justification 
of the present point is incomplete until 
some account, however brief, is given of 
his life . This is something needed for other 
reasons as weIl, and so it will be do ne 
presently. 

By contrast with his reflections on for
mallogic, his thoughts on intellectuals 
and philosophy are much more frequent 
and much more centra!. 12 Indeed he is 
notorious for his theory of intellectuals, 
which some have regarded as a contem
porary version of the Platonic ideal of 
philosopher-kings. For this topic, the 
political relevance is relatively obvious, 
but the logical import less so. 

follows I will give references to both the 
original Italian and the English translation. It 
should be mentioned, however, that 
Finocchiaro (1988a, pp. 249-53) contains a 
concordance between the pagination in the 
critical edition of Gramsci's Notebooks 
(Gramsci 1975) and the two major English
language collections (Gramsci 1971, 1985); 
this ought to be consulted wh en double 
references are not explicitly given. 
12 In fact they also occur in some of the most 
polished and longest essays in the Notebooks: 
QI375-95, QI406-11 , QI513-51 , Q2259-69. 



From the viewpoint of the logic-politics 
nexus, what needs to be elaborated is the 
connection between logic and wh at 
Gramsci calls intellectuals and what he 
calls philosophy. By way of anticipation 
and summary, I would say that for 
Gramsci an intellectual is a practitioner of 
argument who tries to steer clear of both 
the superficialities of eloquent oratory and 
the abstractions of mathematical deduc
tion.13 Similarly, philosophy for him is 
essentially the systematic avoidanee of 
incoherence or contradiction.14 

As a final preliminary, I would say that 
the question of the relationship between 
logic and polities is a version of the 
problem of the relationship between 
theory and practice, or thought and 
action, and the latter is certainly a fre
quent topic of Gramsci's reflections.15 

These views of his have a prima facie con
nection with our topic because polities 
may be plausibly regarded as a paradigm 
example of practical action, and logic as a 
paradigm example of theoretical reflec
tion. 

2. Gramsci's Political Appeal and 
Relevance 

Antonio Gramsci was born in the Italian 
island of Sardinia in 1891 and died in 
Rome in 1937. He is an important case in 
modern political and intellectual history 
because his life and writings lend them
selves to interpretations which appeal to 
the most diverse persons and groups: 
Marxists, anti-Marxists, and uncommitted 
political and social theorists. For example, 
Trotskyites tend to see him as one of their 
own because he never adhered to 
Stalinism. During the heyday of wh at 
came to be called Eurocommunism, its 
followers regarded him as the founder of 

13 See QI551. 
14 See Q 1375-95. 
15 The most relevant notes are those on 
QI050-51 , Q1385, and Q1780; see also the 
references and the analysis given below. 
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the movement. Critics of communism 
of ten see him as their worthiest opponent, 
seeking to understand him in order to 
refute him more effectively. Other anti
communist cri tics find him a uniquely 
instructive case of someone who se life and 
thought embody the internal contradic
tions and external difficulties which are 
said to demonstrate how and why com
munism does not work.16 Many continue 
to re~ard him as the 'patron saint of the 
Left,' 7 even though this label was coined 
about two decades ago when geopolitical 
conditions were very different. And 
anyone can read his Prison Notebooks and 
see that they are full of insightful analyses 
of such topics as: the nature of polities 
and its relationship to culture, religion, 
and economics; the nature of revolution 
and its relationship to tradition, reform, 
democracy, and classes; and the nature of 
governments, parties, intellectuals, 
bureaucracies, and journalism. 

One of the latest examples of this kind 
of ambivalent and polymorphous appeal 
is a column in Forbes magazine by the 
American philosopher Michael Novak. 
Published on March 20, 1989, and 
revealingly entitled 'The Gramscists Are 
Coming,' it is meant as a warning. Novak 
is certainly right to contrast Gramscism 
to the usual Marxism which tries to bring 
about the socialist dream by economie 
means (such as central planning and the 
nationalization of industrial production). 
It is also important to realize, as Novak 
does, that the means employed by 
Gramscism are peaceful and cultural 
(such as education, communication, and 
persuasion). And it is perceptive of him to 
note that Gramscism has a special attrac
tion for a segment of American academia. 

There is some irony, however, when he 
advises die-hard academies to 'take into 
account the rambling wrecks of actual 
Marxist societies' IS and to study the 

16 The best example of this type of analysis is 
Del Noce (1978). 
17 Clark (1975). 
18 Novak (1989), p. 54. 



American system. The irony is that this 
corresponds in large part to what 
Gramsci himself ended up doing in the 
last ten years of his life, from 1926 to 
1937: a key background concern was the 
attempt to learn from the general failure 
of Bolshevik revolutions in Western 
Europe from 1917 to 1926, and a central 
focus of his Prison Notebooks was the 
phenomenon of what he called 'American
ism and Fordism.'19 Even in his moments 
of youthful and high revolutionary zeal, 
Gramsci's ideal bears an astounding 
resemblance to the one which Novak 
quotes from one of the American found
ing fathers , James Madison. Novak makes 
an eloquent plea for realism and anti
utopianism and quotes Madison as saying 
that a 'cool and candid people will at once 
reflect, that the purest of human blessings 
must have a portion of alloy in them, that 
the choice must always be made, if not of 
the lesser evil, at least of the greater, not 
the perfect goOd.'20 In fact, we can easily 
find Gramsci in 1917 asserting that 'we 
conceive life as always revolutionary, and 
thus tomorrow we will not deciare the 
world we have built to be final, but rather 
we will always leave the road open toward 
betterment, toward better harmonies.'21 

I am not saying that the conclusions 
reached by Gramsci then are the same as 
the ones Novak thinks one should reach 
now. Rather, 1 would argue that, if by 
Gramscism one means the pursuit of the 
usual Marxist ends by cultural peaceful 
means, then Gramsci was no more of a 
Gramscist than Marx was a Marxist. The 
main difTerence is that Marx lived long 
enough to feel the need himself to deciare 
'Moi, je ne suis pas Marxiste,' whereas 
Gramsci's premature death gave him no 

19 See Q2137-82 and Gramsci (1971), pp. 277-
320. 
20 Quoted in Novak (1989), p. 54. 
21 Gramsci (1958), p. 126, from a newspaper 
article in Il grido del popoio, 18 August 1917. 
All translations from Gramsci are my own 
unless otherwise noted. 
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opportunity to oppose, and indeed trig
gered, the construction of the myth of 
Gramscism. This myth was largely con
trived by Palmiro Togliatti, the leader of 
the Italian Communist Party for ab out 
forty years, from 1926 to 1964.22 The real 
Gramsci remains to be discovered. 

3. Gramsci's Life and lts Aftermath 

To add plausibility to these suggestions, I 
would sketch Gramsci's life and its af ter
ma th as follows. In 1917 he welcomed the 
Bolshevik Revolution as a 'revolution 
against Capital.'23 He meant that, rather 
than being the overthrow of capitalism, it 
was a refutation of the deterministic inter
pretation of Marx's Capital according to 
which socialism could come into being 
only by the gradual evolution of capi
talism, and a confirmation of the 
possibility of the willful radical transfor
mation of social institutions. Partly 
because of this, in the next few years he 
took a leading role in the unrest which 
followed the end of World War I in Italy; 
the biennium 1919-1920 came to be 
known as the Red Years, witnessed the 
workers' occupation of the factories, and 
climaxed with the essential defeat of the 
workers. 

Being historically oriented and empiri
cally minded, Gramsci always tried to 
learn from experience. He concluded that 
a major cause of this defeat was inade
quate politicalleadership by the Italian 
socialist party. Therefore, in 1921 he 
favored the creation of a new political 
party to provide the proper leadership; 
this was the beginning of the Italian Com
munist Party. However, the new party 
was no more successful than the old one; 
in fact, in the following year the Fascists 
staged the March on Rome, gained con
trol of the government, and arrested the 

22 See the essays and lectures collected in 
Togliatti (1979). 
23 Gramsci (1988), p. 32; Gramsci (1958), 
p.149. 



leaders of the new party. Gramsci was one 
of the few who escaped arrest because he 
was then in the Soviet Union as the repre
sentative of the party to the Communist 
International. Nevertheless, the new 
defeat ca lIed for a new diagnosis, and so 
Gramsci located a major source of the 
problem in the undemocratic and sec
tarian character of the just-founded party. 

He soon had the opportunity to begin 
acting on this new lesson. In 1924 
parliamentary elections were held in Italy, 
and while still abroad he was elected on 
the Communist Party slate. As a member 
of parliament enjoying immunity from 
arrest under Italian law, he returned to 
Italy. He was selected the new leader of 
the party, and from this new position in 
the next two years he tried to reorganize 
the party to make it more democratie and 
give it more mass appeal, especially 
among peasants. This task was a difficult 
one, partly because the Fascists were con
solidating their rule, and so the Com
munist Party had to operate in a semi
c1andestine manner. There we re other 
reasons for this difficulty, but Gramsci did 
not perceive them untillater, after another 
setback forced him to more rethinking. 

In 1926, as a result of special laws for 
the defense of the state, the Fascists out
lawed all opposition parties and arrested 
their leaders. Gramsci was one of the few 
who had not gone into exile or under
ground, and so he was arrested in 
November. He would spend the rest of his 
life in various states of imprisonment, 
dying in 1937 as a result of i11 health from 
which he had always sufTered, but which 
was aggravated by prison conditions. 

It was to be expected that in prison 
Gramsci would reflect on the causes of his 
latest setback and on the nature of com
munism in general. There is general agree
ment that he did just that. And it is a fact 
that he filled more than a thousand pages 
in 29 notebooks with notes varying in 
length from a few lines to chapter-Iength 
essays but left essentially unedited by him. 
Therefore, the Notebooks have always 
posed a major interpretive challenge. 
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The most widespread interpretation 
sterns from Palmiro Togliatti, Gramsci's 
fellow college c1assmate, his successor in 
the leadership of the Italian Communist 
Party, and an important figure in his own 
right. Af ter the fall of Fascism and the end 
of World War I1, Togliatti read into 
Gramsci what came to be known as the 
'ltalian road to socialism': a strategy for 
bringing about the traditional Marxist 
goals of the c1assless society and the 
nationalization of the means of produc
tion by the use of cultural means, such as 
education and persuasion; by contrast to 
Bolshevism, the idea was that one had to 
first conquer social institutions, and then 
con trol of these would yield the desired 
changes in economic and political institu
tions. An essential part of the rationale 
was that, in Gramsci's words, 'in the East 
the state was everything, civil society was 
primordial and gelatinous; in the West 
there was a proper relation between state 
and civil society, and when the state trem
bied a sturdy structure of civil society was 
at once revealed.'24 

This strategy was extremely successful 
for about 30 years, during which the party 
experienced constant growth. The pop
ularity of Gramsci's writings grew accord
ingly, spreading gradually but steadily 
outside Italy. However, beginning about 
fifteen years ago, 'Gramscism' has been in 
constant dec1ine in Italy, using this label 
to denote Togliatti's interpretation of 
Gramsci just sketched. The dec1ine has 
several causes, not the least of which is 
the Gorbachev phenomenon, which in so 
many ways represents a repudiation of 
many traditional Marxist-Leninist tenets. 
One of these causes is cultural: in 1975 a 
critica I edition of the Notebooks was pub
lished, and since then Togliatti's inter
pretation has come to be seen as less and 
1ess defensible. No new consensus has 
emerged yet, nor is it likely to emerge 
soon, since it would have to be based on 
interpretive and analytical spadework of a 
sort that has barely begun. The present 

24 Gramsci (1988), p. 229; cf. Q866. 



inquiry is in part a contribution to this 
efIort. 

The key issue in that wider type of 
investigation will be to explore whether 
Gramsci, in his latest and most sustained 
revision of his thinking in prison, rather 
than limiting himself to revising the 
means, was not inevitably led to question 
the ends he had previously taken for gran
ted. This will involve learning to 
appreciate the democratic implications of 
Gramsci's emphasis on the 'educator who 
must be educated';25 the project will also 
involve learning to appreciate the 
pluralism inherent in his manner of think
ing; an essential feature of this thinking is 
the attempt 'to find the real identity 
beneath the apparent contradiction and 
difTerentiation, and to find the substantial 
diversity beneath the apparent identity.'26 

4. Interactionism and Anti-Reductionism 

A great temptation for anyone who is 
even mildly fascinated by the topic of 
logic and poli tics is the rationalistic 
tendency of wanting to interpret politics 
in terms of logic and reason; even when 
rationalism admits that political 
phenomena do not in fact obey the laws 
and principles of logic, it of ten retains the 
pretension that ideally they ought to do 
SO.27 At the opposite extreme is the cyni
cal temptation of delighting in exposing 
political arguments as essentially 
rationalizations of decisions originating 
from other causes and of results brought 
about by other factors.2s In asense, the 
first tendency tries to reduce polities to 
logic, while the second tries to reduce 
logic to poli tics; therefore, they are both 
reductionistic. 

Now, as I have already stated, Gramsci 

25 Q1300; cf. Gramsci (1988), p. 193. 
26 Q2268; cf. Gramsci (1988), p. 389. 
27 Here I have in mind such thinkers as Plato, 
Hobbes, Spinoza, and Locke. 
28 Here I have in mind such thinkers as Hume, 
Marx, Pareto, and Croce. 
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belongs in part to the Platonie 
rationalistic tradition. However, he has 
even deeper roots in the tradition of 
political realism traceable to Machiavelli. 
In fact, I feel one of the most important 
things for a proper understanding of 
Gramsci is to appreciate a general feature 
of his approach, consisting of the concern 
with avoiding both types of reductionism. 
It will be useful to get a flavor of 
Gramsci's language, terminology, and 
conceptual framework. 

One of the most frequent labels used by 
Gramsci to refer to his views is 
'philosophy of praxis.' This reflects his 
concern with both practice, especially 
political practice, and with that type of 
systematic reflection aimed at avoiding 
incoherence which is philosophy.29 

Another one of Gramsci's favorite 
phrases is that of 'the art and science of 
politics.' In a sense, he was very much 
concerned with elaborating an art and 
science of politics. Here art would be the 
practice of politics, the practical applica
tion of principles articulated by the 
science of politics. And science would be 
the theoretica I understanding of the 
phenomenon.30 

Gramsci is also constantly advocating 
what he calls an 'intellectual and moral 
reform.'31 He always qualifies the reform 
he has in mind with both predicates, 
intellectual and moral, never with just 
one. He seems to have adapted this notion 
from the Frenchman Ernest Renan, and 
Gramsci's talk of reform or reformation 
raises difficulties for those interpreters 
who want to view him as first and 
foremost a revolutionist. Be that as it 
may, his double concern with both 
thought and action is obvious. 

And this brings us to a central thesis in 

29 See, for example, Q977-78 and QI568-70; 
Gramsci (1971), pp. 136-38; and Finocchiaro 
~1988a), pp. 133-34. 
o See, for example, Finocchiaro (1988a), pp. 

134-36. 
3\ See, for example, Q 1560; and Gramsci 
(1971), p. 132. 



Gramsci, that is, the so-called unity of 
theory and practice. This is so explicit in 
his work, and the connection with the 
logic-politics nexus is so obvious, that I 
think one can easily adapt Gramsci's 
more general remarks to our present case. 
The unity of theory and practice was and 
is a topic that easily lends itself to reduc
tionism and one-sidedness, and he is very 
explicit about wanting to avoid that. 

The three Gramscian subtheses to 
which I wish to call attention are the 
claims that the unity of theory and prac
tice is a criterion of evaluation, that it is 
an historical becoming, and th at it is a 
critical act. As a criterion of evaluation, it 
would enable us, for example, to dis
tinguish great political ideas from vague 
ones and statesmen of quality from plan
ners of the wordmonger type. In 
Gramsci's own words: 

Ideas are great inasmuch as they are 
actualizable, th at is, inasmuch as they 
c1arify a real relationship which inheres in 
the given situation; and they c1arify this 
inasmuch as they show concretely the series 
of actions through which an organized 
collective win brings to light th at rela
tionship and creates it, or else brings it to 
light and destroys it by replacing it. Great 
planners of the wordmonger type are such 
precisely because they are incapable of see
ing the ties between the supposedly great 
idea put forth and concrete reality, 
incapable of determining the real process of 
actualization. The statesman of quality 
intuits simultaneously the idea and the real 
process of actualization; he compiles the 
plan and at the same time the regulations 
for its execution. The planner of the 
wordmonger type proceeds by doing and 
undoing, and of his procedure one says that 
bis doing and undoing are all the same .... 
Corollary: every great politician cannot not 
also be a great administrator, every great 
strategist a great tactician, every great 
theorist a great organizer. This indeed may 
he regarded as a criterion of evaluation.32 

Gramsci's point about the unity of 

32 Q 1050; th is passage has apparently not been 
inc1uded in translations such as Gramsci 
(1971, 1985). 
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theory and practice being an historical 
becoming is very similar. In calling it an 
historical becoming, Gramsci is contrast
ing it to its being a brute fact, or as he 
calls it, a mechanical facto I believe what 
this tums out to mean is that, rather than 
theory and practice being in Jact united, 
they ought to be united; that is, 
individuals ought to strive to achieve a 
correspondence between their thinking 
and their actions. The unity of theory and 
practice is thus, again, a normative or 
evaluative principle.33 Again, let us hear 
Gramsci speak for himself: 

The average worker acts practically, but 
does not have a c1ear consciousness of this 
[which is both] interacting with and under
standing of the world; indeed, his theoretical 
consciousness can be de facto in opposition 
to his actions. In other words, he has two 
theoretical consciousnesses, one implicit in 
his actions and which ties him de facto to all 
bis collaborators in the practical transfor
mation of the world, and the other an 
explicit and superficial one which he has 
inherited from the past. In such cases, the 
practical-theoretical situation cannot not 
become 'politicai,' namely a question of 
hegemony. The consciousness of being part 
of a hegemonie force (which is to say, politi
cal consciousness) is the first step in the 
subsequent and progressive self-awareness, 
namely in the unification of practice and 
theory. Thus the unity of theory and prac
tice is not a mechanical given or act, but an 
historica 1 becoming .... 34 

Many of these Gramscian points are 
made more explicit in the next and last 
passage on this topic. This is the note 
where he calls the unity of theory and 
practice a critical act, or to be more 
specific a critical act whereby one strives 
to make theory more practically efTective 
and practice more theoretically grounded. 

33 I should add that I think th is also 
corresponds to the Socratic ideal of wisdom, 
and the Socratic principles th at virtue is 
knowledge and that the unexamined life is not 
worth living. 
34 Q1385, Gramsci (1971, p. 333; and 1988, pp. 
333-34). 



Gramsci's words leave no doubt about his 
interactionism and anti-reductionism: 

If there is a problem about identifying 
theory and practice, it is this: to build upon 
a particular practice a theory which, by 
coinciding and identifying itself with the 
decisive eIements of the practice in question, 
would accelerate the ongoing historical pro
cess by rendering the practice more 
homogeneous, coherent, and efficient in all 
its aspects, namely by eliciting its greatest 
potential; or else, given a certain theoretical 
position, to organize the practical elements 
indispensable for its actualization. The iden
tification of theory and practice is a critical 
act by which practice is shown to he 
rational and necessary or theory is shown to 
be realistic and rational. 35 

Let us now go back to our special topic 
of the logic-politics nexus. It would seem 
that a Gramscian approach to this ques
tion would be to develop an account 
which would try to make poli tics more 
logica I and logic more political, without 
confusing the two with each other or try
ing to reduce one to the other. In attempt
ing to make poli tics more logical, one had 
better use a conception of logic sufficiently 
rich so as to make the project arealistic 
one, and not one characteristic of plan
ners of the wordmonger type. That is, one 
should also try to make logic more politi
cal, at least in the sense of making a 
serious efIort to take politicalbehavior 
and discourse on its own terms; one 
should also be sensitive to the possibility 
that poli tics may have its logic that logic 
does not know. 

5. Formal Logic 

Gramsci's notes on formal logic are a 
good example of a group of notes which 
are not easily reconstructible into, or 
criticizable as, a single unified argument. 
However, that will not be our primary 
concern here because their substantive 
content automatically gives them a logical 

35 Q 1780; cf. Gramsci (1971), pp. 364-65. 
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relevance, and so we need not try to give 
them the additional logical import which 
would accrue to them as an example of or 
as material for a case study in empirical
historical logic. Our primary task will be 
to understand and discuss their political 
import. 

Let us begin with a very intense note 
which contains many of the themes 
Gramsci also discusses elsewhere: 

Formal logie or abstract methodology may 
he compared to 'philology.' Philology too, 
together with erudition, has a genuine 
instrumental value. The mathematica I scien
ces have an analogous function. Conceived 
as having instrumental value, formal logic 
has its own meaning and its own content 
(its content lying in its function), just as 
tools and instruments of labor have their 
own value and their own meaning. That the 
tooI which we caU 'file' can he used indif
ferently to file iron, copper, wood, various 
metallic alloys, and so on, does not mean 
that it is 'without content,' purely formal, 
and so on. Similarly, formal logic has its 
own history, undergoes its own develop
ment, and so on; it can be taught, enriched, 
and so on. 36 

The main point being made here is that 
formal logic has an objectivity and univer
sality which render it independent of 
political interests and social conditions. 
This is what Gramsci means when he 
attributes to it a genuine instrumental 
value. The objectivity and universality of 
formal logic in turn imply that both sides 
of a political struggle use and need it. In 
particular, this means that it would be 
wrong to think that formallogic is a capi
talist tooi used to exploit the proletariat, 
or more generally a tooi of the upper 
classes to dominate the lower classes. It 
follows further that the lower classes need 
to become proficient in formal logic if and 

36 Q 1461. I have translated the e of the first 
sentence si puo accostare la logica formale e la 
metodologia astratta alla "filologia" as or 
rather than and in the light of the earlier ver
sion of this note (Q 1055-56) where Gramsci 
says that la logica formale 0 metodologia 
astratta è la "filologia" dellafilosofia. 



to the extent that they are not. 
The same idea is suggested by 

Gramsci's analogy with what he caBs 
'philology.' This is a term he adapts from 
the Italian historicist tradition of Vico 
and Croce which means simply the objec
tive determination of the historical facts. 
Elsewhere Gramsci frequently uses the 
phrase 'the methods of philology and 
criticism'37 to convey the same idea. It is 
obvious that he does not think philology 
is impossible. 

The analogy with mathematics should 
neither be exaggerated nor misun
derstood. In this passage this analogy is 
claimed only from the point of view of 
their objectivity and universality. Else
where,3 Gramsci compares them also 
from the point of view of abstraction. 
However, he then elaborates a very 
important difference between them. That 
is, unlike the situation in mathematics, in 
formallogic the tendency to abstraction is 
checked by a self-referential character 
absent in mathematics: the principles of 
formal logic are expressed in a language 
which suggests that they be applied to the 
very linguistic formulations being used. 

It should also be noted that Gramsci is 
conceiving logic as methodology, as 
methodology of reasoning to be exact. 
This gives logic a second type of 
instrumental value, as we might caB it, 
different from what Gramsci is caBing 
instrumental value. This involves a practi
cal sense of instrumentality, for a 
methodology of reasoning is a theory 
about how to reason, how to practice 
reasoning. This also suggests that formal 
logic conceived as abstract methodology 
has an internal tension that renders it 
problematic, because of the two conflict
ing tendencies toward abstraction and 
toward practice. 

The metaphor of a file is interesting but 
puzzIing. In the case of the file it is easy to 
see what the content of the instrument is. 

37 E.g., Q 1599; cf. Finocchiaro (1988a), pp. 
136, 146. 
38 Q 1892-93. 
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But what is the content of formallogic? Is 
it its development and history, as Gramsci 
in part suggests? Could we also say that 
the content of formal logic is its own 
technicalities? He also says that its con
tent is its function. But what is its func
tion? 

From other passages, we gather that 
Gramsci seems to have three functions in 
mind: the control of the logical sloppiness 
characteristic of grandiloquence and 
oratorical verbosity; the acquisition of 
basic knowledge which is not innate; and 
the learning of discipline and diligent 
work habits. In regard to grandiloquence, 
Gramsci states the foBowing: 

It is certain that for a very long time the 
process of becoming intellectually civilized 
has occurred primarily in an oratorical and 
rhetorical manner, namely with very Iittle or 
no help from writing; the recollection of 
notions heard in an oral exposition was the 
basis of all education .. .. A new tradition 
began with Humanism, which introduced 
the 'written assignment' in the schools and 
in teaching; but we can say that already in 
the Middle Ages, with Scholasticism, there 
was an implicit criticism of the pedagogical 
tradition based on oratory and an attempt 
to provide the mnemonic faculty with a fir
mer and more permanent skeleton. Upon 
reflection, the importance given by 
Scholasticism to the study of formal logic 
was in fact a reaction against the argumen
tative grandiloquence of the old cultural 
methods. Errors of formal logic are espe
cially common in spoken argumentation. 39 

... The study of the 'old formal logic' has 
nowadays been discredited and partly for 
good reason. But the problem of having 
people do an apprenticeship in formal logic 
as a check against the argumentative gran
diloquence of oratory reappears as soon as 
one takes up the fundamental problem of 
creating a new culture on a new social basis 
which lacks traditions like those of the old 
intellectual class.40 

39 QI890-91; cf. Gramsci (1985, p. 382; and 
1988, p. 376). 
40 Q 1892; cf. Gramsci (1985, p. 383; and 1988, 
p. 377) and Q1843. 



A second reason to study formal logic is 
to learn a way of thinking which is not 
innate, and which common people of the 
lower classes would not acquire without 
explicit study and efIort. In Gramsci's 
own words: 

... the rules of fonnal logic ... must he 
studied hecause they are not something 
innate but must be acquired through labor 
and reflection.41 

[Now,] this fundamental requirement... 
is all the more urgent the more the implicit 
reference is not to the intellectuals and to 
the so-called educated classes, but to the 
uneducated popular masses; these have yet 
to achieve the mastery of fonnallogic, of the 
most elementary grammar of thinking and 
of language .... Therefore one must under
score the importance which the methodol
ogy of thinking has in the construction of 
pedagogical programs .... The methodology 
of thinking, elaborated as such, will cer
tainly not produce great philosophers, but it 
will provide criteria of evaluation and of 
con trol and will correct the distortions of 
the ways of thinking of the popular mind. 

It would he very interesting to make a 
comparative examina ti on of the ways of 
thinking of the popular mind, of the philoso
phy of the man in the street, and the ways of 
thinking of reflective and coherent thinkers.42 

A third reason for studying formal logic 
is to learn the discipline and the proper 
habits required in a modern industrial 
society. As Gramsci puts it: 

The child who sweats at Barbara, Baralipton 
rand so on] is certainly perfonning a tiring 
task, and it is important that he does only 
what is absolutely necessary and no more. 
But it is also true that it will always be an 
effort to leam physical self-discipline and 
self-control; the pupil has, in effect, to 
undergo a psycho-physical training. Many 
people have to be persuaded that studying 
too is a job, and a very tiring one, with its 
own particular apprenticeship - involving 
muscles and nerves as well as intellect. It is 
a process of adaptation, ahabit acquired 
with effort, tedium and even suffering.43 

41 Q1549. 
42 QI464; cf. Q2267-68. 
43 Gramsci (1988), pp. 319-20; cf. Q1549. 
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Gramsci is aware of the difficulties, for 
he concludes by saying that 'if our aim is 
to produce a new stratum of intellectuals, 
including those capable of the highest de
gree of specialization, from a social group 
which has .not traditionally developed the 
appropriate attitudes, then we have 
unprecedented difficulties to overcome.'44 

In summary, then, according to 
Gramsci, formal logic is an abstract 
methodology of reasoning, and it is politi
cally neutral. It deserves to be studied 
partly because it provides a good remedy 
for the ratiocinative sloppiness of oratori
cal grandiloquence; partly because it is 
not innate and so it is needed by the pop
ular masses to give them a mastery of the 
basic grammar of thinking; and partly to 
teach (especially to people from economi
cally underdeveloped areas) the proper 
discipline and work habits required in a 
modern industrial society. 

6. InteUectuals, Philosophy, and Logic 

The most relevant parts of Gramsci's 
views would be his theory of intellectuals 
and of philosophy. It is impossible to 
analyze the details in this paper, but we 
can examine how and why these views are 
connected with our present theme. 

It is weIl known and readily apparent 
that Gramsci expands a great deal the 
notions of intellectuals and of philosophy. 
This is also to be expected and hardly sur
prising given that his theory of intellec
tuals and philosophy is really a theory of 
intellectuals, philosophy, and polities, a 
political theory of intellectuals and 
philosophy, as it were. However, the focus 
of the present discussion is logic and 
polities, and so it would seem that the 
required relevance could be elaborated 
only by narrowing the scope of those 
notions, given the obvious point that logic 
is just one branch of philosophy and that 
a logician is at most only a special case of 
an intellectual. 

44 Gramsci (1988), p. 320; cf. Q1550. 



The resolution of this difficulty lies in 
an expansion of the notion of logic. In the 
present context, we are not equating logic 
with formal logic, but are conceiving it as 
the theory and practice of reasoning, and 
the theory of reasoning is meant as a 
quasi-empirica I practically oriented 
theory. In such a view, the notion of logic 
has been expanded and formal logic is 
regarded as only a part of logic. 

The required relevance is suggested by 
our own expansion of the notion of logic 
and Gramsci's ex pan sion of the notions of 
intellectuals and philosophy. The great 
promise and fruitfulness of the present 
inquiry lie precisely in the fact that 
Gramsci expanded those notions in a 
direction analogous to that of our own 
expansion. 

To see this, let us quote his basic defini
tion of philosophy and get a glimp se of 
the inspiration which animates his 
remarks on this particular topic: 

It is necessary to destroy the very 
widespread prejudice that philosophy is 
something very difficult due to the fact that 
it is the intellectual activity characteristic of 
a particular category of specialized scholars 
or systematic and professional philosophers. 
Thus it is necessary to show in a 
preliminary way that all men are 
'philosophers,' by defining the limits and the 
characteristics of this 'spontaneous 
philosophy' which is practiced by 'the who Ie 
world.' This philosophy is contained: (I) in 
language itself... (2) in 'common sense' and 
good sen se; and (3) in popular religion and 
in .. . 'folklore.' 

Having shown that everyone is a 
philosopher, even if in their own way and 
unconsciously, ... we go on to the second 
step, the step of criticism and awareness, 
namely to the question: is it preferabie 'to 
think' without a critica I awareness of it, in 
an incoherent and occasional manner, ... or 
is it preferabie to e1aborate one's own wórld 
view with awareness and critically ... ?45 

45 QI375-76; cf. Gramsci (1988, pp. 324-25; 
1971 , p. 323). It is important to note that here 
and elsewhere Gramsci uses the Italian equiv
alent of 'common sense' (senso comune) to 
mean common belief (whether right or wrong), 
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For Gramsci this is a rhetorical ques
tion, and so what we have here is his own 
way of making a point which 
philosophers since Aristotle (and Socrates 
for that matter) have not tired of making. 
In fact, af ter having interconnected 
philosophy with the things just men
tioned, he goes on to make the systematic 
search for coherence the main distinguish
ing feature between philosophy on the one 
hand and religion and 'common sen se' on 
the other: 

Philosophy is an intellectual order, some
thing which neither religion nor 'common 
sense' can be .... Philosophy is the eriticism 
and the superseding of religion and of 'eom
mon sense,' and in this way it eoincides with 
'good sen se' as opposed to 'common 
sense.' ... Religion and 'common sense' can
not constitute an intelleetual order because 
they cannot be reduced to unity and 
coherence even in the individual conscious
ness, let alone the collective consciousness.46 

Here, the only thing I would want to add 
is to connect this with logic as understood 
in the present context. In fact, it is 
obvious that there is a large overlap 
between the systematic search for 
coherence and logic as understood here. 

In re gard to the notion of intellectual, 
Gramsci's expansion of the concept is weil 
known.47 It is weil known that he wants 
to include organizers and administrators 
under the label. This was implicit above, 
in the previous discussion of the unity of 
theory and practice where we saw 
Gramsci require that great politicians or 

as distinct to common sense (whieh has a 
positive connotation in English). In other 
words, what is called 'common sense' in 
English corresponds more c10sely to what 
Gramsci ealls 'good sense.' However, I have 
adopted a Iiteral translation (as other scholars 
have), and when appropriate I have signa led 
the different meanings by using quotation 
marks as scare quotes. 
46 Q1378; cf. Gramsci (1988, p. 327; 1971, pp. 
325-26). 
47 See also Q1519, Q2041, and Gramsci (1965, 
p. 481). 



statesmen be also good organizers. 
However, that was not at all an inadver
tent remark, and elsewhere he is very 
explicit. For example, in the context of a 
discussion of the role of intellectuals in 
European history, he asserts: 'the study 1 
have made of intellectuals is conceived 
very broadly .... Mter all I extend a great 
deal the notion of an intellectual and do 
not limit myself to the current notion 
which refers to great intellectuals.'48 And 
in the context of a discussion of Italian 
history he reiterates: 

By 'intellectuals' must be understood not 
only those groups commonly referred to by 
this label, but in general the whole social 
stratum which exercises organizational func
tions in a wide sense, either in the field of 
production, or in th at of culture, or in that 
of public administration; they correspond to 
NCO'S, officers and junior officers in the 
army, and also to those hijther officers who 
have risen from the ranks. 

This may look prima facie like an 
expansion of the notion of intellectuals so 
broad that nothing is left of the original 
connotation of the term. However, this is 
not Gramsci's intention, and in a more 
central passage, al ready alluded to at the 
beginning of this paper, he defines his 
notion in terms of permanent persuasion 
which attempts to steer a proper balance 
between the two extremes of grandilo
quent oratory and abstract mathematical 
deduction: 

The problem of creating a new class of 
intellectuals thus consists of the critical 
elaboration of the intellectual activity that 
exists in everyone at a certain degree of 
development, modifying its relationship with 
the muscular-nervous efTort towards a new 
equilibrium, and ensuring th at the 
muscular-nervous efTort itself, in so far as it 
is an element of a general practical activity 
which is perpetually innovating the physical 
and social world, becomes the foundation of 
a new and integral conception of the world. 
The traditional and vulgarized type of the 
intellectual is given by the man of letters, 

48 Gramsci (1965), p. 481. 
49 Q2041 ; cf. Gramsci (1971), p. 97n. 
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the philosopher, the artist ... . In the modern 
world, technical education, closely bound to 
industriallabor even at the most primitive 
and unqualified level, must form the basis of 
the new type of intellectual. ... The mode of 
being of the new intellectual can no longer 
consist in eloquence, which is an exterior 
and momentary mover of feelings and pas
sions, but in active participation in practical 
life, as buil der, organizer, 'permanent per
suader,' for he is not a pure orator and yet 
is superior to the abstract mathematica I 
spirit; from technique-as-work he proceeds 
to technique-as-science and to the historical 
humanistic conception, without which one 
remains a 'specialist' and does not become a 
'leader' (specialist + politician).50 

There are two other important indica
tions that Gramsci's 'intellectuals' may be 
taken to correspond in large measure to 
our 'Iogicians.' One is that in the context 
of a discus sion of intellectuals he for
mulates a thesis about the noninnate 
character of intellectual skills which is for
mally analogous to his thesis about the 
noninnateness of logical skills, which we 

50 Q 1551; my translation here is an emenda
tion of the one found in Gramsci (1971, pp. 9-
10) and in Gramsci (1988, pp. 320-21). It 
should be noted th at the English translation of 
this passage is somewhat inadequate in 
Gramsci (1971) and is somewhat corrected in 
Gramsci (1988); unfortunately the latter leaves 
out parts of asentence, presumably due to 
some typographical error. The new concept of 
intellectual which Gramsci adumbrates here 
should not be confused with his notion of a 
'new' intellectual, in which 'new' is contrasted 
to 'crystallized' (QI406-11); such new intellec
tuais are new in the sense of being the 
spokesmen of some new social class, and 
Gramsci is quick to add that they cannot fail 
to contain elements of the old, such as 
language and other 'instrumentally' valuable 
things such as forma110gic (QI407-08). On the 
other hand, it seems to me that the new type of 
intellectual in the sense of 'permanent per
suader' might or might not be new in the other 
sense, that is, he might be simultaneously of 
the 'crystallized' type; therefore, I feel that the 
conception of intellectual as permanent per
suader is much more radical that the concep
tion of intellectual as noncrystallized. 



examined earlier. It's as if Gramsci was 
using these two terms interchangeably 
(logical skill and intellectual skill). In fact, 
in regard to so-called intellectuals he 
asserts: 

It is a very widespread error to think that 
every social stratum elaborates its con
sciousness and its culture in the same way, 
with the same methods, namely the method 
of professional intellectuals. Intellectuals are 
skilled professionals who understand the 
operation of their own specialized 
'machines'; they have their own system of 
apprenticeship and their own Taylor system. 
It is puerile and illusory to attribute this 
illusory and noninnate skill to all men, just 
as it would be puerile to think that every 
manual laborer can be a train engineer. It is 
puerile to think that when a clear and dis
tinct idea has spread widely, it becomes part 
of different persons' judgments with the 
same organizational effects; this is an 
illuministic error. A professional intellectual 
typically can skillfully combine induction 
and deduction, can generalize without 
engaging in empty formalism, can transfer 
various criteria of discrimination from one 
domain of judgment to another by adapting 
them to new conditions, and so on; this is a 
specialty, a qualification, not a given of pop
ular and common belief.51 

The other indication comes from a dis
cussion of his conception of culture in 
genera!. The passage occurs in a 
newspaper article written by Gramsci in 
his early career, in 1917 to be exact. 
Although this is a long time before the 
Notebooks, the clarification is so relevant 
and so suggestive that it is proper to cite 
it here. In fact, Gramsci states explicitly 
th at by culture he means the practice of 
reasoning and labels his conception 
Socratic. In his own words: 

To me culture has this meaning: the exercis
ing of thinking, the learning of general 
ideas, the ha bit of connecting causes and 
effects. For me, all persons are educated 
because all can think and all can connect 
cause and effect. But this is so only empiri
cally and primordially, not organically. 
Therefore, they waver, become disoriented, 

51 Q2267-68. 
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and become either tame or violent, 
intolerant, and litigious, depending on the 
case and the circumstance. To explain it bet
ter, I have a Socratic conception of culture: 
I think it consists of thinking correctly, 
whatever one thinks

1 
and thus acting weil, 

whatever one does.5 

7. Logical-Theoretical Lessons 

It is now time to discuss explicitly 
possible theoreticallessons derivable from 
an empirical-Iogical analysis of the 
Notebooks. This is needed partly as an 
articulation of one of the two previously 
mentioned lines of inquiry into our pre
sent theme, that is the line of inquiry of 
analyzing the work of a political activist 
and theorist like Gramsci as a case study 
in empirical logic. 

As al ready mentioned, the present 
author has already completed a critical 
examination of the Notebooks which may 
he taken as a case study in empiricallogic 
of the type being considered here. 53 One 
main conclusion implicit in that work is 
that there exists an unduly neglected man
ner of thinking consisting essentially of 
distinguishing-and-relating, distinguishing 
without separating and relating without 
conflating, seeking diversity within unity 
and unity within diversity. This 
correspOIids to an assertion made by 
Gramsci which I have already quoted 
twice and am now going to quote again 
slightly more fully than before: 'finding 
the real identity beneath the apparent 
contradiction and difTerentiation, and 
fin ding the substantial diversity beneath 
the apparent identity, is the most delicate, 
misunderstood and yet essential end ow
ment of the cri tic of ideas and the 
historian of historical developments.'54 

It is useful to have a label for this man
ner of thinking, although in the present 
context the exact label is relatively unim
portant. It turns out that this is an essen-

52 Gramsci (1982), p. 519, 24 December 1917. 
53 Finocchiaro (1988a). 
54 Gramsci (1988, p. 389); cf. Q2268. 



ti al component of Hegel's and Marx's 
conceptions of dialectic, as well as of 
Croce's and Gramsci's conceptions. 
Therefore, I feel justified in speaking of 
the 'dialectic' or the dialectical manner of 
thinking.55 

Admittedly, this is a very low-Ievel 
theoreticallesson, I mean my claim about 
the existence of such a manner of thinking 
and its deserving further study. However, 
I am inclined to think th at the dialectic so 
conceived has great potential importance. 
This is so partly for the methodological 
and epistemological reason th at Gramsci 
may very well be right in his larger claim 
just quoted, th at is the claim that the 
dialectical manner of thinking so under
stood is the most important endowment 
of cri tics and historians. At the moment I 
am not endorsing this larger thesis, but I 
wish to point out merely that this thesis 
would make the dialectic an essential 
methodological component of the social 
and human sciences. 

Another reason was mentioned earl ier 
when I said that this notion of dialectic 
allows the interpreter and critic of texts to 
make sen se of much material that would 
otherwise be extremely baming. My 
experience with the critica I examination of 
the Notebooks is a witness to this. 56 In 
other words, Gramsci's own larger claim 
seems to receive some confirmation in 
regard to th at field of endeavor which 
may be called hermeneutics and consists 
of the interpretation and critici sm of texts. 

The dialectic so defined is also impor
tant because it seems to be distinct from 
and irreducible to the concept of argu
ment or inference, though the two are 
related. Indeed, it would seem to be an 

55 For more details, see Finocchiaro (l988a), 
pp. 147-230. 
56 I have also found this concept of dialectic 
fruitful in making sen se of such other texts as 
The Communist Manifesto (Finocchiaro 1983), 
the passage on the fetishism of commodities in 
Capital (Finocchiaro 1989a), and even 
physicist Christiaan Huygens' Discourse on the 
Cause of Gravity (Finocchiaro 1980a). 
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exercise in self-consistency to want to 
engage in the activity of distinguishing
and-relating about this very activity. Their 
difTerence is perhaps obvious if an argu
ment is defined as a series of propositions 
one of which, called the conclusion, is 
made more acceptable by means of others, 
called premises, than it would be in their 
absence. Argument so conceived has a 
unidirectionality which is not present in 
the dialectic. However, the dialect ic as 
defined here is certainly a species of 
reasoning, if we define reasoning as the 
interrelating of thoughts in such a way 
that some are dependent on others. What 
this means is that one interrelationship 
between dialectic and argument is that 
they are both instances of reasoning. 
Another interrelationship may be 
definable in terms of the premise-conclu
sion distinction, which is of course an 
essential part of argumentation; argument 
could then be conceived as dialectical 
thought involving the premise-conclusion 
distinction. 

Another interesting question would he 
how this concept of dialectic relates to the 
other meanings and traditions of dialectic. 
How, for example, does it relate to the 
dialogical conception of dialectic (and of 
argument)? 57 

Such purely conceptual and analytical 
questions need to be pursued, but that 
cannot be done here. Rather, going back 
to Gramsci, one of the results of my criti
cal examination of the Notebooks is that, 
besides groping toward and to some , 
extent articulating such a concept of the 
dialectic, his work provides at least one 
comprehensive and over-arching illustra
ti on of the concept. The basic point of the 
illustration may be conveyed by describ
ing it as a dialectic of Marxist criticism. 
That is, we have a dialectical approach to 
the question of the interpretation and the 
evaluation of Marxism. 

57 In regard to the dialogical-dialectical con
ception of argument, I am referring to such 
works as Barth and Krabbe (1982) and Blair 
and Johnson (1987). 



In his account, Gramsci avoids both a 
totally negative and a totally positive 
attitude toward Marxism. He is favorable 
toward it when he tries to defend it from 
Croce's objections. He is negative toward 
it when he raises objections against 
Nikolai Bukharin's Marxist sociology. 
And he is more or less neutra I toward it 
when he tries to extract from Machiavelli 
a conception of political activity which 
may be called Marxian, though not 
Marxist in the usual sense. Gramsci is 
also very sensitive to the need to dis
tinguish various aspects within Marxism: 
its religious element, its scientific aspect, 
its political component, its philosophical 
dimension. I would argue on my own part 
that a proper critical understanding of 
Marxism needs to distinguish and to 
interrelate these different aspects. And 
Gramsci's own work can be in part under
stood and in part criticized as a dialectical 
approach to the problem of the inter
pretation and critici sm of Marxism. 

Another important and instructive 
example of a dialectical approach in 
Gramsci's work is worth mentioning. It is 
his thesis of the so-called unity of theory 
and practice. I have already alluded to it 
indirectly when I discussed this topic 
above and explored its implications for 
the question of the logic-politics nexus. It 
should now be clear that his interactionist 
and anti-reductionist approach to the 
question of theory and practice is an 
in stance of his dialectical approach. And 
my suggested extension of that inter ac
tionism and anti-reductionism to the 
question of the logic-politics nexus may 
also be taken to provide an in stance of 
how one may leam from the Gramscian 
examples as well as from his general con
ception. 

The identification, articulation, and 
illustration of the notion of dialectical 
reasoning is not the only 'theoretical' 
lesson implicit in my empirical-Iogical 
case study of Gramsci. Another one 
involves some suggestions about the her
meneutics of negative evaluation and the 
existence of an asymmetry between the 
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favorable and the unfavorable interpreta
tion of texts. But here I will have to be 
much briefer partly for lack of space, 
partly because of the complexity of the 
details, and partly because the connection 
with Gramsci is less direct. 

The thesis is that negative or 
unfavorable judgments of authors need to 
be justified by means of stronger 
arguments and better documentation than 
is the case with positive or favorable 
judgments. That is, we may think of a 
negative judgment here as consisting of 
two claims: (1) the interpretive claim that 
author X said Y, and (2) the evaluative 
claim that Y is wrong or incorrect. And 
we may conceive the positive judgment as 
consisting of, first, the same interpretive 
claim as before and, second, the 
evaluative claim that what au thor X said 
is right or correct. My thesis really has 
two parts. The first is that there may be 
logically important differences and asym
metries in the justification of the second 
members of such pairs of claims, namely 
the purely evaluative claims.58 Second, 
regardless of this first asymmetry, the 
interpretive claim needs a stronger 
documentation in the first context than in 
the second, that is, in the context of the 
negative judgment than in the context of 
the positive one. 

Such logical principles need further dis
cussion, elaboration, proof or refutation, 
and testing, namely confirmation or dis
confirmation. Here, I can only discuss the 
connection with Gramsci's Notebooks. 
The connection sterns from the fact that 
one of the most important strands in the 
work consists of a series of evaluations of 
authors, such as Croce, Bukharin, 
Machiavelli, Marx, Engels, and Hegel. 
Now the logically oriented reader of 
Gramsci wants not only to determine, 
identify, and understand Gramsci's con
clusions in such evaluations but also his 
reasons and his supporting arguments, as 
well as to evaluate the correctness and 

58 See Finocchiaro (in press) and the references 
given there. 



cogency of these supporting reasons and 
arguments. Further, besides burying 
oneself into the actual details of this sort 
of critical interpretation and evaluation, if 
one were engaged in the exercise also 
from the point of view of empirical
historical logic, then one would obviously 
want to reflect on what one had done, in 
order to derive possible general or 
theoreticallessons. Now, when I did this 
in the context of my own critical examina
tion of the notebooks, the above men
tioned asymmetry principle suggested 
itself. 59 

One other question that should be 
raised involves the connection between 
such dialectical reasoning and evaluative 
asymmetry and politics. That is, even if 
the above mentioned theoreticallessons 
do indeed follow from the critical 
examination of Gramsci, and even if they 
are otherwise plausible, wh at do they teil 
us about poli tics? 

Let us distinguish the latter into politi
cal thought and politica I action. Then, in 
regard to political thought one might say 
that, if one is trying to understand it as 
thought then one would certainly want to 
determine the extent to which dialectical 
reasoning is present in it, which would 
require further empirical investigation; 
similarly, to the ex tent that the principle 
of evaluative asymmetry is generally 
plausible, politica I thought can be 
evaluated in accordance with it, unless 
some special argument is given as to why 
it constitutes an exception to the general 
rule. 

Now, in regard to political action and 
behavior, analogous though slightly dif
ferent remarks would apply. First, one 
could say that one should make one's 
behavior conform to one's thinking, and 
so the relevance of the above mentioned 
lessons is th at political behavior should be 

59 See Finocchiaro (l988a), especially 28-29, 
121-22, 141, and 245-58. For other possible 
lessons, see also Finocchiaro (l988b), though 
the emphasis in the latter is more on the 
methodology than on the logic of critici sm. 
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guided by those principles. However, I 
would not want to stop here, for to stop 
here would involve precisely a type of 
one-sidedness which dialectical reasoning 
tries 10 overcome. What I mean is that, as 
we saw Gramsci remarking earlier, we 
should also try to ensure that out think
ing is realistic, and so political thought 
should also be guided by political prac
tice. In the present case, this would 
involve the study of appropriate instanees 
of political behavior to determine what 
kind of thinking it reflects, and how such 
thinking compares with the dialectic and 
the evaluative asymmetry.60 

8. Epilogue 

This paper has examined th ree sets of 
Gramscian views relevant to the question 
of logic and polities, and two logical
theoreticallessons suggested by a case 
study of his work in accordance with the 
historical-empirical approach to logic. 

In Gramsci's Prison Notebooks we have 
found an account of the unity of theory 
and practice which advocates a nonreduc
tionistic and interactionist approach to 
the question of the relation of logic and 
polities. We have also found an inter
pretation of forma I logic which, on the 
one hand, attributes to it a universality 
which makes it politically neutral; on the 
other hand, he thinks the study of formal 
logic has three functions: to help correct 
the sloppiness of oratorical grandilo
quence, to teach a skill (the grammar of 

60 These considerations now motivate me to 
take Gramsci's active political life more 
seriously th at I have done previously. I would 
want to do this myself first-hand, even though 
there do exist works by others which study 
Gramsci's active political life and detect in it 
elements of the type of dialectica I thinking I 
have detected in the Notebooks; see, for exam
ple, Paggi (1984) and the comments on this 
book in Finocchiaro (1986), and Femia (1981) 
and the relevant comments in Finocchiaro 
(l984c). See also Adamson (1980), 
Finocchiaro (l984a), and Germino (1990). 



thinking) which is not innate, and to 
teach proper discipline and work ha bits to 
young people in underdeveloped societies, 
where modern industry has not had the 
opportunity of accomplishing that. And 
we have also seen that Gramsci's notions 
of philosophy and intellectuals are 
analogous to the notion of empirical, 
practical logic advocated here. An inter
esting and important project for future 
investigation would be the reconstruction 
and evaluation of the full details of 
Gramsci's theory of intellectuals. 

A second and more indirect relevance 
of Gramsci's work involved a case study 
in empirical logic consisting of a critical 
examination of his Prison Notebooks, 
advanced elsewhere by the present author. 
One logical-theoretical lesson implicit 
here is that there exists a type of thinking 
consisting of avoiding one-sidedness by 
seeking unity within diversity and diver
sity within unity, th at such thinking is a 
type of reasoning, that it is important, 
that it is irreducible but related to 
argumentation, and that it may be labeled 
'dialectic.' Further, two interesting 
illustrations of such dialectical reasoning 
are Gramsci's approach to the problem of 
the evaluation of Marxism and his 
approach to the question of the unity of 
theory and practice. Another implicit 
lesson involves the formulation and 
illustration of a principle about the asym
metry of favorable and of unfavorable 
evaluation of texts; that is the principle 
that in the context of an unfavorable 
evaluation of the content of a given text, 
the interpretation of the text needs a 
stronger justification th at in the context of 
a favorable evaluation. 

Many problems remain for future 
investigation. The serious critical analysis 
of Gramsci's works has barely begun; we 
need to explore whether in prison 
Gramsci revised merely his tactics or also 
his goals, and the full details of his theory 
of intellectuals need to be re-examined. 
The concept of dialectic needs further 
clarification, especially in relation to the 
concept of argument and reasoning. 
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L. Jonathan Co hen 

4. Does Analytical Philosophy 
Have Any Ideological Implication? 

1. Positivism and Analytical Philosophy 

What I want to argue is th at analytica I 
philosophy does indeed have some impor
tant ideological implications, but th at 
these are not the same now as they were in 
the middle decades of the present century. 

The leaders of the analytical movement 
in the immediate post-1945 period, i.e., the 
generation of Wittgenstein, Carnap and 
Ryle, of ten disagreed strongly about the 
correct methodology for conceptual analy
sis. Should formal-Iogical systematization 
he employed, as in Russell's philosophy of 
mathematics? Should the main objective 
he to assign crucial words and phrases in 
existing languages to their correct concep
tual categories, or to construct new lan
guages that will perform the same tasks as 
existing languages but more efficiently, 
more revealingly, more univocally? Should 
philosophers put forward theses at all, or 
just battle against linguistic bewitchment? 
Can a suitable study of English, or French, 
resolve philosophical problems, or do 
those problems transcend the idiom of 
particular naturallanguages? Indeed, 
because these analytical philosophers all 
tended, implicitly or explicitly, to agree 
with Schlick's programmatic claim in 1930 
to be provided with 'the means of settling 
all so-called philosophical disputes in an 
absolutely final and ultimate manner', I 

I M . Schlick, Philosophical Papers (ed. 
H. Mulder et. al.), vol. 2, Dordrecht: Reidel, 
1979, p. 171. 
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their serious disagreements could only be 
about the nature of this means - i.e., 
could only be methodological rather than 
substantive. Any serious disagreement of 
a substantive nature would have tended 
to discredit the claim to have within their 
collective grasp a conclusive method of 
settling all philosophical disputes. So the 
analytical philosophy of the later 1940s, 
like that of the 1930s, exhibited, on the 
who Ie, an ideological consensus in which 
it seemed reasonable to hold that 'there 
is nothing in the nature of philosophy to 
warrant the existence of conflicting 
philosophical parties or "schools" " as a 
highly influential book of Ayer's had put 
it in 1936. The analytical philosophers of 
those years, few as they were, tended to 
oppose belief in Cartesian dualism, to be 
positivist rather then religionist and 
phenomenalist rather than realist, to 
favour logicist accounts of mathematics 
and non-cognitivist accounts of moral 
judgements, and so on. Correspondingly 
modern formal logic was once associated 
in many people's minds not only with 
Russell's truth-functionalism and ex ten
sionalism, but also with his anti
Hegelianism, with his opposition to 
natural theology, and even with his 
unconventional opinions on ethical 
issues. And linguistic method in 
philosophy, so far as it exploited formal
logical techniques, was associated with 
the anti-metaphysical stance of the 
Vienna Circle. 

Not surprisingly, therefore, the recep
tion of modern formal logic into educa
tional curricula has been rather a slow 
affair, and inclined to be inhibited by 
ideological considerations. For example, it 
was not firmly established in Scotland 
until the mid-1950s, perhaps hecause 
Hegelianism remained influential in 
Scotland (though not in England ) for 
several years af ter the Second World War. 
And in the 1970s forma110gic was still not 
as yet established in philosophical 
curricula in either Greece or Spain, 
presumably hecause of the military dic
tatorships th at had been in power there 



and their natural opposition to anything 
tainted by association with 'subversive' 
individu als like Russell or free-thinking 
groups like the Vi en na Circ1e. Modern 
fonnal logic was also widely suspect in 
Roman Catholic circ1es in the immediate 
post-1945 period until the work of 
Bochenski and other Dominicans helped 
to give it respectability. It encountered 
much hostility from philosophers in the 
USSR until the 1960s and recently it was 
still out of favour in Chile (except among 
mathematicians ). 

2. The Post-Positivist Phase of Analytical 
Philosophy 

For some years af ter the Second World 
War there were th us widely accepted 
reasons for regarding modern analytical 
philosophy as an academie infrastructure 
for positivist ideology. But these reasons 
disappeared when new developments 
hegan to show that conceptual analysis 
could issue in quite different kinds of con
c1usion that those hitherto familiar. John 
Wisdom's 1945 Raper on the analysis of 
theistic language2 was an important path
finder here, because it illustrated how 
analysis might come to tenns with 
religionism. Strawson's 1950 paper on 
referring3 was another powerful influence, 
because - by offering a riyal account of 
definite descriptions - it effectively took 
away from Russell's analysis the 
paradigma tic status that was widely 
attributed to it. But there were many 
other changes too. Quine opposed a 
holistic theory of sentence-function to 
Carnap's atomistic one, Kripke opposed 
an essentialist theory of necessity to 
Ayer's conventionalist one, Sellars 
opposed a realist reconstruction of scien
tific theory to Goodman's 
phenomenalism, Plantinga opposed 

2 J. Wisdom, 'Gods,' Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society 45, 1945, 185-206. 
3 P . F . Strawson, 'On Referring,' Mind 59, 1950, 
320-344. 
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arguments for theism to Mackie's for 
atheism, and so on.4 

In this new atmosphere it has heen 
only ignorant and out-of-date critics who 
have continued to upbraid analytical 
philosophy for its allegedly positivist 
ideology. The analytical dialogue has 
now been extended to cover a very wide 
variety of non-positivist standpoints on 
substantive issues. Nevertheless alongside 
this doctrinal pluralism there is still a 
certain unavoidable commitment of an 
ideological nature. Concerned as it is 
with the analysis of reasoning in every 
area of human intellectual activity, 
analytical philosophy needs to construct 
appropriate arguments in support of its 
analyses. What are the ultimate 
premisses of these arguments to he? 
They must be widely acceptable, and 
they must not presuppose the validity of 
other philosophical arguments. Nor can 
they report observations, or experimental 
data, since conceptual analysis has 
always been distinguished from empirical 
science: you may analyse or reconstruct 
scientific theories, but the assertion that 
such-or-such an analysis is the correct 
one is not itself a scientific theory. What 
analytica I philosophers in fact commonly 
invoke as their premisses are people's 
naive and untutored beliefs about nor
mative issues - about what may be 
inferred from what, about how a word 
or phrase is properly used, or about how 
a virtuous person would behave in a 
specified type of situation. Carnap, Hem
pel, Quine, Kripke and many other 
analytica I philosophers have called such 
beliefs 'intuitions', while others, like J. L. 
Austin and Bernard Williams, have 
shared the same general pattern of 
argumentation while preferring not to 
use this particular label for their 
premisses. 5 

4 References are given in L. J. Cohen, The 
Dialogue of Reason, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1986, p. 29. 
5 Ibid., pp. 78-79. 



3. Analytical Philosophy Assurnes and 
Consolidates InteUectual Infrastructures 
That Are Required in a Pluralist Society 

Thus analytica I philosophy presupposes a 
universal human competence - an ability 
to reason correctly ab out non-technical 
issues. Of course, on particular occasions 
the exercise of this ability may be ham
pered or thwarted by carelessness, forget
fulness , emotion or inexperience. But 
analytical philosophers' appeals to intui
tion would be pointless if such a com
petence were not in fact universal in nor
mal adults. Moreover, at its best analyti
cal philosophy helps people to exercise 
this competence. By its systematic 
exploration of reasons and reasoning 
analytical philosophy helps to consolidate 
the intellectual infrastructure that is 
needed for systems of social organization 
within which disputes are reflected in 
argument and counter-argument, rather 
than in the use or threat of violence. By 
virtue of its preoccupation with 
rationality it promotes awareness that the 
intellectual merit of a person's opinion 
does not hinge on his membership of a ' 
particular party, priesthood or hermetic 
tradition. And, with its interest in picking 
out ultimate issues for discussion, it tends 
to undermine any support for the view 
that certain accepted principles, 
prerogatives or presumptions are intrinsi
cally immune to rational criticism and 
reappraisal. No tenets are sacrosanct for it 
- not even the positivism of its earlier 
phase. 

Belief in universal rationality, however, 
was seriously challenged by a number of 
experimental psychologists in the years 
1965-1980. For example,6 let it be accep
ted that the vehicle involved in a certain 
road accident in Smithville was a taxi-cab 
and that 85 % of Smithville cabs are blue 
and 15 % green. Let it be accepted too 
th at a witness has identified the cab in the 

6 D. Kahneman and A. Tversky, 'On the Psy
chology of Prediction,' Oregon Research 
Institute Bulletin 12, 1972. 
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accident as green and that, when he is 
tested over equal numbers of blue and 
green cabs in conditions similar to those 
of the accident, he gives the correct colour 
in 80 % of cases and the other colour in 
only 20 %. Then wh at is the probability, 
expressed as a percentage, that the cab in 
the accident was blue? There is robust 
experimental evidence to the effect that 
most statistically untutored people tend to 
estimate this probability as 20 %. They 
thus seem to rely solelyon the witness's 
testimony and to ignore altogether the 
specified base-rate - namely the distribu
tion of cab-colours. But if, when the prob
ability in question is ca1culated by means 
of Bayes's theorem, the specified base-rate 
is treated as the relevant prior probability, 
the required posterior probability 
amounts to approximately 60 %. So the 
psychologists, Tversky and Kahneman, 
who originally propounded this problem, 
conclude that we have here at least one 
piece of evidence against the assumption 
of human rationality on which analytica I 
philosophy depends. And many similar 
claims have been made about other 
experimental data about probabilistic 
reasoning, affecting not only Bayes's 
theorem but also the law that variance 
tends to decrease with sample-size, the 
law that the probability of a conjunction 
cannot be greater than the probability of 
either of the conjuncts, the gambler's 
fallacy, and so on - not to mention 
another group of allegedly prevalent 
fallacies in deductive reasoning. 7 

So we have a situation in which analyti
cal philosophy is seen to presuppose a 
principle that several experimental psy
chologists claim to have disproved. If the 
psychologists are right the ideological 
position promoted by analytical 
philosophy is untenable. Indeed some 
lawyers have already been persuaded by it 
to propose th at lay juries should either be 
abolished or so closely regulated in their 
decisions that in effect they cease to use 

7 References are given in L. J. Cohen, op. cit., 
pp. 151-173. 



their own powers of judgement.8 Popular 
errors about factual matters, such as 
about the accuracy of eye-witness 
testimony, can easily be corrected in the 
courtroom. Emotional prejudices, though 
perhaps with greater difficulty, can be dis
counted. A judge, or even an expert wit
ness, can warn the jury in a way that is 
appropriate to the special circumstances 
of the case. But a judge can hardly be 
expected, at each trial, to conduct a 
course in logic and statistics for the 
benefit of the jury. So, if in the normal 
course of events lay jurors or assessors 
cannot otherwise be expected to be 
roughly correct in their intuitive 
judgements of logic or probability 
(because their reasonings are structured 
by incorrect rules), the interests of justice 
require a radical reform of present ways of 
using jurors or lay assessors for juridical 
fact-finding. We should need to move 
backwards towards the medieval idea that 
forensic proofs must be weighed and 
measured in accordance with legally 
ordained rules. Moreover, if jurors and 
assessors must accordingly either belong 
to a logically and statistically trained élite, 
or have their deliberations closely con
trolled via the incorporation of per
missible logical and statistical proof-pro
cedures into the law of evidence, it is 
scarcely possible to avoid the conclusion 
that voters should be treated similarly, 
because they too, if they are to act ration
ally in pursuit of their several ends, need 
to draw inferences from facts. Nobody, it 
will be said, should have the right to vote 
unless he is either certified to have dis
carded his various innate strategies of fal
lacious reasoning or he is prepared to 
submit his electoral decisions to the gui
dance of those who have. Thus, so far as 
universal suffrage assumes universal ra
tionality, an attack on universal ration
ality is an attack on universal suffrage. 

8 M. J. Saks and R. F. Kidd, 'Human Informa
tion-Processing and Adjudication: Trial by 
Heuristics,' Law and Society Review 15, 1980-
81, 123-160, esp. p. 134. 
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Fortunately, however, when the 
detailed structure of these psychological 
experiments is examined, what we find is 
that the proposed interpretations of the 
results always assume the subjects of the 
experiments to have understood the 
specification of their task in precisely the 
same sense as that intended by the 
experimenters and to have accepted that 
the only relevant information that they 
can exploit in the performance of the task 
is the information given them by 
experimenters. And there is always 
another way of looking at the results -
namely, we can treat them as evidence 
about how the subjects did in fact con
ceive their task and about what informa
tion they did in fact exploit. Indeed it 
turns out that all the results are in fact 
open to quite plausible interpretations 
that make them compatible with the prin
ciple of universa I rationality that analyti
cal philosophy presupposes.9 For exam
ple, in the taxicab case the prior probabil
ity of a blue cab's being involved in the 
accident might be taken to be affected by 
other factors (drivers' training, vehicle 
maintenance, etc.) than the mere number 
of blue cabs. Not that mistakes are never 
made by the subjects: far from it. But the 
mis takes that are made are due to 
accident al factors like carelessness, forget
fulness , emotion or inexperience. They are 
not manifestations of a systematically 
flawed competence. 

I conclude that the ideological implica
tions of analytical philosophy are by no 
means trivial, and for two reasons. One 
reason is th at these implications affect 
institutions, like universal suffrage, th at 
are crucial to pluralistic democracy. And 
the other reason is that these implications 
conflict with claims th at have been made 
- albeit wrongly - by certain experimen
tal psychologists. 

9 L. J. Cohen, op. cit., pp. 149-192. 



Howard McGary 

5. Rawls' Logic of Political 
Arguments: Political Justification 
Without Truth 

1. Introduction 

Contemporary political theorists believe 
that it is paramount that they be able to 
provide fair, just, and unbiased justifica
tions of their political judgments. 1 For 
example, when they judge that a political 
order is just or that political authority is 
legitimate, then they want to be ab Ie to 
provide a compelling principled defense of 
these judgments. These theorists also 
believe that political judgments require 
rigorous justification because political 
judgments very of ten involve the coercive 
powers of the state. When a person asks: 
'Why should I submit to state authority?' 
or 'Why is this political decision just?' 
modern day political theorists believe that 
these two connected, but different, ques
tions deserve some sound justification. 
However, finding agreement about an 
acceptable justification or method for 
answering these questions has proven to 
be extremely illusive. 

In fact, some philosophers have been 
quite sceptica I about the prospects for 
finding agreement about rational justifica-

1 See, e.g., Stephen Darwall, Impartia/ Reason, 
Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1984; 
David Gauthier, Morals By Agreement, 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986; R.M. Hare, 
Mora/ Thinking, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1981 ; and John Rawls, A Theory of lustice 
(henceforth AT 1), Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1971. 
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tions for our political judgments? Scep
tics, since the time of Plato, have con
cluded that, when it comes to poli tics, 
might makes right. It is their contention 
that efforts to rationally persuade persons 
to submit to political authority are merely 
disguised ways of rationalizing the will of 
the powerful. But political scepticism has 
taken several forms. An extreme version 
says that we can never give an objective 
justification of our political decisions. 
According to this view, all of our political 
decisions ate partial and subjective and 
usually favor those who have power and 
influence. A more moderate version says 
that we may be able to convince rational 
people to agree on certain political 
judgments, but that it is not at all clear 
that we can justify this agreement by 
appeal to some realizable objective or 
impartial procedure. 

In this paper, I wish to examine a 
method made popular by John Rawls 3 for 
providing a justification of political 
judgments without appeal to substantive 
truth claims about 'the good' or 'the good 
way of life.' I assess Rawls' controversial 
method of political theorizing by contrast
ing it with more traditional forms of 
political reasoning as well as with contem
porary communitarian justifications of 
political judgments. In the second section 
I briefly review some of the ways that 
theorists have attempted to justify politi
cal judgments. In the third section I set 
out Rawls' account of political reasoning 
found in A Theory of lustice and the 
revised account found in his later papers. 
In section four I present what I take to be 
contemporary communitarian 

2 Political anarchists argue that we never 
justify state authority. See, e.g., Robert Paul 
WolfT, A Defense of Anarchism, New York: 
Harper and Row, 1970. 
3 Rawls, op. cit., and John Rawls' recent papers 
entitled 'Justice as Fairness: Political Not 
Metaphysical' (henceforth lF), Phi/osophy and 
Public Affairs 14, No. 3 (1985) and 'The Idea 
of An Overlapping Consensus' (henceforth 
IOC), The Oxford lournal of Lega/ Studies 7, 
No. 1 (1987). 



type challenges to Rawls' approach to 
political philosophy. Finally, I comment 
on the role of truth and metaphysics in 
political reasoning. 

2. Justifying Political Judgments: Early 
Theoretical Approaches 

It is important at this juncture to be clear 
about the sceptic's position. They are not 
maintaining that we cannot explain the 
political judgments that we make but 
rather they doubt our ability to rationally 
justify these judgments. 

The idea of political decisions standing 
in need of some rigorous objective or 
rational justification is an idea that has 
received popular endorsement in modern 
times. However, there was a time though 
when political decisions were thought not 
to stand in need of any objective or 
rational justification. For example, 
religious reasons were of ten given to 
explain and justify political decisions. The 
will of god was seen as sufficient grounds 
for political authority. Aristocratic 
reasons were also advanced to support 
various political arrangements. The divine 
right of kings and queens was seen as 
beyond reproach. 4 

But perhaps it is amistake to claim 
th at the religious and aristocratic reasons 
advanced to support politica I authority 
were not justifications. It might be better 
to say that they are not the kinds of 
reasons that would be found to be per
suasive by modern political theorists. The 
religious and aristocractic arguments are 
a species of the argument from authority 
form of reasoning. According to this form 
of argument, instead of giving reasons for 
what we conclude, we cite an authority. 
The implication is that the authority cited 
can give them even if we are unable to do 
so. However, professional philosophers 

4 For an excellent discussion of divine rights 
see Thomas Hobbes, The Leviathan (edited by 
Michael Oakeshott), New Vork: Collier 
Books, 1962. 
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and lay persons have all recognized the 
limitations of the argument by authority 
in support of political judgments. Before 
this form of justification can be accepted, 
certain conditions must obtain. Those 
conditions are 1) the authority cited must 
in fact be an expert in the areas under dis
cussion, 2) the issue under consideration 
must be the kind of issue that can be set
tled by expert opinion, 3) if condition 2) 
holds, then the authority must be cited 
correctly, 4) the authority cited must be 
trustworthy, and 5) there must be com
pelling reasons for appealing to an 
authority instead of offering actual 
evidence or reasons.5 

Justification by authority as an argu
ment form is concerned with validity and 
truth, but it says that these things can't be 
understood by all, and that some or most 
of us will have to accept the conclusion on 
the authority of a certain person or per
sons. What is crucial here, for our pur
poses, is that this argument as it was used 
in political contexts involved substantive 
truth claims, but only some persons or 
beings were thought to be capable of 
recognizing these claims as truths. We 
find in Plato the idea of the Philosopher 
Kings being the only pers ons capable of 
recognizing the true forrn of such things 
as justice and goodness. But even those 
theorists who rejected the appeal to 
authority as a way of justifying political 
decision making, still held on to the idea 
that there are some political principles or 
rules that are true and that our political 
decisions should be derived from these 
true principles. In pi ace of the argument 
by authority, we found these theorists 
claiming that certain political principles 
were self-evidently true. Of course this was 
a problematic method because wh at was 
self-evident to some was not evident to 
others. This method did not provide a 
satisfactory way of resolving political dis
agreements. 

5 See Robert J. Fogelin, Understanding 
Arguments, New Vork: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, Inc., 1982, p. 102. 



Therefore, as we move from the Middle 
Ages through the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, we find a move away 
from the idea of only a few people being 
capable of knowing the true principles 
upon which political decisions rest to the 
idea that all rational thinking persons 
were capable of recognizing these prin
ciples. We also find a shift from the view 
th at these principles are self-evidently true 
to the idea that they stand in need of 
some defense by evidence or demonstra
tion. These ideas begin to take their 
clearest form in the writings of Locke, 
John Stuart Mill, and Rousseau.6 So we 
find there is an established tradition that 
poli tics at its best is a search for truth. 
However, these theorists encountered 
countless difficulties in their efTorts to 
establish the true principles of justice and 
the valid grounds for political authority. 

3. 'Original Position' Strategy and 'the 
Shared Stock of Ideas': Rawls's Two 
Accounts of Political Reasoning 

Given the difficulties that philosophers 
preceding Rawls encountered in their 
attempts to identify true political prin
ciples, Rawls, learning from their failures , 
does not wish to repeat their mistakes. 
Rawls, a powerful thinker in the liberal 
tradition, argues th at political coercion 
can be justified only if it is compatible 
with justice. This is a sensible position, 
but the problem is identifying in wh at 
justice consists. 

In his major work, A Theory of Justice, 
Rawls constructs what he calls the 
'orginal position' strategy for identifying 
principles of justice. The 'orginal position' 
depicts what it means to be free and 
rational beings. Rawls believes th at his 
hypothetical orginal position reveals what 
it means to be a free and rational being 
through our choices. People exhibit their 

6 See Bernard J . Diggs, The State, Justice and 
the Common Good, G1enview, lil.: Seott, 
Foresman, 1974. 
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freedom from the contingencies of the 
phenomenal world by acting in ways ther 
would recognize in the original position. 
The idea is similar in ~irit to Kant's 
categorical imperative. Kant's test asks 
practical reasoners to consider what it 
would be like if all people acted in the 
way he is considering, and in a like man
ner, Rawls' original position test evaluates 
various conceptions of justice by compel
ling each party to choose as if he were 
anyone. Kant's categorical imperative, 
and Rawls' original postion approach, are 
both intended to illustrate the correct 
operation of practical reasoning. Rawls' 
intent in A Theory of Justice was to 
provide an impartial decision procedure 
for arriving at principles of justice. 

How should the principles that result 
from Rawls' procedure be characterized? 
Are they true? In A Theory of Justice, 
Rawls is not clear on this issue. However, 
in his recent work, especially his articles 
'Justice as Fairness: Political Not 
Metaphysical' and 'The Idea of An Over
lapping Consensus,'9 he makes it clear 
that he does not mean that the principles 
of justice are true. Rawls' recent work dis
tinguishes political philosophy fr om moral 
philosophy and politics. According to the 
later Rawls, political philosophy in our 
times should be free of moral assumptions 
th at are in question and should not rest 
upon any metaphysical foundations. The 
political philosopher is searching for a 
shared stock of ideas th at are dormant in 
the culture and acceptable to all in the 
culture no matter what their metaphysical 
views might be. For Rawls, the basic dif
ference between political philosophy and 
polities is that 'the politician, .. looks to 
the next election, the statesman to the 
next generation, and philosophy to the 

7 Rawls, AT J, pp. 255-256. 
8 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the 
Metaphysics of M orals (trans. Lewis White 
Beek), Indianapolis, Ind .: Bobbs-Merrill, 1959, 
~. 39. 

See Note 3. 



indefinite future.'IO Rawls goes on to set 
moral philosophy apart from both 
because he thinks that moral philosophy, 
unlike politica I philosophy and politics, 
need not be concerned with practical 
possibilities. 

It is important to note that the above 
account of political reasoning ofTered by 
Rawls is predicated on several crucial 
assumptions. Rawls is describing political 
reasoning in our times. By this he means 
political reasoning in the later part of the 
twentieth century in modern democratic 
societies. These societies are characterized 
by certain conditions which makes Rawls' 
version of political reasoning possible. 
These conditions, according to Rawls, are 
moderate scarcity of primary goods, per
manent pluralism that can only be over
come through repressive measures, and 
the fact the persons in society realize th at 
there are things to be gained through a 
scheme of social cooperation.11 Rawls 
characterizes these conditions as 
sociological facts. So, according to Rawls, 
our times dictate his methodology. 

4. Communitarian CritiCÎsm and Deduc
tion from Values 

Rawls' present way of understanding 
political reasoning can, in part, be seen as 
a response to his communitarian cri tics. 
These critics argued that the method 
developed in A Theory of Justice rested on 
a faulty metaphysical assumption about 
the foundation of justice. They claimed 
that Rawls was wrong to try and free his 
conception of justice of all historica I and 
social contingencies. According to the 
communitarians, the self as a chooser is 
always embedded in a community. For 
communitarians, the community is the 
source of value. Communitarians, like 
Michael Sandel and AJasdair MacIn-

10 Rawls, IOC, pp. 24-25. 
11 Rawls, IOC, p. 22 and lF, p. 225. 
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tyre,12 also questioned what they took to 
be mistaken meta-ethical or metaphysical 
views prominent in the theories of liberals 
like Rawls. They challenged the very idea 
of the demands of justice as absolute and 
universal; that we are not capable of 
knowing and sharing common moral 
ends; that we can define our personal 
identity independent of community and 
social circumstances. 

Let us be clear here. Communitarians 
have not given up on meta-ethical or 
metaphysical truth claims, they only reject 
arriving at truth claims ab out justice and 
politica I reasoning by means of some 
exhalted, impartial, or impersonal 
stand point. They believe that we can iden
tify a set of common values, but that we 
will have to get our hands dirty in doing 
SO.13 As we can see, Rawls, in his recent 
work, has come a long way in addressing 
the objections raised by his com
munitarian critics, but they still stand 
worlds apart because Rawls still insists 
that justice or political theorizing should 
not express our deepest shared under
standings about value, but that it should 
only represent the fairest possible way of 
life for a pluralistic society. Most com
munitarians still want to hold on to 
deducing our account of justice from 
values, although they believe these values 
are to be found in actual communities. 
Rawls, on the other hand, rejects the com
mon practice of deducing our concept of 
justice from a set of shared moral values. 
Rawls insist that political theorizing 
involves the give and take of harmonizing 
a variety of considerations into a coherent 
view about justice, without appeal to any 
meta-ethical or metaphysical claims. 14 

12 Alasdair MacIntyre, Af ter Virtue, Notre 
Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1981, 
and Michae1 Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits 
of lustiee, New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1982. 
13 See, e.g., Benjamin Barber, Strong 
Democraey: Partieipatory Polities for a New 
Age, Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1984. 
14 Rawls, lF, pp. 226-231. 



5. Friedman's Compromise: Public 
Dialogue as a Method 

Before I comment on the reasoning at 
work in the Rawlsian approach let me 
first describe an interesting compromise 
between the communitarian methods and 
those that attempt to employ ideal impar
tial procedures. In a recent article entitled 
'The Impracticality of Impartiality,' 
Marilyn Friedman argues that rather than 
attempt to find some impartial procedure 
or perspective from which to evaluate 
moral claims, including claims of justice, 
we should break down the particular ways 
that we know we are partial and then, 
through public dialogue, we can disco ver 
other ways that we are gartial that are not 
presently known to us. 5 Once these ways 
are know, they should also be broken 
down. Friedman believes that the value of 
her method over a method like Rawls' is 
its practicality. This sounds reasonable, 
but when we scratch the surface, we run 
into problems. The first problem involves 
producing open dialogue for identifying 
the actual ways that we are partial. Fried
man recognizes this as a problem, and 
attempts to address it when she writes: 

The beneficiaries, victims, bystanders, and 
so on, of one's beha vi or may especiaJly be 
better situated than oneself to grasp one's 
articulated attitudes contextuaJly in the 
revealing light of one's related actions and 
practices. 

Persons who are disfavored by a bias, 
who have the most to lose by the social 
implementation of that disfavor, are more 
likely than others to be sensitive to its 
presence in moral thinking and practice. 
Such persons must be - must have the 
resources to be - able ·to participate in 
public dialogue with those of competing 
interests so as to insure that those com
petitors do not influence social policy and 
social arrangements in a biased direction.16 

This sounds good but, it is unclear that 

15 Marilyn Friedman, 'The Impracticality of 
Impartiality,' The Journalof Philosophy 86, 
No. 11 (1989). 
16 Ibid., p. 256 
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providing historically victimized and 
powerless people with resources is suf
ficient for giving them an equal voice. 
Who is to determine what those resources 
should be and how they should be spent? 
Should this decision be made exclusively 
by the victims? If not, how much of a say 
should the better-off victimizers have in 
all of this? These are difficult practical 
worries. 

The second problem raises a more 
serious challenge. Even if we have an ade
quate way of identifying who should make 
the decision, we still don't have a practical 
method for knowing how many of the 
ways that people are actually partial are 
captured through the process of public 
dialogue. This poses a special problem in 
societies th at are made-up of diverse 
racial, religious, and sexual groups; where 
power and influence historically has not 
been distributed equally amongst these 
groups. In such societies, we cannot be 
sure that even the members of oppressed 
groups who have been victimized by par
tial policies and practices fully appreciate 
that such policies and practices are par
tial, let alo ne those who stand to benefit 
from these policies and practices. The 
American civil rights movement and the 
woman's movement both have taught us 
th at even the oppressed have to be en
lightened about the nature of their 
oppression. For example, we are just 
beginning to see that even our language 
needs to be critically examined if we are 
to eliminate racism and sexism. At one 
time, even ardent feminists did not realize 
the sub tie ways that our language causes 
us to treat certain groups unfairly. If we 
employ Friedman's method, how do we 
know that we have eliminated enough of 
the actual ways th at people unfairly act 
and decide partially. We cannot, for 
example, assume that an egalitarian dis
tribution of goods and services would 
signa I that we had succeeded. For this 
would merely beg the question about 
what follows distributively when people 
choose and act impartially. 

Friedman claims that if we are impar-



tial, then we don't cater to special inter
ests. She is correct, but she fails to provide 
a criterion for distinguishing mere inter
ests from special interest. Certainly there 
are some interests that are commonly 
agreed upon as special interests. However, 
there are numerous instances where what 
counts as a special interests is not dear. 
Let us suppose that there is a group of 
altruists who take special delight in 
unselfishly helping others. Should we see 
their interest in helping others as a special 
interest? What about labor unions? Are 
they merely catering to 'mere special inter
ests?' If not, why not? Friedman does not 
provide anwers to these important ques
tions. However, she does compare her 
method of public dialogue to what goes 
on in jury selection. But unfortunately, 
the two kinds of cases are not analogous. 
In the case of jury selection, the opposing 
counsels begin with a shared definition of 
what counts as bias and then in theory 
they attempt to select a jury who will 
fairly assess the evidence. In reality, 
however, each counsel attempts to select a 
jury that will be indined to be sym
pathetic to their case. On the other hand, 
Friedman's method of public dialogue has 
as its purpose the identification or the 
elimination of bias. So, unlike the case of 
jury selection, the parties in the public 
dialogue don't operate with a shared con
cept of bias. 

Friedman's method encourages us to 
begin with a very broad set of personal 
interests and through a process of public 
dialogue we proceed to abandon those 
interests which result from treating others 
in biased or unfair ways. However, ifI am 
right, Friedman's method may encourage 
us to be less critical about the set of per
sonal interests and preferences that we 
bring to the dialogue. For it is in our best 
interest to co me to the dialogue with a 
wide set of interests that are in our favor 
and then be talked out of those that are 
partia!. But because of the absence of a 
dear account of what counts as bias, this 
method will still allow many partial and 
biased interests to shape our judgments. 
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Friedman's approach rejects the ideal 
theory of impartiality in favor of a con
crete give and take method of public 
dialogue. But in order to succeed she still 
has to have some archemedian point to 
anchor the dialogue. A dear de fini ti on of 
bias would be such a point. However, can 
we arrive at this definition through con
sensus or must there be some truth of the 
matter? Friedman is unclear here, but the 
later Rawls is not. He insist that we don't 
have to let our fundamental moral beliefs 
enter our reasoning. So we can agree on 
wh at is unbiased or fair without appeal to 
wh at is 'good' or what constitutes 'the 
good life.' 

6. Rawls: Rational Consensus Beyond 
Ethical Disparities 

As we have seen, Rawls' method of doing 
political philosophy, and the approach 
taken by some communitarians, rejects 
the time honored practice of philosophy 
as the search for truth. Plato, who is 
thought to exemplify the method of 
philosophy as the quest for truth, defines 
a philosopher as a truth seeker. But what 
does this really mean? What is the rela
tionship between the philosophical enter
prise and the be liefs we bring to that 
enterprise? It is dear that we can't set our 
existing be liefs to one side while we do 
philosophy. If we did, there would be 
nothing for our method to work with. But 
perhaps philosophy merely examines, 
darifies, criticizes, etc., our existing beliefs. 
However if this were so, this would reduce 
the philosophical enterprise to the role of 
making our existing belief set consistent. 
But shouldn't philosophy do more if it is 
defined as the search for truth? Shouldn't 
new ideas be generated? Remember a con
sistent belief set does not entail truth. 

Rawls still insist that political 
philosophy cannot hope to go beyond 
gaining free rational consensus ab out a 
just form of association because anything 
more would require controversial moral 
and metaphysical assumptions. In a more 



radical move, some philosophers, like 
Richard Rorty, believe that it is mistaken 
for philosophy as a whole to be seen as a 
search for truth. 17 Rawls doesn't buy this. 
As I said earlier, Rawls thinks that politi
cal philosophy is a special case. The 
political philosopher, according to Rawls, 
wh en he is doing political theorizing, 
given the urgency of the need for peace, 
must apply the principle of toleration to 
the diversity of ideas in her society about 
how the political order is to be designed. 
The political philosopher must recognize 
that she must be politica!. By this Rawls 
means the political philosopher must set 
the ground rules by which people with 
quite divergent views can peacefully inter
act. But doesn't this reduce philosophy to 
polities? Isn't there something valuable 
about the quest for truth in political 
reasoning? In the following sections, I 
address this question. 

7. Hampton's Skepticism 

Jean Hampton, a noted politica I 
philosopher, has argued that political 
theorizing cannot do without metaphysics 
or substantive claims about what is 
goOd.18 She contends that the Soera tic 
method is indeed compatible with the idea 
of toleration. Toleration not understood 
as sympathy for another person's 
metaphysical or ethica I beliefs, but respect 
for the persons holding such beliefs. This, 
of course, does not mean that this respect 
will eau se one to agree or accept the ot her 
person's position. In fact, the Socratic 
method, on her view, compels one to 
challenge those ideas that one takes to be 
wrong, but the challenge must occur in 
the spirit of free inquiry. Hampton goes 
on to warn that in democratie societies 

17 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of 
Nature, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1979. 
18 Jean Hampton, 'Should Political Philosophy 
Be Done Without Metaphysics?' Ethics 99, 
No. 4 (l989). 
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like the United States, there is still wide 
spread disagreement about whether all 
person, regardless of their race or sex, 
should be accorded the same rights and 
opportunities. According to Hampton, we 
have an obligation as political 
philosophers to argue with and challenge 
those who would deny these opportunities 
and rights to all. However, she is aware 
that we could attempt to persuade people 
by the use of instrumentalist arguments 
that left their views about the status of 
certain human beings untouched. But she 
thinks that to do so would miss the point. 
The point being that people who wish to 
legitimate the denial of rights because 
people belong to a certain race or sex are 
just wrong. Saying why these people are 
wrong, on her view, requires philosophers 
to take a stance on controversial 
metaphysical beliefs about the nature of 
human beings. According to Hampton, 
certain issues are so fundamental that we 
cannot avoid the assertion of a moral con
ception in a public, political context. 
Hampton's position is suggestive, but I 
am still not convinced that she has 
provided us with convincing reasons for 
abandoning the Rawlsian method of 
political reasoning. 

I appreciate Hampton's reservations 
about the conclusion that once people 
become tolerant of other people's meta
ethical or metaphysical beliefs, and come 
to share a political consensus about a 
conception of justice that governs their 
action, then peace will be obtained 
without requiring people to abandon 
some of their deeply held metaphysical 
views. Are these reservations simply a 
refusal to depart from traditional ways of 
thinking? Must people abandon racist or 
sexist metaphysical beliefs in order to act 
in accordance with a conception of justice 
th at respects all persons as fullfledged 
rightholders? The issue seems to boi! 
down to this: Can a person truly believe 
that X is less of a rightholder and yet still 
reason and act as if X has fullfledged 
rights? Note we are not saying that the 
racists or sexists are indifferent or in a 



state of suspended belief about X's status, 
and thus lacking a position on the issue 
take it as a postulate that Xs have fewer 
rights. The person in our case has strong 
convictions about the lower status of Xs. 

People can certainly act with kindness 
and compassion towards beings that they 
believe have fewer rights or no rights at 
all. Compassionate and kind treatment of 
domestic anima Is by humans illustrates 
this fact. However, compassionate and 
kind treatment are not equivalent to 
justice. People can be kind and compas
sionate to animals and yet consistently 
maintain that the demands of justice don't 
apply to them. 

Hampton's criticism is that Rawls' 
account of political reasoning does 
depend up on a fundamental metaphysical 
assumption. According to Hampton, 
Rawls assumes that all human beings are 
equal in terms of their moral status as 
persons, and that this belief is widely held 
in modern democratic societies. Hampton 
suggest that Rawls is mistaken about the 
extent to which people in these societies 
operate with the same metaphysical view 
about what it means to be a fullfledged 
person. Of course, Rawls would disagree. 
He believes th at there can be tremendous 
variations amongst persons due to 
biological and social conditions, but none 
of these things affect most people's beliefs 
about these persons' status as persons and 
members of the moral community. It is 
not surprising th at Rawls embraces this 
view. Given th at his work is in the con
tractarian tradition of Hobbes, Locke, 
Kant, and Rousseau, he too shares the 
old contractarian belief that the parties to 
the social contract are moral equals even 
though they may differ in terms of things 
like intelligence, strength, and wealth . 

Rawls could conceivably argue that our 
metaphysical beliefs about race and sex 
are no different than our beliefs ab out 
social class. While people from different 
classes may be extremely biased and 
hostile towards members of other classes, 
it would be wrong to think they don't 
consider each other as human beings. 
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Rawls could admit that there was once a 
time when the personhood of certain races 
was seriously questioned by members of 
the majority race, but he doubts that this 
belief is widespread today in the United 
States and other modern democratic 
societies. 

It is an empirical question about who is 
right about how widespread the belief is 
that some races are not fullfledged person, 
but it is dear that there has been some 
progress in race relations. However, it 
does not follow fr om this that Hampton is 
wrong. As 1 said earlier, people can act 
with civility and even compassion towards 
a group without considering the members 
of the group to be fullfledged persons. If 
sociology supports Hampton's claim, then 
Rawls must take her challenge seriously. 
Remember Rawls now claims that politi
cal theorizing has to be understood in its 
historical and social context. If Hampton 
is right about how widespread racism and 
sexism are in modern democratic 
societies, then this, of course, could 
impact on the ability of racists and sexists 
to find overlapping consensus about a 
conception of justice that will regulate the 
political order. 

8. Cao Rawls Meet Hamptoo's Objec
tioos? 

In our exploration of Hampton's objec
tion, we should note that some racists and 
sexists hold beliefs about the naturalor 
moral inferiority of members of certain 
groups, while others may reject the 
inferiority claims, but support policies and 
practices that work to the unfair disad
vantage of members of these groups. Can 
the false belief about the human or moral 
status of certain races destroy Rawls' 
methodology? That is: (i) Does 
Hampton's criticism depend upon the 
false assumption that we must change the 
attitudes of racists and sexists in order for 
them to be able to choose and decide in 
rational ways? (ii) But suppose we can 
find a way to change the unjust behavior 



of racists and sexists, does it matter that 
their attitudes about these groups remain 
unchanged? Let us explore these two 
questions in turn. 

In response to the first question, I 
believe that Hampton might fall prey to 
the common mistake of assuming that 
attitudes and beha vi or are inextricably 
linked. But as psychologists like DJ. Bern 
have taught us, modifications in behavior 
can occur without any change in attitudes 
and this is also true for racists and 
sexists. 19 

An answer to the second question is 
more complex. Hampton is under
standably uncomfortable with calling a 
political order just, even when people 
have committed themselves to organize 
society in accordance with a conception of 
justice reached through the process of an 
overlapping consensus, if a considerable 
number of persons in that society still 
operate with false beliefs about the human 
or moral status of certain members of 
their society. But, unfortunately, she does 
not spell out the source of her discomfort. 
Is it because we a) never should base any
thing th at has impact on the lives of 
human beings on false beliefs or b) some 
false beliefs lead to actions that cause 
harm to innocent persons? I think that 
the answer to a) is no. We of ten construct 
and use false be liefs in order to achieve 
worthwhile results. The answer to b) is 
less clear. I think that Hampton believes 
th at the very nature of the false beliefs 
about the moral standing of certain races 
and sexes creates serious harms. These 
particular false beliefs are so fundamental 
and far reaching that they color and 
shape numerous things that fall under our 
public conception of justice. Even when 
social instititions are carefully designed in 
accordance with a conception of justice 
arrived at through a process of overlap
ping consensus, the society still cannot 
insulate innocent members of certain 

19 See, e.g., DJ. Bern, Beliefs, Attitudes and 
Human Affairs, Belmont, Cal.: Wadsworth, 
1970. 
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groups from being victimized because per
sons who opera te within the institutional 
framework hold metaphysical beliefs 
about the unequal moral status of mem
bers of these groups. For Hampton, any 
comprehensive conception of justice must 
rest on the idea that each and every 
human being has equal moral status. Any
thing less would allow too much room for 
the rationalizations of actions that cause 
serious harm to certain innocent members 
of society. Rawls does say that mutual 
respect is natural duty and by this he 
means we have a duty to show a person 
the re~ect which is due to him as a moral 
being. But the racists and sexists in 
Hampton's objection can admit that they 
have the natural duty of mutual respect, 
but deny that certain groups are worthy 
of respect, because they are not persons. 

Can Rawls successfully meet Hampton's 
objection? I think he might. He can either 
deny the veracity of Hampton's sociologi
cal claim or he can argue that even if 
Hampton is correct about the widespread 
metaphysical racist and sexist beliefs held 
by a large segment of society, the argu
ment from rational self-interest would still 
persuade people in modern democractic 
societies to be tolerant of those who they 
take to be less than fuU persons. Remem
ber Rawls says th at the parties involved in 
the quest for a correct conception of 
justice want to find a conception of justice 
that they can agree on because they 
believe this is necessary if the society is to 
obtain peace and secure stability. The 
later Rawls is now very Hobbesian?1 He, 
of course, doesn't accept Hobbes' 
pessimistic outlook about the conditions 
that the parties face who are attempting 
to agree on a conception of justice, but he 
does believe that these parties are strongly 
motivated by a desire to secure peace and 
stability in a pluralis tic society where 
goods are in moderate supply. 

Will rational self-interest persuade 
racists and sexists to find an overlapping 

20 Rawls, ATJ, pp. 337. 
2 1 See Hampton, op. cit., on this point. 



consensus ab out a conception of justice 
with people who they don't regard as 
fullfledged pers ons? Why wouldn't they 
regard these people as animals and dis
regard anything that they have to say. 
Rawls would say that at one time this 
might have been the case, but given the 
progress of societies like the United States 
this response would receive serious 
opposition. The claims of racial minorities 
and wo men cannot be dismissed. Their 
views have to be taken seriously. I think 
that Rawls is making a move similar to 
one made by Rousseau. 22 Rawls might 
claim that not all countries or societies 
are at a stage in their development that 
they can accept the Rawlsian way of 
political reasoning. He would contend 
that it would he foolhardy to try and 
intro duce this method when sociological 
conditions don't warrant it. Recall that he 
says that his method of political reasoning 
applies only given (i) a moderate scarcity 
of primary goods, (ii) a permanent 
pluralism th at can only be overcome 
through repressive measures, and (iii) the 
fact that the persons in society realize th at 
there are things to be gained through a 
scheme of social cooperation. So, where 
Hampton would question wh ether condi
tion (iii) can be satisfied in modern 
democratic societies, Rawls would claim 
that it can. Rawls might say, for example, 
that his method cannot work in present 
day South Africa or any other society that 
denies condition (iii). 

Wh at does it take to satisfy condition 
(iii)? I don't think that Rawls believes 
that each and every person in society 
must realize that there are things to be 
gained through a scheme of social 
cooperation in order to satisfy condition 
(iii). Some people can reject this idea and 
yet condition (iii) can still be said to be 
satisfied. But the relevant question is how 
many people can reject this idea, this con
dition still being satisfied? It is clear that 

22 Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract 
(trans. Maurice Cranston), Baltimore: Penguin 
Books, 1968, Book I, Chapter VI. 
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South Africa fails, but what ab out 
societies th at are not so obvious? Rawls 
must answer this question. But his basic 
response to Hampton would be that 
people and societies are in a state of 
evolution. Racism and sexism may now 
seem like intractable obstacles to consen
sus in some societies, but societies do 
change. He might even point to what is 
going on in South Africa to support his 
point. Where South Africa may not be a 
society that can at present employ Rawls' 
method of politics without truth, it may 
be on the road to becoming such a 
society. 

9. Conclusion 

So, as we have seen, Hampton poses a 
serious challenge to Rawls' method, but I 
think Rawls has a plausible way of re
sponding to her criticism. Of course, 
Rawls must answer our question about 
how many individuals in a society can fail 
to satisfy condition (iii) whereas this soci
ety still meets Rawls' requirements for en
gaging in his form of political reasoning. 
If the number is large, then Rawls faces 
the problem of having a large segment of 
society begrudgingly ad he ring to forms of 
association that they find cuts against 
there fundamental beliefs. W ould this 
state of afTairs create instability in society? 

According to Rawls, a society that is 
well-ordered and endures over time is 
stabIe. He goes on to say that the most 
stabIe conception of justice is lucid to our 
reason, congruent with our conception of 
our good, and rooted in an affirmation of 
the se1f.23 Of course, there are a variety of 
reasons why a society could become 
unstable. They include people acting on 
unenlightened views about what is in their 
self-interest, jealousy, and envy. But a 
society can also become unstable if signifi
cant numbers of the members of that 
society believe that the society is not 
designed in ways that are congruent with 

23 Rawls, ATJ, p. 499. 



their fundamental beliefs ab out their con
ception of their good. Rawls, himself, 
might have to admit that a society that 
had amongst its members a group of 
racists and sexists who genuinely deny the 
moral status of some of its members could 
breed instability, and instability is some
thing he wishes to avoid. However, this is 
a topic for another occasion. 
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logic and the Parliament 





Lennart Àqvist 

6. On the Nature of Political 
Compromise: An Application to 
Political Science of Deontic 
Preference Logic 

1. Introduction 

In his monograph ldeology and Strategy. 
A Century of Swedish Polities ( = Lewin 
(1988); see the list of references at the 
end of this paper), the Swedish political 
scientist Leif Lewin offers an interesting 
analysis of the so-called crisis agreement 
reached by the Social Democrats and the 
Agrarians in Sweden in 1933, as aresuit 
of their adopting a 'logrolling strategy' 
enabling them to transform a political 
situation where the 'voter's paradox' 
prevailed into one where those two parties 
turn out to be what Lewin calls Condoreet 
winners. Lewin's analysis lends itself 
excellently to a logical reconstruction, I 
shall argue, against the background of 
two axiomatic systems developed by 
myself in my contributions Áqvist (1986) 
and Áqvist (1987). The two axiomatic 
theories at issue are, respectively, the 
system G of Dyadic Deontic Logic and 
the system PR of (non-trivial) Preference 
Logic, the proof-theory and semantics of 
which are presented in the contributions 
just mentioned. These two systems are 
known to be deductively equivalent in a 
straightforward sense: see Aqvist (1986), 
Theorem 5.1, p. 108 f. as weIl as, for a full 
proof of the same result, Áqvist (1987) 
pp. 243-253. 

In the present paper, then, I intend to 
show in some detail just how to work out 
such a logical reconstruction of Lewin's 
analysis, thereby trying to establish closer 
contact between logical theory today and 
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contemporary political science (perhaps 
with emphasis on wh at Lewin calls 
Rational Choice Theory). 

More in detail, we shall proceed as 
follows. In Section 2 infra we start out to 
explain some fundamental theoretical con
ceptions, notably that of an eleetorial 
strueture in a well-defined, though some
what abstract sen se, relatively to which 
notion we are ab Ie to define some further 
important concepts in De! 1 - De! 4, in 
particular those of weak optimality ('Con
dorcet winner') and strong optimality. In 
Section 3 we sketch some empirical back
ground needed for a proper understand
ing of Lewin's analysis, and quote a series 
of interesting why-questions raised by him 
in the opening paragraph of the section in 
his book where he gives that analysis. 
Again, in our Sections 4-6 infra, we pre
sent the main details of the Lewin (1988) 
analysis as weIl as our own reconstruction 
of it in terms of the theoretical framework 
we have developed to that purpose; 
needless to say, we are able only to cover 
some, but not all, aspects of his ne at 
analysis. Finally, against the background 
of Lewin's extremely insightful account of 
the second and third preferences of the 
various Parliamentary parties, we close 
the paper by suggesting (in Section 7) a 
way of defining the highly interesting 
notion of urgeney, which is hinted at, if 
not explicitely used, by Lewin in that 
account. 

The main theoretical insights borrowed 
from my systems G (Dyadic Deontic 
Logic) and P R (Preference Logic) are 
embodied in the definitions De! 5 and 
De! 6 (Section 4 infrfl) as weIl as De! 7 
(Section 7 infra). In Aqvist (1986) and the 
Appendix of Áqvist (1987) 1 gave authors 
like Danielsson, van Fraassen, Lewis, and 
von Kutschera credit for the general idea 
behind De! 6. The 'credit situation' is less 
clear as far as definitions like my De! 7 
are concerned; let it just be noted that 
notions of urgency akin to the one 
explicated in De! 7 have been inter
estingly dealt with in recent work by my 
Swedish colleagues Lindahl, Danielsson 



and Sliwinski. See Lindahl (1984) and 
Lindahl (1985), both of which contain 
useful further references, as weIl as 
Danielsson (1986) and Sliwinski (1989). 
Considerable disagreement appears to 
remain, however, as to the proper way 
of analyzing the notion(s) of urgency 
under discussion. So Del 7 should be 
looked upon as a fairly fresh proposal in 
the area. 

2. Some Conceptual Machinery 

By an e/ectorial structure we are going to 
understand an ordered triple 
S= (E, A, {>e }eeE), where . 

(i) E is a non-empty and fimte set of 
'electors" 
(ii) A is' a non-empty and finite set of 

'alternatives'; and 
(iii) {> e }eeE is an indexed .family o~ strict 
preference rankings <?n A wlth E as lts 
index-set; more speclficaIly, w~ assume 
that for each elector e in E, hls/her rank
ing '> e is an orderi~g r~lation on the set 
A of alternatives whlch IS 

a) irreflexive in A 
b) transitive in A 

as weIl as (perhaps) . 
c) connected in A (in an appropnate 

sense). 
For any x, y in A and, e i~ E, w~ may 

read the locution 'x> e y as e (stnctly) 
prefers x to y', 'accord~ng to e, x i~ 
(strictly) better than y , or somethmg of 
that sort. 

Let us now introduce some stipula
tive/explicative definitions. Let 
S=(E,A, {>e}eeE) be any electorial 
structure let x, y be any members of A, 
and let e' be any member of E. Relatively 
to S we then lay down: 

(
VYEA) Del 1. lst(x, e, A) dr y i= x x ~ y. 

Read this definiendum as 'x is e's first 
choice in A', 'x is top-ranked in A bye', or 
whatnot. And the definiens as 'e (strictly) 
prefers x to every other alternative (com
petitor) in A'. 
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Del 2. ( 3DcE ) 
x>y= - (VeED)x>y. 

E df c(D»c(E-D) e 
Read the definiendum here as 'the elec
torate E (strictly) prefers x to y', and the 
definiens as 'a majority of electors i~ E 
(strictly) prefer x to y', or as 'accordmg to 
a majority in E, x is (strictly) better than 
y'. Again of course 'c( )' means 'the car
dinality of ( )'. 

De'". 3. optWeakly (x) = (VY E A) x> y. 
J. E. A df Y i= x E 

Here we read the definiendum as 'x is 
weak'ty optimal in A accordin~ to E', or, 
following Lewin (1988), as 'x IS the Con
dorcet winner relatively to E and A'; 
again, appealing to D.el 2 ~b<?ve,. we can 
read the definiens as a maJonty m the 
electorate E (strictly) prefers x to any . 
other alternative in A', or, more pedantl
cally and cautiously, as '~or each ~o~- . 
petitor in A to x there eXlsts a maJonty m 
E which (strictly) prefers x to that com
petitor'. As such a majority doesn't have 
to be one and the same for the various 
competitors to x, the second read!ng i~ . 
more cautious than the first one, smce It IS 
free from a certain familiar ambiguity 
which besets the first reading. 

Del 4. 
optstrongly (x) 

E.A 

= ( 3D~E )(VeED) lst(x, e, A). 
df cCD) > c(E - D) 
Here, read the definiendum in the 
straightforward way, and the definIens as 
'there exists a majority of electors m E all 
of whom have x as their first choice, i.e., 
strictly prefer x to every competitor in A'. 

On the basis of these definitions, we 
easily establish the following 

Theorem. Strong optimality (in A acc. to 
E) entails, but is not entailed by, weak 
optimality (in A acc. to E). 

Prooi Elementary exercise. Note how 
your proof 'dissolves' the familiar 
ambiguity mentioned a moment ago. 



3. Tbe 1933 Crisis Agreement in Sweden: 
Some Interesting Why-Questions 

In the opening sections of Chapter 5 of his 
(1988) monograph, Professor Lewin 
elegantly outlines the background of the 
crisis agreement and gives a detailed 
description of the chain of political events 
leading up to it. Inter alia he registers 
such important circumstances as the so
called crisis policy of the Social 
Democratie minority government, based 
on the new Wigforss-Keynes economie 
theory, as weIl as the sharply critical 
attitude of the non-socialist majority to 
that crisis program. Af ter noting that the 
government formed by Prime Minister 
Per Albin Hansson was in a precarious 
position and that the non-socialist 
majority looked forward with confidence 
to a parliamentary vote that would defeat 
the government's crisis program, Lewin 
summarizes: 

'In this situation, Per Albin Hansson 
managed to manoeuver himself out from 
under tbis threat of defeat by striking a deal 
with the Agrarians: This party was per
suaded to support Social Democratic unem
ployment policy, and in exchange the Social 
Democrats abandoned their traditional free
trade stance and adopted a protectionist 
position on the farm issue. This agreement is 
the classic example of a successful quid-pro
quo strategy in twentieth century Swedish 
politics.' 

Lewin (1988) p. 140 

Lewin then opens the analytical Section 3 
of his Chapter 5 by raising a series of tan
talizing questions -let me again quote 
from the Johan Skytte Professor of Elo
quence and Government at the University 
of Uppsala: 

'Why did a Parliament dominated by a non
socialist majority approve the new economic 
policies of a Social Democratic minority 
govemment, which went directly against the 
most fundamental principles of the non
socialists' liberal free-market doctrine? The 
previous section has provided a general 
answer: because the Social Democrats were 
successful in their logrolling strategy vis-à-
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vis the Agrarian party. But why were they 
successful? How did the potentialloser, Per 
Albin Hansson, manage to snatch victory 
from the jaws of defeat? Why did an agree
ment come about between the Social 
Democrats and the Agrarians? Why did 
their crisis agreement assume the shape it 
did? This section will summarize the situa
tion in 1933 in terms of game theory. In this 
connection there is reason to refer to the 
paradox described by Condorcet and Arrow 
and use the Swedish empirical material from 
the 1930s to examine in greater detail the 
conditions for rational political action.' 

Lewin (1988) pp. 143-144 

It is precisely the analysis proposed by 
Lewin in his attempt to answer these 
questions with which we shall be con
cerned in our reconstructive work done in 
the remainder of the present paper. 

4. A Reconstruction of tbe Lewin (1988) 
Analysis of tbe Swedisb Crisis Agreement 
as of 1933: Preliminaries 

Following Lewin (1988) pp. 144 fT., we 
assign the following labels to the main 
alternatives under consideration: 

X = expansionist unemployment policy 
- X = rejection of expansionist unem

ployment policy 
Y = agricultural protectionism 

- Y = rejection of agricultural pro tec
tionism 

Let us also introduce the following 
labels for possible combi na ti ons of the 
main alternatives: 

M=XY 
N= -XY 
o =X-Y 
P = -X-Y 

where ordinary logical conjunction is 
represented by simp Ie concatenation. 

According to Lewin's analysis, the 
preference rankings (orderings) of the 
Parliamentary parties - before the 
logrolling between the Social Democrats 
and the Agrarians took place - may be 
summarized in the following tab Ie 



(Cv = Conservatives, Ag = Agrarians, 
L = Liberals (including also the so-called 
'Prohibitionists'), S = Social Democrats, 

Table 1. A={M,N, O , P} 

Cv N P M 0 

Ag N M P 0 

E L P N 0 M 

S 0 M P N 

Cm 0 M P N 

Remarks. 
(i) Table 1 may be said to specify an 

electorial structure in our sense explained 
above, with the electorate 
E = {Cv, Ag, L, S, Cm 1 and the set A of 
alternatives = {M, N , d , P); moreover, it 
is also apparent from the table how our 
indexed family of strict preference 
rankings on the set A is to be specified. 

(ii) The Lewin (1988) terminology 
seems to me to be slightly problematic in 
the following respect: he speaks of 
M, N , 0, P as weil as of X, -X, y , - y 
as 'alternatives', capable of being ordered 
by the strict preference rankings of the 
Parliamentary parties. Now, Table 1 just 
tells us how those parties supposedly 
ranked the altematives M, N , 0 , P, but it 
does not tell us how they ranked 
X, - X, y , - y - at least not without 
further ado. On the other hand, it seems 
perfectly possible to derive, or induce, 
rankings between X, - X, y , - Y from 
those tabulated between M, N, 0 , P on 
the basis of some suitable device, proce
dure, or definition; which? Lewin gives us 
the following hint (in a passage on 
p.I44): 

'According to the majority principle, the 
result would be - X and - Y, because an 
expansionist unemployment policy would be 
rejected by the Conservatives, the 
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and Cm = Communists; my tabulation 
differs from Lewin's in a number of 
inessential, mainly notational respects): 

I.e ., 

i.e., 

I.e ., 

I.e., 

I.e ., 

{>e }eEE 

N > P > M > 0 
Cv Cv Cv 

N > M > P > 0 
Ag Ag Ag 

P > N > 0 > M 
L L L 

0 > M > P > N s s s 

0 > M > P > N 
Cm Cm Cm 

Agrarians, the Prohibitionists, and the 
Liberals. Agricultural protectionism would 
be rejected by the Social Democrats, the 
Communists, the Prohibitionists, and the 
Liberals.' 

According to the argument stated in this 
passage, the rankings of the 'alternatives' 
X, - X, Y, and - Y should be as follows 
(at least in the relevant respects): 

Table 2. 

Cv -X X I.e., -X>X 
CV 

Y -Y I.e., Y>-Y 
CV 

- X X i.e., -X>X 
Ag 

Ag 

Y -Y i.e., Y>-Y 
Ag 

- X X I.e., -X>X 
L 

L 

-Y Y I.e., - Y>Y 
L 

X -X I.e., X> -X 
s S 

-Y Y i.e., -Y>Y s 

X -X I.e., X>-X 
Cm 

Cm 

-Y Y i.e., - Y>Y 
Cm 



We readily verify that our present 
Table 2 correctly represents the claims 
made by Lewin in the passage just quoted. 

(iii) Returning to the problem raised 
above, we can now restate it as follows: 
find a suitable device (procedure, defini
tion) which enables us to derive the 
rankings tabulated in Table 2 from those 
tabulated in Table 1. A quick solution to 
this problem is, I claim, implicit in my 
Áqvist (1986), and runs as follows. 

Consider the set A = {M, N, 0, P} and 
think of it as a set of basic alternatives 
'possible worlds' (in the sen se of so-called 
possible-world-semantics), or 'state
descriptions' (in a Carnapian sense). 
Again, consider the set pow(A) of all sub
sets of A; as everybody knows, there are 
24 (= 16) members of pow(A), among 
which we can identify X, - X, Y, - Y in 
the following way: 

X= {M, O} 
-X={N, P} 

Y={M, N} 
-Y={O, P} 

(Think of set-theoretical addition, or 
'unionizing', as a process of fonning 
ordinary logical disjunctions, if you like, 
e.g., of state-descriptions.) Let Z, W be 
any subsets of A, and let e be any member 
of the electorate E (as usual); we then 
propose the definitions: 

Def5. 

Beste(Z) = {x EZ: Cf; ;~) x ~ y}. 

Read the definiendum here as 'the set of 
best members of Z according to e's rank
ing >e on A'. 

Def6. Z>W=Beste(ZuW)~Zn -Wo 
e df 

The requirement imposed by the present 
definiens is to the effect th at the set of 
best, according to e, members of Z-united
with-W is a subset of the intersection of Z 
with the complement (w.r.t. A) of W . 

Exercise. Prove that Table 2 is correctly 
derived from Table 1 on the basis of the 
stipulations made above in the sense that 
each of the ten rows of Table 2 satisfies 
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the definiens of Def 6! (The exercise is 
elementary, though a bit tedious: you are 
required to produce exactly ten neat and 
nice proofs.) 

5. Reconstruction of the Lewin Analysis: 
Instability of the P-Solution, Cyclical 
Majorities and Opportunities for Log
rolling 

Af ter noticing that the P alternative was 
about to win and that it was the first 
preference of L ( = the Liberals + the 
Prohibitionists), Lewin goes on to observe 
the following: 

'But further analysis using game theory 
shows that P was an 'unstable' solution, as 
the term is used. As we shall see, no alter
native could win if they were compared with 
each other in pairs. There was no so-called 
Condorcet winner, but instead the voter's 
paradox prevailed: 

M>P !Ag, s , cm v. Cv, L] 
N >M Cv, Ag, L v. S,Cm] 
N >0 Cv, Ag, L v. S, Cm] 
o > M L, S, Cm v. Cv, Ag] 
P > N L, S, Cm v. Cv, Ag] 
P >0 [Cv, Ag,L v. S,Cm] 

Thus M > P > N > 0 > M. The ranking 
order was intransitive. There we re cycIical 
majorities and th us opportunities for 
logrolling.' 

Lewin (1988) pp. 145-146; 
my own notation is used within the 
brackets. 

Suppose now that we want to make our 
conceptual machinery applicable to the 
analysis given by Lewin in this passage of 
the pre-Iogrolling situation: what do we 
have to do? The answer is simpie: we just 
interpret Lewin's ranking relation > , 
used in the quotation, as our relation > E 

of Def 2, and specify the electorate E at 
issue as the set of Parliamentary parties 
{Cv, Ag, L, S, Cm}. Our Def 3 then 
becomes automatically applicable to 
Lewin's analysis as tabulated in the 
passage just quoted; and we can fonnulate 
its upshot in the following 



Theorem. Let A, E and {> e }eEE be 
specified as in Table I supra. Then there is 
no alternative x in A= {M, N, 0, P} such 
that x is weakly optimal in A according to 
E (in the sense of Def 3). Or, in Lewin's 
words, there is no Condorcet winner 
relatively to E and A. 

Proof Appeal to our definitions Def 2 
and Def 3 as weIl as to Lewin's tabulation 
in the passage just quoted. 

As a corollary of this theorem we may 
note that, under the assumptions made, 
there is no alternative in A which is 
strongly optimal in A according to E (in 
the sen se of our Def 4). This is of course 
obvious and follows from the preceding 
theorems. 

Table 3. 
(Section 6) A= {M, N, 0 , P} 

Cv N P M 

Ag M N P 

E L P N 0 

S M 0 P 

Cm 0 M P 

Af ter presenting essentially this tabie, 
Lewin goes on to assert the following: 

0 

0 

M 

N 

N 

'Comparing the alternatives in pairs, we also 
find: 
M>N [Ag,S, Cm v. Cv, L] 
M >0 [Cv, Ag, S v. L, Cm] 
M>P [Ag, S,Cm v. Cv, L] 
The M solution, arrived at af ter the crisis 
agreement, was the Condorcet winner, and 
the M solution was stabie. According to the 
majority rule, an expansionist unemploy
ment po!icy cou!d be voted through with 
the support of the Socia! Democrats, the 
Agrarians, and the Communists. Agricul
tura! tarifTs, in turn, could be introduced by 
attracting the votes of the Socia! Democrats, 
the Agrarians, and the Conservatives.' 

Lewin (1988) p. 146; 
my notation within the brackets. 
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6. Reconstruction of the Lewin analysis: 
Im port of the Logrolling and Stability of 
the M-Solution 

The last quoted passage from Lewin 
(1988) continues without interruption as 
follows: 

'By slightly changing their preference 
orderings, two parties could cooperate to 
improve the situation. The Social 
Democrats agreed to agricultural tarifTs, and 
the Agrarians accepted an expansionist 
unemployment policy. They both agreed to 
bring M into first position. The new ranking 
order was as follows: .. .' 

Lewin (1988) p. 146 

And we summarize the new ranking order 
here spoken of in the following tabie: 

i.e., N > P > M > 0 
Cv Cv Cv 

i.e., M > N > P > 0 
Ag Ag Ag 

i.e., P > N > 0 > M 
L L L 

i.e., M > 0 > P > N 
s s s 

i.e., 0 > M > P > N 
Cm Cm Cm 

Onee more we interpret Lewin's rank
ing relation > as our own > E in the 
sense of Def 2, so that our Def 3 beeomes 
applieable to his analysis as tabulated 
above. We then formulate its upshot as 
follows . 

Theorem . Let A, E and {> C }c EE be 
speeified as in Table 3 sUJ!ra. Then there is 
an alternative x in A= {M, N, 0, P}, viz. 
M, sueh that x is weakly optima 1 in A 
according to E (x is the Condorcet winner 
relatively to E and A) in the sense of 
Def3. 

Proof Use our definitions Def 2 and 
Def 3 as weIl as Lewin's tabulation in the 
last quoted passage. 

We note here that, under the specifiea-



tions of Table 3, there is still no alter
native in A which is strongly optimal in A 
according to E (in the sense of De! 4). 
For, looking at the leftmost column of 
Table 3, we see that there is still no 
majority of e1ectors having M as their first 
choice, but only a minority consisting of 
the Social Democrats and the Agrarians. 

At this juncture we raise the following 
question. lust as there was a tabie, viz. 
Table 2, which correctly recorded 
rankings between the 'alternatives' 
X, - X, Y, - Y based on those tabulated 
in Table I , there should he a tabie, 
recording rankings between X, - X, Y, 
- Y, which is analogously based on the 
new rankings tabulated in Table 3 and 
arising as a result of and thus af ter the 
logrolling; what does such a table look 
like? The answer is simpie: it looks just 
like Table 2 except for the following 
changes relating to the third and the 
eighth rows of that tabie: 

Table 4. 

Ag 

S 

X -X I.e ., 

Y - Y i.e., 

X> -X 
Ag 

Y> -Y s 

Note that this new table exactly fits 
Lewin's description of the change in 
preference orderings between the two 
cooperating parties, which was quoted 
above at the heginning of the present sec
tion. 

Exercise. Prove, using De! 6 supra, th at 
our new Table 4 is correctly derived from 
Table 3! 

7. On a N otion of U rgency or Relative 
Importance 

On pp. 144-145 of his (1988), Lewin gives 
a highly interesting motivation for Table I 
being wh at it is, the gist of which I would 
like to state as follows. The first 
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preference of Cv, Ag, L, S, Cm was N , N , 
P , 0 , 0, as we easily read off from the 
first (leftmost) column of Table I; and the 
last preference of Cv, Ag, L, S, Cm was 
the 'opposite' or 'reverse' one, viz. 0 , 0 , 
M , N , N , as can be read off from the 
fourth (rightmost) column. What about 
the second and third preferences of the 
respective parties, then? Well , in the case 
of the Conservatives, Lewin observes that 
if the party could not win approval for its 
first preference N ( = - XY), then its most 
important priority was the rejection of 
Social Democratic unemployment policy 
( = - X), even if this was at the expense of 
agricultural tariffs ( = V). Again, in the 
case of the Agrarians, if they could not 
realize their primary goal N ( = - XY), 
then, relative1y speaking, their demand for 
agricultural ta riffs ( = Y) was stronger 
than their opposition to the Social 
Democratic unemployment policy 
( = - X). As for the Social Democrats, if 
their first choice ° (= X - Y) could not 
be realized, then, Lewin observes, it was 
easier for them to sacrifice their views on 
agricultural policy than those on unem
ployment policy; I take this observation 
to mean simply th at for S, X was a more 
urgent (important) goal than - Y. A 
similar argument concerning the relative 
importance for L of the 'alternatives' - X 
and - Y is also provided by Lewin. 

We now try to do justice to the Lewin 
observations just reported by introducing 
a new family f:> e } e E E of strict ranking 
orderin~s on the set pow(A) of all subsets 
of A= {M, N, 0 , P}. Thus, let Z, W be 
any subsets of A and let e, as usual , be 
any member of the electorate 
E = {Cv, Ag, L, S, Cm}. Then: 

De! 7 
Z:> W = Beste ((Z n - W) 

e df u(-ZnW»s;Zn-W. 

Here, we read the definiendum as 'Z is 
more urgent (important) for e than W'. 
And the requirement imposed by the 
definiens is to the effect that the set of best 
- according to e, in the sense of De! 5 



supra - members of the exclusive union 
of Z with W is a subset of the intersec
tion of Z with the complement (w.r.t. A) 
of W. More informally, we may present 
its import as follows : faced with a choice 
between the two mutually exclusive 
alternatives giving-up-W -while-keeping-Z 
and giving-up-Z-while-keeping-W, the 
elector e strictly prefers the former to 
the latter. 

Let us now summarize Lewin's findings 
in the following 

Theorem. Let A, E, and {> e } e E E be 
specified as in Table I supra. Then the 
following statements are all true: 

(i) -X::>Y 
CV 

(ii) Y::>-X Ag 
(iii) X::>-Y s 
(iv) -X::>-Y. 

L 

Proof The strategy to be used in all 
four cases is just to make the right sub
stitutions for the variables 'Z' and 'W' in 
our Def 7 and to consult Table I when 
applying Def 5. Let us explicitly deal with 
the two interesting cases (ii) and (iii) that 
figure in the logrolling. 

Ad (ii): 

BestAg «Y n - -X) u (-Y n -X» 
=BestAg«YnX)u(-Yn -X» 
= BestAg ( {M } u {P }) 
= BestAg ({M, P}) = {M}. 

Since {M} = Y n X and is a subset of 
itself, we obtain that Y::> Ag-X, which is 
our desired result in this case. Q.E.D. 

Ad (iii): 

BestS«Xn - - Y) u (-Xn - Y» 
= BestS< (X n Y) u ( - X n - Y» 
= BestS< {M } u {P }) 
= Bests ( {M, P }) = {M }. 

Again, as {M} = X n Y and is a subset of 
itself, we have that X::> s - Y, as desired. 
Q.E.D. 

In the above demonstrations, some 
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obvious or trivial steps are omitted and 
left to the reader. 

We close this section, as weil as the 
paper as a who Ie, by stating and proving 
a result of a somewhat more general 
nature. 

Theorem. Let Z, W, and e be as in the 
hypo thesis of Def 5-Def 7. Assume that 
Z n W = 0 (which assumption is to the 
effect that Zand Ware 'not jointly 
realizable' or 'mutually exclusive'). Then: 

Z ::> W (according to Def 7) if and 
e 

only if Z > W (acc. to Def 6). 
e 

Proof By virtue of the assumption we 
have that Z ~ - Wand W ~ -Z (com
plementation as usual being with respect 
to the set A), which again means that 
Z = Z n - Wand W = - Z n W, respec
tively. Hence, we obtain that 
(ZuW)=«Zn -W)u(-ZnW», i.e. 
that the ordinary, 'non-exclusive' uni on of 
Z with W is identical to the exclusive 
union of Z with W. Hence, on the 
assumption, the definientia of Def 6 and 
Def 7 are equivalent; therefore, their 
definienda must be equivalent as weil, 
Q .E.D. 

Remark. Neither the present result 
nor Def 5-Def 7 have been stated quite 
generally, as they are relative to specifica
tions such as A = {M, N, 0, P } and 
E = {Cv, Ag, L, S, Cm}. Adequate for
mulations of the present theorem as weil 
as of the definitions Def 5-Def 7 should 
be free from such restrictions and stated 
relatively to electorial structures in 
genera!. The task of providing such for
mulations of them can be left to the 
reader - just consult Def I-Def 4 above! 
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Janet Radcliffe Richards 

7. Logie in the Foundations of 
Polities 

1. Introduction 

This paper is concerned not with the de
velopment of new areas of logic or theory 
of argument for use in polities, but with 
the more general question of how much 
scope there is for logic in polities at all. 

Popularly, of course, it is of ten said that 
there is none, and th at since people are 
fundamentally irrationallogicians might 
as well give up from the start. But this is 
because the most familiar context of politi
cal argument is that of persuasion. It is 
true that how usefullogic is for the pur
poses of persuasion depends to a large ex
tent on whom it is you are trying to per
suade, and non-rational means of persua
sion may of ten be more effective than ra
tional ones. But on the other hand you 
cannot embark on persuasion, rational or 
otherwise, until you have settled the logi
cally prior question of what the purpose of 
the persuasion is; and it is here that politi
cal problems start. This paper is concerned 
with pro bi ems that arise not in the attempt 
to bring about particular political ends, 
but in the more fundamental attempt to 
decide what those ends should be. 

It is obviously important that the pur
pose of political activity should be settled 
at least provisionally before that activity 
begins, and settled with a reasonably high 
degree of confidence; if you cannot be 
reasonably certain of the value of your 
politica I ends there is not much point in 
going in for polities in the first place. Such 
certainty, however, of ten seems inor-
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dinately difficult to achieve. It may be 
easy enough when polities is the simple 
pursuit of self interest, or based on 
impulses or impressions or simple 
ideologies, but for anyone of intellectual 
and moral conscientiousness the problems 
at this foundation level of polities may 
of ten seem intraetabie. 

To reach conc1usions about what ought 
to be done, if you are morally serious, you 
seem to need in the first pi ace a satisfac
tory moral theory that will provide the 
criteria for determining which of any 
range of possible policies ought to be pur
sued: a theory that will specify, for 
instanee, whether it is better to go for 
equality of outcome or equality of oppor
tunity or no equality at all, whether hap
piness is more important than freedom, 
and wh ether and wh en individual rights 
should be allowed to override considera
tions of utility. In other words, it seems 
that you need answers to all the most dif
ficult questions of moral philosophy. And 
even if you had them - as few people 
who think with any care about ethics are 
under any illusion that they have
reaching conclusions about political goals 
in actual societies involves confronting a 
vast range of empirical questions about 
how people and societies work; I which 
are also notoriously difficult to answer 
with any confidence. Questions, in other 
words, th at lie within the domain of the 
social sciences, where everyone knows 
that there are few certainties. When all is 
taken together, the project of sorting out 
detailed political objectives th at can be 
pursued with any confidence may seem so 
beset with imponderables as to make it 
impossible for anyone of intellectual and 
moral conscientiousness to embark on 
practical polities at all. 

I How many empirical questions need to be 
answered depends on the nature of the moral 
theory: consequentialist principles obviously 
present far more difficulty than deontological 
ones. But no politically plausible theory can 
avoid empirical questions altogether. 



This is why it is interesting, and of 
practical political importance, to look 
into the question of how much help may 
be provided by logic. Logical theory may 
present problems of its own to workers on 
the frontiers, but there are large areas of 
clear and established logic available for 
relatively uncomplicated and uncon
troversial use. If these can be used to 
make substantial political progress that 
will be a considerable gain. 

Logic cannot do anything entirely on 
its own, of course, but if even a few firm 
moral or empirical foundations can be 
found it may be possible to extend them 
significantly by logical means, in ways 
that are not immediately apparent. There 
are two related contexts in which this may 
happen. First, any individual enquirer 
may find it possible to decide that there 
are at least a few fundamental principles 
or truths that can be accepted with a high 
degree of confidence, and in such cases 
what follows logically from them will 
deserve an equally high degree of con
fidence. And second, much the same may 
apply in the case of controversies between 
individuals, where those individuals are 
rational and committed to rational argu
ment. If there are any areas where 
agreement - moral or empirical- can be 
established, it may be possible to show 
that they can be extended by means of 
logic fiuther than at first seems possible. 

Presumably there will be limits to the 
scope of such procedures. Later, if not 
sooner, the self-evident and uncontrover
sial parts will come to an end, and the en
quirers and arguers will be forced again to 
deal as best they can with the familiar 
moral and empirical undergrowth. Never
theless, in such difficult terrain as this, any 
clearing of the paths by means of logic is 
to be welcomed. My suggestion is that its 
powers in practice may be considerable. 

2. Discrimination 

It will be best to approach the discussion 
of logic obliquely, by way of a particular 
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political problem.2 Consider then the issue 
of discrimination, where that is taken in 
the full-blooded sen se of disadvantage 
that is actually unjust, and which is now 
the driving force of a good many demands 
for political change. And as a very 
straightforward illustration of the kind of 
problem involved, consider the situation 
of London Transport in 1968.3 

At the time most London buses had 
both a driver and a conductor, but plans 
were going ahead to economize by con
verting to a system of driver-only buses. 
The idea was to avoid redundancies and 
union trouble by retraining the existing 
conductors as drivers. But trouble was 
waiting nevertheless, in another place: a 
good many of the conductors were 
women, and until then all the drivers had 
been men. And women, said the existing 

2 This paper arises out of work on discrimina
tion, now in progress: its methodological 
aspect has been separated out for the purpose 
of this symposium. Part of the argument, in an 
earlier form, appeared in 'Discrirnination,' 
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supp. 
Vol. 59, 1985. Because this paper is not 
primarily concerned with discrirnination, and 
because the argument of this paper does not 
turn on the the details of the discrimination 
case, the arguments will not be fully developed 
and possible objections will not be met. This 
paper is concerned only with the principles of 
the methodology, not primarily with the 
correctness of particular instanees of it. 
3 Legislation has now driven most sex dis
crimination underground, so it is necessary to 
go back a few years to find such c1ear ex am
pies as this one. However, since my purpose 
here has to do with logic rather than with con
temporary polities it will do perfectly well to 
consider an older example: it makes no dif
ference to the principle. This illustration is 
derived from Sheila Rowbotham, Woman 's 
Consciousness, Man 's Wor/d, Pelican, 1973, 
p.95. It should be emphasized, however, that 
no attempt has been made to give an accurate 
account of what went on at the time; the 
illustration has been treated very freely, and 
must be understood simply as an illustration 
rather than as history. It will be c1ear that the 
story is of a familiar kind, whatever the truth 
about London Transport and its buses. 



drivers, could not possibly drive buses; 
they were just not strong enough. Perhaps 
they might be able to manage the little 
buses, it was eventually conceded, but cer
tainly not the big (double-decker) ones; 
and by means of the exertion of their male 
union muscle, the men succeeded for a 
while in having the exclusion of women 
from driving established as a policy. 

Most people who are concemed with 
discrimination would say that this was a 
paradigm case of discrimination against 
women, and discrimination in the full 
sense of being unfair and unjustified. But 
if it is, what makes it so? 

The first point, obviously, is that the 
policy treats the sexes differently (women 
are ruled out from the start while men are 
allowed to apply and compete ), so that it 
disadvantages any woman who might 
want to drive buses. Bus driving may not 
be the summum bonum, but if women are 
kept out of it the range of options open to 
them is narrowed, and from their point of 
view that certainly looks like a bad thing. 

Now, if a policy specifies that a distinc
tion should be drawn between two groups, 
according to which one is treated less weIl 
than the other, there is certainly some 
sense in which the groups are dis
criminated between, and the group disad
vantaged by the differentiation is dis
criminated against. To that extent, cer
tainly, the drivers' policy was one of dis
crimina ti on against women. But on the 
other hand differentiation and disadvan
tage are not generally regarded as enough 
on their own to make a policy count as 
discriminatory in the deeper sense of 
doing an injustice to the disadvantaged 
group, since many groups who are not 
normally thought of as unjustly treated 
are discriminated against in this sense. 
For instance, you would (presumably) be 
excluded by the rigours of London Trans
port's selection policies if you were epilep
tic, or had a weak heart, or were per
petually drunk, or were just inclined by 
temperament to treat anything on wheels 
as a racing vehicle; and not many people 
would count these groups as dis-
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criminated against in the strong sense of 
being unfairly treated or arbitrarily disad
vantaged. 

However, the reason why these do not 
seem like cases of full discrimination is 
not far to seek. These groups are being 
excluded quite simply because they cannot 
do the job properly. Their exclusion is 
justified by the principle that buses must 
be well-driven. That principle, coupled 
with empirical evidence about what hap
pens if you let people who may have 
epileptic fits (and all the rest) drive buses, 
supports the policy of excluding them. 

Now there may perhaps be people who 
will deny that this is a justification, and 
say that it is wrong for people who have 
disabilities, or the kind of background 
that drives them to drink, to be deprived 
of the pleasure of driving buses. If so, 
what they are doing is rejecting the prin
ciple invoked to do the justifying, and 
claiming, as a substantial moral point, 
something on the lines of it being more 
important to compensate people for 
earlier deprivations of society or nature 
than to make sure that buses are properly 
driven.4 Between people who do and do 
not accept the principle th at buses must 
be weIl driven there is a substantial moral 
dispute, and th at will re sult in their reach
ing different conclusions about who is 
unjustly treated. 

For now, however, having noted that 

4 It is actually much more likely that defenders 
of the interests of these excluded groups will 
say that they should be given some other job, 
or compensation, or special treatment, rather 
than that they should be allowed to drive 
buses. If so, however, they are moving to a dif
ferent subject, because the question here is 
only of whether the London Transport bus 
selectors. in their present circumstances, are 
treating these people wrongly in leaving them 
out. The claim that they ought to be compen
sated or otherwise specially treated is a recom
mendation that a different agent - probably 
the govemment or the higher echelons of Lon
don Transport - ought to act difIerently, and 
does not in itself constitute a criticism of what 
the se1ectors are doing. 



source of possible controversy, let us 
accept - as presumably most people 
do - that the principle of well-driven 
buses is the right one for selectors of bus 
drivers to follow, and therefore that the 
exclusion of people who cannot reliably 
con trol buses is justified and not a case of 
discrimination. Why, then, should we 
re gard the bus drivers' policy as dis
criminating against women? They did, 
after all, offer by implication a justifica
tion of precisely this sort: buses must be 
well driven, women are too weak to 
handle buses, and therefore women must 
be excluded. 

One reply is of course obvious. Even 
though the principle is a good one, it does 
not justify the policy because the claim 
about women's weakness is simply false. 
Many women are quite strong enough to 
drive buses, as has since appeared, and as 
the drivers could easily have found out if 
they had had the slightest interest in 
doing so. 

But quite apart from that, a much 
deeper point, the argument is a logical 
disaster. Consider how the justification is 
supposed to work. The argument justify
ing the exclusion of the epileptic, the 
drunk and the like from driving worked 
by invoking a principle that was presented 
as providing a morally compelling reason 
for excluding these people. Now certainly 
if you adopt a principle that people who 
drive buses should be able to con trol 
them, and add to that the further proposi
tions th at control requires a certain 
degree of strength and that wo men have 
not got it, that does indeed imply that, in 
the case of any given woman, you will 
have a morally compelling reason not to 
appoint her. It also provides, a fortiori, a 
justification for there being no women bus 
drivers. But these are not what the drivers 
needed to justify. What they needed to 
justify was having a general policy that 
ruled out women - a new rule, as it were, 
in London Transport's manual of driver 
qualifications - and this is quite another 
matter. What we need to know, therefore, 
is whether the principle of well-driven 
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buses provides a morally compelling 
reason for actually instituting a woman
excluding policy. 

Consider various possibilities. First 
consider the idea that the woman-exclud
ing rule should be the only rule about 
exclusions from bus driving. (No one ever 
suggested that, but consider it anyway.) 
Now clearly a principle of well-driven 
buses cannot possibly justify the exclusion 
of wo men but not the exc/usion of men 
who are too weak to drive. However weak 
wo men may be, the principle cannot 
possibly provide for drawing a distinction 
which keeps out women but allows in 
substandard men: it must demand the 
exclusion of anyone too weak to handle a 
bus. And of course the existing rules of 
London Transport, presumably, did just 
that. There were aptitude tests for bus 
drivers, which anyone too weak to drive 
would not pass. The drivers must there
fore be regarded as demanding the addi
tion of a woman-excluding rule to the 
existing rules about competent driving. 
Can this addition, then, be justified by the 
well-driven buses principle? 

Again consider the possibilities. Sup
pose first that the drivers are right in their 
claim that all women are too weak to 
drive buses. Then all women will, as a 
matter of fact, find themselves excluded by 
the existing rules, so an additional rule 
specifically excluding women will achieve 
nothing at all in the way of eliminating 
substandard drivers. The principle of well
driven buses therefore provides no reason 
at all, let alone a morally compelling one, 
for adding it to the existing rules, and 
therefore does not justify its addition.5 

5 A detailed discus sion of the informal logic of 
justification is beyond the scope of this paper, 
but it is probably worth mentioning one point 
here. Perhaps it may seem that if women really 
are all too weak to drive buses the woman
excluding mie does no harm, and therefore has 
in one sense been justified. It is certainly true 
that one form of justification, which may be 
called negative, consists in showing that appar-



Conversely, if the proposed rule does 
succeed in excluding anyone whom the 
existing rules would let in, the people 
affected are precisely women who are 
competent to drive buses, in strength as in 
other respects, and a principle of well
driven buses cannot be thought by the 
widest stretch of imagination to justify a 
rule whose only effect is to exclude the 
competent. Whatever the truth about 
women, the drivers' justification fails ; and 
simplyon grounds of logic. 

There may weIl be problems about 
specifying the precise form of this logic; 
justification is a complicated matter, and 
it certainly cannot be dealt with ade
quately here. All that is needed for now, 
ho wever, is the claim that the argument 
fails on grounds not of content (falsity of 
empirical claims or mistakenness of moral 
claims) but of structure. The structure of 
the argument - quite irrespective of the 
acceptability of the well-driven buses prin
ciple, and whatever the truth about 
wo men and strength - is not of the kind 
required by a justification. 

It is, furthermore, a logica I point of a 

ent harm is not real, rather than that actual 
harm is justified. However, an argument of 
that kind would not work in this situation. 
Remember that the drivers positively want a 
new mie: they are (as it were) threatening to 
go on strike unless London Transport adopts 
this particular policy. That the 'no harm' 
justification does not work becomes apparent 
as soon as it is imagined as a justification 
offered to someone (say) not wanting to give 
up his free time to go on demonstrations, or to 
a London Transport executive not wanting to 
waste money on new manuals for selectors. To 
put it the other way round, there is some harm 
on the other side (printing new manuals and 
going on demonstrations), and that demands 
positive justification. A negative justification 
typically works in a context where there would 
he some trouble in removing an institution, 
but no harm in keeping it. It is also worth not
ing that even if the 'no harm' justification did 
work here, it would be a justification of a quite 
different form from the one the drivers actually 
offered: it does not depend on claims about the 
need for well-driven buses. 
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very simple kind, in that the argument is 
of a kind whose invalidity would be 
manifest in any context where no one had 
any predisposition to accept the conclu
sion. Imagine, for instance, someone argu
ing that we ought to have specific rules 
keeping chimpanzees out of universities, 
on the grounds that literacy should be a 
necessary condition of admission to 
universities and no chimpanzee could 
read. In such a context it would be 
obvious even to a chimpanzee that the 
principle invoked clearly demanded a rule 
excluding anyone who was illiterate, and 
therefore th at chimpanzees, as a subclass 
of the illiterate, needed no special men
tion. Or, conversely, if they did need spe
cial mention, th at would be precisely 
because literacy rules were not suflicient 
to exclude them, and any justification for 
keeping them out would call for a prin
ciple of a quite different sort. In such a 
case the absurdity of the argument would 
be obvious. The logic is no different in the 
bus drivers' case. 

The argument the drivers produced to 
justify the policy of treating men and 
wo men differently in terms of the principle 
of well-driven buses therefore does not 
succeed. There is a technical breakdown 
in the case: a gap between principle and 
policy. For both logical and empirical 
reasons the policy cannot be justified in 
terms of the principle invoked to support 
it, and there is a consequent failure of 
justification. The argument fails to show 
that the exclusion of women from bus 
driving is anything other than a case of 
discrimination. 

3. Failures of Justification 

At this point in the argument there 
invariably arises a chorus of 'oh but....'s, 
from latter-day champions of the bus 
drivers who rush in to protest that they 
cannot be disposed of as quickly as that. 
All this misses the point, they claim; it is 
not what the bus drivers meant, or at 
least not what they should have meant 



And they go on to explain why it is af ter 
all perfectly reasonable, or at least not 
obviously unreasonable, to suggest that 
wo men should be exc1uded from bus driv
mg. 

There is of course nothing wrong with 
anyone's trying to do this, since the fact 
that one line of argument fails to provide 
a justification for some policy does not in 
the least suggest that others must fare as 
badly. The principle of well-driven buses 
does not support the drivers' policy, but 
others might; and the bus drivers' new 
defenders are in fact offering different 
justifications for the original policy.6 If a 
successful justification can be produced, 
even af ter a hundred failed attempts, the 
policy will nevertheless have been 
justified. I shall consider the possibility of 
such success shortly. 

For now, however, since the purpose of 
this paper is to consider the place of logic 
in political arguments rat her than the 
defensibility of particular political conc1u
sions, it is necessary to force a pause in a 
place where it would never occur in 
poli tics, between the failure of the first 
attempt to justify some strongly-held 
political principle (here the exc1usion of 
wo men from bus driving) and the onrush 
of later attempts. Consider the situation at 
that point. 

The subject at issue is justification, and 

6 The only thing wrong is the implication (con
tained in the 'oh but') that these new 
arguments are objections to the argument just 
put forward - which c1aimed to refute the 
drivers' argument. To put forward a new 
defence of a particular conc1usion is no 
criticism of a c1aimed refutation of the old 
defence, and the idea that a critici sm is being 
made comes from a blurring of the distinction 
between argument and conc1usion. In poli tics 
the main use of argument is to defend par
ticular conclusions, and attacks on arguments 
are frequently mistaken for attacks on conc1u
sions. The offer of a new argument is mis
takenly seen as some kind of refutation of the 
original attack on the bus drivers because the 
latter is mistaken for an attack on their policy, 
rather than their argument. 
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the first point to make concerns the kind 
of context in which justification occurs. 
Justification is not demanded or offered 
for all proposed policies or actions; most 
of time we attempt no justification at all 
of the things we do, and no one asks us to 
try. Justification is asked for only in con
texts where the challenger thinks that 
there is some kind of objection to them, 
and it is offered only in contexts where it 
is accepted that there is a case to answer: 
where actual or proposed policies or 
actions are recognized as, wholly or in 
part, intrinsically bad or undesirable. 
Sometimes, of course, a person challenged 
may disagree that there is a case to 
answer, and simply assert that no 
justification is needed.7 But when a 
justification is demanded and offered in 
reply , whoever offers the justification is 
conceding by implication that the policy 
in question is prima facie wrong, and 
therefore in need of justification.8 

In the bus drivers' case, why is it that 
the bus drivers and their cri tics both, by 
implication, regard the policy of exc1uding 
women as needing justification? The 
details here are tricky in various ways, but 
roughly (and nothing more is needed for 
the purposes of this argument) the idea 
seems to be that equal interests are, objec
tively speaking, of equal importance, so 
that if you are going to treat people in 
such a way that the interests of some are 

7 There is a difference between claims that 
justification is not needed and negative 
justifications (note 5). So, for instance, suppose 
someone is sticking needies into a child, and 
someone else reacts in horror. The response 
might be 'What's wrong with that?' (no 
justification needed - suffering doesn't mat
ter), or 'It doesn't hurt' (negative 
justification - apparent harm not reai), or 
Tm immunizing her against smallpox' 
(positive justification - principle overriding 
the presumption of not causing pain). 
8 Unless the justification is being offered ad 
hominem; the defender of some position may 
think no justification is needed, but may still 
offer one which the challenger should agree 
answers any objection. 



apparently better served than those of 
others, you need to pro duce some kind of 
justification of what you are doing.9 And 
it does indeed seem th at to put some 
people's interests ahead of others' without 
justification would be counted by 
everyone as discrimination in the strong 
sense of disadvantaging them unfairly. 
The interests of one group should not be 
put arbitrarUy ahead of those of another; 
if one is to be treated better than the 
other, reasons need to be given. 

This skates over the top of a hundred 
important questions about discrimination, 
but they cannot be dealt with here. All 
that is relevant here is the general prin
ciple that when something is bad in itself, 
the default is that whatever it is should 
not be done, or allowed to happen. IC 
something that is bad in itself is to be 
defended, a justification is called for, 
which shows either that the apparent bad
ness is an illusion (negative justification), 
or that what is inherently bad is, after all, 
allowable because it is permitted or 
demanded by some higher principle than 
that of avoiding it (positive justification). 
Until such a justification is forthcoming, 
the polic1c must be presumed imper
missible. 0 At this stage in the argument, 
therefore, the bus drivers, having failed to 
pro duce a principle that succeeds in 
justifying their policy, are back with the 
default of discrimination; and there they 
remain until they can find another argu
ment to rescue them. 

The first point to be made, then, in this 

9 Various different kinds of justification are 
offered in contexts where one group is treated 
better than another. For instance, that the 
interests alleged to be equal are not really so at 
all, or that (as in the case of the bus drivers) 
some other matter is more important than 
attending to people's interests, or that (as with 
family and friends) it is best that everyone 
should give preferential treatment to people 
cIosely connected with them. 
10 The same arguments apply, mutatis 
mutandis, to things that are intrinsically good. 
The default is that they should be done, and 
justification is needed for not doing them. 
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enforced pause in the ti de of political 
argument, is that in any context where 
enquirers or disputants can accept that 
justification is needed, an action or policy 
must be presumed not justified until proved 
otherwise. In arguments involving 
justification there may of ten be a clear 
default, and therefore a clear direction of 
burden of proof. 11 This is potentially of 
great value in moral argument. 

The second important point arising 
from the discussion of the bus drivers' 
argument concerns the different ways in 
which justifications can faU. What has 
been said so far indicates a distinction 
that is crucial for the clarification of this 
argument, and of general importance in 
political contexts. 

The kind of justification attempted by 
the bus drivers -quite typical in form
consists in invoking a principle according 
to which it is right, or at least permissible, 
to adopt the policy at issue. Buses are to 
be well-driven (principle) and therefore 
you must reject everyone who cannot 
drive them adequately (policy), no matter 
how much they need a job, or like driv
ing, or are to be pitied for disadvantages 
in their background. But there are two 
distinct ways in which an attempted 
justification may fail. First, it may fail 
because there is something wrong with the 
principle invoked. That raises problems, 
of course, ab out whether and when prin
ciples can be said to be wrong, but for the 
purposes of this discussion it need only be 
said that anyone who does not accept the 
principle invoked will regard the justifica
tion as having failed. That is one type of 
failure, and perhaps the most obvious. 
But second, a justification will fail 
irrespective of the merits of the principle 
invoked if there is a breakdown between 
principle and policy: if the principle -

11 Not always, because sometimes alternative 
courses of action mayalso have inherent draw
backs. How many cases there are where the 
default is cIear is an open question, and one 
that is not dealt with here. My concern is only 
with cases that are of this kind. 



whatever it is - simply does not support 
the policy in question. 

It is helpful to mark this by a distinc
tion in the concept of justification. A 
policy may be said to be formally justified 
by a principle when that principle, 
whatever it is, does actually support the 
policy in question, in the sense that 
anyone accepting the principle would be 
obliged (or, in the case of some principles, 
permitted) to adopt the policy. But for 
full , or substantial, justification it is 
necessary that there should be both for
mal justification and a principle that is 
correct or acceptable (whatever that 
means). 'Justification' is a success word, 
implying (in moral contexts) that 
whatever has been justified is morally 
necessary or at least acceptable, but this 
success is a function of two lower levels of 
success: correctness of principle, and 
correct formal justification. Both are 
necessary for substantial justification, 
which therefore fails with the failure of 
either. 

This is important because of an asym
metry it produces in arguments about 
justification. It means that it is much 
easier to show that some policy has not 
been justified,12 and therefore, given the 
default, that it should not be pursued, 
than that it has been and should beo This 
asymmetry occurs for two reasons. 

The first is , quite simply, that it is easier 
to demonstrate one thing than two. To 
show that a policy is justified it is necessary 
to show both that the justifying principle is 
acceptable and that the policy in question 
follows from it. To show that it has not 
been justified, in contrast, it is enough to 
show that the attempted justification fails 
on only one of these two counts. 

12 This is not the same, of course as a claim 
that it is unjustified, in the stronger sense of 
having been shown to be wrong. A definite 
pro of that something is unjustified needs as 
strong an argument as a proof of justification. 
The claim that something has not been justified 
is only a claim that the default should be kept 
until a justification is forthcoming. 

Logie in the Foundations of Polities 80 

The second reason is directly relevant 
to the purpose of this paper. Since a 
justification fails with a failure of either of 
its two components, it follows that in any 
cases where it is possible to show a failure 
of formal justification there is no need 
even to enter into consideration of the 
merits of the substantial moral principle 
invoked. The purpose of this paper was to 
consider the extent to which it might be 
possible to reach substantial conclusions 
about political policies without becoming 
entangled in complex arguments about 
moral principles and difficult empirical 
questions, and depending instead on logic. 
This argument demonstrates the 
possibility of achieving the first of these 
aims: that in contexts where it is c1ear that 
a policy under consideration needs 
justification, it may be possible to show 
th at no justification ofTered has been even 
formally successful, and therefore to reach 
a provisional conclusion that it should 
not be pursued, without entering into dif
ficult controversies about the merits of 
rival moral principles. 

The second aim - to show that such 
conclusions may he reached by means of 
logic - may seem more difficult to 
achieve. Logic may have been able to dis
pose of the bus drivers' first attempt at 
justification, but how often can this be 
done? Most arguments about whether 
some principle supports a controversial 
policy - about whether the policy is for
mally justified - turn out in practice to 
be about the truth of its factual 
premisses. 13 And, it may be said, there is 
a limit to how much comfort lies in the 

13 The distinction between 'formal' and 'sub
stantial' is obviously rather Iike the distinction 
between 'valid' and 'sound', to the extent that 
if an argument is invalid or a justification for
mally incorrect, it has failed irrespective of the 
truth of the premisses or the acceptability of 
the justifying principles. But it is important 
that as presented here the formal part of the 
justification includes all parts of the bridge 
between principles and policy, and therefore 
includes empirica I claims as weil as logical 
form. 



prospect of avoiding substantial moral 
problems by means of establishing formal 
failures of justification, if in order to do 
this you need to establish the truth of 
highly controversial factual claims which 
may be every bit as intractable as the 
moralones. 

In fact, however, the situation is not as 
black as it may seem. In the first place, 
although most real-life disputes about the 
success of formal justification do centre on 
disagreements about empirical claims, a 
great many of these could be settled long 
before that point if people were more 
attuned to looking at the logical structure 
of the arguments concerned. When cri tics 
attack arguments like the bus drivers' they 
almost invariably go directly for the fac
tual premisses ('!t's not true th at women 
are weak'), when quite often they could 
make the whole issue irrelevant by look
ing more carefully at the logic. 

And second, once the logic of the 
justification is properly understood it will 
of ten become clear that a minimal empiri
cal premiss - one that may he accepted 
without difficulty - is enough to do the 
job of showing that formal justification 
has failed. The point once again concerns 
the idea of default, and the direction of 
onus of proof. If a policy is of a kind that 
needs justification, it will of ten 14 be the 
case that arguments in its defence are of a 
kind to require positive proof that the 
empirical claims on which it depends are 
true. And if that is so it means th at 
opponents of the policy will not need to 
prove positively th at the claims are false; 
in order to make their own point, and 
demonstrate a failure of formal justifica
tion, it will be enough to show that there 
is room for doubt. That is itself a factual 
claim, but of a kind that will of ten be 
much easier to settle than the more dif
ficult issue of whether the claim is or is 
not true. That is what was meant by the 
claim, at the outset of this paper, that 

14 Perhaps always, but this is a complicated 
matter and the more modest claim is the only 
one I want to make for now. 
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logic might be able to do a great deal in 
conjunction with minimal empirical 
claims. 

What all this shows, if the arguments 
are right, is that it may of ten be possible 
to reach definite - if provisional - con
clusions about whether it is morally 
justifiabie to pursue particular policies, 
without entering into questions about the 
substantive moral principles invoked to 
justify them. Logic alone, or logic in con
junction with minimal empirical claims to 
the effect that something has not been 
adequately proved, may be enough to 
show that an attempt at justification has 
failed, and that those policies should not 
be pursued. 

4. Practical U se 

Even if all this is true in principle, 
however, there still remains the question 
of how of ten it is going to be possible to 
put it to any practical use. This is to some 
extent an empirica I question, and one th at 
cannot be embarked on here. Wh at can be 
done, however, is to consider and dispose 
of two potentially serious obstacles to 
making progress in the foundations of 
poli tics by the means just described. Both 
of these are implied in what has already 
been discussed. 

The first potential problem concerns the 
matter of default. The kind of argument 
described obviously cannot get off the 
ground unie ss there is a firm, if minimal, 
moral foundation: certainty (for an 
individual enquirer) or agreement (for dis
putants) ab out at least some policies that 
must be regarded as prima facie wrong, 
and not to be pursued without justifica
tion. How many such foundations are 
there? Given the variability of moral 
beliefs and the inherent difficulties of 
moral argument (avoiding which was the 
whole point of setting up this enquiry into 
the political value of logic in the first 
place), it might seem as though there were 
likely to be very few. 

The second problem concerns the fact 



that in order to make the foregoing points 
about failures of formal justification it was 
necessary to force an artificial pause in a 
pI ace where it rarely occurs in political 
argument: the point at which one attempt 
at justification has been shown inade
quate, and the policy being defended 
reverts to the state of being unjustified 
until shown otherwise. In practical 
politics, when the aim is to defend some 
policy that is strongly desired, attempts to 
find replacements for failed justifications 
usually follow so quickly that the provi
sionally unjustified state of the policy 
passes unnoticed. If the bus drivers and 
their allies keep at it, will they not 
inevitably stumble sooner or latere on a 
principle that will give them the formal 
justification they need? 

Even if they did, of course, it would not 
mean that their policy had been substan
tially justified; for that it would be 
necessary for the justifying principle to be 
acceptable. But it would mean that the 
debate had come back to a point where 
the issue turned on substantial moral 
principles, with all their attendant 
problems. If it is true that anyone suf
ficiently determined can in the long run 
produce a formally correct justification for 
just about anything, it will mean that the 
short cut apparently offered by logic, and 
which is the subject of this paper, will not 
exist. The search for political principles 
will af ter all be as difficult as it seemed at 
first. 

There is reason to think, however, that 
both these potential difficulties are in fact 
less severe than they may seem. 

First, the question of firm moral foun
dations. It is certainly true th at there is 
deep uncertainty and disagreement about 
moral principles: it was this that 
prompted the enquiry into the scope for 
logic in moral argument in the first place. 
There is, however, a distinction from this 
point of view between between fuUy
fledged moral principles which actually 
specify what agents ought, all things con
sidered, to do , and what might be called 
minimal moral principles which specify 
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only th at some things should be regarded 
as good or bad in themselves. Such mini
mal principles fall short of the fully 
fledged sort in not specifying what should 
be done; all they show, by implication, is 
that there is a prima facie case for pursu
ing or not pursuing some policy. This 
means they are morally more primitive 
than fully fledged principles, but precisely 
for this reason it is often much easier to 
reach certainty or agreement about them. 

Probably the most obvious case of 
something that is almost universally 
accepted as bad in itself is suffering; vir
tually everyone seems to accept the mini
mal principle th at policies or actions that 
cause suffering are prima facie bad, and 
call for justification if they are to be pur
sued. But there are others as weU, and one 
reason for concentrating on discrimina
tion as an illustration in this paper was 
the fact that it indicates a different, rather 
less obvious, area of widespread certainty 
and agreement. People do disagree 
seriously and passionately ab out policies 
and principles concerning disadvantage, 
but not, it seems, about the basic idea 
th at equal interests are of intrinsicaUy 
equal importance, and that if some policy 
differentiates between two groups to the 
disadvantage of one there is a presump
tion against it, and anyone who recom
mends it needs to justify it. 

This is not something th at is of ten 
stated, but it is quite remarkable how 
universal the agreement about it seems in 
practice to beo The bus drivers could just 
have asserted from the outset that their 
woman-excluding policy needed no 
justification because women's interests 
simply did not matter as much as men's, 
but it apparently did not occur to them, 
and it has not occurred since to their 
political successors. They have all been 
intent on producing a justification for 
excluding women that depends on a prin
ciple other than simply preferring men's 
interests to women's. This becomes par
ticularly striking as the attempts at 
justification become more and more con
torted: people who are determined to 



justify policies that keep women in their 
traditional pi ace do not give up easily, but 
they never seem willing to revert to the 
simple claim that there is nothing to 
justify. 

Although it might seem that certainty 
or agreement about fundamental moral 
issues at the foundations of polities would 
be hard to come by, therefore, the 
evidence of this case, at least, is that there 
is in practice a good deal of it. There is a 
great deal of disagreement about fully 
fledged principles, but about minimal 
principles - about which actions should 
be presumed unjustified unless shown 
otherwise - there is frequently much less 
controversy. And in any cases where such 
minimal principles can be accepted, there 
is scope for political progress along the 
lines I have been indicating. 

This suggests that the first of the poten
tial obstacles to progress mentioned at the 
beginning of this section may not be 
insuperable. The same mayalso be true of 
the second. It is quite true that when one 
justification fails on formal grounds, 
others can be sought; and there is also no 
reason why the process should not go on 
indefinitely until it succeeds. Nevertheless, 
it of ten turns out in practice that it can be 
brought to an end. Devising formally 
correct justifications is nothing like as 
easy as it sounds, and it is surprising how 
many arguments do fail on formal 
grounds once they are subjected to suf
ficiently critical scrutiny. 

For instance, as anyone weil versed in 
the kind of argument that goes on in this 
thorny terrain will know, the justification 
that springs up as soon as the Bus 
Drivers' Original is demolished is some 
version of the Efficiency Argument. 
'Maybe not all women are too weak to 
drive buses', this argument goes, 'but most 
are, and if we waste our time looking at 
the non-starters we will just be using 
taxpayers' money to no avail and our bus 
serviee will be inefficiently run .... and it 
would be better to lose a few good drivers 
than to slow down the whole system in 
trying to find them'. Or, in other words, 

Janet Radcliffe Richards 83 

since there is astrong correlation between 
sex and strength, and since sex is much 
easier to spot than strength, we had better 
go by sex instead. 

There is no reason at all why an argu
ment of this general form should not be 
formally correct. Principles of efficiency 
can indeed form the basis of logically and 
empirically impeccable justifications of 
many policies, including ones which 
would be generally regarded as dis
criminatory, and in cases where this was 
done anyone who still' wanted to object to 
the policy in question would have to 
resort to challenging the principle of 
efficiency itself. But the fact that 
arguments of this genera I sort can work 
formally should not be allowed to carry 
the implication th at most of them do. No 
version of the efficiency argument that has 
yet come my way has succeeded in 
providing even a formal justification for 
the bus drivers' policy. 

To start with, people who argue on 
these line always seem to rely on keeping 
the justifying principle comfortably vague. 
To say that efficiency is important is not 
enough: it is necessary to specify how 
important, by making clear at least 
roughly what degree of skill in bus driving 
should be sacrificed to achieve how much 
speeding up of the selection process.15 

Until the principle is clearly specified it is 
quite impossible to say whether the policy 
in question is justified by it, so it remains 
by default unjustified. Second, even if the 
principle were specified, positive evidence 

15 The quickest selection process of all would 
be to draw lots, or take people off the street at 
random, or something of the sort. No one 
would think of recommending that, because 
we do not want so much selection efficiency 
that we end up with people who cannot drive 
buses at all. But on the other hand any 
streamlining of the selection process that risks 
losing good drivers means th at buses are likely 
to be less well-driven. The two have to be 
balanced against each other, and people may 
have very different views about what weight 
should be given to each consideration. It is 
certainly not obvious. 



would be needed to show not only that 
most women were so manifestly incapable 
of bus driving that it would be a total 
waste of time to test them individually, 
but also that - in spite of its being 
obvious to everyone else - women would 
nevertheless be unaware of their deficiency 
on such a grand scale as to clog up the 
system by applying in droves. 16 Clearly 
there is not a shred of evidence for either 
of those propositions. And finally, for the 
principle to justify the woman-excluding 
policy it would have to be the case that 
the efficiency required could not be 
achieved without excluding women who 
were capable of driving, and this is 
obviously not so. Strength is the easiest of 
all qualities to test for. The weaklings 
(male and female) could easily be weeded 
out by the simple stipulation that 
candidates had to come for interview 
carrying a sack of coke. Or, at the very 
worst, you could specify that women had 
to take bus driving tests elsewhere before 
they risked wasting the valuable time of 
the London Transport selectors. 17 

So although in principle is it possible to 
go in search of new justifications as soon 
as earlier attempts are found to fail, for
mal success is not always as easy to 
achieve as it may seem from a distance. 
And this difficulty is compounded by 
another: the fact that there are in practice 
considerable constraints on the range of 
principles that can be invoked to do the 
justifying. 

In the first place, people will appeal 
only to principles they think sound 

16 This is an illustration of the need for 
positive empirical evidence referred to in the 
Pinultimate pargraph of Section 3. 

7 It is of course not being c1aimed that these 
arguments, or the ones in succeeding 
paragraphs, show that successful formal 
justification of the bus drivers' position is 
impossible. They do not even rule out the 
possibility that some form of efficiency argu
ment might work. They are merely meant to 
illustrate the point that when you start to look 
for formal flaws in justifications there are more 
than might at first be thought. 
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morally acceptable. Af ter all, the whole 
point of finding a justification is to excuse 
something which is prima facie morally 
bad, and there is not much point in offer
ing a formally correct justification for 
some policy if it depends on a principle 
you are not willing to be seen to espouse. 
The bus drivers might, in theory, have 
tried to justify their woman-excluding rule 
by saying that Britain ought to be plan
ning to rule the world, and that women 
must forgo the delights of bus driving in 
order to devote their whole attention to 
breeding soldiers. Such an argument 
might work formally (it would depend on 
the details of the spelling out), but Lon
don bus drivers in 1968 would hardly 
have thought it worth trying. 

And secondly, in most politically 
significant contexts the constraints are 
even tighter than this, because when 
people attempt to justify such policies as 
excluding women from bus driving wh at 
they are doing is trying to c1ear themselves 
of the charge of discrimination. Since this 
is so they cannot just invoke any justifying 
principle, even among the range of 
morally plausible ones, to do the formal 
justifying required. Ir people want to show 
that they are not discriminating they need 
to show the policy they are recommend
ing follows from principles that they 
accept and are willing to act on. 18 So even 
if the bus drivers had tried offering a 
militaristic justification of their policy it 
would not have helped them to avoid the 
charge of discrimination, since the prin
ciple invoked would quite obviously not 
have been one they made use of in any 
other context. And anyone who still 
thinks there is no problem about finding a 

18 There is also a stronger version of this final 
point: a particularly striking case of failing to 
have a principle that al/ows you to difTerentiate 
between the two groups is actually having a 
principle that forbids you to. Quite a lot of dif
ferentiating treatment that need not in prin
ciple be discriminatory will nevertheless in this 
way come out as discriminatory for some par
ticular individual or society. 



formally adequate version of the efficiency 
argument might be interested to subject it 
to this test, and try to entertain with a 
straight face the idea that London bus 
drivers in 1968 might have held indignant 
union meetings and threatened to go on 
strike about minimal shortcomings in the 
efficiency of London Transport's selection 
procedures. 

So even though it is possible in prin
ciple for people who are trying to defend 
some questionable policy to flail around 
indefinitely in search of a principle th at 
will justify it, success is of ten more elusive 
than it may at first appear. When first 
attempts at justification fail on formal 
grounds it usually means that the reason 
for commitment to the policy in question 
has nothing to do with the justification 
being offered; and in such circumstances 
formally correct justifications, depending 
on principles that people are willing to 
defend and actually use in other contexts, 
are quite extraordinarily difficult to find. 
Failures of formal justification turn out to 
abound, once you start looking for them. 

In practice, then, it does turn out that 
many controversial policies never pass the 
hurdle of formal justification, in spi te of 
the most determined efforts of their 
defenders. Logic, with a very little help 
from simple moral values and modest 
empirical claims, can show that they 
ought not to be pursued. My own view
though it will not be defended here - is 
that it is by these means possible to iden
tify as strongly discriminatory a good deal 
of the traditional treatment of women, 
racial minorities, children and animais, as 
well as several aspects of class. 

5. Conclusion 

In summary the position defended in this 
paper is this. 

It is extremely difficult to reach firm 
political conclusions about practical 
politics. In order to decide what ought to 
be done, and by whom, it seems necessary 
to find answers to all the fundamental 
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questions of moral philosophy and the 
social sciences, most of which are inor
dinately difficult if not actually intrac
tabie. Individual enquirers may find them
selves unable to reach satisfactory answers 
to any of them; disputants may see no 
possibility of reaching agreement about 
them. 

For this reason it is interesting and 
important to explore the scope there may 
be in poli tics for the use of even relatively 
simple sorts of logic. Logic is in many 
parts of its domain much more 
manageable than the moral and empirical 
problems of poli tics, and presents conclu
sions that can be accepted with much 
more confidence. If there are any basic 
moral and empirica I propositions about 
which an individual enquirer feels confi
dent, it may be possible for logic to 
extend the range of that confidence. If dis
putants can agree about any such 
propositions, it may be possible for them 
to extend the area of their agreement by 
means of logic. 

The principle suggested here is 
extremely simpie, and concerns direction 
of onus of proof. If some policy can be 
recognized as having aspects that are bad 
in themselves it must be recognized as 
standing in need of justification. 
Attempted justifications may take the 
form of showing that what seems to be 
bad is not actually so (negative justifica
tion) or, more commonly, of invoking a 
principle to override the prima facie need 
to avoid the bad in question. Whether the 
principle invoked is actually acceptable 
may well be a matter of doubt (for an 
individual enquirer) or controversy 
(between disputants), but quite irrespec
tive of any question about the merits of 
particular principles there is the separate 
question of whether any particular prin
ciple does actually, in its own terms, sup
port the policy in question: whether the 
policy is formally justified by the prin
ciple. Formal justification may fail simply 
on grounds of logic, or on grounds of 
logic coup led with minimal empirical 
propositions (typically to the effect that 



something is not known with the degree 
of certainty demanded by the logic of the 
justification). This is important because a 
oecessary condition of substantial 
justification is formal justification. As long 
as formal justification is not achieved, 
whatever policies stand in need of 
justification remain unjustified; and the 
fact th at formal justification has not been 
achieved may be clear to an individual 
enquirer, or agreed about by disputants, 
even when they disagree seriously about 
higher level moral principles. It may 
therefore be clear, at least provisionally, 
that there are some courses of action that 
should oot be pursued. 

How useful this general methodological 
principle actually is in practice depends 
on various empirical matters, and two 
potential obstacles to progress are dis
cussed in the paper. How of ten is it cer
tain (to an individual) or agreed (by dis
putants) that something is prima facie 
wrong and in need of justification? And 
how often is it possible in practice to 
re ach the provisional conclusion that 
something has not been justified, and 
should therefore not be done, giveo that 
the failure of one attempted justification 
never precludes the offering of others? 

My suggestion is that neither difficulty 
is as formidable as it looks. There is in 
fact a great deal of certainty and agree
ment about what is intrinsically bad and 
therefore needs justification. It is also the 
case that, once the distinction between 
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formal and substantial justification is 
recognized, enormous numbers of poli ti
cally significant arguments turn out to fail 
at the formal stage, and in ways th at can 
be demonstrated by means of logic, or by 
logic in conjunction with minimal and 
uncontroversial empirical premisses. This 
is of ten overlooked, partly because people 
are extraordinarily tolerant of any argu
ment that seems to support policies to 
which they are are al ready strongly com
mitted, but also because most people are 
far more used to making moral or empiri
cal challenges to arguments than to look
ing at logical structure. This is unfor
tunate, because it is usually much more 
difficult to reach firm or agreed conclu
sions about these matters than about sim
ple informal logic. Moral and empirical 
questions should be resorted to only when 
the scope for logical challenge of the kind 
described has been exhausted. 

How much can be achieved by these 
procedures remains to be seen. What is 
certain is that where they can be 
applied - where it is possible to accept 
that some recommended policy is intrinsi
cally bad and to show th at no one has 
produced even a formally coherent 
justification of it - they are extremely 
powerful. That alone justifies watching for 
opportunities to make use of them. It is 
my suggestion, and belief, that they will in 
fact turn out to be as plentiful as black
berries. 



Douglas N. Walton 

8. Ouestionable Ouestions in 
Ouestion Period: Prospeets for an 
Informal Logic of Parliamentary 
Discourse 

1. Introduction 

Those of us who are working in the area 
of informal logic, and are interested in 
fallacies and other critical faults of ques
tions, have by tradition concentrated their 
etTorts on certain types of question. I Typi
cal of this area of interest are the follow
ing: 
1. The fa/lacy of many questions. The 
traditional example is, 'Have you stopped 
beating your spouse?' This type of ques
ti on is both complex and argumentative 
in a way that appears designed to entrap 
the respondent. 
2. False dichotomous questions. This type 
of question otTers a restricted range of 
choices, where all the options for answer-

I Research for tbis paper was funded by three 
awards: (I) a Killam Research Fellowship 
from the Killam Foundation of the Canada 
Council, (2) a Fellowsbip from the 
Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study in 
the Humanities and Social Sciences, and (3) a 
Research Grant from the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada. The 
author would like to thank the members of the 
NIAS research nucleus on 'Fallacies as Viola
tions of Rules for Argumentative Discourse' 
who made many useful comments and 
criticisms when an earlier draft of this paper 
was read to them on January 30th, 1989: 
Frans van Eemeren, Rob Grootendorst, Sally 
Jackson, Scott Jacobs, Agnes Haft-van Rees 
and Agnes Verbiest. Discussions with Erik 
Krabbe on this subject have also been very 
helpfuI. 
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ing are bad, e.g., 'Will you reduce interest 
rates immediately, or continue trampling 
on the unemployed?' 
3. Terminologica/ly loaded questions. Here 
the problem is less the lack of options 
than simply the implications of the 
argumentative language used in the ques
tion. In the example, 'When will you put 
a stop to your spending orgy of taxpayers' 
money?' the problem is how the action in 
question is described. 
4. Ad hominem questions. These are ques
ti ons containing abusive or circumstantial 
personal attacks, e.g., 'How can you stand 
there and argue for fiscal restraint against 
the threat of inflation when you yourself 
are already earning a large salary and just 
got a raise last year?' 
5. Evasive replies. It of ten happens in 
interviews and political debates that the 
reply does not answer the question posed, 
but addresses itself to some other question 
which may be only tangentially related to 
the original question. 

The oral question period of the Debates of 
the House of Commons in Canada, as 
recorded in Hansard,2 seems to provide 
the perfect data bank for studying these 
types of fallacies and critical faults . But 
there are some methodological problems 
in applying techniques of critica I analysis 
and evaluation to these specimens of 
argumentative discourse, plentiful though 
they appear to be. 

Any method must begin by defining 
three things: (1) the concept of a presup
position of a question, (2) the obligations 
of the participants in the question period, 
and (3) the purpose of the speech event 
that is the question period. The first job 
has already been carried out in Walton 
(1989), where the presupposition of a 
question in a context of dialogue is 
defined in terms of what propositions in 
the prior order of dialogue the respondent 
must accept in order to give a direct 
answer to the question. For example, in 

2 This work is listed in the bibliography under 
the title, Canada: House of Commons Debates. 



order to give either direct answer to the 
spouse-beating question, the respondent 
must concede his acceptance of the prior 
propositions that (s)he has a spouse that 
(s)he has beaten at some time or other. 

The job of adequately defining the 
remaining two parameters is, however, 
more problematic. In this paper, an 
attempt to frame these two tasks 
accurately will be made, but some 
problematic hypotheses involved will also 
be discussed. 

2. The Setting of Question Period 

The (oral) question period in the 
Canadian House of Commons takes place 
five times a week during the period when 
Parliament is in session. On Fridays it 
takes place in the morning, and on the 
other four weekdays it takes place 
between 14:15 and 15:00. The seating 
arrangements reflect the adversarial 
nature of the proceedings. The room is 
rectangular. On the right of the speaker of 
the House are the government members 
including the Prime Minister and his 
cabinet ministers. On the left of the 
Speaker sit the opposition members. 

NormaUy the House is nearly deserted 
during debates, but during question 
period it is crowded. Since 1977, 
proceedings in the House have been 
televised, but in sharp contrast to the 
other speeches and debates, question 
period is very lively, and most of the 
media coverage centers on the exchanges 
that occur during the question period. 
Af ter question period, the packed cham
bers, including the press gaUery and the 
public gaUeries, become almost empty by 
comparison. According to Franks (1985, 
p. 3), the exodus is remarkable. 

The bulk of the television and newspaper 
coverage of Parliament comes from question 
period. Af ter it is over there is a remarkable 
exodus; where there were 280 Members 
there are now twenty-five; where the press 
gallery was packed, only two or three 
remain; the public galleries are empty. 
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Most of the time in the House of Com
mons is spent on debating specific biUs that 
have been put forward. These debates of ten 
tend to be duU, but the atmosphere in 
question period tends to be tense. The gov
ernment ministers are forced to respond 
spontaneously to complaints and attacks 
posed by the opposition in the form of 
aggressive questioning while knowing very 
weU that these exchanges are most of ten 
highlighted in the media coverage of politi
cal affairs. Short segments from question 
period, for example, may be played over 
and over again on the television news. 
There is confrontation, drama, excitement, 
and of ten personal attack in the question 
period exchanges. They are perfectly suited 
for television coverage. 

3. Goals and Rules of Question Period 

Two types of questions are recognized in 
the Canadian House of commons, written 
and oral questions. The purpose of ques
tioning is to aUow the opposition to ask 
the responsible government ministers for 
information, or press for action, on mat
ters of current concern to the Canadian 
public. 
Those are among restrictions on the kinds 
of questions that may be asked, listed in 
Beauchesne, the official book of 
parliamentary rules and forms of debate. 
But in fact these rules are quite 
permissive - anything is permitted if it is 
a real question, if it deals with something 
for which the minister to whom it was 
addressed is responsible, and if it is 
expressed in parliamentary language - or 
more precisely, if it avoids unparliamen
tary language. According to the fifth edi
tion of Beauchesne (1978, p. 131) however, 
in 1964 a Special Committee on Proce
dure recommended the foUowing set of 
guidelines on the asking of oral questions. 
(1) Such questions should: 

(a) be asked only in respect of matters of 
sufficient urgency and importance as to 
require an immediate answer; 



(b) not inquire whether statements made 
in a newspaper are correct; 
(c) not require an answer involving a 
legal opinion; 
(d) not be asked in respect of a matter 
that is sub judice; 
(e) not be of a nature requiring a lengthy 
and detailed answer; 
(f) not raise a matter of policy too large 
to be dealt with as an answer to a ques
tion; 

(2) Answers to questions should be as 
brief as possible, should deal with the 
matter raised, and should not provoke 
debate. 

Another restriction mentioned in 
Beauchesne (p. 132) is that a question must 
be brief, and it must not be 'an expression 
of an opinion, representation, argumenta
tion, nor debate.' A question 'ought to 
seek information,' according to another 
rule (p. 132) and 'therefore, cannot be 
based upon a hypothesis'. Nor can a ques
tion impute 'motives' or cast 'aspersions 
upon persons within the House or out of 
it.' Under heading §359, twelve rules of 
this sort are laid down. But, as noted 
above, the interpretation of these rules in 
question period is generally permissive. In 
many instances, lengthy, argumentative 
questions based on hypotheses - and 
even questions that attack the character 
or good judgment of the respondent or his 
associates - are allowed. 

A government minister may decline to 
answer a question, and the member ask
ing the question does not have the right 
to insist on an answer (p. 133). Ministers 
gene rally do try to answer the questions 
put to them, however, or at least try to 
reply to them in a manner that they hope 
will appear efTective or informative. Any 
question that violates parliamentary rules 
or practices may be ruled out by the 
Speaker of the House. 

Although an answer is not supposed to 
be 'debated' in the question period, 
further 'supplementary' questions to 
c1arify the answer may be allowed, ac
cording to the discretion of the Speaker. 
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The Speaker of the House is a member 
of one of the par ties who has been elected 
to his post by the majority of the mem
bers. The function of the Speaker is to 
intervene if the rules are broken. In 
extreme cases, an ofTender may be asked 
to apologize or leave the House. In prac
tice, however, although the Speaker is 
very efTective in some cases, (s)he does not 
tend to intervene where aggressive tactics 
of questioning are used -like those 
typified in the initiallist of 'fallacies' -
unless specific problems, like the use of 
'unparliamentary language' arise. 

4. Obligations on Participants 

In light of the purposes and rules for 
question period stated in Beauchesne, it is 
possible to formulate a set of very general 
obligations on any questioner who is a 
participant in the speech event of ques
tion period, and a matching set of obliga
tions on any participant who is a respon
dent. These obligations are only rough, 
tentative, and general normative 
guidelines which need to be interpreted 
and supplemented, in specific cases, by 
the particular institutional rules of proce
dure given in Beauchesne. Such a set of 
general obligations would not be meant 
to be an empirical recapitulation of the 
actual practices of questioning and reply
ing in question period. Instead, it is part 
of a normative model meant to provide 
an ideal of how constructive (correct) 
questioning and answering should 
proceed, in order to optimally realize or 
facilitate the goals of question period. 

Ostensibly, the goal of question period 
is to provide a format where informative 
questions can be asked by opposition 
members to responsible government rep
resentatives so th at light can be thrown 
on important matters of public concern or 
urgency. By this means, supposedly, the 
general public can be informed, and con
structive action by parliament and the 
government can be facilitated . 



At least, these are ostensibly the pur
poses of question period. As we will see 
shortly, whether these are the real pur
poses is an interesting question. But on 
the assumption that these stated purposes 
represent the real goals of question period 
as an institutionalized type of dialogue, 
the following set of obligations can be for
mulated. 

Obligations on the Questioner 

1. To ask relevant questions, i.e., ques
tions that are on issues of genuine con
cern for the Canadian public. 

2. To avoid asking questions based on 
presuppositions that are hypothetical 
or unwarranted. 

3. To ask probing questions that seek 
genuine information or constructive 
action on an issue. 

4. To avoid overly complex questions, i.e., 
questions th at are more complex than 
is necessary or useful. 

5. To refrain from asking overly 
aggressive questions, e.g., questions 
that engage in unwarranted personal 
attacks. 

Obligations on the Respondent 

1. To give a direct answer, provided the 
question is reasonable, appropriate, 
and directly answerable. 

2. To give reasons, if the question cannot 
be answered directly. 

3. To give a relevant answer, or at least a 
helpful reply, if a direct answer is not 
given. 

4. To correct where it is useful to do so, 
or even to rebut questioning that is 
unduly aggressive. 

The above set of obligations represents a 
more event-specific formulation of the 
general set of obligations given in Walton 
(1989, pp. 350-351). They are more event
specific in the sense that they are designed 
to be applicable to the special context of 
the speech event of the Canadian question 
period. In another sense, however, the set 
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of obligations above is general rather than 
specific - it is of a higher degree of 
generality than the specific rules laid 
down in Beauchesne. The set of obliga
tions above cannot be applied literally or 
automatically to any particular text of dis
course of a case from Hansard in a ques
tion period exchange. It only gives general 
guidance which can be applied condi
tionally to specific rules and particulars of 
interpretation of the context of a case in 
aiding judgments of whether a particular 
question or reply is correct or incorrect, 
critically strong or critically weak. At 
least, that is the intended function of this 
set of obligations. 

5. Wh at Happens in Question Period? 

IC you look at the actual practices of ques
tioning and replying in the question 
period, many of the questions are 
aggressive attempts to entrap the re sp on
dents. In fact, it is not at all diflicult to 
find questions that are cases of the list of 
fallacious or objectionable types of ques
tions given in the list of 'fallacies' in sec
tion one. There is no shortage of good 
case material here for the student of 
fallacies of questioning.3 

Many of these interesting cases of ques
tionable questions in question period have 
been presented and studied in Walton 
(1988; 1989; 1991). The three cases below 
(from Walton, 1991) are not repre
sentative of all the various kinds of tactics 
that are used. But they will give the reader 
an idea of the cut and thrust of question
ing and replying discourse in question 

3 The description of Franks (1985, p. 3) con
veys the flavour of question period very weil. 

'The Canadian question period is unique. 
For forty-five minutes opposition Members 
attack the government. Most questions are of 
the 'have you stopped beating your wife yet' 
variety. They are, in effect, miniature speeches 
in which the questioner claims that some 
problem or desperate situation exists and asks 
the government what it is going to do, or stop 
doing, about it.' 



period, and illustrate one or two charac
teristic types of sequences. 

One of the main things of importance is 
that the questions are of ten heavily loaded 
with incriminating presuppositions. In 
some cases, the respondent rebuts the 
presupposition more or less effectively 
during his reply. But in many cases, re
spondents let these presuppositions pass 
by, failing to point out the load~d or 
hypothetical nature of the questIOn. 

In still other cases, like Case 2 below, 
the respondent does res'pond v~ry ~ff~c
tively by actively rebuttmg the mcnmmat
ing presuppositions loaded into the ques
tion, but then is attacked by the ques
tioner for being 'evasive'. In evaluating 
this kind of case, a cri tic must look care
fuUy at both sides. 

In judging exchanges in question 
period, it is of ten tempting to criticize a 
reply that does no.t give a direct ans~er to 
a question by saylI~g that the reply IS. 
irrelevant because It evades the questIOn. 
However, in fact, many of the questions 
asked during question period are 
extremely argumentative, in that they are 
based on presumptions that the respon
dent could hardly accept without 
incriminating himself or his party, 
associates, or office. In such cases, a reply 
that does not answer the question may be 
the most reasonable type of response. 

During a period of recession in 1982, 
the following question was put to the 
Minister of Finance (Hansard, June 10, 
1982, p. 18304). 

Case 1: Hon. Flora MacDonald (Kingston and 
the Islands): Madam Speaker, my 
question is also directed to the Minis
ter of Finance. I would like to say to 
him that his policies are directly re
sponsible for the fact th at 1,185 m~re 
Canadians are without jobs every sm
gle day, 1,185 more Canadians with 
families to feed and mortgages to pay. 
How long is the minister prepared to 
condemn 1,200 more Canadians every 
day to job loss and insecurity bec.ause 
he is too stubborn and too uncanng 
to change his policies? 
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Hon. AUan J. MacEachen (Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister of 
Finance): Madam Speaker, I do not 
accept for one moment the. statement 
in the hon. member's questIOn that the 
policies of the governmen~ ar7 resp~m
si bIe for the recession whlch IS takmg 
pI ace, not only in Canada but also in 
every industrialized country in the 
world. I am surprised that the hon. 
member, considering her experience, 
would make such a foolish statement 
in the House of Commons. 

Miss MacDonald: The Minister's 
answer is appalling. 

This question po~ed .by Miss Mac~~nald 
has many incrimmatmg presupposltlOns 
for Mr MacEaehen. It is based on the 
hypotheses that Mr. MacEachen is con
demning 1,200 Canadians every day to 
job loss and insecurity, that he is too 
stubborn and uncaring to change his 
policies, and that his po.licl' on employ
ment is the cause of thelr Job loss. 

Mr. MacEachen rep lied by denying 
these presuppositions of the ques~ion, 
claiming that it is a world recessIOn that 
has affected all industrialized countries. 
He eaUs Miss MacDonald's question a 
'foolish statement' and she replies that his 
answer is 'appalling'. 

One ean question whether this 
exchange had any informative value for 
those who were listening to it. It seems 
more like theatre or 'show business', if we 
are to seek a value in it. 

Two years later, the shoe was on the 
other foot, when Miss MacDonald, as the 
minister responsible for employment, was 
called upon to answer a question concern
ing the hiring practices in the Unemploy
ment Insurance Commission (Hansard, 
November 20, 1984, p. 412). 

Case 2: Mr.George Baker (Gander
Twillingate): Mr. Speake~, ~y ques
tion is directed to the Mmlster of 
Employment and Immigration. The 
Minister has announced that $200 
million will be saved through inten
sified interviews with unemployment 



insurance recipients. Since the average 
UIC payment in Canada is $155.88 
per week, and since the average period 
for drawing unemployment insurance 
benefits is 26 weeks, then in order to 
save $200 million the Minister would 
have to knock 50,000 people ofT the 
UIC rolls. How many extra stafT mem
bers will the Minister's Department 
hire to persecute, prosecute, or pre
vent these 50,000 people from drawing 
unemployment insurance? 

Hon. Flora MacDonald (Minister of 
Employment and Immigration): Mr. 
Speaker, contrary to what the Hon. 
Member thinks, the objective of cJaim
ant interviews is to ensure that we are 
doing everything that we possibly can 
to help people find jobs. 

Some Hon. Members: Hear, hear! 

Miss MacDonald: I would like to give 
an example of this to the Hon. Mem
ber. Just the other day the President 
of the Canadian Federation of Inde
pendent Business said that there were 
170,000 jobs that were going unfilled. 
We want to find out where those jobs 
are, and we want to match them to 
those people who are unemployed so 
that they will be put back to work 
again. This will reduce the amount of 
money that is being paid out of the 
unemployment insurance fund . 

Mr. Baker: Mr. Speaker, the Minister 
did not answer my question. I wanted 
to know the number of people who 
would make up 'Flora's heroes.' 

Mr. Baker's question (like Miss Mac
Donald's question in Case I) is loaded 
with offensive presuppositions: her depart
ment will hire extra people to 'knock' 
50,000 people off unemployment insur
ance, these staff members will 'persecute' 
the unemployed people, 'prosecute' them, 
and prevent them from drawing their 
benefits. 

Miss MacDonald responded by deny
ing the accusations made in the question, 
by claiming th at (to the contrary) her de
partment is trying to help the unem
ployed, and by offering an example to 
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back up her reply. She did not answer the 
question. But given the argumentative, ag
gressively loaded nature of the question, 
her reply by rebuttal seems like a 
reasonable response. 

Not satisfied, however, Mr. Baker 
attacked again, accusing her of not 
answering his question. His original ques
tion asked how many staff members, 
whom he called 'Flora's heroes' would be 
hired to 'prosecute' the unemployed. 

Another tactic of argumentative ques
tioning of ten used in question period is 
the circumstantial ad hominem attack. The 
use of tbis tactic gives a sharp edge to a 
questioning of some respondent's action 
by arguing th at it is inconsistent with his 
own policies or principles. The strategy 
works by suggesting that the respondent 
lacks principles, is illogical, or is 
hypocri tical. 

The use of this tactic of questioning is 
illustrated by the following case (Hansard, 
April 11 , 1986, p. 12132). 

Case 3: FIREARMS 

IMPORTATION TO CANADA 

Ms. Sheila Copps (Hamilton East): 
Mr. Speaker, my question is directed 
to the Prime Minister. Given his 
stated concerns this morning ab out 
increasing terrorism, and given recent 
moves in the United States to relax its 
gun controllaws, could he tell us why, 
in his Government's Budget, he made 
it cheaper to import rifles and 
shotguns into Canada? 
Hon. Barbara McDougaU (Minister of 
State (Finance»: Mr. Speaker, this 
had to do with a TarifT Board ruling 
on sportsmen's rifles. It was a 
regulatory change which was made 
before, and this was brought into line 
with other regulations. 

GOVERNMENT POLICY 

Ms. Sheila Copps (Hamilton East): 
Mr. Speaker, my supplementary ques
tion is directed to the Prime 



Minister. Is he not concemed about 
the kind of signa! which this sends 
out? On the one hand he is express
ing concern about increasing 
terrorism. On the other hand his 
Government is making it cheaper to 
bring high-powered shotguns and 
rifles into the country. Does he not 
think this sends out a mixed message 
to Canadians? 
Hon. Barbara McDougaU (Minister 
of State (Finance»: Mr. Speaker, I 
think it is a litde unfair to deal with 
Canadian sportsmen in the same 
breath as dealing with terrorism. 

In this case, the question is highly loaded, 
and tends to make the action of the Prime 
Minister appear to be inconsistent, 
perhaps even hypocritical. But in reality, 
the attack posed by the question is a kind 
of tactic th at could easily be rebutted. In 
reality, an increased cost of sporting ri fles 
is no realor serious obstacle to terrorists, 
who no doubt buy their arms on the 
black market anyway, and who are likely 
to be interested in automatic weapons and 
military equipment. 

At any rate, Ms. McDougall's first reply 
was efTective, but then she seemed to give 
up when Ms. Copps persisted in following 
up her attack with a second question. 
Clearly, Ms. Copps ad hominem attack in 
her supplementary question could have 
been rebutted much more vigorously by 
questioning the presuppositions of Ms. 
Copps's question. Although Ms. 
McDougall sketches out the beginning of 
a rebuttal, for whatever reason, she does 
not follow it up with a vigor that would 
match the force of the question. 

6. The Problem of Question Period 

For anyone who has followed question 
period, or spent much time looking over 
the written transcripts of these exchanges 
in Hansard, a problem quickly presents 
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itself. The actual practices of question 
period, in many cases, appear to go at 
cross-purposes with its ostensible goals of 
soliciting information or pressing for 
action on matters of urgency in political 
afTairs. For many of the questions adopt 
an attacking mode, and the replies strike 
defensive or counter-attacking postures. 
Are these aggressive tactics good ways of 
soliciting information or pressing for 
action on matters of concern? This can, 
and perhaps should be questioned. Many 
of the cases look like model specimens of 
the sorts of questioning and replying tac
tics th at we warn students about in infor
mal logic texts and courses as fallacious. 
As ways of attacking the government, or 
as ways of defending against attacks, these 
sequences of argumentative discourse 
seem much more comprehensible and 
efficient than if they are portrayed simply 
as information-seeking or action-produc
ing dialogues. 

The problem is whether this apparent 
anomaly or situation of cross-purposes is 
a genuine problem, or is it just something 
we should normally expect in political 
argumentation where competing parties 
have opposed interests? 

Of course, we normally expect politi
cians to attack each other with adversarial 
tactics in hotly contested debate. For that 
is the basic idea behind all democratic 
government. According to Franks (1985, 
p. 17) question period is such a valuable 
Canadian institution precisely because it 
is the parliamentary 'bear pit' where the 
skepticism of the opposition can most ef
fectively be brought to bear in debunking, 
or at least putting to the test of doubt the 
political 'myths' and 'romances' of the 
governing party. According to Franks, 
political ideologies are put across to the 
public in the form of an optimistic or 
upbeat story, a 'romance'. But to counter
balance the optimism of roman tic myth, 
we also need the pessimism of tragedy
the roman tic myths and the heroic leaders 
need to be exposed by a 'challenging and 
exacting combat' fought out in the 
parliamentary bear pit. 



This interpretation of the function of 
question period is quite reasonable, up to a 
point. Parliamentary politics is basically an 
adversarial debate where the issues have to 
be simplified because the audience is out
side the House. And we expect all political 
debate and argumentation to be adversari
al in any democratic system. Consequently, 
it would be inappropriate to expect a dia
logue like question period to he a carefully 
reasoned information-seeking inquiry. 

On the one hand, we do not want to be 
naive in expecting political discourse to 
meet standards of logical c1arity, rigor, 
sincerity, honesty and relevance that 
would be inappropriate for a basically ad
versarial type of dialogue. But on the 
other hand, thinking of the type of dia
logue in question period as argumentation 
for and against roman tic myths may be 
far too permissive. While a certain degree 
of the 'bear pit' type of argumentation is 
not only tolerabie, but also acceptable, 
given the nature of the democratic multi
party system, question period should not 
he viewed as a kind of soap opera for pub
lic consumption. The danger is of course 
that once we accept this view of question 
period, soap opera is what it will become. 

7. The Context of Dialogue 

What, then, is question period, as a type 
of dialogue? What characteristics should 
it have? 

The model proposed here is that ques
tion period is a mixed type of dialogue, 
which has elements of four basic nor
mative models of dialogue. 

I. Information-seeking Dialogue. The 
basic purpose is for opposition mem
bers to ask for information on relevant 
issues of concern. 

2. Action-producing Dialogue. A second 
basic goal is to facilitate or press for 
action on urgent issues. 

3. Eristic (Contentious) Dialogue. Ques
tion period should allow for adversarial 
(partisan) exchanges, to some degree. 
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4. Critical Discussion. Questioning of 
assumptions, and other c1arifications 
and rebuttals should be regarded as 
legitimate where they are appropriate.4 

5. Negotiation. Underlying political 
debates are very real conflicts of inter
ests, in many cases, which may be a 
significant factor in partisan bias. 

The fourth model of dialogue serves as 
a kind of check or restraint on the third 
type of dialogue, when the quarrelling 
type of dialogue becomes a problem, 
threatening to interfere with purposes I . 
and 2. being fulfilled. 

Question period can be regarded as a 
normative system where the rules in 
Beauchesne pro vide a set of boundary 
conditions. You know, full weIl, that these 
rules will be exploited by members, even, 
in some cases, to their limits. But this 
interpretation of question period, by itself, 
is a rat her cynical one, and also not a 
very productive one for goals I . and 2. 
For by asking very aggressive questions 
th at exploit argumentative tactics to the 
maximum degree allowed by the very per
missive rules of Beauchesne, the ques
tioners 'score points' - they make them
selves look good, and their respondents 
look bad. Yet this need not be so. For 
such a respondent could easily restore the 
balance by scoring points through reply
ing critically - for example, by pointing 
out and questioning key presuppositions 
of argumentative questions. 

Of course, there is a problem here in 
how far you can go in encouraging critical 
skills when question period is c1early 
meant for a public audience. Moreover, it 
is c1ear that some members are already 
much better at critical skills of rebutting 
argumentative questions than others. 

Even so, practices are tied to norms. 
Normally the skills go towards the norms, 
but the purpose can also go towards the 
skills. Clarification of the normative struc
ture of question period as a reasoned type 
of dialogue could not only make the 

4 See Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1983). 



rhetoric of a particular party more effec
tive, it could heighten the quality of the 
exchanges generally , and thereby con
tribute to efficiency of the working of the 
democratic system. At the same time, the 
project of analyzing and evaluating 
fallacies and other critical faults of ques
tioning in question period would become 
not only useful but theoretically well
grounded. 
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John H. Woods 

9. Public Policy and Standoffs of 
Force Five 

1. Logic and tbe Academic Lawyer 

There has arisen an interesting competi
tion for the name of logic. At one extreme, 
logic is held by and large to service in the 
foundations of mathematics. At the other, 
just about anything is allowed to have its 
logic, whether astrology, paranoia, the 
playbook of the San Francisco Forty
Niners or what not. It is sometimes said 
th at the law possesses a logic, especially 
so the laws of evidence. One fairly recent 
claim has it that the rules of evidence 
involving the weighing of probabilities are 
essentially Bayesian in character. 1 More 
than one academic legal reputation has 
been made or enlarged in resisting 
Bayesianism in legal theory.2 The sad 
thing is not th at legal Bayesianism has 
been resisted, but th at it needed to be. 
The academic lawyer's enthusiasm for 
symbolic logic isn't all th at new. In 1959, 
the joumal, Modern Uses of Logic in Law, 
was founded, later renamed the 
Jurimetrics Joumal. Lawyers were invited 
to recast their arguments in a canonical 
mathematical symbolism so th at fallacies 

I Peter Tillers and Eric D. Green (eds.), Prob
ability and Inference in the Law of Evidence 
[ = Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Scien
ces, Volume 109], Dordrecht and Boston: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988. 
2 See, for example, L. Jonathan Cohen, 
'Evident ia I Weight in Criminal Proof,' and Lea 
Brilmayer, 'Second-Order Evidence and 
Bayesian Logic,' ibid. 147-167. (Also Ch. 4 of 
this volume - Eds.) 
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might be discouraged,3 and 'one lawyer 
called for lawyers to hire mathematicians 
to go over their contracts.'4 

Uncritical interdisciplinary rapture is 
not a good thing. It is bad just because it 
gets certain things wrong. I t is also bad 
because of the comfort it gives to cri tics of 
such marriages in the first place. 5 

Our subject at this colloquium is logic 
and poli tics. And we must ask at the outset 
whether this too isn't a doomed liaison. My 
own point the départ is that we shouldn't be 
over-chastened by that earlier courtship of 
logic by the law into a premature renuncia
tion of our purpose here. But we need to 
take care and to make haste slowly. We 
should begin with particular claims about 
logic and poli tics and we should take pains 
to prove them and, that done, resist the 
overabundant generalization. 

2. Degrees of Standoff, Force 1-111 

Let me try to set my course. I begin with 
a disclaimer. Though I wil! be saying 
som et hing about modern liberal pluralis
tic democracies, I shall venture nothing 
that is not already noticeable about how 
such governments and the ruling élites in
teract and communicate with their citizens 
in times of ordeal. It is no secret that gov
ernments sometimes behave badly, but 
what I wish to concentrate on here is a 
class of situations made distinctive by 

3 See Allen Orechkoof, 'Towards a More 
Systematic Drafting and Interpreting of the 
Internal Revenue Code: Expenses, Losses and 
Bad Debts,' U. Chi. L. Rev. 1 (1957), cited in 
Brilmayer, op. cit ., p. 147. 
4 Idem. Cf. Pfeiffer, 'Symbolic Logic,' Scientific 
American, 22-24 December, 1950. 
5 Which would overloçk the good work. See, 
for example, Lennart Aqvist, 'The Protagoras 
Case: An Exercise in Elementary Logic for 
Lawyers,' Anna/es Academiae Regiae Scien
tiarum Upsaliensis 24 (1981-82), Stockholm: 
Almqvist & Wikseli International, 5-15, and 
'Towards a Logical Theory of Legal Evidence: 
Semantic Analysis of the Balding-Ekelöf 
Degrees of Evidential Strength,' to appear. 



limitations they impose on a govemment's 
doing weil. The limitations that I am seek
ing are logica I in character and they are 
interesting because they create, as I say, a 
paralysis in the public discourse. This 
paralysis arises from argumentational set
backs which I shall caB standoffs.6 

Standoffs are describable in that branch 
of logical theory which deals with the 
rational adjudication of conflict, itself a 
branch of dialectic. Dialectic is, among 
other things, the logic of negotiated 
rational acceptance. It lies open to a 
limitation theorem roughly as folIows. 
Disagreements sometimes yield to ascend
ing strata of intractability and so 
approach a limit at which they go into a 
dialectica I black hole, to speak volup
tuously, whereupon conditions for further 
negotiation lapse. The basic logic of such 
things receives early and incomplete 
codification in Book VIII of Aristotle's 
Topics, and more extensive and subtle 
regulae can be found in contemporary 
writings.7 For my purposes it is unneces
sary to summon up the fulI fonnal 
apparatus of any of these writers. I need 
to characterize standoffs and this can be 
done in a fairly intuitive way. I shalI say 
that an argument is a basic standoff, or a 
standoff of force one, for participants P, at 
time t with respect to a claim S iff 

6 I apologize to purists for my failure to 
honour the plural paradigm of 'spoonsful'. 
7 See, for example, c.L. Hamblin, 'Mathemati
cal Models of Dialogue,' Theoria 37 (1971), 
130-155; P. Lorenzen, and K. Lorenz, Dialo
gische Logik, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1978; E.M. Barth and J.L. 
Martens, 'Argumentum ad Hominem: From 
Chaos to Formal Dialectic,' Logique et Analyse 
20 (1977), 76-96; Jaakko Hintikka, 'Informa
tion Seeking Dialogues: A Model,' Erkenntnis 
38 (1979), 355-368; Jaakko Hintikka and E. 
Saarinen, 'Information Seeking Dialogues: 
Some of their Logical Properties,' Studia Logi
ca 38 (1979), 355- 363; Ruth Manor, 'Dialo
gues and the Logics of Questions and of an
swers,' Linguistische Berichte 73 (1981), 1-28; 
J.D. Mackenzie, 'The Dialectics of Logic,' Lo
gique et Analyse 24 (1981), 159-177; E.M. Barth 
and E.C.W. Krabbe, From Ax iom to Dialogue: 
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(ia) no consensus exists at t among the 
Pi which settles the matter with regard 
to S; and 

(ib) no consensus exists at t among the 
Pi about procedures that would or might 
establish such a consensus. 

Condition (ib) is important. It marks a 
distinction between an argument at pause 
and argument stopped cold, for the time 
being at least. 

Standoffs of force one vary in their 
importance. Did the pretty woman in the 
window of the passing train wink at 
Charlie or was it perhaps a einder in the 
eye, as Harry thinks? Charlie and Harry 
are deadlocked on the issue, but given 
that her train rushes North and theirs 
South, they can't hit upon a practical way 
of settling their disagreement. 

Standoffs of force two satisfy a further 
condition. We might imagine th at Charlie 
and Harry, having had their fun, decide to 
let the matter drop. IC so, they have 
reached the honorificalIy procedural con
sensus to agree to disagree. F or standoffs 
of force two, we have the opposite of this: 

(ii) there is no honorificaUy procedural 
consensus to let things drop. 

Standoffs of force two are, in any of a 
number of ways, too important, too press
ing, too alluring to let go of. 

A Philosophical Study of Logics and Argumen
tation , Berlin and New Vork: de Gruyter, 1982; 
F.H. van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst, 
Speech Acts in Argumentative Discussion, Dor
drecht: Foris Publications, 1983; Douglas N . 
Walton, Logical Dialogue-Games and Fa/lacies, 
Lanham, Maryland: University Press of Ameri
ca, 1984; E.C.W. Krabbe, 'Formal Systems of 
Dialogue Rules,' Synthese 63 (1986),191-217; 
JA Blair and RH. Johnson, 'Argumentation 
as DialecticaI,' Argumentation 1 (1987) 41-56; 
and John Woods and Douglas Walton, Fa/la
cies: Selected Papers, 1972-1982, Dordrecht 
and Providence: Foris Publications, 1989. See 
also D.N. Walton (ed.), The Logic of Dialogue 
[= Synthese 63 (1985), 259-388 J, and D.N. 
Walton (ed.), Argumentation in Dialogues [= 
Argumentation 2 (1988), 393-538]. 



The idea of not being able to leave the 
matter alone is entirely commonplace and 
it receives standard expression in a deci
sion to put the issue to third-party settle
ment, whether to binding arbitration, 
final-offer selection, the civil courts or the 
legislature.8 This is a pr~c.edur~l arran.ge.
ment unlike that of cond1tlon (lb), for 1t IS 
not a procedure designed to produce th~ 
consensus lost in condition (ia). Though 1t 
could do that, by happenstance as it were, 
the intent of the procedure is to produce 
not agreement but acquiescence. So now 
we have standoffs of force three, standoffs 
which fulfil condition 

(ili) there is no explicit agreement to 
send the dispute to third-party deter
mination. 

Standoffs are bad things, logically speak
ing never mind that they are also all too 
hu~an. The natural mark of a standoff is 
its susceptibility to the f~llacies of irrel~
vance and question-beggmg an~ the alhed 
disposition to take these fallac1es to the 
level of meta-argument. Thus, 'Your argu
ment begs the question'. 'It does like hell!' 
(Question-begging). Or, 'Even St Thomas 
Aquinas begged questions!' (Irrelevance). 
Standoffs of force three are, like the 
others of shifting degrees of importance, 
and their importance will vary in .turn 
with the interests of the protagomsts. 
There are, however, cases galore in which 
the following things are true: 

A: the standotT is a standotT in a com-
munity and thus answers to certain . 
demographic criteria. Whatever .these mIght 
he in fine, they suffice to ~ake I~ true not 
just that Harry and Charhe ar~ 10 a 
standotT, but that the country9 IS; 

8 Not to forget the OED, Mum and Dad, Dear 
Abbey and Albert Einstein. 
9 Or the trade union, or the university, or the po
litical party. The demographic co~ditions for the 
attribution of standotT to groups 10clude group
percentages invo~ved in th~ disagreement, t~e . 
standing of the dIsputants 10 .the grouP? statIstI
cal distribution of the issues 10 contentIOn, the 
momentousness of the issue, and so on. 
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B: the standotT involves a claim about 
what to do or should be done, and so is of 
an essentially deontic character; 

C: the matter in dispute is of a type th at 
places it within the leg.itimate aut~ority of a 
third party to settle WIthout the dIrect con
sent of the contenders. In many such cases, 
the standotT includes a disagreement about 
what the govemment, say, should d<? ab.o~t 
the matter in dispute, conceming WhICh 1t IS 
empowered to act; and 

D: the matter is frequently such as to 
present a third party - th~ ~overnment or 
the courts - with what WIlham James 
called a forced option. So not taking any 
action is equivalent to acting for one of the 
contending parties and against the other(s). 

3. Wanted: DialecticaUy Tenable 
Resolutions 

It is time for an example. It is perhaps not 
an example of much interest for West~rn 
European ears, but it currently rages m 
the two northern countries of North 
America. It is really two questions. First, 
is abortion ever morally permissible and, 
second, should abortion be s';1bject ~o . 
provisions of, say, the Canad1an Cnmmal 
Code? Whatever one thinks of the matter 
personally it is clear that, for the present 
Governmdnt of Canada, the Criminal 
Code aspect of this question is nothing 
short of a forced option. For, in present 
circumstances, to do nothing would leave 
it decriminalized - and thus would make 
it a lawful practice for any Canadian 
wishing to avail herself of it and for any 
legally competent practition~r. willing to 
provide it. And there are mtlhons of 
Canadians who at some or other level of 
pro-active seriousness simply will not 
stand for this. 

Standoffs of force three, especially those 
th at fall into the supplementary categori.es 
A to D, are nothing but derangements m 
communities in which they occur. In 
extremis, they are the occasion of ~ivil 
war but even in more composed C1r
curn'stances they are the bearers ~f civil 
strife and not uncommonly the tnggers of 



criminality. Prior to the decriminalization 
of abortion (by recent action of the 
Supreme Court, on a technicality), there 
were those who, unlawfully, operated 
abortion clinics, and those who, then as 
now, gathered to harass their would-be 
clients or, in some cases, who firebombed 
the premises. 

J propose now to leave, for a time, my 
be league red government to its travaiIs and 
to regain a way out of this black hole that 
is approximately within the bounds of dia
lectical rectitude.lo In so doing J weil rec
ognize that even if the rules of dialectic did 
show us a way out, it may be too late for 
the Government of Canada, the passions 
in the country being wh at they appear to 
beo But at least the Government would 
then have cogent means for resolution to 
offer its citizens, never mind that they 
might not avail themselves of them. 

So the question is: are there, despite 
appearances to the contrary, dialectically 
tenable resolutions of force three standoffs 
of the category A to D sort? There are 
two remedies worth considering. 

(I) Look for a heretofore unrecognized 'tie
breaking' methodological principle, one on 
which the protagonists might be expected to 
agree, and apply it. 
(H) Try to determine whether one or the 
other of the theses in dispute admits of a cer
tain kind of abstract re-description on which 
the protagonists can agree. Then award the 
laurel to the argument which instantiates the 
abstract re-description. That is, try to em
ploy artful ana/ogica/ arguments. 

I shall here concentrate on remedy I. 
Remedy 11 is discussed in another place. 11 

10 But, it will be asked, can this be done consis
tentiy with the prior specifica ti on of standoff as 
a disagreement at a time 1 without the means of 
resolution at I? Though success cannot be 
guaranteed, to say the least, it is a move consis
tently available to our impacted dialecticians, 
for it is little more than a reconsideration of the 
issues involved and an attempt to identify rele
vant considerations heretofore unrecognized. 
11 John Woods and Brent Hudak, 'By Parity of 
Reasoning,' Informa/ Logic 11 (1989), 125-139. 
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As for strategy J, perhaps the most-used 
principle is Ramsey's Maxim. Regarding 
disputes about fundamental issues that 
seem insusceptible of consensus, F.P . 
Ramsey proposed that: 

in such cases it is a heuristic maxim that the 
truth lies not in one of the two disputed 
views, but in some third possibility which 
has not yet been thought of, which we can 
only discover by rejecting something 
assumed as obvious by both disputants.12 

Here is one way in which Ramsey's 
Maxim would appear to work. We might 
imagine two discussants who are 
deadlocked on the question of capital 
punishment. If they sought re lief from 
their standoff by summoning up Ramsey's 
Maxim they might decide to abandon an 
assumption which, until now, they had 
shared. Namely: th at the correct answer 
to the capital punishment question will 
be, in a sense to be elucidated, an ex treme 
answer. That is, that the correct answer 
will be either that it is always morally per
missible to invoke the death penalty in 
circumstances K or that it never is. If this 
assumption were abandoned, room would 
have been made for agreement that capi
tal punishment is sometimes permissible 
in circumstances K, th at is, always and 
only permis si bie in circumstances K * , 
where K * is, for example, the union of K 
and some further factors K * * . 

The example at hand turns on a concep
tion of extremism ab out which it would be 
advisable to be a bit more exact. Let us 
say, then, that for a disputed question ?p, 
there exists acontention space, CS(?p) , of 
its admissible answers. Membership in 
CS(?p) carries no implication of correct
ness or plausibility. CS(?p) contains all 
and only those responses that count as an
swers to ?p, not necessarily good answers. 

For numerous questions ?p it is clear 
th at they admit of answers in the form, 'p 

12 Frank Plumpton Ramsey, The Foundations 
of Mathematics and Other Logica/ Essays, 
London: Routiedge and Kegan Paul, 1931 , pp. 
115-116. 



always', 'p never' and 'p sometimes'. Even 
where ?p admits of a bimodal response, 
Yes/No, frequently it is possible to 
provide answers of the 'always', 'never' or 
'sometimes' sort which will imply Yes or 
No. For example, if the question were 'Is 
the parallel postulate valid?', it would be 
admissibly answerable by 'It holds for all 
cases', which imp lies 'Yes', or by 'It holds 
for no case' or 'It holds for some cases 
(only)', both of which imply No. 

Contention spaces whose admissible 
answers include responses of these kinds 
permit the following definitions. 

Definition 1: A position taken in regard to 
?p is extreme ifT it is fixed by an admissible 
answer, i.e., a response drawn from CS(?p), 
in the form 'Never' or 'A1ways'. 

Accordingly, 

Definition 2: A position taken in regard to a 
question ?p is moderate ifT it is fixed by an 
admissible answer in the form 'Sometimes 
( only)'. 

To be sure, this is a rather cru de inter
pretation of extremism and moderation, 
but it could easily enough be refined by 
introduction of the relations of more or 
less, with appropriate adjustment of quan
tificational idioms. Such refinements are 
not needed for present purposes. 

Consider now the question, 'Is the 
merely recreational torturing of babies 
wrong?', and imagine that someone 
replies that it is occasionally wrong. By 
the provisions of the present account, this 
is not an extreme answer, but a moderate 
one. In fact, however, it is nothing but an 
extreme answer for a further conception 
of extremism that clusters around such 
notions as excessiveness, outrageousness, 
preposterousness, incredibility, exor
bitance and monstrousness. And it is 
obvious that for any question admitting 
answers that are extreme in this second 
sense, such answers are not wanted. So we 
might now speak of a second maxim, the 
Maxim of Moderation: Avoid extreme 
answers. 
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Now it is perfectly true that some ques
tions are such that, by Ramsey's Maxim 
and the Maxim of Moderation alike, the 
same answers will draw the same verdicts 
of extremeness and moderateness. For 
many people 'Is spanking your child all 
right?' is just such a question. By Ram
sey's Maxim, 'Sometimes' counts as 
moderate, and the same is true for the 
Maxim of Moderation. 

That said, it is easy to see that our two 
Maxims do not coincide in the general 
case and that it would be the greatest folly 
to proceed as if they did. It is not an 
abstract folly, however, for some 
philosophers have either committed it or 
been drawn to it. \3 The two Maxims are 
almost certainly jointly invoked by any 
suggestion that disputes should always be 
settled by taking a middle position - and 
this we might note is the Fundamental 
Law on collective bargaining. In fact, it is 
easy enough to take Ramsey's Maxim in 
this way, th at is, as an expression of the 
Fundamental Law, though I must say 
that it is not entirely clear th at this is 
wh at Ramsey intended. 14 

13 There is plenty of textual evidence that J.S. 
Mill, among others, was at least drawn to this 
folly - perhaps in moments of uncharacteristic 
carelessness - and it may be that L.W. Sum
ner has committed it in Abortion and Moral 
Theory, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1981. See John Woods, 'Utilitarian Abortion,' 
Dialogue: The Canadian Philosophical Review 
24 (1985), 671-682. 1 note, in passing, the 
equivocation on 'extremist', which undergirded 
the yowls directed against u.s. presidential 
candidate Barry Goldwater , following his 
speech to the Republican Convention in 1964: 
'Extremism in defence of Iiberty is no vice.' 
14 Ramsey forwarded his Maxim in the course 
of his discussion of a difTerence of opinion be
tween RusselI and Johnson about whether 
terms designating or signifying universals can 
function both as subject and as predicate in 
(atomic) propositions. RusselI says No, 
Johnson Yes. The assumption which they 
share, according to Ramsey, is that the logical 
form of atomic propositions is knowable. And, 
si ding with what he takes to be Wittgenstein's 
position (Ramsey is writing in 1925), Ramsey 



In any event, jointly resorted to, the 
Maxims provide that for any disputed 
question, whose CS displays the 
appropriate quantificational grid, the best 
answer is the moderate answer (because 
least excessive ant most credible) and this 
will be an answer (grossly) in the form 
'Sometimes (only)'. Jointly resorted to, 
anyone locked in a standoff concerning 
the recreational torturing of babies could 
escape the standoff by agreeing on 'Some
times'. But this is absurd. Answers 
moderate by Ramsey's Maxim (or for that 
matter by the Fundamental Law on 
collective bargaining) can be extreme by 
the Maxim of Moderation - extreme and 
quite mad. So there is no doubt th at some 
questions th at land their answerers in 
standoffs of force three will not brook 
resolution by way of Ramsey's Maxim. 

That said, we now have at hand a 
further characterization of force three 
standoffs in categories A to D. They are 
disagreements concerning which both dis
putants are of the view that the correct 
answer must be extreme in Ramsey's 
sense, th at any Ramsey-moderate answer 
must vio/ale the Maxim of Moderation. 
Such disagreements are non-negotiable in 
a now fairly precise sense. 

Standoffs of this kind pose special prob
lems for public policy formation. When the 
issue is of a type appropriate for govern
ment pronouncement, the government 
finds itself faced with a forced option, as we 
have seen. As a standoff of force three, the 

denies this: Since RusselI's No and Johnson's 
Yes both imply this assumption, No and Yes 
are both wrong (p.l34). Ramsey's Maxim 
seems always to provide for handling disputes 
by way of something like the Fundamental 
Law on collective bargaining. All disputes con
cerning 'fundament al questions' (p.l15), neither 
side of which can be 'disproved' (p.115), must 
be mistaken, or anyhow, such that they should 
be given up. The trouble, of course, is that if 
Ramsey is right in the particular case, both 
Russell's and Johnson's case can be 'disproved'. 
So, as I say, it is not obvious wh at Ramsey's 
point is. Here I shall take the historical liberty 
of associating it with the Fundamental Law. 
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abortion question would seem to be ratio
nally irresolvable with present and foresee
ab Ie dialectical resources. Being of force 
three and an issue of public concern involv
ing substantial percentages of the whole 
population, anything that the government 
does, induding nothing, meets with 
damaging consequences. Here are two: 

(I) At least one group is guaranteed to be 
infuriated and scandalized in special 
ways - the ways of memories that are bitter 
and long, and the ways of disapproval that 
are reactive rat her than notional. 
(2) The government cannot truthfully (or 
anyhow convincingly) claim that its 
proposed actions are undergirded by factors 
that make for ratio na I settlement. 15 

Thus such standoffs are precisely those 
on which the government founders. They 
are standoffs that will not yield to the 
words of Edmund Burke: 

Certainly Gentlemen, it ought to be the 
happiness and glory of a representative to 
live in the strictest union, the closest corre
spondence ... with his constituents. Their 
wishes ought to have great weight with him; 
their opinions high respect; their business 
unremitted attention ... But his unbiased 
opinion, his mature judgement, his 
enlightened conscience, he ought not to 
sacrifice to you .... These he does not derive 
from your pleasure; no, nor from the law 
and the constitution .... Your representative 
owes you, not his industry only, but his 
judgment; and he betrays, instead of serving 
you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion .... 

But... mandates issued, which the member 
is bound blindly and implicitly to obey, to 
vote and to argue for, though contrary to 
the c1earest convict ion of his judgment and 
his conscience, - these are things utterly 
unknown to the laws of this land, and which 
arise from a fundamental mistake of the 
whole order and tenor of our constitution. 16 

15 Things are made more complicated, though 
not essentially different, if MPs are likewise 
divided over the issue at hand. 
16 Speech to the Electors of Bristol, 3 Novem
ber 1774. The Works of the Right Honourable 
Edmund Burke. A New Edition. lIl, London: 
Rivington, 1826, pp. 157, 158. 



So we see that there are some legislative 
measures that significant portions of the 
electorate will not consent to,17 and that 
this failure of consent is so utterly basic as 
to abridge any overriding notion of social 
contract. Such measures are an ultimate 
and radical insult to conscience. 

It is no good to remind people that 
their consent is already implicitly pledged, 
for it lies in the nature of such dis
agreements that they resist the presump
ti on of prior consent. Whereupon another 
useful distinction presents itself. 

Definition 3: A force three standolT fulfilling 
conditions A to D is a political standolT in a 
population P to the extent that P acknowl
edges the presumption of prior consent to a 
legislated solution by a lawfully constituted 
govemment, recognized as such in P . 
Definition 4: A force three standolT fulfilling 
conditions A to D is a (purely) moral stand-
01T in a population P to the extent that P re
fuses the presumption of prior consent to a 
legislated solution by a lawfully constituted 
govemment recognized as such in P .IS 

Let us now say that 
(iv) a standoff is of force four to the extent 
that it satisfies Definition 4. 

Even standofTs of force four admit of the 
prospect of Juture resolution within the 
bounds of dialectical rectitude. For such a 
possibility, we need a distinction between 
open-minded and c1osed-minded disagree
ment. 

Definition 5: A disagreement is open-minded 

17 This resistance would extend to a plebiscite, 
bi' the way. 
I Cf. Dewey: 'Conduct as moral may thus be 
defined as activity called forth and directed by 
ideas of value or worth where the va lues con
cemed are so mutually incompatible [here 
Dewey will reveal a sunny optimism] as to 
require reconsideration and selection before an 
overt action is entered upon.' John Dewey and 
James Tufts, Ethics, The Middle Works of John 
Dewey, 1899-1924, (edited by Jo Ann 
Boydston), vol. 5, Edwardsville, 111.: The 
Southem IIIinois University Press, 1978, 
p. 194. 
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wh en its protagonists acknowledge that the 
opposite opinions are 'real possibilities'. 
Definition 6: A disagreement is cIosed
minded just in case it is not open-minded. 

Open-minded disagreements, even when 
they are standofTs of force four , are poten
tially resolvable by a Pascalian minimax 
strategy, which provides as follows: IC the 
opposite positions are real possibilities for 
their respective advocates, then so con
strain public policy that, of the options in 
question, it is best to back the one of least 
morally harmful consequence should it 
prove to have been the mistaken option. 
The manoeuvre presupposes, what might 
not always be the case, namely, that a 
coherent notion of least moral harm is 
specifiabIe for the options in question and 
that the disputants agree as to what it 
would beo IC so, the following suggests 
itself for the abortion deadlock. For ease 
of exposition, I will assume that the 
standofT pivots on the question of fetal 
personhood. Thus, given that the con
tending positions are real possibilities for 
the respective disputants, there are two 
possible mistakes to take note of: 

(M I) This is the possible mistake of hold
ing that the fetus is a person and on that 
basis supporting measures that would 
encumber countless women with unwanted 
pregnancies. 
(M2) This is the possible mistake of hold
ing that fetuses aren't persons and on that 
basis supporting measures that would per
mit the killing of countless persons. 

A Pascalian remedy would then attempt 
to adjudicate between MI and M2 and to 
determine the lesser moral risk. Rough 
though it iS;9 the idea of the slighter risk 
turns on the prior notion of 'real 

19 And it is very rough. See, for example, John 
Woods, 'Ad Baculum, Self-Interest and Pascal's 
Wager ,' in F.H. van Eemeren et al (eds.), 
Argumentation: Across the Lines of Discipline, 
Dordrecht and Providenee: Foris, 1987, pp. 
343-349, and John Woods, Engineered Death: 
Abortion, Suicide, Euthanasia and Senecide, 
Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1978. 



possibility'. It is tempting to take real 
possibility as a theoretical primitive or to 
say, perhaps, that real possibilities are 
those for which Pascalian measures are 
(acknowledged to be) intelligible. But it 
would be best to be somewhat more 
forthcoming. So 1 shall propose 

Definition 7: A proposition A is not a real 
possibility for a cognitive agent X iff 
(a) X disbelieves that A 
(b) X believes that he knows that not-A 
(c) X acknowledges the possibility that he 
does not know th at not-A 
(d) X disbelieves that (c) is any reason for 
him to believe that he does not know that 
not-A. 
Definition 8: A proposition A is a real 
possibility for X iff it fails conditions for 
being not a real possibility for X. 

Whatever we make of our Pascalian 
ruminations of late, it is clear that the 
notion of a closed-minded disagreement 
gives rise to our flnal category of standofT. 
For 

(v) a standoff of force five wiU be a force 
four standoff which is also closed
minded.20 

4. Dealing With Standoffs of Force Five 

It may be worthwhile to pause and con
sider whether the existence of force flve 
standofTs is guaranteed by the Arrow 

20 The idioms of closed and open-mindedness 
are perhaps misleading in a way that we 
should quickly correct. In particular, in a 
closed-minded disagreement in our sense there 
is no imputation of unfairness or of dialectical 
misconduct. Standoffs of force live resem bie, 
by the way, what Robert Fogelin caUs 'deep 
disagreements'. A deep disagreement about an 
issue, about reverse discrimination say, is one 
in which the argument is disabled by a dis
agreement about underlying 'framework prin
ciples', for example, about whether collective 
rights exist. I take Fogelin to be saying that so 
long as the framework dispute persists the dis
agreement about reverse discrimination is 
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Barrier Theorem.2 1 This celebrated 
theorem says that no social utility func
tion answering to a conception of the 
general will can be got by aggregating 
individual preferences. The idea of la 
volonté générale is incoherent. As it hap
pens the answer to our question is No. 
StandofTs precede the behavioural basis of 
the Barrier Theorem, namely the expres
sion of preferences by voting. Force-flvers 
won't put the issue at hand to a vote, not 
because they disbelieve th at the vote will 
evince the general will, but rather because 
they are not prepared to lose it. A force
flyer, therefore, could be described as one 
who resists resolution of a conflict by way 
of the genera I will even assuming that 
there is such a thing. 

What he can do, of course, is insist that 
his unwillingness to submit to avote, 
apart from his force-flve attachment to the 
issue in question, is not without rational 
foundation. Voting, he may say, is defec
tive precisely because it fails to decide 
issues by way of a coherent social utility 
function . At the end of the day, it doesn't 
matter what force-flyers think of such 
things. For a standofT of force flve is one 
that a protagonist is unwilling to surren
der to any mechanism which might decide 
against him. 

Governments, the dominant élites (to 
borrow Walter Lippmann's term) and the 
whole citizenry have a large stake in dis
couraging force flve standofTs. Force flve 
standofTs are the non-meterological coun-

irresolvable in principle. My own view is that 
notwithstanding the persistence of the 
framework dispute, it might be possible to seek 
out and lind common ground elsewhere which 
would tip the balance of the discrimination 
stalemate. If 1 am right about this, force live 
standoffs make agreement impossible only 
relative to the cognitive and procedural resour
ces at hand for the disputants. So force live 
standoffs are not in the general case deep dis
agreements in Fogelin's sense. See Robert 
Fogelin, 'The Logic of Deep Disagreements,' 
Informal Logic 7 (1985), 1-8. 
21 Kenneth Arrow, Social Choice and Individu
al Values, 2nd ed., New Vork: Wiley, 1963. 



terparts of force ten hurricanes. They 
require one to batten down the hatches 
and to head inland. And c1early it would 
have been better had they never cropped 
Up.22 But crop up they do, more in some 
societies than in others. It might be sup
posed that the propensity to standoff is 
greater the more a society is liberal and 
pluralistic in its dominant cultural 
arrangements. Whether such a culture will 
be beset by standoffs of force five, rather 
than by disagreements of lesser rank, will 
in large measure be a function of wh at it 
is pluralistic about and so will turn on 
whether it fosters differences in value 
appropriate to the greater intractability of 
force five. It is sometimes apparent that 
certain kinds of multiracial pluralism are 
ripe occasions of force five turmoil, but it 
is by no means always so. The present 
deadlock in Canada is in no obvious way 
an ethnic matter nor does it correlate all 
that helpfully with religious affiliation. 

To ask what are the remedies that the 
Government of Canada should now con
sider is to ask only part of the necessary 
question. The broader and more funda
mental issue is how in general do liberal 
pluralistic democratic cultures respond to 
this kind of challenge to polity, and can 
this response be made from within the 
bounds of dialectica I tenability. 

22 Some naïfs celebrate pluralism about va lues 
as occasion for the promotion and intensifica
tion of normative conflict. Cf. Isaiah Berlin, 
Concepts and Categories, (edited by H. 
Hardy), Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin 
Books, 1978. Bernard Williams counsels 
against attempts to eliminate normative con
flict. Doing so, in the general case at least, 
incurs 'the loss of a sense of loss' and a flatten
ing of human experience. (Bernard Williams, 
Moral Luck, Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 1982, p.80, p.82.) This does seem 
rather precious. In fairness to Williams, he 
does say that normative conflict is not always 
pathological; and this leaves plenty of room to 
regret it when it is (as it c1early is in the case 
of force five standofTs). And Williams' 
metaphor of the flattening of experience is, in 
some ways, profoundly apposite. 
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Optimists will seize upon the following 
possibility. Government and the dominant 
elites should marshall an argument some
thing like this, and broadcast it widely 
and of ten. 

LGDR: Last Gasp Dialectical Response, 
'Citizens, the controversy which currently 
troubles our country seems impossible of 
resolution among the contending parties. 
Even the government's role is compromised. 
For although the raging dispute places at 
risk the public safety - certainly the public 
peace - anything the Governrnent might 
propose to do will, if it makes for any 
change at all, change things for the worse.23 

What is at risk is that minimal social har
mony which is the very condition of a good 
and peacefullife [and, more to the point, of 
the general practice of dialectica I felicity J 
The Government urges that the collective 
self-interest requires that tensions he less
ened and that the most serious consideration 
he given by all to settling this matter [say, 
by a free vote in the House of Commons J' 

Here the Government is openly propos
ing the voluntary collective downgrading 
of the dispute from a force five standoff to 
a force th ree standoff which fulfils the 
conditions on being a (merely) political 
disagreement. In this proposal, it is not 
suggested that people change their values 
but that, out of consideration for the com
monwealth, they not act on them intrac
tably or unlawfully. 

I shall not take the time to co mme nt in 
any detail on the complexity of the issues 
raised by LGDR. It forces an attentive hear
er into decisions about whether rational 
self-interest (ever) overrides moral certain
ties, and if it does, whether the override 
represents the supremacy of non-

23 The Government is landed in a quandary. 
Quandaries are possessed of considerable logi
cal interest. See Bas C. van Fraassen, 'Va lues 
and the Heart's Command,' Journalof Philoso
phy (1973); and C.L. Hamblin, 'Quandaries 
and the Logic of Rules,' Journalof Philosophi
cal Logic 1 (1978). Cf. Lennart Áqvist, 'De on
tic Logic.' In: D. Gabbay and F. Guenthner 
(eds.), Handbook of Philosophical Logic, Il, 
Dordrecht and Boston: Reidel , pp. 605-714. 



moral value over moral value, or whether 
the overriding value is continuous in na
ture with the va lues it subordinates.24 I will 
say only th at dialectically speaking, LGDR 
is not a bad idea, but how it fares as 
strategy is another matter. Recall that we 
said th at a country caught in a force five 
standofT is in extremis a country poised for 
civil war. True, a country can drift into a 
civil war unawares, and a friendly warning 
from a vigilant government might give the 
country pause. But if the country knows 
that its contentions are leading to civil 
strife, th at is almost certainly because the 
country intends such strife, th us the mean
ing of force five standofTs in extremis. In 
those cases, admonitions from the capita I 
would be laughably inapposite. The same 
points also hold for the lesser derange
ments of polity: general strikes, riots , mas
sive demoralization, and so on. 

5. Education as Strategy: Persuasion and 
Tbought Control 

I conjecture th at it is precisely for this rea
son th at governments tend not to prefer 
the dialectical blandishments of the 

24 But let me hastily make this point: If stand
offs of force five push protagonists toward 
broadly utilitarian remedies even against their 
conscience, there is a moral theory that stands 
ready to admit all comers and to administer a 
palliative for the troubled heart. The theory 
could, and deserves to be, called Shifty Utili
tarianism. It provides that all non-utilitarian 
and anti-utilitarian policies and practices 
which a society adopts as permissible have an 
ultimateiy utilitarian sanction. Thus it is utili
tarianly justified to pronounce and enforce as 
correct policies and practices that contradict 
utilitarian precepts, if the costs and benefits 
pay out appropriately. Shifty Utilitarianism is 
thus tailor-made for morally sensitive policy
makers. It won't do by the way, to suppose 
that various non-utilitarian principles are per
fectly correct, morally speaking, just until their 
utilitarian costs get too high. For the utilitari
anism here considered is altogether pre-emp
tive; it is Shifty Utilitarianism, the ethics that 
dare not speak its name. 
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LGDR-strategy. Something el se lies ready 
to hand and it is available to the entire 
network of the country's rulers , its domi
nant élites, and it enters the spiritual 
marrow from a pervasive cultural mist. It 
is called education. 

Education is here the education 
appropriate to the normative rationaliza
tion of a liberal, pluralistic population. It 
is, or involves, the inculcation or transfor
mation of values by means of the social 
technology of persuasion. Dialectic now 
defers to rhetoric. 25 

There is a huge literature regretting the 
social technology of persuasion. Much of 
the worry has to do with its concealed
ness, its manipulation and its sheer effica
cy. People complain th at the technology 
(i.e., the mass media), is concentrated in 
too few or in any case the wrong hands. 
Others fret about the domination of eco
nomic considerations over the selection, 
duration and mode of transmission of 
mass media signais. Some say th at the 
majority of such transmissions are con-

25 Logicians tend to be dismissive of rhetoric, 
legatees all of Socrates' hostility to the 
Sophists of yore. I am not one of them. If con
cerning any issue there should happen to be a 
fact of the matter, then it would be oddly 
illogical not to want to present the truth per
suasively, that is, in ways that maximize the 
chance of getting others to see that it is true. 
More interesting are those cases concerning 
which no consensus exists with regard to the 
question of truth. For wide ranges of such 
issues, going fishing is not arealistic option, 
and we are !eft with the hard question of what 
to do in the wake of intractab!e disagreement. 
Some issues require the fixation of belief, never 
rnind th at the matter at hand is underdeter
mined by the agreed-upon evidence. (Thus 
every scientific theory worthy of the name). So 
a centra! task for rhetoric is to specify 
measures for the fixation of belief about mat
ters underdetermined by the agreed-upon 
evidence and to establish that (and in what 
sense) such measures are acceptab!e. It is a 
very hard question, as is evidenced by the fre
quency with which belief-fixation is accom
plished by measures thought to be serious!y 
unacceptab!e, as we will now see. 



tinuous with mass advertising which, in 
turn, is continuo us with propaganda, and 
that the continuity-relation is transitive. 
Still others are troubled by the monolecti
cal inaccessibility of the media or by the 
fact, if it is a fact, that televisual argumen
tation is structurally illucid for the 
ordinary viewer and thus beyond his com
petence to assess.26 

Of two things I have no doubt. One is 
that much of the mass media bas hing of 
recent years is half-baked, paranoid and 
politically self-serving. The other is that 
there is evidence enough of thought-con
trol to warrant our concern and chagrin. 

I want, however, to return to the busi
ness at hand and to concentrate on what 
are likely to be (or are al ready ) the 
rhetorical targets of the dominant élites in 
the present course of the education of the 
Canadian public on the matter of abor
tion. I should make it c1ear that these are 
conjectures supported, to the extent th at 
they are, by what is said and reported 
about the abortion issue in Canada. I am 
no conspiracy theorist but if I were to 
invent a conspirator, say, a secret Minis-

26 Here is a very smal! sample of the literature. 
H. Cantril, The Invasion from Mars: A Study 
in the Psycho!ogy of Panic, Princeton: Prin
ceton University Press, 1940; Harold Innis, 
The Bias of Communication , Toronto: Univer
sity of Toronto Press, 1951; George Grant, 
Techno!ogy and Empire, Toronto: House of 
Anansi, 1969; Marshal! McLuhan, Understand
ing Media: The Extension of Man, New York: 
McGraw-Hil!, 1964; Jacques Ellul, 
Propaganda: The Formation of Men's 
Attitudes, New York: Knopf, 1965; D. 
Altheide, Creating Reality: How TV News Dis
torts Events, Newbury Park, Cal.: Sage, 1976; 
Michael Geis, The Language of Te!evision 
Advertising, New York: Academic Press, 1982; 
Trudy Govier (ed.), Se!ected Issues in Logic 
and Communication , Belmont, Cal.: 
Wadsworth, 1988; Edward S. Herman and 
Noam Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent: The 
Politica! Economy of the Mass Media, New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1988; and papers by 
John D. May, John McMurtry, Lenore 
Langsdorf and John Dolan, all in Informa! 
Logic JO (1988). 
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try of Correct Thinking, I would attribute 
to it objectives consonant with my conjec
tures, and that, I suggest, lends them 
further support. But that said, I am not 
suggesting th at agendas for the social 
technology of persuasion are entirely or 
principally the deliberate plans of 
individual technocrats . Such agendas are 
at least in part implicit in the culture 
itself. 

The abortion issue gives the appearance 
of becoming, if it is not al ready one, a 
nasty force five standofT in Canada. Objec
live: neutralize it, reduce it to nothing of 
higher rank than a politica! standofT. Sub
sidiary objectives: 

I. Discredit the leaders as extremists. 
Show them in disagreeable, noisy, uncivil 
and, if possible, criminal contention. Hope 
for early boredom. 
U. Demoralize the population. Restrict 
the national discussion to shrill set pieces 
from the par ti pris. Do nothing to 
encourage the notion th at this is an issue 
of complexity and perhaps of central 
national importance. (Mere!y Saying that 
it is, is another matter entirely.) 
UI. Marginalize the visible protagonists. 
Take care to identify Ms. X as a member 
of the Feminist Caucus and Mr. Y as a 
Mormon bishop. For all its dialectical 
limitations, endorse and promote Ram
sey's Maxim: the most sensible solution is 
a compromise. It sounds so right. 
IV. Trivialize the contending values, not 
only as extreme but as mora!. Thus moral 
choices are private, a matter of personal 
opinion only, are not to be taken up 
invasively ('forcing your personal values 
upon me'). Invoke the non-cognitivism of 
moral principles. Emphasize their 
relativity. 
V. Adjust the taxonomy. These extreme 
positions are also religious positions, fine 
as long as they don't intrude and, in any 
event, subject by implicit prior consent to 
the sanctity of the separation of Church 
and State. Since it certainly isn't up to the 
Church to decide for all, the right of deci
sion must be the State's to take or not. 



So then there really are political means, 
including governmental hands-ofT, if need 
beo 
VI. Saturate communications with 
euphemisms, the more vapid the better. 
(Thus 'pro-choice', 'pro-life'.) Keep dis
closure of clinical details to a minimum. 
(No footage of an abortion; no footage of 
a thirteen year old's labour.) Be 'tasteful'. 
VII. Guilt by association. President 
Ceauscescu ran a monstrous tyranny. He 
imposed absurd and burdensome repro
duction targets on Romanian women, in 
an efTort to increase the population sub
stantially. Abortions were also forbidden. 
Now all that nonsense is over?? 

My own best guess is th at the Canadian 
population is getting weary of this busi-

27 'Of all Nicolae Ceaucescu's legacies, perhaps 
the saddest can be found in Romania's mater
nity wards. Visitors are shocked at the sight of 
abandoned babies, sick pregnant women and 
doctors working 24-hour shifts to perform 
abortions - all because of a mad plan to 
increase Romania's population', The 
Economist, 314,20 January 1990, p.52. 
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ness, and that the drift of feeling is toward 
some kind of negotiated settlement by 
way of the Fundamental Law on collec
tive bargaining. If this is right, then the 
overall objective may be close to being 
met, and a purely moral standofT will have 
been downgraded to a political standofT. 

It cannot be denied that the dominant 
élites' handling of the Canadian abortion 
mess is dialectically malodorous in all 
sorts of ways. But it must not be said of 
these dialectica I felonies that they commit 
the further crime of displacing intellec
tually pure procedures for rational con
sensus. They are not capable of doing 
that. For recall, we have a limitation 
theorem. No such procedures are 
available. Such, in part, is the story of 
logic and poli tics. 



Peter d u Preez 

10. A Theory of Political 
Constructs: Procedural Rationality 
and lts Problems 

1. Basic Assum ption 

The theory is based on the assumption 
that the members of political parties 
engage in collective attempts to construe 
events in such a way as to advance their 
interests, some more than others. What 
are the problems? 

The first is obviously that when people 
join together for collective action they 
have to hammer out a common construc
tion of events. Then, individual differences 
of opinion have to be subordinated to the 
common opinion, and some will have to 
make more sacrifices than others. Yet, in 
their collective action, they will have to 
construe politically significant events ac
cording to the common constructs of the 
party - at least some of the time! For 
some this is a greater sacrifice than for 
others. Others may believe the party line. 
Fragmentation, conflict and inconsistency 
will occur in parties, just as they occur in 
individu al persons. There is of ten a des
perate attempt to achieve coherence by 
means of a history, a liberation narrative, 
or some other story. 

The second problem, and one which 
has caused us all great grief, is that some 
constructions of events are relatively true 
and other constructions are relatively ad
vantageous. These do not necessarily co
incide. Enter Machiavelli. Politieal con
struct theory must look at the ways in 
which political parties cope with truth 
(validity) and advantage (interest). One 
way is to conflate them. Yet promises of 
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advantage must be based on at least the 
appearance of truth if they are to be be
lieved; and for this, thugs and philoso
phers (of ten the same persons ) have their 
theories of the world. The reconciliation 
of truth and advantage leads to elaborate 
work by the party theorists. Only ex
treme scepticism can enable us to avoid 
taking these theories seriously; and the 
penalty of extreme sceptici sm is political 
paralysis. 

Thus: We can do nothing until we con
strue the world; we must develop com
mon constructions for concerted action; 
and we eternally seek to bend the truth to 
our advantage. These are the basics of 
political construct theory. 

Although it will be obvious to many, I 
should say that Political Construct 
Theory is modelled on Personal Con
struct Theory (Kelly, 1955) and that the 
two are, I believe, congruent with each 
other. 

2. Outline: Political Construct Theory 

Metaconstructs 

There are two kinds of metaconstructs, 
clearly related. The first consists of basic 
metaphors of polities, such as contract, 
game, war, and debate; the second con
sists of modes of rationality. If poli tics is 
war (a question of who defeats whom), 
then rational action will be rather dif
ferent from what it might be if poli tics is 
a game or a contract. If poli tics is a form 
of warfare, then killing and winning are 
the important things; if it is a contract, 
then preserving the contract might be as 
important as winning. 

Fundamental Postulate 

A political party's activities are chan
nelized by the ways in which its members 
join to construe their interests. 



Corol/aries 

I. Tradition 
Each party develops characteristic 
ways of construing its interests. 

2. Choice 
Each party chooses those alternatives 
in its construction of events through 
which it anticipates the greater 
possibility of advancing its interests. 

3. Credibility 
Each party attempts to validate those 
constructions of events which advance 
its interests. 

4. Frame 
Each party attempts to frame the alter
natives in such a way as to increase 
commitment to its construction of its 
interests. 

5. Liberation 
Each party tells a characteristic libera
tion story in an attempt to increase 
commitment to its construction of its 
interests. 

6. Idealization 
Each party attempts to convert inter
ests into ideals in such a way as to 
increase commitment to its construc
tion of its interests. 

7. Autonomy 
Each party represents itself as an 
autonomous agent in an attempt to 
increase commitment to its construc
tion of its interests. 

8. Ripeness 
Each party selectively anticipates the 
past in an attempt to validate its con
struction of its interests. 

9. Fragmentation 
The members of a party may construe 
events in ways which are inconsistent 
with each other (and with their own 
previous construals ). 

What is the status of these corollaries? 
Perhaps the best way to think of them is 
as strategies for serving the interests of the 
party. In other words, they belong to 
procedural rather than to substantive 
rationality (Simon, 1987). Though they 
are common strategies, there is nothing 
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inevitable about them. They are moves in 
the complex activity of politics. They must 
be played at the right time and in the 
right sequence by actors attempting to 
further their interests. 

3. Discussion: Political Construct Theory 

3.1 Discussion: Metaconstructs 

Often an outsider will construe the con
duct of parties, either past or present, as 
resembling a war, a game, a contract, a 
crusade, or something of the sort. This is 
political theory. It may be an attempt to 
say that people would be much better ofT 
if they construed poli tics in one of these 
ways, or it may be an attempt to accu
rately diagnose and describe the ways in 
which they actually do construe poli tics, 
or it may move from one to the other, 
from prescription to description. Such an 
interpretation is a metaconstruction of 
poli tics only to the extent th at it is an 
outsider's construction. It may become 
an ordinary political construct if it is 
adopted by the political parties them
selves, in their attempt to construe 
events. A metaconstruct is not a better 
construct, or a superior construct; it is 
merely an outsider's construction of 
events. 

Another feature of the metaconstruc
tion of poli tics is that persons will of ten 
attempt to construe )ustice' or 'rationali
ty' or 'good' in poli tics. Persons who are 
active in poli tics will do this themselves, 
of course, and they will do it close to 
the scene of action, down in the engine 
room. Is it just or rational to do this 
particular thing we are about to do? 

Constructs of rational poli tics, of what 
it is good to do and how to do it, are an 
essential part of the working machinery of 
political parties - though they may not 
get very far in their thinking - and also 
of those commenting on the ways in 
which parties behave. 



3.2 Discussion: Fundamenta/ Postu/ate 

A political party's activities are channelized 
by the ways in which its members join to 
construe their interests. 

Comment 

A fundamental postulate is merely a con
venient starting point for building a 
theory, as Kelly remarked. We could start 
somewhere else. lts value is decided by 
~hat we can build on it. 

Let us examine the words of the postulate. 

Why 'political party' and not gang, mafia, 
collective, or agent? We use 'political 
party' to indicate th at the focus of this 
theory of collective action is politics. 
'Party' does not refer only to parties in 
the sen se of electoral politics. It is any 
group of people who get together to 
engage in politics. The members of the 
party differ from each other in many 
ways, but in order to coordinate the 
activites of the party they have to agree 
on some common ways of construing 
events. 

Other terms are used as Kelly used them. 

'Channelized' refers to the fact th at 
activities are directed, restricted , guided. 
'Construe' refers to the interpretations 
which persons place upon events. Persons 
think of some events as 'the same' or 
'similar', and others as different. They 
categorize and distinguish, along many 
dimensions. The dimensions are con
structs, the process of using them to 
understand the world, to anticipate and to 
act is 'construing'. 

By 'politics' I simply mean the activity 
of governing or attempting to influence 
the government of a country. The focus of 
political construct theory is politics as it is 
generally understood, though it may be 
stretched to cover (with less and less 
accuracy) the politics of universities, 
families and publishing. 

The particular kind of event which is of 
central importance in the life of a party is 
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'interest'. A party must construe its inter
ests and its construalof these will lead it 
to act in certain ways. 

What are 'interests'? Note that interests 
are not simply given. 'Objective interests' 
are the interests of a party as construed 
by outsiders, according to a more or less 
convincing theory. But a party has its 
own theories ab out its own interests, both 
true and false. Sometimes the purpose of 
construing interests is to discover the 
truth. Just as of ten interests will be con
strued in order to produce certain kinds 
of action. And very of ten, the two will be 
confused. 

Parties have two kinds of interest. The 
first is to increase the party's influence, 
possibly by gaining office, but in any case 
by disposing of resources. The second is 
to make its supporters believe that in 
furthering its own interests it is furthering 
theirs. This is how parties increase com
mitment to their construction of events. 

Interests are not only theories; they 
may be activities. They are not only con
sequences, they are practices. In other 
words, we do not do things only for the 
rewards they may bring, we of ten or even 
usually do things because we value the 
doing itself. We may be Catholics because 
it 'pays', but usually we are Catholics 
because we believe and value the practice. 
Similarly, music, football or science may 
be valued both for themselves and for 
their consequences. Thus, interests are not 
necessarily the extemal rewards of 
activities. They are as of ten the intrinsic 
rewards of the activities themselves, or 
some combination of them. External and 
internal rewards of practices are sought 
and developed as interests. When we look 
af ter the interests of footballers or scien
tists, we look af ter the activities of foot
ball and science and, when necessary, 
increase their rewards as well. 

Interests are the core of politics. A 
party which has properly construed its 
interests has an identity and a voice. lts 
members know where they stand on 
important issues. 



3.3 Discussion: Corollaries 

3.3.1 First Corollary: Tradition 

Each party develops characteristic ways of 
construing its interests. 

The constructs of a party are not an 
instant creation. Parties deve10p them 
over time, in their attempts to solve politi
cal problems. They draw on their own 
experience - that is, on their own 
attempts to anticipate events - and on 
the experience of others faced with similar 
problems. When we borrow, we attempt 
to achieve a kind of consistency in our 
construct system. We borrow what 
appears to extend or elaborate our own 
system for construing events. 

How can we recognize the characteristic 
ways of construing interests which mark a 
tradition? Firstly, traditions focus on 
characteristic so/utions to political 
problems (such as elected parliaments, or 
an independent judiciary). Secondly, they 
deve10p characteristic metaphors and 
sty /es of discourse, ('blood and iron', 
'racial purity', 'clash of interests', 'war of 
all against all ', 'survival of the fittest' , 
'materialism', 'capital' - both 'cultural' or 
'symbolic' and 'material'). The discourse 
and metaphors of nationalism are not 
hard to distinguish from the discourse and 
metaphors of Marxism. Of ten, parties 
which are closer together seem to draw on 
the same tradition; yet they will dispute 
fiercely to preserve their remaining dif
ferences . Why? These difTerences of terms 
may be their only justification for exis
tence and hence their most important 
instrument in the quest for power. 
Thirdly, parties may difTer from each 
other in their history myths. These are 
narratives of origin, opposition and iden
tity. They teil us who came when, who 
fought whom, and who sufTered injustices 
at whose hands. 

The rational discourse of a party is 
created of these elements: its narratives of 
identity, its metaphors of the true nature 
of politics, and its repertoire of institu
tional solutions to problems. It is with 

A Theory of Political Constructs 112 

these tools th at people try to shape events. 
What we are thinking of here is 

'procedural' rather than 'substantive' 
rationality (Simon, 1985; 1987). In other 
words, we are attempting to understand 
how some rea I party interprets events and 
not how some non-existent agent might 
maximize utilities. (These are, as Simon 
shows, usually the utilities of the outside 
observer. 'Authors who use rational 
choice models are not always conscious of 
the extent to which their conclusions are 
independent of the assumptions in these 
models but depend, instead, mainly upon 
auxiliary assumptions' (Simon, 1985 : 
300). As an example, think of a voter who 
ranks a list of candidates. Should sjhe 
vote for the top candidate even when this 
candidate has no chance of election? Or 
should the vote go to the highest 
candidate in the list who has a chance of 
being elected? Many auxiliary assump
tions must be made to prescribe rational 
behaviour. Is it the voter's intention to 
demonstrate th at the losing candidate has 
substantial support? Is the voter inter
ested in the immediate election result or in 
the long haul? Is the voter more interested 
in expressing a preference than in par
ticipating in the election of the winning 
candidate? Is it a betrayal of principles to 
vote for anyone other than the best 
candidate? And so forth .) 

The 'procedural' rationality outlined 
here makes use of some strange tools. lts 
resources are not merely ca1culative. It 
uses myths, concealments, and principles 
in achieving results. 

A progressive tradition is one which 
enables us to anticipate and solve 
problems. A degenerating tradition, as 
Lakatos tells us, is one which is 
increasingly post hoc and reactive. I t does 
not dicta te (or appear to dictate) the 
course of events. Not only is there an 
intellectual scandal as anomalies multiply, 
principles are abandoned, founding 
figures are repudiated, and greed is 
exposed without a shred of ideological 
clothing to hide its shame - we could 
probably live with much of this - but the 



tradition fails to get people to commit 
themselves to common constructions of 
events. It fails because it cannot plausibly 
promise to advance their interests; it fails 
hecause it begins to have a history of 
failure. 

3.3.2 Second Corollary: Choice 

Each party chooses those alternatives in its 
construction of events through which it 
anticipates the greater possiblity of advanc
ing its interests. 

Political parties attempt to construe 
events in a particular way. They are not 
philosophers' clubs (though many associa
tions of philosophers turn out to be 
extremely politicai). They have been 
established to advance the interests of 
their members - some more than others. 
They have the problem, therefore, of 
arriving at valid constructions of events 
whieh will enable them to advance their 
interests. Sometimes this is easy (our 
interests may lie with the big battalions); 
sometimes this is very difficult (we may 
have to sacrifice many of our interests to 
join the big battalions ). 

The result of this is that we of ten 
sacrifice truths (valid construing), or 
interests (advantages), or both. 

Here I shall not enlarge on the question 
of why it is so difficult to know the truth. 
Much has been written about this. We 
should merely remember th at truths have 
to be construed by people working with 
those cognitive instruments which are 
available to them. 

A calculation of advantages leads us to 
an economie view of polities. This shows 
us why activities are sustained in both the 
material and the political economy 
(Hirsch, 1977). By focusing on the 
economy of practices, we may demystify 
them. Race, gender, nationality, class can 
be shown to have a cash value. But to 
engage in activities only for their external 
advantages is to empty them of meaning 
or virtue. If we are musicians only for the 
external advantages of music, scientists 
only because it is a paying job to he a 
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scientist, or footballers only because foot
ball is a profession, we miss vocation. 
Usually, we do things because we value 
them as well as for what they bring us. 

The political problem then is to con
strue alternatives so that both meaning 
and advantage are enhanced. When we 
can do both, the choiee is clear. We can 
be nationalist (or Marxists) both because 
it pays and because it is right to be 
nationalists (ot Marxists). 

The pathology of choice is exhibited in 
'costly solutions' when we betray our 
va lues for mistaken advantages. What we 
have to do (of ten with great difficulty) is 
to tease out the implications of our con
struction of the alternatives. This enables 
us to see how we are immobilized by 
'secondary gains' in the Freudian sense, 
'costly reinforcers' in the behavioural 
sense, or 'false alternatives' in the sense of 
personal construct psychology. (Tschudi, 
1977; Tschudi & Sandsberg, 1984). 

How, to take an example, might we 
persuade nationalists in South Africa to 
surrender apartheid? The first method is 
to raise the cost of apartheid to the NP. 
(This has been achieved.) The second is to 
reduce the anticipated costs of the alterna
tives. (This is still in doubt.) The third is 
to reconstrue the alternatives in such a 
way as to make change assimilabie. (This 
is the purpose of constitutional negotia
tions.) If, of course, persuasion is not our 
purpose, we may use superior force. 

3.3.3 Third Corollary: Credibility 

Each party attempts to validate those con
structions of events which advance its inter
ests. 

Constructions of events are validated 
when it is shown th at they can be used as 
tools to anticipate and shape the future. 
In polities, constructions of events are, 
either explicitly or implicitly, promises 
and warnings. Parties may thrive on both, 
provided they are believed. Parties 
validate their warnings that the X, Yand 
Z are enemies of the people by provoking 



the x, Y and Z. Or, they may simply treat 
the X, Y and Z as offenders and in this 
way demonstrate that they are such. 
Then, having warned people of the 
dangers posed by X, Y and Z, the party 
promises to deal with them and does so . 

Parties may make any promises they 
choose, but in order to be believed, they 
must deliver. 

What the party must attempt to do is 
to establish a .cycle of credit, or a cycle of 
successful anticipation. It must be seen to 
use its resources to good effect. Credibility 
refers to the conversion of political capital 
into politica I solutions. Succesful conver
sion will gain further credit which must be 
used again, and all of this must be done in 
competition with others. (See Latour and 
Wooigar (1979) on the use of credit to 
spread scientific ideas.) Political solutions 
may involve, at various times, security 
measures, welfare, education, health, 
housing, etc. Solutions increase commit
ment to the party and this commitment 
gives the party further opportunities to 
act. 

3.3.4 Fourth Corollary: Frame 

Eaeh party attempts to frame the alter
natives in sueh a way as to inerease eom
mitment to its eonstruetion of its interests. 

To frame reality is to reduce it to order, 
to find schemata for organizing it. In 
poli tics , each partyattempts to frame the 
alternatives in such a way as to possess 
the moral high ground, to gat her the good 
words into its camp, and to demonstrate 
by action that the words of the opposition 
are bad. Thus, 'multiracialism' may be dis
credited in the South African context as 
im~lying an acceptance of races, separate 
groups, separate development and apart
heid; whereas 'non-racialism' increases in 
value by implying opposition to apart
heid. 

To frame reality as an either/or is one 
of the fundamental activities of political 
parties. It is an attempt to: 

a. Increase meaning; 
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b. Reduce information; 
c. Simplify choice; and 
d. Present the alternatives as good and 
bad. 

The world is too complex for most of 
us. How can we bear in mind a multitude 
of complex combinations when we can 
hardly remember which key starts the 
car? A frame is an important device for 
enabling us to selectively attend to infor
mation (which could destroy our picture 
of the world) in such a way as to preserve 
meaning. A good example of this (among 
many) is the way in which American 
interviewers repeatedly (and in spite of 
frequent correction) referred to the central 
character of Nadine Gordimer's Burgers 
Daughter as a liberal (he is a communist). 

This follows from the American media 
construalof the struggle in South Africa 
as a civil rights struggle. Thus, in the 
media before 1990 COSATU is not 
socialist, there is no black on black 
violence except that instigated by the gov
ernment, and opposition to Winnie 
Mandela in the black community has 
nothing to do with the violent activities of 
her 'football' club (Malan, 1989). 

The South African struggle is 
assimilated by the media to American 
historical experience (also simplified). 

Without such frames to simplify reality 
we would not be able to make choices. It 
is of great interest to undertake detailed 
studies of the process of framing the alter
natives. 

3.3.5 Fifth Corollary: Liberation 

Eaeh party teUs a eharacteristie Iiberation 
story in an attempt to inerease eommit
ment to its eonstruetion of its interests. 

The great political liberation stories are 
about successful revolution. Af ter the 
revolution .. . These stories are the modern 
versions of the salvation myths of religion. 
Revolutions do not merely enable us to 
overthrow dictators or bad governments, 
they usher in a new era, a millenium. 
Jean-Baptiste Carrier, busily drowning 



hundreds of prisoners in the aftermath of 
the French Revolution, put it this way: 
'We shall turn France into a cemetery 
rather than fail in her regeneration' 
(Weber, 1988 : 51). 

A party without a liberation story is a 
party without a future . Some live on 
liberation stories of the past - the French 
and American revolutions - drawing on 
their vitality. The eras which they 
inaugurated have not yet entirely lost 
their meaning. 

In South Africa, only the anti-apartheid 
movement has a liberation story at this 
moment in time. The government merely 
has a defensive posture and liberals have 
some wise words. 

Naturally, the fact th at one has a 
liberation story does not guarantee 
liberty. In telling a liberation story the 
basic action plot (who? does what? with 
whom? to whom? when? why? for what 
purpose? with what results? who 
benefits?) is transformed by deletion, sub
stitution, polarization and other narrative 
devices to conceal change and glorify the 
revolutionaries. 

An illustration of the ways in which 
transformations of the action plot work to 
compose the Marxist liberation story is 
given in Gouldner (1979 : 76). 'In holding 
that the working class will set itself free , 
there are two elements of false conscious
ness: (l) that the class to be set free is the 
working class, whereas in fact it is the 
cultural bourgeoisie; (2) that the class to 
make that emancipatory act will be the 
working class, whereas they will succeed 
in doing this only under the political 
leadership and cultural tutelage of the 
cultural bourgeoisie'. 

3.3.6 Six th Corollary: Idealization 

Each party attempts to convert interests 
into ideals in such a way as to increase 
commitment to its construction of its inter
ests. 

Who wishes to act merely out of self
interest? Just as art takes the Moloch out 
of money (to borrow a phrase from Tom 
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Wolfe), so ideology puts the ideals into 
interests, particularly the interests of the 
party elite. Party logocrats work 
incessantly at this problem, fixing baby
kissing smiles onto the faces of the party 
butchers. The poli tics of self-interest must 
be convertible into the politics of idealism. 

These correspond to the poli tics of vir
tue and the poli tics of calculation and 
hence to two kinds of rationality - that 
of va lues as ultimate ends and that of 
instrurnental or means-end rationality as 
modelled in games theory. The political 
problem is not that of opposition but of 
conversion. Ideals must be chosen to suit 
our ends (though incidentally and for
tuitously) and our advantages must be 
shown to be the consequences of our vir
tues. 

Why should it be a good thing to con
vert self-interested actions into principled 
and virtuous action? 

1. It is more comfortable to defend prin
ciples than interests. 
2. People may be converted to principles 
which serve our ends. 
3. Distribution by accepted principle 
generates Ie ss conflict than distribution by 
unregulated competition does. 
4. It is easier to get people to act 
ruthlessly or courageously when guided 
~y a pt1~ciple than when they are 
lmprovlSlng. 
5. Principles simplify choices. 
6. Principled action need not be con
tinually monitored. 

Principles are not perpetual motion 
machines and they do need to be 
sustained by rewards, but they are the 
bes~ thing we have down in the social 
engme room. 

3.3.7 Seventh Corollary: Autonomy 

Each party represents itself as an 
autonomous agent in an attempt to 
increase commitment to its construction of 
its interests. 



The logic of this is straightforward. If 
we commit ourselves to a construction of 
events, then we wish to know whose it is 
and is it genuine? If a party is not 
autonomous, then it is controlled. To 
understand its construction of events we 
then need to understand the nature of 
that control and the controlling agent 
rather than the party which is attempting 
to persuade us. 

An agent which is not autonomous can
not make promises or take credit for its 
actions. That is why it has always been a 
strong move in poli tics to persuade people 
that a particular party is really a front for 
something else, for some cIass or religion 
or whatever. 

A defensive move is to attempt to show 
that a party acts in the interests of all, 
even though it is an autonomous agent. If 
it acts in the common interest, it cannot 
be a front for some partisan group. 

3.3.8 Eighth Corollary: Ripeness 

Each party selectively anticipates the past 
in an attempt to vaUdate its construction of 
its interests. 

It is not as easy to recognize what has 
al ready happened as we may think. To 
anticipate the past means to appreciate 
the significance of what has already hap
pened and to base one's actions on that 
recognition. What has happened is signifi
cant in the light of what is yet to come. 

We may illustrate this by some com
ments on the enfranchisement of women. 
According to one view, 'the only cogent 
reason to be advanced for the technical 
"enfranchisement" of women was that in 
all or most other important respects they 
had already be enfranchised. Arguments 
drawn from abstract natural right, from 
"justice", or from some general concept of 
feminine personality, must be regarded as 
either irrelevant, or as unfortunately dis
guised forms of the one valid argument; 
namely, that there was an incoherence in 
the arrangements of the society which 
pressed convincingly for remedy' 
(Oakeshott, 1962 : 124). 
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What had to be anticipated here was 
that past events ('incoherence in the ar
rangements of the society') had already 
determined wh at action had to be taken 
by the sensible politician. How could co
herence be restored? A similar event oc
curred during the period of European de
colonization af ter WWII. Had Europeans 
suddenly become better people? Or did 
they recognize that there was an incoher
ence in the arrangements they would have 
to make to hold their colonies? Some tried 
to hold on, using armed force. But the 
time had passed and the cost was too high 
to be borne. Who wished at that stage to 
be seen as the armed oppressor of servile 
populations? It could only be done by 
recruiting large forces and expending large 
sums of money. But to wh at end? To 
repeat the hideous scenario of fascist con
quest! Nevertheless, European colonial 
powers did attempt to recover their colo
nies in the immediate post-war scramble, 
before finally saying goodbye to the past. 

Another event which presses upon rich 
nations is Third W orld debt. How is it to be 
borne? How can the rich look at the faces of 
starving millions and continue to exact usu
rious payments? Something must be done. 

Yet another anticipation of the past 
occurs when President de Klerk decIares 
to the President's Council (as reported on 
SATV 16 November 1989) that a new dis
pensation is necessary in South Africa 
because any minority which attempts to 
suppress a majority is facing inevitable 
revolution. One is at first incIined to 
shake one's head in a superior way. Was 
this not always cIear? But President de 
Klerk is not stating an abstract truth. He 
is saying that the balance of forces is now 
such that this incoherence must finally be 
recognized. A policy must be devised to 
accomodate the changes that have already 
occurred. The government must make 
haste to follow events if it is to lead. 

3.3.9 Ninth Corollary: Fragmentation 

The members of a party may construe 
events in ways which are inconsistent with 



eaeh other (and with their own previous 
eonstruals ). 

This is the story of two things. The first 
is failure. Not only parties, but individual 
persons, fail in their attempts to be consis
tent. This means that they do not have a 
single theory which covers everything. 
The second part of the story is that incon
sistency is an essential part of adaptation. 
At different times in our lives, we under
stand things in different ways. Not only 
that, we understand different problems 
differently at the same stage of life. The 
significance of this for adaptation is 
spelled out by Ashby (1952). A fully 
joined system would take an impossibly 
long time to adapt. While you searched 
for the perfect unified theory, life would 
pass you by or do wicked things to you. 

Of course, fragmentation can also 
signa I disintegration. Adaptation is not 
always a success story. A party which is 
disintegrating may fail to be consistent in 
ways which are disastrous. We then read 
its inconsistencies as the signs of a party 
in decline as Johnson (1990) reads the 
incoherence of the NP. 

Narratives are ways of reducing frag
mentation. A party with a good story 
about itself is like a person in a good novel. 
Both seem to have an identity. Incoherence 
is, therefore, a narrative failure. No one 
believes the story any more. For many 
years, failures may be regarded as merely 
part of the business of overcoming obsta
des. The story is still believed. Then, sud
denly, the story no longer holds. Mistakes 
are simply mistakes, not signs of heroism. 
The party does not know what attitude to 
take to its difficulties and the cri tics fly in. 
This is the story of the communist party. 
On a smaller scale, it is the story of the sto
ry of the National Party in South Mrica. 

4. Conclusion: Rational and Irrational 
Polities 

At the end of this account of poli tics, we 
are left with the problem of judgement. 
How can we make justified choices 
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between political programmes? We can
not step outside history, yet we must 
choose and we do choose. Here follow 
some tentative remarks on the ways in 
which we justify our choices. 

Certain terms appear to be absolutes 
but cry out for comparison. Winner is 
obviously comparative. You can't win 
without a competitor. Movement is more 
like an absolute, provided you move in a 
fixed frame. However, if there is no fixed 
frame in space, you can only move 
relative to some other body. Rational is 
yet another term which appears at first 
sight to be absolute, provided there is a 
fixed standard of what is rational. If not, 
then a programme is rational only in 
comparison with other programmes. 

Sometimes we may compare a series of 
solutions in two programmes and judge 
the one more rational than the other. 
Programmes are not irrational because of 
their failures, or rational because of their 
successes, considered in isolation. They 
are only comparatively irrational and 
rational. Then there are the additional dif
ficulties that the time scale over which a 
programme is to be judged must influence 
our judgement, since what is rational in 
the short run may not be rational in the 
long; and that we have to commit OUf

selves to program mes long before we 
know what results they will produce. This 
is equally true of science and poli tics. In 
psychology, we might think of the exam
ple of the Jungian research programme. Is 
it rational to commit one's self to the 
Jungian programme? In poli tics one 
might think of liberalism in South Mrica. 
Is it rational- was it ever rational? - to 
commit one's self to the liberal 
program me? 

Everywhere, one confronts this problem 
of rational conduct: One must live one's 
life forward and understand it backward, 
as Kierkegaard remarks. 

In poli tics, liberation stories, myths, 
propaganda, and violence are part of the 
problem solving equipment of political 
programmes. Whether these are judged to 
be used rationally or irrationally will 



depend on a construction of alternatives. 
What do rival programmes achieve? 
Naturally, the comparisons are seldom 
c1ear or decisive. 

Compare this to what Feyerabend has 
said about scientific re se ach programmes. 

'A research pro gramme is said to progress if 
the sequence of theories leads to novel 
predictions. It is said to degenerate if it is 
reduced to absorbing facts that have been 
discovered without its help. A decisive 
feature of Lakatos's rnethodology is that 
such evaluations are no longer tied to 
rnethodological rules which teil the scientist 
to either retain or abandon a research 
programme.' (Feyerabend, 1981 : 161.) 

Imagine how much more difficult it is to 
decide whether a political programme is 
progressive or degenerating. Yet people 
do this in all parts of the world. Com
munism was at one time indisputably 
progressive to very large numbers of 
people; now the number has dwindled 
and more think it a degenerating 
programme. Apartheid was believed to be 
a progressive programme by many 
Afrikaner intellectuals in the time of 
Verwoerd; now it would be difficult to 
find any who believe this. Up to the time 
of their failure (which is, of course, not a 
sudden thing, although we may pin it to a 
definite event), progressive programmes 
appear to be sol ving political problems. 
They set the pace. They are not merely 
reactive or defensive. Always, of course, 
these solutions are judged from some 
point of view and in comparison with 
other programmes, however cursory or 
superficial or submerged the comparison 
may beo But which point of view should 
one adopt? 

One thing that we may notice is that 
those who have used their power to dis
criminate and to violate the rights of 
others while they ruled, rapidly convert to 
a respect for human rights, free elections, 
equality, democratic liberalism and other 
liberal goods when they are about to be 
overthrown. The new liberal is the about 
to be overthrown dictator. 
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I believe that this gives us an indication 
of the way in which we can generalize 
solutions and avoid egocentric perspec
tives. Rational solutions are rational to 
the extent that they meet the test of 
reciprocity. If you do something to 
another person you should agree that it 
would be right for him to do it to you, 
were you in his place. If one party enfor
ces a rule against other parties, it should 
be prepared to have the other parties 
enforce the same rule against it if any 
exchange of places occurred. 

This does not establish any blueprint of 
government; nor does it decide in the 
abstract wh at rules are to be adopted. 
One programme is always judged relative 
to another, under particular circumstan
ces. 

An egocentric rationality would be 
satisfied with aresuIt which benefits ego 
only. From the egocentric viewpoint, 
politics is the endless attempt to influenee 
social arrangements in such a way as to 
benefit oneself. On the other hand, decen
tered rationality requires that others 
should benefit - not merely incidentally, 
but by intention. Each party should 
attempt to ar range things so that all 
benefit. Ultimately, the test is that each 
would be willing to be subject to the rules 
and arrangements it makes for others, 
were there to be an exchange of places. 

Why should one prefer the position of 
decentered rationality to that of egocen
tric rationality as a basis for politics? The 
first reason is that polities is concerned 
with social arrangements. A particular 
player may pref er to act egocentrically, 
but this cannot be the starting point for 
considering how players should act in any 
society. Then we must decenter from the 
perspective of any particular player, 
however mueh that player would prefer to 
preserve an egocentric stance. As our 
weapons become increasingly destructive, 
the need for deeentration increases. 

A criterion such as reciprocity plays the 
same role in judging political actions as 
truth does in judging scientifie constructs. 
Both are prescriptive. Not everyone 



accepts their prescriptions wholeheartedly, 
but without them there is no way of 
evaluating programmes, or of urging the 
political and scientific communities to 
rational conduct. Consider Harré's (1986) 
treatment of truth. To say that something 
is 'true' is not to offer a final adjudication 
of its status but to certify that it has 
passed various tests. We interpret the 
search for truth as a statement about the 
rational and moral practices of the scienti
fic comrnunity. Thus, Popper's principle 
of 'fallibilism' is a moral principle and a 
guide to ratio na I scientific conduct, lead
ing to maxims such as: 'However much 
personal investment one has in a theory 
one should not ignore contrary evidence'; 
or 'one should seek harder for evidence 
that would count against a theory than 
for that which would support it' (Harré, 
1986 : 90). The word 'true' (and its 
opposite, 'false') is used to urge us to bet
ter designs, better techniques, better 
explanations. They refer to the moral 
scrutiny which scientists impose on them
selves in arriving at conclusions. A com
mitment to truth is not simply a commit
ment to what we already know, since that 
must always be incomplete, but a commit
ment to a course of action, viz. to engage 
in the continued checking of theory 
against evidence rather than authority. 

Similarly, when we speak of a political 
programme as 1ust' or 'unjust', 'rational' 
or 'irrational', we are urging members of 
the political community to better prac
tices. We are urging them to subject their 
solutions to the test of reciprocity (what 
Hare (1981) calls 'universalizability'). We 
are urging them to adopt such maxims as: 
'however much personal investment one 
has in a practice one should make sure 
that one is not doing things to other per
sons which one would not have done to 
oneself, were one exactly in their situation' 
(c.f. Hare, 1981 : 108). 

In addition, programmes are also 
judged by their utility. Do they lead to the 
production of a comparative sufficiency of 
goods? This is (metaphorically) a quan-
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titative assessment. The test of their fair 
distribution is the rule of reciprocity. 
Thus, rationality is assessed by the com
parative success of a programme in the 
two dimensions of utility and reciprocity. 
The one refers to the quantity of output of 
the system and the other to its fair dis
tribution. 

Why have I taken 'reciprocity' as my 
Archimedean point, rather than 'choosing 
behind a veil of ignorance' (Rawis, 1971)? 
1 am not able to enter the debate here 
(e.g. Daniells, 1978; Sampson, 1989; 
Sandel, 1984), but it seems to me that 
'reciprocity' is a test which can be 
repeatedly applied, in real situations, by 
persons developing in particular tradi
tions. There is no attempt to establish an 
absolute or fixed frame for judging 
programmes. Judgements remain com
parative. There is no commitment to (let 
us say) equality rather than freedom, or 
to the view that the individual is prior to 
society. 

Many people will be happy to partici
pate in competitive games in which the 
greatest prizes go to the outstanding per
former , rather than opting for equality of 
prizes (Minogue, 1984). We find that dif
ferent rules of distribution are justified in 
different social domains. (Public examina
tion, social welfare, promotions on the 
job, family life, and sporting competitions 
all have their own rules of distribution.) 
In some activities, we opt for equality of 
distribution of goods, in others, we use 
the rules of equity or need (Deutsch, 
1975). We should not simplify our con
ception of justice by reducing it to a single 
rule of distribution. The rule of reciprocity 
is merely a position in which to begin jus
tifying a political programme. But it is 
historically situated. It does not step out
si de time and tradition . The reciprocal po
sition is one from which to find evidence 
against a political programme and in this 
sense it is like the process of falsification 
in Popper's approach to science. We 
should not claim too much for it. It is a 
source of intuitions, criticisms and judge
ments rather than a set of conclusions. 



These remarks should not be read as an 
attempt to go beyond or above poli tics. 
Justifications are retrospective (like 
falsifications). Justifications can merely 
test political solutions which have already 
been conjectured or invented; yet they 
should be part of the procedured 
rationality of politics. 
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A Transformation of Logical Theory? 





Arne Nress 

11. Arguing Under Deep 
Disagreement 

1. The Wiener Kreis and 'Cognitive 
Meaningfulness' I 

The .b.ri~lia~t contributions by logical 
empmclsts m many border areas in con
temporary science were partly inspired by 
astrong confidence in their criteria for 
~ognitive ~ean~ngfulness, in physicalism, 
m symbohc 10giC and in encyclopedic pro
ced~re. ~his confidence was exaggerated. 
Besldes, lt ha~ a n~gat.ively motivating 
effect O? the mV~StIgatlOn of empirical
semantIcal questlOns, the relationship 
between natural and symbolical 
!anguages, techniques for discussion as 
mstruments of an empiricaUy oriented 
philosophy, and so forth. 

On the other hand, if one invites others 
to employ a certain technique of discus
sion, then it is not necessary to rely on the 
gene.r~l . assumptions of the logical 
empmclsts. Then one can further the 
empi~cal movement just as weU by trying 
to bnng about a positive motivation con
cernir;tg investigation of the problems in 
questlOn. 

2. There Are NoU niversaUy Valid 
Demarcation Criteria2 

Since expressions like 'empiricist' belong 
to ordinary language, and lassurne 

I [Written 1956.] 
2 [What follows as Sections 2 to 6 is an 
excerpt from a paper, written in German dur-
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(though 1 may weU be mistaken) that the 
class of people who definitely count them
selves as empiricists includes the class of 
people who have the attitude that I caU 
empirical, I shaU maintain the word 
'empiricism' and state a number of theses 
an~ programs regarding the 'empirical 
attitude' . [IJ My first thesis is as foUows: 

(I) Given a class of sentences some of 
wh.ich are compatible with the empirical 
attltude whereas others are not. There is 
no. de~ision pro~edure (Entscheidungs
krzterzum) aUowmg of a short formulation 
(in, say, less than 1000 words), that can 
be applied to distinguish those sentences 
that are compatible with the empirica 1 
attitude from those that are not. [2 ] 

One .discusses for i~stance how seriously 
one IS to take certam theoretical con
structs, like 'atom', 'n-dimensional space' 
and so on, when one wants to make 
physical statements by means of them. 
Then there is the discussion about 
whether psychoanalytical theories can be 
accepted within the framework of the 
empirical attitude. Certain unverifiable 
assertions make for a wider area of 
debate. Assertions of this kind of which 
even their advocates admit th~t they can 
neither be strengthened nor weakened 
within a finite period of time, are made. Is 

ing 1937-1939, that was made accessible as a 
rni~eographed ~erni-publication by the 
Instltute for Ph~losophy and the History of 
I~eas (Oslo l!mverslty) together with Univer
sltetsforlaget 10 1956, under the title Wie för
dert ,!"an heute die empirische Bewegung? Eine 
Ausemandersetzung mil dem Empirismus von 
Dlto Neurath und Rudolph Carnap. The full 
paper is published in the volume From an 
Empirical Point of View (eds. E.M. Barth, J. 
van D?rmael and ~. Vandamme, 1992), in an 
authonzed translatIOn of the German text into 
English by E.M. Barth. - Footnotes are 
indicated in the usual manner. The numbers 
between brackets in Sections 2-6 refer to the 
Notes and Comments in Section 7 (they were 
added by Nress in 1956).] 



the admission of such assertions compati
ble with the empirical attitude? - It may 
seem that it would be much easier to set up 
a decision criterion of the said type when 
the c1ass of sentences concerned in Thesis I 
is limited to a certain field of discussion 
than when no such limitation is undertak
en. However, to my knowledge such a 
decision criterion has not as yet been 
found for any concrete field of problems. 

The contributions one hopes for from 
such a decision criterion can, hoewever, 
be reached in other ways. I offer the 
following thesis: 

(lI) Within a given area of debate it is 
practically possible to sum up certain 
groups of assertions that empiricists are 
known to regard as anti-empirical, by 
means of suitable formulations. Further
more, it is possible to come to an agree
ment to avoid these assertions until further 
notice - to start with: in the area of 
debate in question; secondly: in any area 
of debate. 

Even if only a small number of contested 
assertions could be neutralized in this way 
it would help to promo te the empirical 
movement. 

There are decision criteria th at have 
been frequently applied, and of ten suc
cessfully, such as the criterion of 
Verifiability of the Vienna Circ1e. By 
demanding from an opponent in a discus
sion th at he must state the conditions 
under which his assertion is to be regar
ded as verified, and the conditions under 
which it should be regarded as falsified, 
one of ten enforces a certain concretiza
tion, like that which the pragmatists 
obtain by means of a related discussion 
technique. The Bridgman method of ask
ing for 'operations' has become very pop
ular. 3 A concretization usually requires an 
empirical formulation of the problems; it 

3 P.W. Bridgman, The Logic of Modern 
Physics, New Vork, 1927; also 'A physicist's 
second reaction to Mengenlehre,' Scripta 
Mathematica 2, 1934. 
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gives a direction to the discussion which 
makes it easier to bring to the fore the 
empirical component of the standpoint. IC, 
on the other hand, the decision criteria, 
for instance statements about verifiability, 
or - to use a term from Carnap's recent 
publications - ab out 'reducibility',4 are 
elaborated to doctrines and defended as 
theses, then one constructs an unwieldy 
theoretical superstructure above practical 
and expedient technical instrurnents for 
discussion, and thereby weakens the 
empirical position. 

The same holds for operationalism. In 
my paper 'Erkenntnis und wissenschaft
liches Verhaltenj Knowledge acquisition 
and scientific beha vi or' I have tried to 
point out the weaknesses of an 'opera
tional view' that is presented in the heavy 
armor of a general doctrine. 

When the decision criteria th at are 
presented in the form of theses are 
replaced by proposals for the technique of 
discussing, in given areas of debate, they 
lose their external dignity but they gain in 
efficiency. This observation leads to the 
following thesis: 

(lIl) It is practically feasible, in connec
tion with assertions occurring in given 
fields of debate, to set up certain general 
demands by which the elimination of non
empirical formulations is facilitated. Such 
demands may be regarded as technica I 
instrurnents for empirically oriented dis
cussion and exposition. 

Should anyone be of the opinion that 
such a demand ought to be universally 
valid for every sentence compatible with 
the empirical attitude, or that it be 
anchored for instance in the 'Logic of 
Science', then it would be desirabIe to dis
tinguish tbis opinion from those according 
to which this demand may promote 
empiricism as an instrument in discussion. 
One then would have a technique for dis
cussion in common, and disagree only as 

4 R. Carnap, Logical Syntax of Language, 
London, 1937; 



to the import of these demands when 
occurring in the form of statements about 
statements. [3 ] 

3. Carnap's and Neurath's Demarcation 
Criteria 

The physicalist thesis (as of 1938) 
indicates a special attitude towards cer
tain very general questions. Perhaps we 
may be allowed to read a rem ark of Car
nap's at the end of his paper 'Testability 
and meaning' as saying that the thesis is 
meant as no more than a suggestion: 
'The object of this esssy is not to offer 
definitive solutions of problems treated. It 
aims rather to stimulate further investiga
tion by supplying more exact definitions 
and formulations, and thereby to make it 
possible for others to state their different 
views more clearly for the purposes of 
fruitful discussion.' There can be no 
doubt that Carnap has reached this goal. 
He has introduced new and fruitful 
precizations [PräzisierungenJ in areas of 
debate in which precise formulations are 
extremely rare. However, one cannot 
achieve a uniform, equable precision at 
one blow where there was none before. 
Carnap's manner of making his 
statements more precise may be called 
insular insofar as he attempts to set up 
theses about science in general or about 
empirici sm (resp. positivism). 

Most of the relevant questions one 
would have to raise have as yet not been 
formulated empirically, not to mention 
the task of making them sufficiently 
precise. This makes it even more desirabIe 
to produce recommendations Jor expository 
and discussive practice. This does not 
block the way for a later use of them as 
supportive reference material for far
reaching theses. 

The methodical avoidance of an exposi
tion in terms of 'theses' where 'recom
mendations' would better suit the situa
tion has admittedly not yet become com
mon practice. 
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4. Proposals Concerning the Technique of 
Discussing 

There are many places in Carnap's and 
Neurath's writings which make me as
sume th at physicalism and the empirical 
decision criteria are to be understood as 
technical recommendations for how to 
proceed in a discussion. In any case they 
will probably be prepared to let the 
'theses' be registered also as technical in
struments for use in debate. Neurath's dic
tum 'Physicalism is the manner in which 
one works for the unity of science today' 
could be used in support of this assump
tion. I could accept this dictum provided 
it were reformulated as follows: 'The re
duction of terms that lay claim to a scien
tific status, to terms that either belong to 
the stock of words in ordinary language 
or to the technical terms of physics, is one 
method that can be used to promote the 
unity of science today.' (Corresponding 
utterances on sentences and laws might be 
added.) Personally I would like to add 
one or two other statements of this kind, 
such as: 'The unity of science can be pro
moted by a reduction of sentences th at lay 
claim to a psychological or to a philo
sophical status, to sentences about experi
mental observation conditions.' This does 
not imply that the reduction is to be car
ried out once and for all, nor that it must 
be conclusive and exhaustive; that would 
also contradict Neurath's recurrent em
phasis on the dependency of theses - e.g. 
physicalism - on time. The claim to final
ity and completion is an abortive attempt 
to beat the metaphysicians on their own 
grounds. One fears that a refutation that 
does not expressly condemn non-empiri
cal formulations to eternal and uncondi
tional separation from the field of science 
will be considered as fee bIe and impotent. 
Someone who reacts this way is not very 
likely to be influenced by absolutistic ver
sions of empiricist statements either. [4 ] 

An anti-metaphysical attitude does not 
always protect against metaphysics, pro
vided something more is meant by that 
expression than Heidegger's rhetorica 1 



style. In the interests of a radical empiri
cism one ought to encourage an a-meta
physical attitude, of which the anti-meta
physical attitude can be no more than a 
preparatory stage. The opposition be
tween 'metaphysical' and 'empiricai', as it 
appears for instance in the Vienna circle, 
has been determined and clarified in the 
course of discussions. I believe that the 
views of the empiricists that have taken 
part in these discussions differ from those 
of their adversaries in the following essen
ti al respect: When points of view are at 
war with one another the empiricists try 
to find a suitable point of departure for 
nlfther discussion by means of trivial ev
eryday concepts and models of thought 
taken from ordinary language, whereas 
the metaphysicians remain stuck in the 
non-trivial, in the depths of thought, and 
not merely in 'speculation' but in the 'un
conditional' as weIl. Above I have dis
cussed one type of philosophy of the un
conditional: th at of 'the logical' as 'the 
formal', 'that which comes before all sub
stantial (scientifically professional) reflec
tion'. When the discussion concerns for 
instance the necessary conditions for sci
entific linguistic communication, or proto
col sentences of the strictest kind, then it 
would seem that serious differences of 
opinion could be overcome by taking a 
step backwards - that is to say: not in 
the direction of a 'beyond the ultimate', of 
a 'meta-beyond', but in the direction of 
the trivial. I have the feeling that the dif
ference between the anti-metaphysical and 
the a-metaphysical attitudes are in part of 
this kind. Insofar as my own standpoint 
does not coincide with the standpoint of 
the physicalists as represented here, I 
would therefore choose to call it trivial
ism. [5J 

5. Tbe Encyclopedie Project of tbe Logical 
Positivists 

The indications given by Carnap and 
Neurath that physicalism and the empiri
cal criterion are not to be understood as 
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doctrines but as general recommendations 
about techniques of discussion and 
methods are underscored by their 
pronouncements on the project of the 
Encyclopedia.5 The project of an 
encyclopedia based on Neurath's prin
ciples seems to me to be the logical 
development of the a-metaphysical 
empirical movement. One promotes the 
positive elements in empiricism precisely 
by organizing the efforts of those who 
want to work in the service of the empiri
cal movement and through attempts to 
build a common language; empiricism in 
the sen se of doctrines with a philosophical 
tinge is forced back. 

The distinction between system and 
model found in Neurath's publications 
about the envisaged encyclopedia means a 
renunciation of the attempts at meeting 
anti-empirical movements on their own 
grounds and with their own weapons. 
'System' is rejected and 'model' placed in 
the foreground. It is hopeless to try to get 
empirical research workers to cooperate 
on a system, but it is not hopeless to call 
upon them to cooperate toward a limited, 
qualified and elastic unification. 

F or an encyclopedia as envisaged by 
Neurath the distinction between decision 
criteria as doctrines and decision criteria 
as recommendations for a technique of dis
cussion and [subsequent J exposition 
acquires the following meaning: the deci
sion criteria in the latter sense prevent the 
occurrence of a third world of statements 
in addition to the scientific statements of 
the encyclopedia and the representational 
rules of the encyclopedia (i.e. the rules for 
the scientific statements in it). In other 
words, one prevents theoreticalor 'auxil
iary concepts' (in Frank's sense) of the 

5 See the publications mentioned above by 
Neurath and Carnap since 1935, but also: O. 
Neurath, 'Encyclopédie comme modèle,' Revue 
de Synthèse (1936); W. Kämpffert, 'Science 
Encyclopedia,' The New York Times, Febr. 14, 
1937. (The foundation of science was the 
program of the 'Encyclopedia Committee of 
Organization'.) 



encyclopedic exposition from being taken 
as absolutes and en ding up as the super
structure of theses about the encyclopedia 
itself. 

The difTerence between decision criteria 
that have an unlimited range and those 
whose application is limited to certain dis
cussions is essen ti al to the encyclopedia. 
The connection between actual concrete 
problems of exposition in certain fields, 
for in stance that of "the compatibility of 
behaviorist and psychoanalytical 
statements" now becomes conspicuous. 
The recommendations concerning discus
sion and exposition will become more 
pliable when the fin al court of appeal for 
their formulation and validity range is 
constituted by the particular problems of 
the field in question. When they 
immediately are elevated to the status of 
mIes with universal validity it becomes 
more difficult to change them according 
to the situation in a given area of debate; 
they take on a value of their own and an 
"idolization of auxiliary concepts" 
(Frank) is hard to avoid. 

Rules for discussion and exposition are 
of ten postulated indiscriminately for large 
areas of discussion and with no clear 
explanation of the purposes to which they 
owe their existence. The so-called "psy
chology in physicalism" has convinced me 
that such mIes lead to violation and over
simplification of the factual situation in 
those areas. The problems of psychology 
and the many valuable attempts to find 
compatible solutions for them are so com
plicated that any reduction of their terms 
must take place from the inside, with 
attention given to each discipline and to 
each attempt. 

6. Further Recommendations 

Empiricism can be promoted today by 
unburdening it theoretically. This means: 

- Promotion of teamwork in fields 
where there is no tradition of that kind. 
- The intellectual standards which an 
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individual assumes within his own spe
cialism should be extended to the cross 
connections with other specialisms. 
- A broad and reliable treatment of 
problems arising from attempts to unify 
large areas through team work. 
- Cultivation of concept analysis and of 
the history and sociology of science. 
- Formulation of recommendations for 
the unification of modes of dicussion and 
exposition. 
- Formulation of recommendations for 
sharpening the linguistic instruments of cer
tain groups. 
- Analysis of the consequences of adopt
ing a given linguistic model. 
- A study of the syntactical problems of 
science. 
- Fight against autistic thought. 
- Furthering of the investigation of 
scientific behavior as one type of "com
plex behavior". 
- Active opposition to the inclination to 
impede the expansion of scientific inquiry 
through reliance on insufficiently justified 
systems. 
- Opposition to all utterances which 
implicitly or explicitly take some formula
tion of empiricism as final or closed. This is 
a consequence of the feeling that the more 
adamant aspect of empiricism is a general 
attitude, rather than linguistic observance. 

7. Notes and Comments6 

[I ] In this early treatise I have tried to 
explain that one cannot set up any useful 
criteria for a statement's being compatible 
with the empirical attitude or not; further
more, that it is possible to carry out a 
philosophical discussion in such a way that 
it becomes easier to discover and correct 
anti-empirical theses and tendencies, ij any. 

Against my attempt at reinterpreting 
some of Neurath's, Carnap's and Hem
pel's theses as mIes of thumb for scientific 
discussions one might object that these 
theses were not meant as mere mIes for 

6 [Added by Nress in 1956] 



debate but as philosophical statements. 
This objection, however, is only justified 
when one employs the expressions 'discus
sion' and 'debate' in another sense than 
that in which I use them. In order to 
characterize what I mean, the word 
'dialectic' might be preferabie, whereby 
one wiU have to distinguish between 
eristics (rhetoric) and dialectics, between 
sophistics and philosophical investigation, 
roughly in the way Aristotle and Plato 
did. The debate or dialectic constitutes in 
my terminology a part of the scientific 
process, namely a systematic intersubjec
tive verbal communication, whereby mis
understandings are eliminated and the 
various stand points undergo the necessary 
precization 7 [Präzisierung J, so that 
recommendations for research programs 
may be subjected to testing. This is not 
meant as a nonnative definition but 
rather as an approximation of a real 
definition. A nonnative definition I would 
fonnulate in such a way that rules for 

7 [The Gennan word eine Präzisierung, 
Norwegian: en presisering, is of the greatest 
importance in this and other publications by 
Nress. The fact that English does not know a 
direct translation of this noun, nor of the verb 
a presisere (en formulering ) , Gennan: 
präzisieren, makes it hard to translate texts 
where one of these words occur. I have chosen 
to translate the sentences in which they occur 
into ordinary English. It might have been 
preferabie to make use of two neologisms in 
English: I. to precizate an utterance of a for
mulat ion, which in Nress' writings means 
exactly: to make it more precise by replacing 
it by an utterance of another formulation 
which eliminates some reasonable interpreta
tions without adding new ones; 2. a preciza
tion (of an utterance of a formulation ), which 
means the outcome of a precizating operation, 
as weil as the operation itself. P.A. Smit points 
out to me that al ready C.S. Peirce suggested 
introducing a new word into English as a 
translation of presiseringj Präzisierung. Nress 
was not aware of that, 'we only knew one 
paper of Peirce's here at that time, his Collec
ted Works came later' (Nress, in a letter to 
E.M.B.)] 

Arguing Under Deep Disagreement 128 

thematic/objective /to-the-point 
( "sachliche") discussion would occur as 
definiens. 

Understood in this way the philosophi
cal dialectic (dialektikè) seems to me to 
be today a new edition, of immediate 
interest, of the classical dialogue 
( dialogon), in so far as this was not 
merely a literary fonn but a method for 
the joint lab or of several philosophers. 

Rules for dialectica I discussion of this 
kind are of a high scientific and 
philosophical consequence. That is to say, 
when one reinterprets certain theses as 
recommendations for such rules, no 
devaluation of these theses is involved. 

In the year 1938 it was hardly justified 
to assume that the direction of this 
treatise corresponded to that of Carnap, 
Frank or Neurath. When I nevertheless 
voiced this assumption it was more as a 
hope or a wish than as a well-founded 
conviction. The conclusions of the treatise 
contradict for in stance the plan of the 
'Encyclopedia of Unified Science'. 

[2 J Examples of demarcation criteria 
that do not satisfy the conditions for
mulated in (I): 

'Incompatible with the empirical 
attitude are those and only those 
standpoints which presuppose that there 
are other sources of knowledge than 
experience.' - 'Compatible with the 
empirical attitude are only those 
standpoints which can be corroborated by 
means of sensory experience.' - 'Incom
patible with the empirical attitude are 
only those standpoints which presuppose 
that there are synthetical statements a 
priori.' - 'It is incompatible with the 
empirical attitude to accept unverifiable 
statements.' 

If these or similar doctrines were 
tenable I would not regard the empirical 
attitude as something valuable but as 
something hannful. If everyone who 
rejects the 'empirica I attitude' as charac
terized in these theses is to be considered 
as a metaphysician, then I should be reck
oned among the metaphysicians. 



[3] a. In the circle around Moritz 
Schlick (t 1936) and in seminars led by 
him and Friedrich Waismann (nowat 
Oxford) psychologists were sometimes 
present. The participants were occupied 
with the 'clarification' of psychological 
sentences, wanting to find and to for
mulate their 'meaning'. It thereby turned 
out that this 'meaning' of ten was different 
from what the psychologists thought it 
was, and in many cases no meaning was 
found at all. These sentences were deemed 
'meaningless', although those who used 
them had for years been of the opinion 
that they had uttered meaningful locu
tions. These discoveries we re brought 
about thanks to the criterion of mean
ing used in logical positivism when the 
latter was still identical with the Vienna 
Circle. 

My sympathy was with the psycholo
gists, especially when the 'clarification' 
culminated in a decision about which 
problems within certain sub-disciplines of 
psychology were to be regarded as 
pseudo-problems and which ones not. It 
was not easy for the psychologists to re
fute these charges which they of ten feit to 
be unjust. Meanwhile they used a form of 
indirect defense which seemed to me to be 
effective: they challenged the philosophers 
to familiarize themselves more closely 
with psychology and to get to know the 
research situation which they tried to 
master in their investigations and exposi
tions. They held th at the clarification then 
would lead to other and more fruitful re
sults. The philosophical insight of the psy
chologists was however not sufficient to 
make them able to influence the work in 
the seminars to any noticeable extent. 

In the treatise I tried to take the psy
chologists' demands and similar demands 
from other research workers into account 
without throwing overboard what is 
valuable in these clarification endeavors. 
In the case of the psychologists the clarifi
cation process could be approximately as 
follows: 

Let us assume that there is some differ
ence of opinion among psychologists and 
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that they want to settle the matter 
through discussion. A spokesman for the 
philosophical clarification efforts suggests 
to the participants that they should ten
tatively adopt certain rules as a technique 
of discussion and exposition. One of these 
rules could go as follows: 

When a participant makes a statement A 
whereas someone else states non-A and it is 
unclear in what the difference consists, then 
both participants are to indicate the 
conditions - which it must be possible to 
realize in a research process - under which 
they would regard A as verified (or 
corroborated) resp. falsified (weakened). If 
both would be of the opinion that there are 
no such conditions, then this is to count as 
an indication that neither a continua ti on of 
the discussion nor additional research 
would contribute to the elimination of the 
verba I difference of opinion among them. At 
the same time it would count as an indica
ti on that their verbal disagreement is not 
connected with any more-than-verbal 
[sachliche] difference of opinion. 

The spokesman for philosophical 
clarification would, then, act as a broker 
and middleman, not as a judge. He would 
recommend lines for an effective discussion, 
lines which would have to differ according 
to conditions. Instead of pragmatical, logi
cal-empiricist and operationalist meaning 
criteria, series of discussion models for 
various situations would emerge. A 
spokesman for philosophical clarification 
can very weil hold opinions as to the ques
tion of cognitive meaning, or about the 
question of the relationship between 
cognitive meaning and testability. He should 
not however bring his own opinions about 
these uncommonly abstract and diflicult 
questions into a clarification task of the said 
type. Such a task can be carried out with 
more success on the basis of more simple 
and more easily tested premisses. The aim is 
to unburden the task philosophically and to 
soften down the pretensions connected with 
it. If that does not happen, then one clearly 
disguises the fact th at more or less expedient 
rules for discussion and exposition are quite 
something else than general criteria for 
cognitive meaning. Research is applied only 
where one sees gaps in our knowiedge. 

In philosophy the manner in which one 



approaches one's field of research very 
often appeared to me to be emotional and 
sometimes even plainly hysterical, and 
furthennore ideologically suggestive and 
not seriously meant. This holds in par
ticular of discussions about the concept of 
truth. 

The uncommonly abstract and genera I 
theses of philosophy seemed to me to 
indicate a deficiency of interest in one's 
object of research. One has not seriously 
thought about the possibility of excep
tions or about conditions for testing one's 
statements, nor about the exigencies of an 
impartial discussion. In this respect, too, 
the discussion about the concept of truth 
appeared to me to be the prototype of 
philosophical working habits. 

The logical empiricists showed great 
enthusiasm for research and a great dis
gust for the unclarity demonstrated by the 
philosophical schools. When they 
nevertheless could believe in physicalism 
and in meaning criteria in the fonn of 
theses, then this seemed to me to issue 
from an uncritical attitude with respect to 
a certain field, viz. th at of language. The 
logical empiricists intended to stick to the 
logical aspects of language. When one 
looks closer it turns out that they made 
assumptions about uses of language and 
about meaning. Here empirica I (not logi
cal) research would have been 
appropriate. I believed that one could 
purge logical empiricism of anti-empirica I 
tendencies by a program for purely 
empirical studies of linguistic usage. 
Precisely such research, without further 
intentions, seemed to me necessary (1) in 
order to counterbalance a form of 'Iogical 
analysis' which strictly speaking was not 
logica I and (2) in order to create the pre
conditions for the construction of a 
system of exact concepts intended to 
cover all empirical fields of importance in 
the philosophical discussion. 

This program was frequently met with 
distrust or rejected as 'psychologism'. This 
seemed to me to confinn that an essential 
weakness of the empiricist philosophy of 
that period consisted in its neglecting to 
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promote empirical research in the area of 
semantics. 

Through later contributions, mainly by 
Charles W. Morris, empirical-semantical 
problems began to play a greater role in 
logical empiricism. However, the interest 
in these new areas of research only 
reached so far as to cover them under an 
inspiring tenninology. The classifications 
and statements in Morris' Signs, 
Language and Behavior could only be 
tested by empirica I research; such research 
was however not encouraged. One let 
oneself be dazzled by the tenninology, so 
that the driving forces behind a patient 
investigation of accurately delineated 
areas of observation became even weaker 
than before the book had appeared. The 
contrast between the demands that were 
made on concept fonnation in the exact 
sciences on the one hand and those in 
semantics and related sciences on the 
other seemed to me even more drastic 
than before. Later on c.L. Stevenson's 
Ethics and Language played a similar role 
as Morris had done; empirical questions 
and statements were confounded with 
results issuing from empirical research. 

b. [ .. ] 
c. In agreement with the opinion that 

the essential contribution of logical 
empirici sm in philosophy (that is to say, 
apart from pure logic) consists in it hav
ing created a possible basis for discussion, 
I have understood radical empiricism as a 
kind of common platfonn for efTective 
philosophical discussion. Thus I wrote 
in 'Physikalismus und radikaler 
Empirismus':8 'I am interested in "radical 
empiricism" as an arena for discussions 
about foundations research, as an instru-

8 I.e., 'Physicalism and radical empiricism' 
(1937, unpublished). Neurath advised against 
publication with the argument that it in part 
contained attacks on standpoints which he and 
Carnap had al ready abolished. 

The expression 'radical empiricism' is meant 
to designate a point of view which logical 
empirici sm would probably have to develop 
after having passed from an anti-metaphysical 
to an a-metaphysical stage. 



ment for analysing the historically given 
philosophical and metaphysical questions. 
When one enters such an arena one can
not at the same time take along all one's 
favorite theses. It will be hard to find 
anyone who is prepared to play chess with 
me if I have already chosen a position 
such that my adversary, if he is not of a 
quite exceptional stature, cannot avoid a 
checkmate within three or four moves. 
The invitation from the physicalists is of 
this kind. 

If "psychical" is to be eliminated, then 
"physical" should be, too. If "spiritual" is 
abolished then "material" should be 
abolished as weIl.' 

The 'Encyclopedist' ought to take the 
role of middleman between the psy
chological theoreticians, not th at of a 
judge. 

[ 4] In this section physicalism is inter-
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preted as a recommendation ab out tech
niques of discussion, designed to promote 
the unity of science. The formulations that 
are ofTered in this section are, however, 
much too pretentious to serve as such 
recommendations. My intention was to 
underscore the fact that physicalist, opera
tionalist and related endeavors can con
tribute to the advancement of the unity of 
science. It was not my intention to discuss 
the problem areas within which they 
might turn out to be suitable as means of 
encyclopedie exposition, or the degree to 
which they might be suitable. 

[5] The expression 'trivialism' is intended 
to underscore the fact that the seemingly 
fundament al oppositions between 
philosophical or scientific schools can 
of ten only be elucidated if one chooses a 
non-philosophical, non-technical point of 
departure. 





Ralph H. Johnson 

12. Informal Logie and Polities 

1. Introduction: The Great Divide - Why? 

In this paper, I attempt to answer the 
question: "What contribution can Infor
mal Logie make to the analysis of Politi
cal Discourse?" Prima facie, it would 
seem that the answer must be either 
"None" or "Very little," for several 
reasons. First, it is typically thought that 
polities is the realm of rhetoric, the art of 
persuasion. It is also typieally thought 
that political issues are matters of taste -
"de gustibus non est disputandum." And 
there just is no disputing taste. "One 
should never argue about polities or 
religion" is a widely-credited saying where 
I come from. Hence the perception that 
there is little or no room for serious 
argumentation. 

Second, some philosophers - Hamblin, 
for one - have asserted that logic cannot 
deal with particular arguments but only 
with abstract principles - a view of logie 
which ensures its separation from political 
concerns. One expression of that view is 
found Hamblin's Fal/acies: 1 

Logicians are, of course, allowed to express 
t~eir sentiments [about the value of any 
gtven argument] but there is something 
repugnant about the idea that Logic is a 
vehicIe for the expression of the logician's 
own judgements of acceptance and rejection 
of statements and arguments. The logician 
does not stand above and outside practical 

I C. L. Hamblin, Fallacies, London: Methuen, 
1970, p. 244. Italics as quoted. 
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argumentation or, necessarily, pass judge
ment on it. He is not a judge or a court of 
appeal, and there is no such judge or court: 
he is, at best, a trained advocate. It follows 
that it is not the logician's particular job to 
decIare the truth of any statement, or the 
validity of any argument. 

And since for many truth and validity are 
the significant criteria in evaluating 
arguments, it follows that logic as such 
has no direct application to politieal 
argumentation. 

Third, the 20th century tradition in 
logic has been dominated by a concern -
even pre-occupation - with technique. 
Logic became a technical subject, closely 
allied with mathematics and set theory 
and as remote as they are from the con
cerns of the body politic. The validity of 
logic was the validity of any pure science; 
whether it can be applied to the world is 
of at best secondary interest. (Indeed, it is 
felt in many quarters that this purity is a 
badge of excellence.) 

Bertrand Russell was certainly a leading 
figure in the mathematicization of logic. I 
quote a revealing passage from The 
Philosophy of Logical Atomism: 2 

1 have naturally a bias in favour of the 
theory of neutral monism because it exem
plifies Occam's razor. 1 always wish to get 
on in philosophy with the smallest possible 
apparatus, partly because it diminishes the 
risk of error, because it is not necessary to 
deny the entities you do not assert, and 
therefore you run less risk of error the fewer 
entities you assume. The other reason
perhaps a somewhat frivolous one - is that 
every dirninution in the number of entities 

2 Bertrand RusselI, Logic and Know/edge 
(edited by R. Marsh), London: G . Allen & 
Unwin, 1956, pp. 221, 222. Elsewhere, Russeli 
writes: 'As 1 said earlier in this lecture, one 
thing that our technique does, is to give us a 
means of constructing a given body of sym
bolic propositions with the minimum of 
apparatus ..... Suppose, e.g., that you have con
structed your physics with a certain number of 
entities and a certain number of premises; sup
pose you discover that by a Iittle ingenuity you 
can dispense with half of those en ti ties and half 
of those premises .. .' p. 280. 



increases the amount of work for mathe
matical logic to do in building up things 
that look like the entities you used to 
assume. 

In other words, the smaller the basis with 
which we begin the axiomatic, the more 
ingenious, the more clever we must be in 
developing our logical technique. It is this 
interest in technique which causes 
logicians to seek, e.g., the smallest axiom 
set for the propositionallogic and indeed, 
having reduced it to one, to find the 
shortest single axiom.3 Mathematicallogic 
in the 20th century was thus nurtured by 
a technical interest that never entirely dis
appears. Logic is like pure mathematics, 
embracing the pure mathematician's 
delight in the play of abstract structures 
for its own sake - and quite apart from 
any practical benefits to be derived .. The 
logician's castie stands there - a nughty 
fortress on the plain - but far removed 
from the agora. 

Fourth, the standards embodied in the 
traditional logical ideal of soundness (i.e., 
true premises in a valid argument) are not 
standards weil suited to the political 
arena. First, there is the requirement that 
the premises must necessitate the conclu
sion. This is of course the tightest possible 
connection, weil suited to mathematical 
proof but perhaps not so well suited to 
the uncertainties and vicissitudes of issues 
in the political arena. Second, there is a 
problem of the truth-requirement. 1 dis
cuss this la ter. 

Thus prevalent conceptions of both 
logic and politics conspire to keep them 
to a remarkable degree removed from one 
another. However, the winds of change 
are blowing. There are hopeful signs, one 
of which is the emergence of informal 
logic which can only properly be under
stood as a response to the distancing of 
logic from the life-world. In the next sec
tion I describe the origins of informal 

3 A. N. Prior, Formal Logic, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1962, pp. 301-03 contains the 
details. 
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logic and its nature .. In ~he ~hird section! I 
indicate what contnbutlOn mformalloglc 
can make to the analysis of political dis
course. Finally, in the fourth section, I 
argue that although it is a logic we~l 
suited to this purpose of the analysls of 
political discourse, it is not without its 
own dangers; a few of these are discussed, 
and ways of minimizing them are also 
mentioned. 

2. The Emergence of Informal Logic 

The recent development of informallogic 
can be traced to the publication of 
Howard Kahane's landmark textbook
Logie and Contemporary Rhetorie, from 
which I now quote this significant 
passage: 4 

Today's students demand a marriage of 
theory and practice. That is why so many of 
them judge introduetory courses on logic, 
fallacy and even rhetoric not relevant to 
their interests. 

In class a few years back, while I was 
going over the (to me) fascinating intricacies 
of the predicate logic quantifier rules, a stu
dent asked in disgust how anything he'd 
learned all semester long had any bearing 
whatever on President Johnson's decision to 
escalate again in Vietnam. I mumbied some
thing about bad logic on Johnson's part, 
and then stated that Introduction to Logic 
was not that kind of course. His reply was 
to ask what courses did take up such mat
ters, and I had to admit that so far as I 
knew none did. 

He wanted what most students today 
want, a course relevant to everyday reason
ing, a course relevant to the argll;ments they 
hear and read about race, pollutlOn, 
poverty, sex, atomic warfare, the population 
explosion, and all the other problems· faced 
by the human race in the second half of the 
twentieth century. 

Two observations. First, note the strongly 
politieal nature of Kahane's concerns; the 

4 Howard Kahane, Logic and Contemporary 
Rhetoric, Belmont, Cal.: Wadsworth, 1971, 
p. vii. 



issues he cites are political, the interest is 
too. As a teache~ of formal deductive logic 
(hereafter FDL) m the late 60s in Canada 
I can attest to having had similar ' 
experiences which convinced me that 
FDL was not a logic weIl suited to the 
analysis of political discourse. Others 
~ust have been making the same 
dlscovery, be~aus~ texts in informal logic 
began appearmg m North America with 
so~e regularity during the mid 70s and 
thls led to our First Symposium in 1978 
and the birth of lnformal Logic 
Newsletter. Later still there were other 
symposia, new texts in informal logic 
continued to appear at a healthy pace, 
and the newsletter became a journal 
because our rea~er~ advised us that they 
would be more mchned to submit 
research to a journal which was refereed. 

~econd, when it comes to teaching 
logic, I count myself a pragmatist. By that 
~ mean that I view logic as a tooI, an 
I~strument for the analysis of thought and 
dlscourse. When the tooI becomes the 
problem, then as teacher I must find 
another tooI. And FDL, though a 
powerful tooI, proved to be an obstacle 
for the general run of my students. 
Informal logic was developed as a tooI 
better suited to their needs and to their 
mentality. 

Permit me here a brief word about the 
word 'informal logic' before discussing its 
nature. Many of you will no doubt be 
familiar with Ryle's use of that term in 
Dilemmas.5 In lnformal Logic Newsletter 
Pomeroy wrote an article connecting , 
Ryle's use of the term 'informal logic' with 
~hat was happening in logic tuition.6 But 
It seems to me that wh at Johnson and 
Bl~ir intend by 'informal logic' is not 
qUlte t~e same as what Ryle intended. It is 
not entlrely clear what informal logic is 
for Ryle, though it seems to come very 

5 Gilbert Ryle, Dilemmas, Chapter VIII, 'For
mal and Informal Logic,' Cambridge: Cam
rridge University Press, 1962, p. 129. 

Ra.IP? Pomeroy, 'Ryle on (and for) Informal 
LOgIc, lnformal Logic Newsletter 5, No. 1, 
pp.23-25. 
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close to being something like conceptual 
analysis: 

So what I hope to have do ne is to have 
brought out for examination some features 
of wh at I have dubbed the 'informallogic' of 
?ur ordinary and technical concepts ... What 
IS of ten ... described as the 'analysis of con
cepts', is ra~~er an op~rati<?~ ... of working 
out the pan ties and dlspantles of reasoning 
between arguments hinging on the concepts 
o~ 0I?-e conceptual apparatus and arguments 
hmgmg on those of another. (p. 129) 

Whatever this important conceptual 
activity is (and I would not for one 
mom~nt deny its importance), it is not 
what IS currently understood by the term 
informal logic.7 

The 'info~al' part of 'informal logic' 
probably denves from Kahane's decision 
20. years a.go to attempt to revitalize logic 
usmg the mformal fallacies as the instru
ment, though he does not use this term in 
Logic and Contemporary Rhetoric. To the 
best of our knowiedge, the first recent use 
of 'informal logic' is to be found 
(unglossed) in Carney and Scheer, 
Funda,mentals of Logic, and then again in 
Fogehn Arguments: An Introduction to 
lnformal Logic. 8 

. In 1988, w,e (Johnson and Blair) define 
mformalloglc as the normative study of ar
gument.9 It is that branch oflogic that seeks 
to de vel op standards criteria and proce
dures for the interpretation, evaluation and 
construction of arguments and argumenta
tion used in naturallanguage. Now why 
does such a logic get the name 'informal'? 

7 All will agree that the term 'informallogic' is 
unfortunate because negative; still I'm afraid we 
ar~ stuck with it and simply must make the best 
oflt. 
8 Cf. James D. Carney and Richard K. Scheer, 
Fundamentals of Logic New York: Macmillan, 
1964, and Robert J. Fogelin, Understanding 
Arguments: An Introduction to lnformal Logic, 
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978 
~ Ist ed.). 

Ralph H. Johnson and J. Anthony Blair, 'The 
~ur;ent State ofInformal LogicjCritical Think
mg, lnformal Logic 9, No. 2-3, pp. 147-51. 



Though painfully obvious once made, 
the point I am about to make has eluded 
many. Crucial to any understanding of 
informal logic is how the term 'formal ' is 
to be taken. Perhaps the most incisive and 
useful gloss is the account given by Barth 
and Krabbe 10 where they distinguish three 
senses of 'form' (hence 'formai ,' hence 
'informal'): 

form! : going back to Plato's idea of 
form or eidos. Only indirectly is this sense 
involved in understanding the develop
ment of informal logic. 

form2: refers to the shape of complex 
expressions, more precisely the mode of 
construction. As Barth and Krabbe say: 

When one says 'the logic of system cr is a 
formal 2 logic' one can have two different 
things in mind and usually both are meant 
simultaneously. One may want to say that 
the syntax of the language to which cr 
belongs is very precisely formulated ( ... 'for
malized') ... One mayalso want to express 
that the validity concept in cr, the concept of 
'goodness' as applicable to arguments, is 
defined in terms of the forms of the sen
tences involved ... .This boils down to saying 
that the validity concept is one that makes 
the validity or invalidity of an argument a 
function (i) of the definitions of the 
meanings of the logical constants concerned 
and (ii) of the position in which they occur 
in the ( .. . ) sentences involved, i.e., of the 
form of these sentences. (p. 15) 

This sense of 'formal ' provides the back
ground for viewing the development of 
informal logic. For the formallogician , 
validity is a necessary condition of the 
goodness of arguments and validity is a 
function of the form of the argument. For 
the informal logician, the goodness of an 
argument is not a function of its form , 
since the distinction between matter and 
form is not in the forefront of the informal 
logician's method of schematization. The 
informal logician does not approach 
argumentation with the ideal of validity in 

10 E.M. Barth and E.C.W. Krabbe, From 
Ax iom 10 Dia/ogue, Berlin and New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 1982, p. 15. 
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hand. That is part of what is captured by 
the 'informal' part of the term. 

The third sense of 'formal, ' in the 
Barth-Krabbe account, refers to 'proce
dures which are somehow regulated or 
regimented by a set of rules.' Here again 
there is a divide between those formal 
logicians who wish to have c1early for
mulated rules (algorithmic decision proce
dures) and those informal logicians who 
do not approach logic with the expecta
tion of discovering such rules. 

In our discussion of informal logic, 
Blair and I c1aimed that informal logic is 
the logic of argumentation as dis
tinguished from FDL which is the logic of 
implicationjentailmentjinference. (There 
are, as John Woods will certainly remind 
me, important differences between 
inference and implication, and entailment 
is something different still. Whatever the 
differences are between these relationships 
among elements of discourse, they are not 
important here and so I shall not attempt 
to bring these distinctions onto the pic
ture here.) In the next two paragraphs, I 
attempt to c1arify the distinction between 
argument and implication. 

In my view, FDL studies implicationj 
inference, as when one reasons thusly: 
'Oh, it's raining; so we can't have the out
ing in Vondel park; which means that I 
can just stay at home and relax.' Here 
inferences are being drawn, but such (inte
rior) discourse is not yet argumentation. 
No inquiry is underway, no dialectical 
issue has been joined, no attempt at 
rational persuasion has occurred. The per
formance of this inference is monolectical 
and occurs, I shall say, in private space. 

Argumentation, on the other hand, is 
an intersubjective practice. Although it 
doesn't take two to argue (in this sense), 
because a pers on can argue with himself, 
still there is a sen se in which argumenta
tion is a public practice occurring in 
public space and requiring the support of 
a community. Argumentation is a social 
practice then and arguments (as products) 
are the issue of that practice. More specifi
cally an argument is an attempt to per-



suade someone (even onese1f) on rational 
grounds of the 'truth' of some controver
sial thesis. With arguments, structure 
follows purpose/function; i.e., arguments 
have the structure they have (premises 
leading to a conclusion; reasons support
ing a thesis) because of the purpose they 
serve. 1 shall not further defend this dis
tinction here, having done so at greater 
length elsewhere. 11 

Having offered my characterization of 
informal logic 1 wish now to say some
thing about its application to 
poli tics/politica I discourse. 

3. Infonnal Logic: lts Role in the Analysis 
of Political Discourse 

Let me put before you the thesis that any 
logic which seeks to apply to political dis
course and to be instrumental in political 
argumentation conducted rationally must 
accommodate three pre-theoretic intu
itions. 

The first intuition is this: 

(11) There can be good arguments Jor a 
given position and also good arguments 
against it. 

1 take this to be evident from the history 
of thought, most particularly the history 
of philosophy. The implications of this 
intuition are, however, disastrous for the 
ideal of soundness, for the simple reason 
that even though it can be the case that 
there is a valid argument for Pand a valid 
argument for - P, it cannot be the case 
that that there is a sound argument for P 
and a sound argument for - P . Hence the 
goodness referred to in the above intu-

11 Ralph H. Johnson, 'Logic naturalized: 
recovering a tradition,' in: Frans H. van 
Eemeren, Rob Grootendorst, J. Anthony Blair 
and Charles Willard (eds.), Argumentation: 
Across the Lines of Discipline, Dordrecht: 
Foris Publications, 1987, pp. 47-56; and Ralph 
H. Johnson, 'Massey on Fallacy and Inforrnal 
Logic: A Reply,' Synthese 80 (1989), pp. 407-
426. 
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ition cannot be identical with the notion 
of soundness. Hence if this intuition is to 
be captured, we must rethink the criteria: 
either the truth requirement or the 
validity requirement must be changed. 

The second intuition is a kind of con
tinuum hypothesis for argumentation and 
goes like this: 

(12) Arguments exist in a continuum Jrom 
strong to weak. 

This intuition seems reasonable enough. 
Since arguments are a human product, 
they may be expected to run the same 
range as other human inventions. If we 
look at arguments in naturallanguage, 
arguments of all types drawn from dif
ferent areas - philosophy, ordinary 
affairs, polities, morality - we may expect 
that they will fall into a spectrum from 
st rong to weak. Blair and 1 put it this 
way: 'Rarely is an argument so good that 
it cannot profit from critici sm and se1dom 
is an argument so bad that it cannot be 
improved by criticism'. 12 

The third intuition regards the 
deployability of logic: 

(13) The standards oJ argument must be 
such that in principle the ordinary arguer 
can decide whether or not these are 
satisfied in a given instanee; i.e. , they must 
be user-friendly. 

If the theory of critici sm we wish to apply 
to the political sphere does not satisfy this 
intuition, then we will have functionally 
alienated the practitioner from the realm 
of discourse which it is proposed he or she 
investigate. 

The problem with these (seemingly 
reasonabie ) intuitions is that they are not 
cap tu red by any normative theory of 
argumentation I'm aware of, whether we 
look to FOL, dialogue logic or argumenta
tion theory. My claim, which 1 can not 
fully document in this paper, is that infor-

12 Ralph H. Johnson and J. Anthony Blair, 
Logical Self Defense, Toronto: McGraw-Hill 
Ryerson, 2nd ed., 1983 (first ed. 1977), p. 29. 
Hereafter cited: Johnson and Blair, LSD. 



mal logic stands a reasonably good 
chance of satisfying these th ree intuitions. 
It is a long argument to make, but let me 
at least start it here. 

We begin with the question: What con
stitutes a good argument in politics? 
Indeed: What constitutes a good argu
ment, period? 

In answering these questions, informal 
logic positions itself somewhere between 
the FDL'S view that soundness (i.e., truth 
and validity) is the appropriate standard 
and the view of many theoreticians in 
rhetoric and speech communication -
according to which effectiveness and 
acceptancejacceptability are the 
appropriate criteria. 

3.1. Some Prob/ems with Truth-Require
ment 

There are some good reasons to stay clear 
of truth as a requirement for a good argu
ment. (There are bad reasons too, but we 
won't go into that here.) I mention three. 

a. Truth is problematic is some areas. 

Though of course we all want our claims 
to be true, there is some question in my 
mind whether truth is an appropriate 
standard for political discourse where 
premises, assumptions, principles are 
inherently controversial. To be sure, if we 
restrict the use of argumentation in 
poli tics to preaching to the converted, 
then none of these problems occur. 'Our 
side has the truth; of course our conclu
sions follow necessarily. They are the ones 
and the only ones any reasonable person 
will adopt.' But if argumentation is meant 
to apply across party divisions, if it is to 
play some role in ratio na I political dis
course, th en some other standard( s) are 
required. 

b. No logical criticism of premises is 
allowed for. 

Further, from the truth-requirement, it 
seems to follow that logic can say nothing 
at all about whether this virtue is dis-
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played in a given argument. The reason is 
that to decide whether the premise is true 
will take us outside of logic and into the 
specific field of knowledge or inquiry 
about which the premise is concerned. 
Hence it happens that logicians in the 
20th century have virtually nothing to say 
about the matter of premise-adequacy. 

However, the situation is not so simple 
and straightforward as this doctrine 
would have us think. For example, logical 
virtue would seem to require that any 
premise introduced into an argument be 
defended unless there were some reason to 
exempt it. If this view is correct, then the 
introduction of a controversial and unde
fended premise is a logical failure, and one 
would not have to have any special exper
tise to make this criticism. 

c. The absence of truth is not necessarily 
a vice 

According to the soundness doctrine, the 
premises must all be true and the argq
ment valid. Hence the presence of a false 
premise vitiates the argument. One 
author - Jack Meiland - writes: 13 

Another way of criticizing this argument is 
to attack the first premise and show it to be 
false . IC you do so,then you have completely 
nullified the argument, since a false or 
dubious premise cannot pro vide a good 
reason for believing anything. 

Meiland is here referring to a specific 
argument he has been considering. But he 
is right only if the argument contains but 
one premise; otherwise, as will almost cer
tainly be the case with any political argu
ment (I have never known an politician or 
a bureaucrat who gave one-premise 
arguments, have you?), this position is 
disastrous, from a logical point of view. 
There are circumstances in which we may 
find an argument quite strong even 
though we know that not all its premises 
are true. Further still, in some arguments 

13 Jack Meiland, College Thinking, New York: 
New American Library, 1981 , p. 39. 



with a welter of premises, the mere 
presence of one false premise is not really 
enough to nullify (sic!) the argument, if 
the other (true) premises are sufficiently 
powerful to 'cover' for it. 

Considerations such as these argue 
against any blanket adoption of the truth
requirement, while nevertheless indicating 
th at any adequate nonnative account of 
argumentation and its virtue must make 
some provision for truth. 

3.2. Prob/ems With Acceptance 

Hamblin says: 'If we are to draw the line 
anywhere, acceptance by the person the 
argument is aimed at - the person for 
whom the argument is an argument - is 
the appropriate basis of a set of criteria'. 14 
Many infonnallogicians have followed 
him down this path.15 I was one of them. 
But recently I have had to rethink my 
attachment to acceptance. 16 So I must 
ask: Does this view make anyone besides 
me nervous? What troubles me is the 
suggestion acceptance is not merely a 
necessary but also a sufficient condition 
for the worth of an argument's premises. 

Whatever the merits to this line of 
thinking may be, there are difficulties con
nected with it. I want to mention some, 
without wishing to suggest that they are 
necessarily fatal for the dialectical (in 
Hamblin's sense) approach. 

l. Suppose that, as the arguer, I have 

14 Hamblin, Fallacies, p. 243. 
15 Other informallogicians who have followed 
Hamblin on acceptance include: Trudy Govier, 
A Practical Study of Argument, Belmont, Cal.: 
Wadsworth Publishing, 1987 (2nd ed.); T. 
Edward Damer in Attacking Faulty Reasoning, 
Belmont, Cal.: Wadsworth, 1980, 1987 (2nd. 
ed); James Freeman in Thinking Logically, 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ.: Prentice-Hall, 1988; J. 
Frederick Little, Leo Groarke and Christopher 
Tindale in Good Reasoning Matters!, Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1989. 
16 Ralph H. Johnson, 'Acceptance is Not 
Enough: A Critique of Hamblin,' Philosophy 
and Rhetoric 23 (1990), 271-287. 
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no specific person in mind, or more than 
one. When, for example, one constructs a 
philosophical argument, one realizes that 
the audience is anything but 
homogeneous in what it is prepared to 
accept. Take this fact too seriously and 
you will surely be paralyzed. The same 
will be true of political argumentation 
wh ere one's audience will consist of the 
members of the polis. To some degree this 
concern may perhaps be gotten round by 
the use of constructs like 'ideal audience' 
(Perelman) or 'model interlocutor'.17 But 
just how much mileage one can get from 
such constructs, I am uncertain. 

2. Suppose I disco ver that my audience 
accepts a proposition which I know - or 
strongly believe - to be false, but which 
would, if accepted, provide strong support 
for the conclusion. According to dialecti
cal criteria, it seems that I not only may 
but should use that proposition. That 
seems entirely inappropriate, at least 
where ~rgument is conceived as rational 
persuaslOn. 

3. What happens to the requirement of 
consistency? Scriven 18 holds th at this 
notion is imbedded in the very idea of an 
argument. An argument in effect says that 
if you assert A and B then (under certain 
conditions) you must (if you wish to be 
consistent) also assert C. That explains 
why inconsistency is feIt to be such a 
serious charge against an argument. But 
now if we discard the truth-requirement 
and instead adopt acceptance, and if - as 
seems possible - someone can accept 
both Pand - P , then inconsistency is no 
longer a vice. An argument can (other 
things being equal) be quite all right even 
though it contains both Pand - P, 
provided the addressee accepts both. 

4. Another problem is we should allow 
for the possibility - indeed likelihood-

17 This term 'model interlocutor' sterns from J . 
Anthony Blair and Ralph H. Johnson, 
'Argumentation as Dialecticai,' Argumentation 
1 (1987), 41-56. 
18 Michael Scriven, Reasoning, New York: 
McGraw Hill , 1976, p. 32. 



that there can be an argument which is 
'logically good' yet is not accepted by (at 
least some of) those to whom it is di
rected. Suppose we say that an argument 
is effective if it satisfies the dialectica I 
criteria set forth by Hamblin. The 
problem is that it is not clear to me th at 
every good argument is effective. Nor yet 
that every effective argument is good, as 
we noted before that an argument might 
be accepted by its audience but contain 
tricks or cheats. I think what Hamblin 
did, in urging the standard of acceptance 
upon us, was to replace the logica I 
criterion of goodness with the rhetorical 
criterion of effectiveness. 

To conclude, let me reformulate my 
nervousness in a slightly different way: 
Consider argument A (consisting of 
premises PI-Pn and conclusion C) - for
mulated by Smart and given to Brilliant 
and Dull. Brilliant accepts the premises 
and having no other problem with the 
argument pronounces it a good one. Dull 
will not accept, let us say, P2 and P3, and 
so pronounces the argument a bad one. 
Are we to say th at the argument was good 
for Brilliant but not good for Dull? Sup
pose now th at we distinguish between 
Dull-l and Dull-2. Dull-l rejects P2 and 
P3 but cannot give any decent reasons 
why (suppose he is ju st perverse or ego
involved with the subject), whereas Dull-2 
rejects P2 and P3 but is willing to give 
reasons and can give them. I for one want 
to be ab Ie to distinguish these two and yet 
I fear that Hamblin's position doesn't 
allow for such differentiation. 

These then are some of my problems 
with the dialectical standard of accep
tance. 

3.3. What, Then , Are the Criteria For 
Good Argument? 

From the viewpoint of this informal logi
cian, an argument is to he understood as an 
attempt at rational persuasion occurring in 
public (dialectical ) space. This conception 
furnishes important clues about the criteria 
to be used in evaluating such discourse. 
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We must understand that an argument 
is a two-tiered structure. To see this we 
need to reflect on its purpose as rational 
persuasion, for from purpose its structure 
follows. That is, because we wish to per
suade by reason, we recognize that the 
claim we make must he supported by 
reasons. I call the premise-conclusion part 
of an argument's structure the first-tier of 
argumentation. 

But that is not enough. Because as 
rational agents we recognize that the 
other reasoners will have objections to 
our position, we must provide a second 
tier - a dialectical tier - in which the 
wider context is dealt with. Thus there 
will be two sorts of criteria: structural and 
dialectical. 

A. The first-tier: structural criteria for 
argument 
Blair and I were the first informal logi
cians to propose a theory of argument ac
cording to which the premises of an argu
ment had to meet the criteria of relevance, 
sufficiency and acceptability.19 There are 
enormous difficulties in our exposition of 
this theory. As you will have deduced, I 
am myself not altogether happy with the 
acceptance-requirement. Still 1 present the 
outlines of that theory here. 
Relevance. In days of old, I interpreted 
this as an all-or-nothing affair: each 
premise was either relevant or it was not 
relevant. Like pregnancy, relevance was 
not interpreted as admitting of degree. 
Now, however, I would prefer to say that 
the argument must satisfy the relevance
criterion. In other words, how weil a 
given premise (or premise-set) meets this 
requirement is a matter of degree. A 
premise may be highly relevant or 
marginally relevant, or not relevant at all. 
Sufficiency. In a similar manner, I would 
revise the sufficiency requirement: I would 
now prefer to say that the argument must 
satisfy the sufficiency requirement. How 
well a premise-set meets this requirement 
is also a matter of degree. 

19 Cf. Johnson and Blair, LSD (see note 12). 



Acceptability. I am now inc1ined to reject 
both acceptability and acceptance as the 
proper criteria to impose on premises in 
respect of their connection to the dialecti
cal contextjwider world. On the other 
hand, for reasons indicated above, I am 
not yet willing to go back to 'truth' as a 
requirement, which leads to the following 
intriguing question: Is there an 'X' such 
that it is a 'weaker' criterionjstandard 
than truth but 'stronger' than accep
tance?20 

Thus far I have spoken only about the 
criteria that apply to the first tier. Criteria 
for the second tier will be more prominent 
in the analysis of political discourse, so let 
me turn to them. 

B. The second-tier: dialectical criteria for 
argument 
Dialectical criteria also flow from an ade
quate conceptualization of the nature of 
argumentation. Thus, it is c1ear that for 
any argument, and more obviously still in 
the case of political argumentation, there 
will be those who disagree with the con
c1usion. That is, there will be others 
who - viewing the issue under considera
tion and the evidence - will come to a 
different conc1usion. To persuade 
rationally in such a set of circumstances it 
is not possible to ignore these alternative 
positions. The arguer must make some 
attempt to deal with them, and such will 
form a second-tier of argumentation. 

Hence one dialectica I criterion for 
argumentation is: 

(D 1) How weIl does the argument 
address itself to alternative positions? 

It is interesting to note that although this 
is c1early an important propertyjquality 
for an argument to have, we do not have 
a name yet for this property. But in infor
mal logic we can say that an arguer who 

20 Symbolically, my question looks like this: Is 
there an X such that 

T<X<A 
This might be referred to as the New Con
tinuum Problem. 
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fails to engage satisfactorily with alter
native positions is guilty of the fallacy of 
straw man (if she distorts), the fallacy of 
ad hominem (if she personalizes inap
propriately) and the fallacy of red herring 
(if she digresses). 

Now we also know that there will be 
those who disagree with one or more of 
the premises. Hence the arguer is under a 
prima facie obligation to face up to 
possible objections, some of which will be 
housed in alternative positions, though 
not all need beo Hence a second questionj 
criterion: 

(02) How weIl does the argument deal 
with objections? 

Once again lobserve that there is no 
name for this quality. But we may note 
th at if the arguer fails to deal with these 
objections, the result will be a fallacy of 
insufficiency.21 

Further, there will be the need for the 
argument to face up to implications
particularly this is true of the conc1usion. 
Hence arises a third questionjcriterion: 

(D3) How weIl does the argument handle 
consequences? 

Typically an argument that runs amok 
here will be guilty of the fallacy called 
slippery slope. 

This second triplet completes the list of 
dialectical criteria, or the second-tier. 

From that very sketchy and (I realize) 
inadequate presentation, perhaps it can be 
seen that 

1. These criteria satisfy the three intu
itions mentioned earlier. There can be 
good arguments for and against a given 
conc1usion (Tl); since relevance and suf
ficiency are matters of degree, arguments 
will fall into a continuum (T2); and these 
criteria are such that they can be deployed 
by the ordinary arguer (T3). 

2. It can be seen why from the point of 

21 My conjecture is that an argument is strong 
if it can withstand significant objection. But 
this needs development. What does it mean for 
an argument to withstand objection? 



view of informal logic, the fallacies of 
straw man, ad hominem , red herring and 
slippery slope are particularly important 
in the analysis of political discourse, 
where heterogeneity of viewpoint is 
inherent in the very nature of the dis
course. 

3. To be sure, the whole subject of 
fallacy is fraught with difficulty; the con
cept of fallacy is problematic, and there 
are any number of important criticisms of 
fallacy theory.22 Nor do I want to be 
interpreted as suggesting that politica I 
critique can be simply reduced to the hunt 
for fallacy. There is much more to the 
analysis of political discourse than merely 
looking for fallacies. But I do wish to 
argue that such a mode of critique is logi
cally defensible. 

Having mentioned the subject of look
ing for fallacies, I advert to some of the 
dangers in this approach to the logical 
analysis of discourse. 

4. Some Dangers We Encounter in Apply
ing This Logic to Polities: Possible 
Remedies 

If there are dangers in the old way where 
logic and poli tics are hermetically sealed 
off from one another, there are also dan
gers in applying logic to politics. The first 
temptation is to picture politicians as 
charlatans and demagogues and politica I 
discourse as havens for fallacy, to give our 
students the impression that either all pol
iticians (or all of a certain stripe) are wit
less and unlogical. Brod makes this point 
quite nicely in his artic1e 'Logic and Poli
tics' from which I now wish to quote: 23 

22 In my view, fallacy theory is a serviceable 
tooi for logica I critique and elsewhere I have 
so argued. I can not review those arguments 
here, but refer the interested reader to Ralph 
H. Johnson, 'The Blaze of Her Splendors: 
Suggestions About Revitalizing Fallacy 
Theory,' Argumentation I (1987), 239-253, and 
also 'Massey on Fallacy and Informal Logic: A 
Reply.' (Cf. supra note 11 .) 
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... [I]t is temptingly easy to lapse into teach
ing informal reasoning fallacies by providing 
examples of the duplicity of professional 
politicians. Af ter all there certainly is an 
abundance of examples to choose from and 
this procedure seems to directly further the 
desired end of making the course politically 
relevant. This is counter-productive however 
because by building a course in reasoning 
around examples of this kind, a false sense 
of complacency is communicated to 
students. To read some logic texts, one 
would think that 'politicians' were a dif
ferent species. An incessant litany harping 
on the sins of politicians only serves to 
increase the students' distance from and dis
taste for politica I life. A gap is created in the 
atmosphere of the classroom - 'those evil 
people we are studying about' on the one 
side, and 'we enlightened individuals' on the 
other. 

Thus in teaching the application of log
ic to politics, it is important to show that 
the mistakes of politicians are not different 
in kind and probably do not differ in fre
quency from other forums for argumenta
tion. (Perhaps in the panel this aftemoon 
I can show how I try to achieve this.) 

Another danger I mention only briefly 
here was that pointed out by Richard 
Paul many years ago in an artic1e in 
lnformal Logic Newsletter: 24 

In this 'rea!' world whether that of 
'ordinary' or 'philosophica!' discourse, argu
ment exchanges are means by which con
testing points of view are brought into 
rational conflict, and in which fundamental 
lines of reasoning are rareiy 'refuted' by the 
individual charge of 'fallacy', however weil 
supported. The charge of fallacy is a move; 
it virtually never 'refutes' a point of view. 

lagree with much of what Paul says 
here, though he appears overly taken with 
the concepts of proof and refutation, 
which seem to me to be entirely inappro-

23 Harry Brod, 'Logic and Politics: An 
Approach to Teaching Informal Reasoning,' 
Teaching Philosophy 5 (July 1982), 211-219. 
24 Richard Paul, 'Teaching Critical Thinking in 
the "Strong" Sense,' Informal Logic News
letter 4 (July 1982), No. 2-7, p. 3. 



priate standards to use to judge argumen
tation and modes of criticism. But I do 
agree that the charge of fallacy rarely re
futes a point of view; it is not meant to. A 
charge of fallacy is meant to highlight a 
potentially problematic area of argumen
tation. In using the informal approach to 
the analysis of political discourse, one 
need not highlight the vocabulary of 
mathematics: proof and refutation. 

In discussing these dangers, it is 
appropriate to call attention to two prin
ciples developed by informal logicians 
which should act as constraints on the 
application of logic to political discourse. 

1. The Principle of Logical Neutrality 
prohibits the cri tic from seeking to pass 
ptT substantive criticism as if it were logi
cal criticism. 25 It is one thing to criticize 
someone's argument on logical 
grounds - e.g., that a premise is 
problematic. It is quite another thing to 
criticize that argument on substantive 
grounds - e.g., that a premise is false. 

2. The Principle of Discrimination is 
made necessary because any complex and 
interesting political argument will have a 
number of possible weaknesses. This prin
ciple requires the cri tic to focus on the se
rious flaws in the argument, to avoid nit
picking and shotgunning the argument.26 

5. Conclusion: Informal Logie and the 
Future of Polities 

It remains now to notice another signifi
cant obstacle which has not so far been 

25 Johnson and Blair, LSD, pp. 215-16. 
26 Johnson and Blair, LSD, pp. 214-15. 
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signa led anywhere during this collo
quium. I do not know how it is in Europe 
but in North America we have entered
it seems - a new political era in which 
not the text, not the platform, not the 
position paper of days gone by, and 
indeed not discourse, but rather image 
and ikon have become the metier of 
political discourse. The cultural environ
ment in which politics is conducted has 
shifted from a literate, print-dominated 
basis to one dominated by images and 
pictures. 

I refer of course to television. Let me 
hasten to mention Neil Postman's tren
chant analyses of the etTects of that 
medium.27 There is at least as much 
reason to be concerned about what might 
be called global numbing as about global 
warming. Logicians have really got to 
come to gripS with the implications of this 
development. Logic, as I see it, is 
premised on the vitality of rational 
discourse - propositions bound together 
by rational connections into larger units 
of discourse. 

(Now, at last, I justify the subtitle of 
this section - the future of politics.) 
Unless logicians - whether formalor 
informal, deductive, inductive, abductive 
or retroductive; dialectical or dialogicalor 
deontic - unless we can find ways of 
bringing out considerable resources to 
bear on the citizens in this new environ
ment, I fear for the prospects of bringing 
logic and political discourse together. If 
they can't he ar the music, they will not 
dance. 

27 Neil Postman, Teaching as a Conserving 
Activity, New York: Delacorte, 1979; and 
Amusing Ourselves to Death, New York: Vi
king, 1985. 





Alexander V. Bessonov 

13. Reflections on Logical 
Semantics and lts Potential for 
Human Society 

1. Introduction 

Any attempt to represent Logic as closely 
related to human activities and interests, 
i.e., to Polities in the wider sense, clearly 
puts Logic into some conceptual 
dependenee on Polities (in that wider 
sense) and invites us to revisit and re
estimate the objectivism and antipsy
chologism in academie logic th at was 
inherited from Frege and RusselI . A new 
solution is needed for the classical dilem
ma between the ideal of the objectivity of 
Logic on the one hand and its potential 
for dealing with human reasoning on the 
other. 

What should logical semantics be? 
What will it have to be in order to 
simultaneously guarantee the objectivity of 
logic and represent it as an empirical and 
pragmatically oriented science? To answer 
this question, let us - as a preliminary -
consider the role that is ascribed to logical 
semantics by traditional views. 

2. Semantics: To Which Purpose? 

For which end is logical semantics set up? 
What kind of problems does it solve? The 
answer is unlikely to reduce to the state
ment that within a logical system the 
semantical part is intended for nothing 
more than the 'semanticizing' of the syn
tax of the system in question . The very 
fact that presently no calculus is deemed 
valid without an 'adequate' semantics 
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makes it clear that the notion of Seman
tics plays a more significant role than 
that. The current ideas of precisely what 
this role is are those that have been 
handed down to present-day logic from 
RusselI, Husserl , Meinong, and, above all, 
from Frege. An analysis of their work 
shows that these classica I logicians 
approached logica I semantics as a who Ie, 
as well as the logico-semantical notions of 
Truth, Object, and Domain (of objects) in 
particular, from the prospect of finding a 
foundation for valid logical inference; this 
goal being understood as a prerequisite 
for a status of logic proper as 'absolutely 
objective'. For Frege, for instanee, the 
purpose of any science is to discover 
Truth and that of logic, being an objective 
science, to discover the laws of Truth, 
taken as absolutely objective, i.e., inde
pendent of individual knowledge seekers. 
According to Frege the objectivity of logic 
can be achieved only as a postulated 
objectivity, to be ascribed to the body of 
logico-semantical primitives: objects, 
including sets of objects; i.e., through an 
ontologization of the domain .1 

Here it should be noted that the 
problem of grounding inference in some
thing else allows for solutions of different 
degrees of generality. It is therefore impor
tant here to distinguish between general 
validity (i.e., validity grounded in more 
general tenets or concepts ), epistemologi
cal validity (epistemologically grounded 
validity), and conceptual validity (concep
tually grounded validity). The latter must 
be understood as a relative notion, since it 
reduces the notion of valid logica I 
inference to concepts that are not 
necessarily more general but rather to 
ones that are deeper and in that sense 
more basic. The question now arises: 
What kind of grounding is standard 
modeltheoretical semantics supposed to 
pro vide - an epistemological grounding 
or a conceptual one? 

A generally accepted interpretation of 

I See E.-H. Kluge, The Metaphysics of Gott/ob 
Frege, The Hague, 1980. 



modeltheoretical semantics is the one that 
present-day logic inherited from Frege 
and which endeavours to pro vide founda
tions for logical inference in epistemologi
cal terms. It is based on a number of 
assumptions: 

(a) the logico-semantical notion of 
truth is treated as an epistemological con
cept; 

(b) this notion is regarded as an 
explication of the classical notion of Truth 
in the proper sen se (truth as correspon
dence with the objectiveworld); 

(c) reality is assumed to be adequately 
represented through the concepts of 
Object and Set; 

(d) objects and sets are taken to have 
an objective existence. 

Now Frege's definition of a valid 
inference - one which is certain to lead 
to true conclusions given the truth of the 
premises - does not necessarily involve 
an epistemological notion of truth 
(although this is the interpretation which 
Frege's logico-semantical doctrine claims 
to express). 

The assumption that logical semantics 
provide no more than a conceptual foun
dation for inference presents us with the 
problem of making a choice among those 
concepts to which the notion of logical 
inference can be reduced and which are 
likely to be seen as more fundamental, 
clearer, and more definite than the notion 
of logical inference itself. 

3. Truth Oriented Modeltheoretical 
Semantics and the Request for Grounding 

Frege's definition of valid inference is, as a 
rule, considered to constitute a reduction 
of this notion to the notion of truth. Valid 
inference is a truth-preserving inference, 
and the notion of truth is recognized as 
primary and basic with respect to the 
notion of valid inference. However, the 
inconsistency of this position becomes evi
dent once we recall the Liar Paradox. On 
the one hand, the paradox establishes the 
ambiguity of the naive notion of truth and 
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on the other, it shows the priority of the 
naive notion of true inference over the 
naive notion of truth (nobody would 
doubt the validity of the reasoning from 
which the paradox results). Thus, in order 
to ground the validity of inference through 
its reduction to the notion of truth, it is 
necessary that prior to this the notion of 
truth be properly elucidated. In fact, this 
elucidation is deemed to have been 
provided by the standard semantica I 
theory (model theory). 

But can one really accept modeltheoretical 
semantics as something more precise, more 
definite, and more Jundamental than the 
notion oJ logical inJerence? Conceptually, 
it represents the reduction of the notion of 
truth to that of satisfaction, while the lat
ter reduces to a combination of 'naive' set 
theory and concepts of reference. The 
underdetermined concept of satisfaction, 
however, is no less paradoxical than that 
of truth (vide Grelling's paradox). The 
attempt to explicate satisfaction in set
theoretical terms is no more helpful 
because 'naive' set theory itself is not free 
from paradoxes either (Russell's paradox, 
for example). Formalized set theories, 
such as those of the Zermelo-Fraenkel
type, which steer clear of Russell's 
paradox are of no use here, since they 
contain rules of quantificational inference 
that, in this case, stand themselves in need 
of justification. One might hope th at the 
limited fragment of naive set theory used 
in standard semantics would be consis
tent. However, what is left of this hope, if 
one takes into account the necessity, in 
order to define a general notion of validity 
for formulas, of a simultaneous appeal to 
all domain-sets, the set of all sets 
(legitimate in 'naive' set theory) included? 

The concept of reference within Seman
tics runs into its own paradoxes. For 
instance, consider the term 'object 
unsignified by any term'. Does it signify 
anything, or not? Hence, all the above 
notions and concepts need themselves to 
be (logically!) grounded and so cannot 
serve as a reliable basis for grounding the 



notion of valid logical inference. As H. 
Field has shown, Tarski's formalized 
theory of truth either contains 
unexplicated semantic concepts or yields a 
truth definition that simply postulates 
axioms or rules of inference, and in addi
tion takes the consistency of meta
language for granted? Thus, apparently, 
when standard semantics is understood as 
representing a relative grounding of logi
cal inference both its formal and its con
ceptual variants will of necessity contain a 
vicious circle. 

This vicious circle can he avoided if 
standard semantics he treated not as a 
relative (conceptual) but as an 
epistemological grounding of logical 
inference. Tarski's theory of truth, 
however, can be shown to be an explica
tion, not only of the classica I notion of 
truth but of intuitionistic, conventional 
and pragmatical notions of truth as well. 3 

In other words, it does not fix the logico
semantical notion of truth in an 
epistemological sense at all. This indeter
minacy thesis shows that standard seman
tics cannot be taken to present an accept
abie epistemological grounding of logical 
inference. Thus, standard semantics 
(however understood) cannot be con
sidered to offer satisfactory foundations 
for logical (quantificational) inference. 

4. FareweU to Grounding: Substitutional 
Semantics 

There are, however, other possibilities 
available. Substitutional semantics (SS), 
the development of which was pioneered 
by R. Barcan Marcus,4 gives a much more 

2 H. Field, 'Tarski's Theory of Truth,' The 
Journalof Philosophy 69 (1972), 347-375. 
3 See: H. Putnam, Meaning and the Moral 
Scienees, Boston, 1978, Lect. U-lIl; AV. 
Bessonov, The Theory of Objeets in Logies. 
N ovosibirsk, 1987, eh. U [in Russian]. 
4 R. Barcan Marcus, 'Modalities and Inten
sional Languages,' Synthese 13 (1961), 303-
322. 
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general and consistent solution to the 
problem of grounding the notion of valid 
quantificational inference than a seman
tics based on Truth, ObjectjReference and 
Domain can do. 5 Within substitutional 
semantics a sentence of the form (Ex) Fx 
is true if and only if the substitution of 
some term t at the place of the varia bie x 
in Fx results in a true sentence, regardless 
of whether this term does or does not 
refer to any object. On the substitutional 
interpretation the truth value of a com
plex sentsnce is said to be a function of 
the truth values of simpier sentences and, 
ultimately, of the truth values of atomic 
sentences. By adopting SS rather than 
referential semantics we get rid of the 
necessity to fix definite notions of Truth 
and Domain, or to appeal to 
modeltheoretic concepts, such as the 
notion of reference. It follows that for the 
purpose of finding a foundation for 
inference the traditional approach to 
logico-semantical notions of Truth, 
Object and Domain may be deemed 
inadequate. 

What is the real function of these notions 
in logical semantics? To answer this ques
tion we must take into account that the 
deepest reason why logic has been con
nected with a notion of Domain is the fact 
that symbolic logic can be used only when 
the meanings of the terms in a language 
do not vary throughout the reasoning 
process in question. Consequently, the 
minimal assumption underlying symbolic 
logic is that of rigidly identifiabie 
meanings of the terms that occur in a 
given argument. In other words, the 
notion of Domain should be dealt with 
from the standpoint of providing non-am
biguity for linguistic expressions during 
inference processes. And the problem of 
logical objects reduces to a problem of 

5 S. Kripke, 'Is There a Problem About Sub
stitutional Quantification?' In: G. Evans and J. 
McDoweJl (eds.), Truth and Meaning, Oxford, 
1976, 325-419; AV. Bessonov, The Notion of 
Domain in Logical Semantics. Novosibirsk, 
1985 [in Russian]. 



identifiabie meanings. 
The standard Frege-Russell solution for 

the problem of the objects of logic is 
based on the assumption that only objects 
are absolutely 'objective'. Hence for them 
the problem of the identification of 
meanings simply cannot arise. However, 
Quine's thesis of the indeterminacy of 
reference, if accepted, supports the 
opposite conclusion: this problem is a real 
one. This allows us to conclude that the 
notion of reference, if based on the 
requirement that objects of reference be 
absolutely independent of Language, is 
absolutely empty of content. Even if it 
were established beyond doubt that a 
linguistic expression were significant, it 
could not be used. This means that the 
interpretation of Language within Logic 
cannot be considered as pertaining to a 
reference relation that is absolutely objec
tive and independent of the thinking 
individu al. 

Does this conc/usion imply that the 
property of objectiveness cannot apply to 
logicalobjects at all and therefore cannot 
apply to Logic properly so called? To 
answer this question, it seems expedient to 
set up different degrees of objectiveness: 
independence from the individual users of 
language (intersubjectivity) and inde
pendence from the speakers' community 
as a whoie. The understanding of 
language as a means of communication is 
itself based on the assumption of intersub
jectively existent meanings. Hence an 
understanding of Logic which is oriented 
towards natural language must assume 
th at meanings are intersubjectively iden
tifiable. 

In general, the logico-semantical notion 
of Truth should not be seen as an 
epistemological concept. Instead it should 
be considered from the point of view of its 
own logical validity, which is to say that it 
should be related to the use of terms 
whose meanings have been intersubjec
tively fixed, i.e., terms which stand in 
intersubjectively fixed relations to terms of 
other semantic categories. 

Such an interpretation is certain to 
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agree with the treatment of logical truth 
as reducible to truths that are analytical, 
though by no means to a priori Truth. 
The fact that any communicative society 
adopts meaning postulates is actually 
never established a priori. It is 
demonstrated by means of empirical 
research, such as sociological surveys of 
the practical uses of language. The mean
ing postulates, and hence ones insight into 
the validity of inferences, may vary from 
community to community, from one point 
in a community's history to another, etc. 
An example: magical thought assumes the 
entailment 'post hoc, ergo propter hoc' as a 
logical axiom. Prior to Brouwer almost 
everyone accepted the unrestricted Law of 
Excluded Middle; more recently the rule 
of Modus Ponens has suffered a number 
of attacks. It is also easy to imagine even 
an experienced logician uttering aremark 
of the type 'Life is life', 'War is war', or 
asserting the sentence 'Today I am not 
myself - which are by no means logical 
axioms, or supported by them. 

5. A Prerequisite for aPolitical Semantics: 
Intersubjectivist Conventionalism 

Does what has been said above mean that 
we are back again with conventionalism? 
I'd answer 'Yes'; but this time it is real 
conventionalism and not a mere subjectiv
ism. Elements of convention in adopting 
this or that criterion for evaluating an 
argument as va lid are always sure to be 
present. On the view that I want to 
defend, the convention is never arbitrary. 

In my opinion, pure conventionalism is 
an extremely naive doctrine. A convention 
is adopted, not by arbitrary, abstract 
individuals who are at liberty to introduce 
any conceivable convention, it is adopted 
by real people living under real, objective 
circumstances. 

It is simply impossible to arrive at a 
convention concerning the adoption of 
meaning postulates unless the conveners 
have an initial desire to come to an agree
ment. (It is hard even to reach an agree-



ment about some uniform notation for 
logical operations.) Moreover, the con
vention is difficult to accomplish even 
when the participants do have the inten
tion to pull it ofT. To justify this thesis it 
suffices to recall the USSR/USA bilateral 
negotiations on limitations of armaments 
and the debate around a 'wide' versus a 
'narrow' interpretation of the Anti-missile 
Treaty. 

Consequently, when a convention on 
the validity of reasoning is suggested it 
should, minimally, comply with the 
desires of the convening sides. Desires, 
however, are determined by interests, and 
interests, whether those of humanity as a 
whole or those of other communities6 of 
human beings, do not dep end on the will 
and the intentions of individual humans. 

Intersubjectivity provides us with a suf
ficient degree of that objectivity which is 
required for logic to be a science. Pro
fessor Barth has proposed an interpreta
tion according to which the rules of logic 
are represented as an assemblage of the 
rights and obligations of the participants 
in a debate. 7 For this code to he in force 
it is not necessary that it be ascribed the 
status of a categorical imperative, it is 
enough that the par ties involved quite 
simply accept it. The thesis that an inter
subjectivity status will suffice for logic to 
be a science, cannot be refuted. Any 
attempt at a refutation would represent 

6 Not to he conceptually divested of their 
histories (for which parameters are needed in 
any realistic theory of valid inference). 
7 E.M. Barth, 'From an Empirical and 
Pragmatical Point of View.' In: V.V. Tselishev 
(ed.), Logic. Computer and Cognitive Science 
[in Russian J, forthcorning. 
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a bit of reasoning of some kind, whose 
very acceptance or non-acceptance would 
in fact be determined not by 'absolute1y 
objective' reasons but by an agreement 
among the parties involved. And this 
means that the adoption of the refutation 
would itself depend on intersubjective 
reasons. 

6. Logic and "oman Actions 

This approach to Logic provides, I think, 
general philosophical foundations for a 
presentation of Logic as directly con
cerned with human actions, that is to say: 
as a science that itself depends on politics 
in the wider sense. Does it follow that the 
most general characteristic of absolute 
objectivity,8 that of 'absolute Truth', does 
not apply to systems of logic? No, it does 
not. For language is not only a means of 
communication, it also guides us in our 
understanding of the world. Hence the 
rules for how to use language, inc1uding 
the rules of inference, will in fact - after 
all- be determined also by absolute1y 
objective reasons. That is why Logic can 
truly be said to involve absolutely objec
tive knowiedge, much in the same sense as 
(say) physics does. But, just as in the case 
of physics, we can at no moment specify 
with absolute precision what an absolute 
Truth of Logic is. 

8 By 'absolute objectivity' I mean independence 
from individual th in kers as weil as from 
human society as a whoie. 
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14. Logic as a Tooi in the Analysis 
of Political Cognition and 
Argument 

1. Introduction 

In the theatre of human cognition and 
verbalization logicians occupy some of the 
best seats, but most logicians do not seem 
to understand that this is so. Perhaps they 
do not want to understand it. The desire 
to flee from a hurtful and dangerous reali
ty, the need for macho outlets, the ambi
tion to demonstrate one's own di stance 
from the vulgus - these motives together 
cause most students of logic to seek cover 
from the political reality of life in abstract 
mathematics and in formalisms for their 
own sakes. The fact that the problems of 
logic-relevant 'knowledge representation', 
and the subsequent distinction of valid 
from invalid inference, pertain to human 
cognition and communication quite 
generally, is thereby eclipsed. Many have 
in our time become so adapted to the 
definition of logic as pertaining to the 
fundaments of mathematics, and nothing 
else, that they are unable to comprehend 
that logic and poli tics, logic and political 
science, might also be fundamentally and 
fruitfully combined. 1 

1 This requires a philosophy of logic based 
on - among other things - very precise and 
realistic concepts of convention. Cf. my 
Evaluaties, Assen, 1972; E.M. Barth and 
E.C.W. Krabbe, From Axiom to Dialogue, 
BerlinjNew York, 1982, pp. 19-24: 'Problem
solving and Social Contract: Ten theses on the 
philosophy of logic'. Cf. Bessonov's paper (this 
volume Ch. 13). - See also Note 12. 
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In fact, our position in the human the
atre is even better than th at occupied by 
linguists, who sometimes deign to consider 
human affairs. It is time that we open our 
eyes for the obligations th at this implies. 

2. InformaUy Inconsistent Dyads, Triads, 
etc. 

Let me start with an example that can be 
dealt with without recourse to logical for
malism, and with no opposition of logica I 
systems, so as to emphasize th at there are 
such cases. 

It seems to me that an analytica I 
capacity for revealing inconsistent dyads, 
triads, etc. would be an asset for everyone, 
a neglected craft with a political potential 
that has been seriously underestimated. 
Here is one inconsistent triad2 with politi
cal relevance: 

So far, wars have been, and are, 
initiated and carried out by men (males); 
this is our first observation. In the 
philosophy, science and literature of 
European culture one has, from the 
earliest times, emphasized that Man and 
Woman are Different. This emphasis is 
our second observation. There are in our 
century peace movements and even 
institutions for peace research; these 
world wide movements and research 
institutions do as a matter of fact not 
systematically link the problem of warfare 
with the alleged Difference between Man 
and Woman; and (hence) have entirely 
avoided any discussion of possible con
nections with machismo.) This lack of 
systematical polemological interest in 
machismo is our third observation. 

So we observe the following set of com
monly held be liefs or facts: 4 

(1) Wars always have been carried out 
almost exclusively by males. 

2 Expression coined by C. Ladd-Franklin. 
3 We may leave open the question of nature vs. 
nurture; it suffices to concentrate on 
behaviour. 
4 For safety's sake: not all mine. 



(2) Men and women are, always have 
been, and will remain fundamentally dif
ferent. 

(3) There is no need to redirect 
polemology jpeace research so as to make 
it gender-oriented, i.e. , directed towards 
the said male nature, our male-dominated 
culture or machismo. 

This is, I believe, a pretty inconsistent 
triad . Something should be done about it. 
One will have to drop the second premiss, 
or redirect peace research so as to make it 
theoretically either machismo-conscious or 
oriented towards biological sex difference 
as one of its basic variables, or else accept 
inconsistency. The same conc\usion can be 
reached if (2) is replaced by (2') 'are com
monly assumed to be (etc.)'. 

As long as this inconsistent tri ad 
characterizes the prevailing cognitive 
situation there is little reason to spend 
one's analytical energies in the direction of 
peace research and peace movements in 
their present form. One should not invest 
in an inconsistent triad. 

This introductory example was given 
without recourse to logical theory. In the 
following sections we shall delve into 
theoretical questions as weil as problems 
concerning the present conception of logic 
as a science. Of paramount importance 
for the future success of a fusion of logic 
with political analysis and with political 
education is the task of mapping 
fundamental differences between the com
peting forms of logic in the cognitive
linguistic market. 

3. The Political Import of a Logic That 
Can Handle Asymmetry 

- that is to say, of knowledge-represen
tational systems of cognition and com
munication that can render asymmetry 
without recourse to hierarchical represen
tational forms. 

Any logic - given that there are, or 
could be, a plurality of human logics -
must be based on some system of cogni-
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tive and of linguistic representation. Are 
such forms sui generis from a cultural 
point of view - are they given by our 
common biological nature? If they are, 
then the basic forms of cognitive represen
tation will be demonstrably identical in all 
human populations. Unless 'basic' here is 
completely freewheeling we shall have to 
admit that this is not the case, so that our 
hypo thesis must be discarded. I proceed 10 

on the observation that different forms of 
cognitive representation and of argument 
are still with us today, in part embedded in 
so-called natural languages, and 20 on the 
assumption that they have co me into 
being as solutions to logico-intellectual 
problems of a high degree of generality. In 
the following sections I should like to 
highlight some of those problems as weil 
as the political import of some types of 
cognitive representation and inference that 
have been offered as their solution, empha
sizing those that are of special importance 
for political cognition and communication. 

Let us start with the problem of 
representing non-symmetrical relations 
between phenomenal things and of the 
drawing of inferences on the basis of one's 
attempts at solving this problem.5 

In European cognition one can discern 
four different philosophies of movement, 
and of change in general, that hinge on 
the question of how to represent non-sym
metrical relations.6 Of particular impor
tance are all those that cannot be reduced 
to hierarchical relations. Three of these 
philosophies are exemplified respectively 
by: Immanuel Kant; 7 the twentieth-

5 The difIerence between non-symmetry and 
asymmetry as a special type of the fonner is 
not of great importance here (definitions are 
easily found in textbooks). 
6 The philosopher of physics J.B. Ubbink . 
defends the thesis that even the problem of the 
logic of quantum mechanics hinges on that 
problem, in Plato 's paradox en Bohr's idee, 
Arnhem, 1962. 
7 The idea is suggested by Russell's 1903 dis
cussion of Immanuel Kant, to which I have 
added the known 'ways out' in European 
thought. 
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century German idealist philosopher 
Günther Jacoby, polemical vindicator of 
the logic of traditional European 
metaphysics; Friedrich Engels, 
industrialist and revolutionary. The fourth 
is that of physical science and philosophy 
of science, which preceded the rejuvena
tion of academic logic at the end of the 
nineteenth century. 

Kant, Engels, and Jacoby all started 
out from wh at we may call the Master 
Premiss in the traditional philosophy of 
relation, a cognitive principle and habit in 
European thought before the cognitive 
upheaval caused by the scientific revolu
tion. This is the following cognitive prin
ciple, formulated here as an assumption 
ab out an assumption: 

Tbe Master Premiss: 
The hypothesis that (what are now called) 
asymmetrical binary relations - social, 
geometrical or physical- may be real, 
leads to contradiction, in at least three sen
ses: 
a. ft generates the Great-and-Small in 
Plato 's ontology and logic. 
b. ft is in conflict with an ontology based 
on the categories Substance and Accident. 
c. ft leads to the acceptance of four terms 
(quaternio terminorum) in Aristotelian 
formal logic (syllogistics ) , which in that 
logic is a fallacy. 
According to most academic logic in our 
century this doctrine is invalid. For a long 
time now it has been perfectly possible to 
deal with asymmetrical predicates -
those that express comparatives as weil as 
those th at express direction - in a 
systematical and logical manner. 

Imagine that you have accepted this 
logical doctrine. It does not matter much 
whether or not you have reflected upon it 
consciously. Just imagine that you have 
somehow been programmed with it. Then, 
obviously, for you, the category Move
ment, and the category Change, of any 
kind, will-Iogically, from any point of 
view - entail contradiction, since move
ment presupposes direction and direction 
presupposes asymmetry. 
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There is little reason for you to feel 
alone. For company, here is the German 
idealist metaphysician Jacoby, in 1955: 

'Movement contradicts itself.' 

Nor are you bound to philosophically line 
up with the traditional metaphysicians. 
For Friedrich Engels said the same, in his 
counter-attack on Dühring: 

'Movement itself is a contradiction.'8 

So on the connection between Movement 
and Contradiction both the otherworldly 
metaphysician Jacoby and the political 
revolutionary Engels agree with you. 

Now how would you personally go on 
from here? Jacoby, true to traditional 
metaphysics, continues as follows: 

'There is none [i.e., no movement ]. It 
only exists for the gnoseology of a frog 
perspective. For the bird perspective, in 
the time-world, nothing is in movement or 
at rest.'9 

Historically this is not the only alter
native. There are three possibilities on the 
basis of one and the same premiss, the 
Master Premiss. A fourth possibility is to 
deciare any logic that assumes or entails 
the Master Premiss ripe for revision. 

There is no denying that the outlook on 
movement and on change in general that 
characterizes the philosophy of Engels and 
Marx and their followers has been of con
siderable importance politically. It belongs 
to the co re of cognitive principles behind 
an ideology th at until recently was called 
upon in support of a great number of 
political regimes. It would be no less of a 
mistake to regard traditional metaphysics, 
exemplified here by Günther Jacoby, as 
without political import - it has had vari
ous kinds of import through the churches. 

I shall expo se the four arguments 
schematically. 

8 F. Engels, Herr Eugen Dührings Umwälzung 
der Wissenschaft, Leipzig, 1886 [1978], p. IlO. 
9 G . Jacoby, Allgemeine Ontologie der 
Wirklichkeit /1,1955 , p. 611. 



I. Kant 1770, 1783 
(Kl) The hypothesis that [what we call] 
asymmetric relations, whether social, 
geometrical or physical, are real, leads to 
contradiction (The Master Premiss) 
(K2) Contradictions must be avoided 
( second premiss ) 
(K3) Ergo, such relations, whether social 
or geometrical or physical,IO are not real, 
do not characterize the thing-in-itself 
( conclusion) 

11. Engels 1878 
(El) (The Master Premiss) 
(E2) Movement is real [hence at least 
some asymmetric relations must be onto
logically fundamental ] (second premiss ) 
(E3) Ergo, representations of reality that 
do justice to it will necessarily be con
tradictory (conclusion ) 

111. Traditional metaphysicians (cf. G. 
Jacoby 1955) 
(Tl) (The Master Premiss) 
(T2) Movement and [what we call] 
asymmetrical relations [whether social or 
physical] are not rea I (second premiss ) 
(T3) Ergo, there is no necessity for con
tradictions (conclusion) 

IV. Modern science and logic 
(M I) Movement is real, i.e. (E2) is true 
(first premiss ) 
(M2) The Master Premiss is false with 
respect to the representational forms of 
modern logic ( second premiss) 11 

10 Thus in De Mundi Sensibilis atque 
Intelligibilis Forma et Principia (1770) Kant 
writes that space and time are 'something sub
jective and ideal'. Asymmetrical relationships, 
which Kant was among the tirst to take 
seriously, are of course exhibited by both space 
and time. In Prolegomena Kant repeats this 
'Lehre von der Idealität des Raumes und der 
Zeit' (1883), making 'the asymmetry of spatial 
relations a ground for regarding space as a 
mere form of intuition ... being unable ... to free 
from contradiction the notion of absolute 
space with asymmetrical relations between its 
points' (Bertrand RusseIl, The Principles of 
Mathematics, 1903, p. 227). 

Logic in Political Cognition and Argument 154 

(M3) Ergo, (T3) is true (first conclusion) 
(M4) Ergo, as a principle of representa
tion (K2) is sound (second conclusion) 

4. Dichotomization as a Principle of 
Political Cognition and Argument 

As seen by Marx and Engels, the category 
of Contradiction was systematically tied 
up with dichotomization, with restriction 
to binary relations, and with an interest in 
holistic (generic ) relations rather than 
relations between individuals. Where did 
they get this aspect of their logical 
framework from? 

Thanks to Walter J. Ong we are all weil 
aware th at Peter Ramus was an ardent di
chotomizer, in methodological theory and 
in cognitive practice, and also that he did 
not have his greatest following in his own 
country, France, but in Germany. 
Leonard Nelson had already made it clear 
that the dichotomizing and symmetry
based Neo-Platonic system of forms was 
reintroduced into European logic by J. G. 
Fichte, i.e. in Germany. That is to say, 
there seems to have been a relatively 
strong and continuous German tradition 
of dichotomic thought all since the Re
naissance. From Fichte the dichotimizing 
and symmetry-based Neo-Platonic logic 
was taken over by Hegel. From Hegel it 
was transferred to the political philoso
phers who insisted on the cognitive re
striction to no more than two social clas
ses. This seems enough to allow us to say 
that here too, in the heart of revolutionary 
materialism, we are up against vestiges of 

11 There have been one or two attempts (e.g., by 
R Routley) to construct a model for general 
logic with a feature 'contradiction' built into it, 
but this has not caught on. Nor is it necessary 
here to delve into the problems of quantum me
chanics. We are referring here to supra-atomic 
movement and to what is usually called 'modern 
logic'. Notice that the traditional problem con
cerns the representation of asymmetrical rela
tions in general, and that it concerns movement 
in as much as the analysis of movement presup
poses the category asymmetry. 



Neo-Platonic logic in European cogni
tion, just as in the case of what we shall 
caU 'oligodynamic logic' (Section 6). 

5. World's Weakest Negation 

For political purposes an optimally strong 
negation, as well as an optimally clear 
and agreed theory of negation for use in 
political philosophy, are of supreme 
importance. 

It is easy to show that in Hegelian 
philosophy, and thereby in Marxist 
philosophy, the not in sentences of the 
fonn not F( a), e.g., in a is not P, is logi
cally even we aker than Johansson's mini
mal negation. And minimal negation is 
weaker than constructive negation, which 
is weaker than two-valued negation. 

Hegel's and his followers' not de serves 
an entry in the Guinness Book of Records. 
Used as an instrument of analysis fonnal
ized logic can help us to recognize this 
and to explain the point to students. For, 
in the natural-deduction tenninology of 
modern textbooks, in order to define any 
logica I particle, such as not, two logical 
rules are required, one that will explain 
the judgemental or textual conditions for 
introducing the particle in question into 
an argument, and then one that will 
explain the conditions on which it may be 
eliminated from an argument. Hegelian 
logic lacks any implicit elimination rule for 
simp Ie negation. For whereas minimal 
logic (see above) holds that a con trad ic
tion at least entitles one to conclude: 'This 
is absurd!', which does not feature not, 
Hegelian and Marxist logic do not 
recognize contradictions as absurd stages 
of arguments. In other words, one does 
not know any conditions on which one 
could 'eliminate' not in an argument, in 
the sense of drawing a conclusion that 
does not contain not from a statement 
that does. The word not in simp Ie state
ments a is not P is therefore underdeter
mined. As a consequence the not in com
plex statements a is Pand a is not P is 
logically underdetennined as well. 
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This carries over to dialogical logic. 
There is a clear, algorithmically express
ibie correspondence between introduction 
and elimination rules defining a logical 
particle and the rules for making verbal 
moves in dialo?ical logic pertaining to the 
same particle. I It immediately follows 
that Hegelian 'dialectic' does not allow for 
a minimally strong logic of negation in 
political debate or in the kind of probing 
reflection that ought to precede such 
debate. Or, a critica 1 thinker or debater is 
not in possession of any strategy for 
attacking statements containing not, 
which therefore must go unassailed, 
whatever their content. 

This is a consequence of a philosophy 
that encourages contradictions, like that 
of Engels, who got it from Hegel. Hegel 
got it from Fichte, who got it from dor
mant Neo-Platonic modes of representa
tion and argumentation. No 'relevant 
logic' averting disaster 13 was, or is, 
available, let alone in use. 

In Section 11 bel ow we return to the 
idea of a Relevant logic (logic of 
relevance) . 

6. An U nrecognized Drain Operating 
System and Some People's Alternative to 
Political Revolution 

Or, 'Oligodynamic' logic in action (I). We 
are talking here of a central feature of 
Neo-Platonic knowledge representation 
and logic that we may call the Oligody-

12 Discussed in E.M . Barth and E.e.W. 
Krabbe, From Axiom 10 Dialogue, BerlinjNew 
York, 1982. In dialogue logic such introduc
tion and elimination rules concern the rights 
and obligations of the participants. The 
absence of int-elim-rules means the absence of 
rights or obligations or both. 
13 As attempted by R. Routley. - Disaster is 
created from the assertion of contradictions 
both in two-valued logic and in constructive 
logic because both assume that from an absur
dity anything at all may be taken to follow (or, 
given an assertion of an absurdity anything at 
all is defendable). 



namic Principle of logic-relevant represen
tation. This is the principle, or habit-in
potential, of assuming a one-dimensional 
arrangement of degrees of Quality and of 
Quantity, in a closed interval with pure 
Quality at one end and pure Quantity at 
the other. 

This, to many of us weird cognitive 
arrangement is found in many corners of 
European thought. It can be studied in 
classical homoeopathy, where it is par
ticularly clear, in the infatuation with 
miniature paintings in the Renaissance, 
but also in the early foundations of the 
Calculus. It is also active, it seems, in the 
cognition of extreme anorexics. I am 
referring to those young wo men who in 
their quest for a feeling of personal 
value - Qualitative excellence 14 - try to 
achieve weightlessness, or: the absence of 
Quantity. 

In all seriousness I recommend that a 
theoretical puzzle of great but 
unrecognized political relevance, the 
problem of explaining Anorexia nervosa, 
be connected with the history of human 
logic as blended with the old Quantity
Quality continuum. 15 The clue here is 
precisely that the older categories Quan
tity and Quality were not conceived as 
orthogonal dimensions. Spatial 
orthogonality as a cognitive representa
tion of categorial independence is an 
unknown idea in many logico-philosophi
cal systems, perhaps in the earliest Disk 
(Drive) Operating Systems in human 
brains, and no other types of pictorial 
representation of categorial independence 
seem to have developed. In any case, 
many systems of cognition introduce the 
notions Quantity and Quality into 
individu al nervous systems as the two 
extremes of a bounded continuurn. This 

14 Or: in their aversion to Quantity. The result 
is the same. 
15 A fuller discussion may be found in my 
paper 'Instead of revolution: Human ghosts of 
departed quantities. Quantity, quality, and 
Holy Anorexia,' History of European Ideas 11 
(1990), 289-304. 
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makes for an unchallenged underlying 
assumption, experienced as a tautology: A 
high degree of Quality semantically entails 
a very [ow degree of Quantity. In other 
words, to the brain in question it is a 
tautology - nothing to write home 
about, or publish in a philosophical or 
medica I treaty - th at to obtain a high 
degree of Quality requires the absence of 
anything that is conceived of in terms of 
the three categories Extension, Number, 
and Weight. 

As the degree of popular acceptance of 
the homoeopathic doseology makes clear, 
this crucial aspect of an old Brain Operat
ing System is stilliogically active today, in 
large parts of the population. 16 There is 
therefore very little reason to reject our 
hypo thesis of a connection between the 
Oligodynamic Principle and the DOS, or 
BOS, of extreme anorexics off-hand. 

7. Holism 17 

Or, 'Oligodynamic' logic in action (11). 
Here two different though systematically 
related effects of the Oligodynamic Prin
ciple should be distinguished. 

(a) Political emphasis on holism is 
of ten expressed in sentences containing 
'generic' terms. We advance the 
hypo thesis th at political holism is nor
mally expressed this way, together with 
the companion hypothesis that, even in 
our time, a supranormal frequency of 
generic terms is positively correlated with 
a supranormal penchant for holism. 

16 So in this sense, anorexia nervosa is always 
'holy'. 
17 If there are essential connections between 
the kinds of holism discussed below and that 
advocated by Quine, and if these concern the 
problems of tbis paper, then I fail to see them. 
Rather, 1 am in favour of certain forms of 
methodical holism myself, inciuding Quine's. 
On the other hand, Quine never took steps of 
a non-adiabatic nature. In tbis respect the dif
ferences between bis philosophy and the one 
outlined here are considerable, though I do 
not believe them to be unsurmountable. 



People are then moved to action through 
opinions and locutions concerning entities 
that have been characterized as the State, 
the People, or as the Negro, the Bantu, 
Man, Woman, the Jew, and so on. Some
times we find plurals without prenex 
quantifiers: Negroes, Bantu's, Men, 
Women, Jews; this may help somewhat to 
bring the existence of individuals to the 
fore, but as of ten as not such locutions are 
mere synonyms for generic singulars. 18 

The Oligodynamic Principle/habit 
encourages the use of generics by dis
couraging the utterance and study of 
'quantified' locutions - as we still mis
takenly call them today. By dropping the 
operators all, some, etc., one expressed 
that one did not mean to refer directly to 
the domain of individuals and Quantities 
but to the Quality or essence of each 
individu al falling under the class name in 
question. 

Let us call this holism by the name of 
Syntactic Holism. 

(b) Indifference to the loss of 
individu als as weil as an emphasis on 
political wholes in political strife is some
times defended in a way that involves 
reference to political totalities, of one kind 
or another. 

Let us call this Axiological Holism. 
Several authors have expressed a wish 

to 'dismantie the legitimation structures' 
(O'Brien 1978, p. 12) th at are used by 
some anti-individualists in internal and 
extern al defense of various kinds of 
violent activity. I have pointed out else
where that the situation seems to be even 
more complicated than O'Brien surmises. 
This is a case where logic and the history 

18 It is not possible to go deeply into this topic 
here. In The Logic of the Artic/es in Traditional 
Philosophy (1974), to which I gave the subtitle 
'A Contribution to the Study of Conceptual 
Structures', I discussed the topic in all its com
plexity in so far as I could take stock of it at 
that time. In later publications I have offered 
extensive additions and methodological 
elaborations. Since the whole approach is still 
a very sensitive one I shall take the Iiberty of 
mentioning a few of these in later footnotes. 
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of ideas can offer substantial help, in the 
sense of bringing to the fore components 
of the situation that so far have escaped 
notice. Students of legitimation structures 
may benefit from acquaintance with deep 
cognitive traditions which concern our so
called 'representational forms', like the 
one that we have called the Oligodynamic 
Principle and which is at the same time a 
principle of (il)logical and ofaxiological 
cognition. The isolation of this principle 
and the description of its involvement 
with other fundamental categories and its 
embedding in large representational 
systems should be seen as a contribution 
from logic to the analysis of political 
catastro~hes encouraged by axiological 
holism.1 

8. Privileged Positions 

In two impressive papers, written for a 
large intellectual audience, Conor Cruise 
o 'Brien analyses the impact of J.J. 
Rousseau's logico-semantical categories 
on the French Revolution?O 

Rousseau wrote for the liberator of 
Corsica, general Paoli, a speech that 
began as follows: "Corsicans be si/ent: I 

19 Conor Cruise O'Brien, Herod. Reflections on 
Political Violence, London, 1978. In my 
monograph Perspectives on Analytic 
Philosophy (Meded. der Kon. Ned. Akad. van 
Wet., afd. Letterkunde, N.R. 42, No. 2), 
AmsterdamjOxfordjNew York, 1979, I called 
the objects of research 'philosophies', and 
before that, 'conceptual structures'. Today I 
much pref er the fashionable expression 
'(systems of) representation', more precisely: 
'Iogic-relevant systems of interlocking 
categories of cognitivej linguistic representa
tion'. 
20 Conor Cruise O'Brien, 'Virtue and Terror,' 
The New York Review, Sept. 26, 1985. The 
topic is given a different and wider embedding 
in my article 'The dialogical positions in the 
philosophy of language', in: M. Dascal, P . 
Gerardus, K. Lorenz and G. Meggle (eds.), 
SprachphilosophiejPhilosophy of Language. An 
International Handbook of Contemporary 
Research I, in press. 



am going to speak in the name of all. " 
Now how can anyone speak in the name 
of all- without first having consulted 
them in some detail? What kind of semi
otics lies behind this declaration? 

In all likelihood the author of the 
genera l's speech, like most other people, 
was ingrained with cognitive structures 
that clerical powers had made common
place. In many cultures one finds the 
claim that one or more persons are to be 
trusted as Keepers of the Word related to 
a given metaphysical entity or totality, 
with god-given prerogatives. No dialogue 
of these persons with outsiders is 
encouraged. Attempts to enter into a criti
cal discussion with persons who hold such 
semiotical prerogatives, or to challenge 
the prerogatives themselves, are frequently 
countered with some form of physical 
violence. 

In fact such situations contain two 
claims, a claim to a right to Represent21 a 
social totality (collective) or metaphysical 
entity, and a claim to a capacity to do so. 
Here we are concerned especially with the 
semiotic belief that such Representation is 
possible, a claim that seems to charac
terize holistic positions generally. 
Rousseau mayor may not have based the 
privileged semantical position he 
attributed to the general on a theological 
or 'natura I right' of some kind. In either 
case a claim to speak 'in the name of all ' 
presupposes a belief in ability of an 
individual literally to give voice to a 
metaphysical political entity, in this case 
the population as a whoIe, without inter
ference from other constituents of that 
whoIe. It presupposes a one-at-a-time 
semiotics. Clearly such a semiotics cannot 
support a dialogical logic. It cannot even 
produce the idea of such a logic. 

It seems reasonable to assume that the 
semiotic holism that is present in this 

21 In order to distinguish the social 'representa
tion' of a whoIe, by one person or institution, 
from cognitive/knowledge or linguistic 
'representation' we shall write the former with 
a capital 'R'. 
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position is cognitively related both to 
Syntactic Holism and to Axiological 
Holism. If this is called into question, one 
ought to encourage empirica I investiga
tions into such connections. Today 
Western philosophy and culture is 
familiar not only with the claim to Papal 
infallibility ex cathedra but with the claim 
to semiotical rights and capacities of the 
Party as weIl , as in fascist and communist 
philosophies. It will not do to shun such 
problems as politically unbecoming. 

In 1990 O'Brien analyses the impact of 
Rousseau's logico-semantic categories, via 
their contribution to the charter of the 
Rights of Man, on the development of the 
French revolution. 22 

9. The Private Semantics of Generic 
Locutions 

(i) Do believers in the semiotics of a 
solipsist Representation of the People, 
such as Rousseau and Lenin,23 employ 
generics even more frequently than 
arguers who pay systematic attention to 
what their interlocutors might wish to 
say? And are they even more inclined 
towards axiological holism in ethical 
questions of an empirical nature? These 
are empirical questions and cannot be 
answered without statistical research. 
However, certain advance observations of 
a general nature will not be out of place. 

One of the several functions of human 
language is to make criticism possible. In 
our time it has become clear th at logic is 
essentially concerned with systematical 
multiple critici sm of hypotheses or 
standpoints; or more precisely, with the 

22 Conor Cruise O'Brien, 'The DecIine and 
Fall of the French Revolution,' The New York 
Review, 15 February 1990, 46-51. 
23 See Ch. 2: PA. Smit, 'The Logic of Lenin's 
Polemics', this volume, 'An Argumentation
Theoretical Analysis of Lenin's Political 
Strategies', in: F.H. van Eemeren et al. (eds.), 
Argumentation: Analysis and Practices, Dor
drecht/Providence, 1987, pp. 317-326. 



interplay of the cognitiveJlinguistic steps 
in each line of critici sm and the steps of 
each possible form of defense. Not all 
types of logic-relevant cognitive represen
tation do in fact support these activities, 
as we have seen in connection with certain 
types of negation. But then critici sm is not 
a linguistic function that all users of 
language are particularly concerned with. 

We assume, without much hesitation, 
th at the 'generic' sentence form was not 
originally introduced Jor critical purposes, 
i.e., for use in discussions issuing from 
conflicts of opinion. Nor do we believe 
th at generic locutions today owe their fre
quency to the strongest adepts of critical 
thought and language. Semantically they 
belong in logico-linguistic surroundings 
more or less like those in political parties 
with astrong internal discipline, the 
Vatican, and other centres of dogma tic 
truth, where they seem to occur with par
ticularly high frequency. 

This assertion can be tested empirically, 
through a study of the frequency with 
which generics are used in theological, 
philosophical and political texts, and by 
plotting this frequency against other 
parameters such as dogmatism, liberalism, 
and other textual features. 

(ii) In the following we shall assume that 
the texts we are talking about have been 
composed with deliberation and care. 
Then we can say: the type of meaning th at 
a given generic sentence has, if it has any 
reasonably clear meaning at all, cannot be 
determined from its sentence form alone. 
Under the prevailing conditions of culture 
and education a critical interlocutor is 
therefore at a loss when confronted with a 
suggestive collusion of X and Yin TheJAn 
X is Y. Here generic sentences difTer in 
principle from quantified sentences, 
statistical sentences, and individuating 
definite sentences. I shall argue for this in 
several steps. 

10 'Generic' locutions are immensely 
much more context sensitive than quan
tified sentences (all ... , some ... , most ... , ... ). 
This means more than that larger parts of 

Else M. Barth 159 

the text in question must be known to the 
interpreter in order to make interpretation 
possible. In any given case the linguistic 
choice of a generic locution will not have 
be made in isolation from the other 
features of one's cognitive structural 
apparatus. Historically, generic locutions 
have a meaning in, and only in, a wide 
network of categories and principles of 
representation, many of which have since 
been discarded (the Oligodynamic prin
ciple, the restriction to symmetrical non
hierarchical relations and others). 

Recent examples of interest in generic 
sentences show us theoreticians who 
invariably isolate them from all these 
other logical categories and principles of 
representation that together supplied 
them with their traditional meaning 
(though not with a meaning in critical 
use) . 

Having thus isolated them from their 
natural functions in dogmatic or a-critical 
thought and language, the same 
theoretician draws the false conclusion 
that as we see them in the 'natural' 
languages today, generics are themselves 
'natural' (an open question), worse still, 
that they have some as yet unclear mis
sion that no complete language can 
possibly do without. This is not only 
wrong, it is naive. The most advanced 
empirical sciences - physics, for 
example - have developed excellent 
languages that do without. Physics has 
learned to do without syntactic holism, 
and has been ab Ie to develop precisely for 
th at reason. Linguists and mathe
maticians, neither of whom are steeped in 
the categories of the empirical sciences, 
and who are basically uninterested in 
their development and functioning, are 
not sufficiently aware of this. 24 

24 A paper in the joumal Erkenntnis, which as 
an advocate of analytic philosophy rnight be 
expected to be better informed, surprisingly as
sumes that the one and only ditTerence between 
generic and universal judgementsjstatements is 
that the former are judgements or statements 
about universa Is whereas the latter are about 
individuals, and th at generic judgements are 



I have heard people who are more 
interested in algebra than in human 
cognition and logic demand a 'model for 
generics'. But why should one look for 
one? Even the possible is not always 
necessary. And it is not necessary to incor
porate generics into specialized and 
sophisticated languages. Neither everyday 
political language nor the language of 
political science is at this moment of the 
highest possible degree of logical 
sophistication. And since it is not 
necessary, I see no reason to plead for a 
final place for these categorial fossils .25 

A desire to freeze the language we 
employ for political purposes at its 
holistic stage can be maintained only in 
the absence of historical knowledge about 
the agreement, found in the writings of 
logicians of all centuries, on the essen
tial irrefutability of generics by counter
example.26 

logically equivalent to universa I statements (0. 
Ellerman, 'Category Theory and Concrete 
Universais', Erkenntnis 28 (1988), 409-429). 
This is, of course, sheer nonsense, unless one 
restricts oneself to mathematical statements
which he does not, thereby misrepresenting the 
problem completely right at the outset. This 
use of mathematical formalisms (which he uses 
wrongly) has the effect of bringing about an 
enormous 'de-precization' of a question of 
enormous consequence for the logic of political 
communication and cognition. 
25 A careful study of Hempel and Oppenheim's 
1936 classic Der Typusbegriff im Lichte der 
neuen Logik should suffice to persuade those in 
doubt of the existence of other logical 
categories to think and to talk in. These newer 
categories - such as non-hierarchical yet non
symmetrical relations between individuals -
and ways of logically representing them, have 
been introduced into European cognition in 
the course of the development of the empirical 
sciences, particularly the physical sciences. 
Though its examples are dated I warmly 
recommend the book to everyone interested in 
improving our political cognition, language 
and logic. 
26 This is the main target of my (1974), though 
the sub-targets are many, owing to the com
plexity of the problem. 
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Then what precisely is the logical mean
ing of a generic judgement or statement? 
This is not the place to disclose the com
plete set of principles of a logical27 or a 
semantical nature that belong, semanti
cally and logically, with the generic mode 
of representation, conceptualization and 
locution. So I shall not be able to give a 
complete explication of the extremely 
involved concept 'generic term', or 
'generic judgement'. I shall only offer two 
crucial definitions which in their 
generality cover all historical occurrences 
whether in mathematics, in the sciences, 
in general philosophy (including tradi
tional logic), in law, in political 
philosophy, or in politicallife: 

De! (a) A given locution ThejAjAn X 
is y 28 is for NN a truly generic (holistic ) 
judgementjstatement if and only if, ac
cording to NN, it is not for all logico
linguistic purposes equivalent to one of 
the statements Every X is Y, Some X is Y, 
Most X's are Y, The one and only 
individual X is Y, or to some statistical 
result or assumption. 

(b) A generic locution has a message 
meaning of the following form: 

There is some background conviction or 

27 I.e., principles intended as logica!. 
28 The situation is in fact much more involved, 
since historical as weil as many contemporary 
uses of generic sentences contain - overtly or 
tacitly - an operator potentially/in potency: 
'The/A/An X is potentially/in potency Y. As I 
have discussed elsewhere (Erkenntnis 11, 
1977), the notion of a physical field of force 
(Potenzialfeld) is a development of this biol
ogy-based notion of logico-ontological 
potency. Without a similar mathematical 
development of the general logico-ontological 
notion of potency - which is most unlikely
it can safely be said that the expression poten
tially/in potency has no critical meaning-in-use 
whatsoever and that the closest one can come 
to a definition of the message-meaning of 
generic statements is the one given in clause 
(b) of the present definition. See Note 44 on 
compensational uses of ancient logic-relevant 
phrases. 



theory, P, such that on the strength of P, 
every X is Y, whatever the phenomenal 
world indicates. 

I.e., it is a second-order statement which 
conveys that, whatever empirical observa
tion may disclose, on the strength of some 
background conviction or theory P which 
so far goes unmentioned, the 
thinkerjspeaker assumesjholds that every 
individual of the X-class may be taken to 
have the rsroperty Y (to satisfy the condi
tion YX) .9 

What sort of variabIe is this hidden 
second-order existential quantifier oP'? 
What is its type, what is its range? This 
last question does not have one clear and 
definite answer. The history of logic, as 
supported by the history of general 
philosophy and of the sciences, shows that 
before the scientific revolution, P could 
have values taken from such diverse fields 
(ranges) as theology, law, mathematics, 
biology, and many more. That is to say, 
the value of P could be a theological 
dogma; a law; a homunculus; a (fixed) 
infinitesimal. In each case P was assumed 
to he some principle, a spiritual basis, 
of ten: with an 'infinitesimal', 'vanished 
Quantity' - compare Section 6. 

In addition, human beings seem of ten 
to have had - perhaps to have - the 
habit of understanding the terms th at may 
be instantiated from particular premisses 
as generic. It is reasonabIe to expect that 
such a habit is an attempt at solving cer
tain general problems, an attempt to meet 
intellectual demands that are not clearly 
seen.30 In order to understand, to 
evaluate, and to master the cultural and 

29 Notice that a model-theoretic rendering in 
terrns of two 'possible worlds' w, wo, with a 
c1ause 'w is a deeper reality than wo', is less 
suited to divulge the existence and nature of 
the logical problem. 
30 Here the history of logic becomes par
ticularly fascinating. Beth wrote about it, but 
he used neither the word nor the full historica I 
concept of generic terrns and sentences. The 
present author has carried the analysis further 
from where he left it in (1974). Cf. Note 18. 
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political problem of generic statements 
one has to come to grips with the DOS
functions of this specific habit, if I may 
call them so. It is impossible to guess at 
the practical importance of these 
illegitimate cognitive connections; only 
refined empirica I research, of all types, 
can bring about arealistic insight here. 

In mathematica I practice the existence 
of such a second-order operator is not 
really aproblem. Though some logical 
analysts (Locke, Beth) have been 
fascinated by the logical semantics of the 
sentence 'The sum of the inner angles in 
the Triangle is 180°', this form, and the 
various theories of it held by earlier 
logicians, do not cause difficulties among 
working mathematicians. Obviously this 
is because in mathematics a concise and 
suitable value of OP ' is of ten at hand and 
completely undisputed - in the said case 
it is possible to formulate an axiom 
system, agreed by all , that will render the 
universal statement as a theorem. 

In political encounters the value of "P " 
is almost never disclosed, nor can one 
easily guess at its intended value. In order 
to get to know it one would have to ask 
the speaker. However, we have not yet 
learned to ask: 'Precisely what do you 
base your case on?' And: 'Are you 
prepared to demonstrate on that basis 
that every X is Y?' And, above all, unless 
the interlocutor already assumes the same 
basis (same value of 'P"): 'Are you 
prepared to defend (the use of) that basis 
in the case in question?' 

As long as we do not all learn to ask 
precisely this, and as long as society has 
not learned to we\come these questions as 
perfectly normal and legitimate, the 
generics we encounter have neither a 
semantics nor a logic in critical use. In 
poli tics these questions are as yet relative
ly uncommon. In many centers of power 
(the Vatican is one case in point3

)) they 
are not expected and are not accepted as 

3 ) 1 choose this example so as to avoid men
ti on of particular parties commonly taken to 
be political. 



legitimate and matter-of-course reactions; 
rather they tend to cause irritation and to 
raise the temperature of the political 
situation. 

Our insight in the illogic of generics has 
important political applications. Race and 
sex discrimination are pretty unthinkable, 
probably literally unthinkable, without 
any recourse to generics (with their true 
companions, the sortal relations Identity 
and Difference32). Holistic political con
ceptualizations usually occur in connec
tion with generic terms like the People, 
the State, and probably cannot take root 
without them. 

A widening of the problem is therefore 
called for . The very absence of any 
sy llogistic or other first-order logic for 
generics should be explained on the basis 
of the place occupied by generics in the 
total system of representation in 
question - the total system of l0foical 
categories (particles, operators). 3 Only 
then shall we be able to say that we have 
complete mastery of this cognitive form. 
In many systems of logical representation 
the categories Quantity, Quality and 
Infinitesimal have had centrallogical roles 
to play, certainly not limited to the scien
ces. This must be taken into consideration 
if we are to reach a full understanding of 
extant logico-intellectual-linguistic modes 
of representation, and of the forms of 
reasoning and arguing, if any, that go 
with them in practice. 

Syncategoremata and other logical 
categories co me in clusters from which 
sets of interlocking principles of logico
linguistic representation are devised . 
Older logico-linguistic representation 
seems to have been restricted to what we 

32 Some political consequences of preoccupa
tion with the two symmetrical relations Iden
tity and DifTerence are discussed in my paper 
" Masculine' and 'Feminine' - An antiquated 
rroblem' (in press). 

3 Discussed in my paper 'On logical represen
tation and its consequences: The (onto)logical 
Master Prerniss,' Communication & Cognition 
22 (1990), No. 3/4 (special issue: Empirical 
Logic), pp. 337-56. 
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may call the Symmetry Set of logical 
categories.34 As we have said already, 
asymmetry was not a traditional cognitive 
category. Identity and Difference are sym
metric relations; notice th at they were for
merly taken to pertain to genera or other 
'wholes', rather than to individuals. 

10. Logic, Lewin, and 'Fields of Force' 

Something needs to be done about our 
science, Logic, so as to make it more 
oriented towards the intersubjective 
features of cognition and language. Noth
ing could be worse for our hopes about a 
rapprochement with the human Arena 
than to leave logic in its present state. So 
let us permit ourselves to indulge in some 
speculation. 

Traditionally logic took its categories 
from biology, which was Aristotle's 
inspiration in logic: genera and species, 
similarities and differences, seed (essence), 
sometimes taken to be infinitely smalI, 
potency. And sometimes, generalizing 
upon the two sexes, dichotomization. It is 
hard to see why logic today should not be 
able to benefit from new fundamental 
categories taken from physics,35 or from 
the social sciences, for my part, as weil as 

34 'Comparative Principles of Empirical Logic,' 
Proc. Sesq. c.s. Peirce Conference, Harvard 
1989 (in press); 'Systems of logical representa
tion and inference - An empirical approach,' 
Proc. Con! of the Internat. Assoc. for Semi
otics, Groningen 1990 (Walter de Gruyter, 
forthcoming) . 
35 For instance, theories of public interest 
rnight be discerned from (other) political 
systems of morality as being built on the prin
ciples of Bose-Einstein statistics (applied to 
sets of human individuals rather than to 
'bosons' (microstates). ' CP ]roblems sus.gested 
by the physical properties of bosons [J seem 
to put in question some fundamental logical 
and mathematica I concepts regarding, for 
instance, the notions of individual, identity , car
dinal and ordinal number' (Maria Luisa Dalia 
Chiara, 'Some Foundational Problems in 
Mathematics Suggested by Physics,' Synthese 
62 (1985), 303-315; p. 307). 



from biology, or as in this century, from 
mathematics. 

In fact it did take its inspiration from 
physics at least once. I am referring to the 
vector concept, which preceded a notion 
which came up in generalized logic only 
at the end of the last century: asym
metry.36 

Here is the speculative bit. Some decen
nia ago the psychoiogist Kurt Lewin 
attempted to exploit the physical field 
concept and to establish a theory of fields 
of force in social psychology. The idea is 
tempting, but his attempts to thus create a 
new type of psychological theory were not 
successful. Maybe he dealt with the wrong 
science? We may have a chance of estab
lishing a 'field theory' of sorts in logic, 
rather than in social psychology. Some 
years ago I briefly sketched the idea and 
illustrated it by means of descriptions of 
two types of logical Environment, each 
inducing cognitive 'forces' that determine 
both the application of logic and the 
further development of logic as a science. 
The first type of field is defined by ten ets 
on logic, semiotics, and related human 
relations, that can be found in philosophi
cal books and papers by the mathe
matician L.EJ. Brouwer, the second type 
is defined by tenets on the same topic that 
are found in publications by the mathe
matician and philosopher E.W. Beth. 
Here in Holland 'fields of force' of each of 
these two types are quite real and easily 
registered. 

Maybe a future generation of logicians 
can once do something more about it. The 
idea clearly has political relevance in as 
much as a precise theory that could 
describe Fields of (cognitive, logical ... ) 

36 Cf. Ernst Nagel, 'The Formation of Modern 
Conceptions of Formal Logic in the Deve1op
ment of Geometry,' Osiris 7 (1939), 142-224. 
The whole history of vector algebra, from 
Caspar Wessel onwards, is relevant. The 
deve10pment of the concept of Enantiomorphy 
(as in 'enantiomorph isomers') in organic 
chemistry in the last century, should also be 
mentioned in this connection. 
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Force would enable us to explain and to 
forecast pragmatic results of an intersub
jective nature. The suggestion mayalso be 
a me re fantasy. I proceed to a philosophy 
of logic that in my opinion has nothing of 
the fantastic about it. 

11. N on-Adiabatic (Distributive) Logic37 

For the purpose of a rapprochement 
between Logic and Politics, definitions of 
logic that keep the field theoretically 
within the insulated icebox of subjectivism 
ought to be contested. I shall borrow and 
use, in a somewhat metaphorical sense, an 
expression well-known from ther
modynamics, that of an adiabatic process. 
The expression Adiabatic logic is to stand 
for the conception of logic that takes logi
cal processes - by definition - to con
cern the activities of one brain at a time, 
and an 'insulated' brain at that, one which 
does not exchange 'heat' with other 
systems in the course of the process. We 
can then metaphorically say that the pre
sent conception of the science of logic is 
still restricted to 'adiabatically' closed 
intelligences. A logical process still is by 
definition an adiabatic process; the 
reasoning mind is conceived of as 
impenetrable by other minds while 
reasoning, it is shielded from the 'heat' of 
the battle. I repeat that this is a metaphor, 
though a suggestive one. Take the 
calorimetric definition of heat: heat is 
'that which is transferred between a 
system and its surroundings bi virtue of a 
temperature difTerence only'.3 The tem
perature difTerences we are concerned with 
here are difTerences of opinion. What is 
transferred consists of critical 'attacks' and 
'defenses' against them. Of such stufT 

37 The philosophy that inspired Distributive 
Artificial Intelligenee (DAl) must be closely 
related to the Non-Adiabatic outlook on logic 
that is presented in this section. Hence we 
might also speak of Distributive Logic. 
38 M.W. Zemansky, Heat and Thermodynam
ies, 3rd ed., McGraw-Hill, 1951, p. 58. 



is the heat of the battle - when logic, in 
its diathermic version, gets a political 
chance. 

Rousseau is an excellent example of a 
person whose thought processes and even 
linguistic processes in fact did take place 
in adiabatic isolation. The conception of 
Logic in our time, particularly as worked 
out by intuitionists and constructivists, is 
one that might have taken Rousseau as its 
model. 

For anyone who is prepared to leave 
the dogma of logic as adiabatic behind, it 
is not difficult to take yet another step, 
that from a purely 'robotical' philosophy 
of logic to one that permits the addition 
of the 'pathological' approach as a respect
ed component of research .39 And perhaps 
this new approach will turn out to be the 
more fruitful of the two, though it is too 
early to offer an opinion here. As in 
cognitive science the prevailing methodol
ogy in logic is very much the robotical 
one. This inherited outlook naturally 
brings one to limit one's analyses and 
efforts to algorithmic descriptions of good 
logic ('the one and only good logic', 
usually). The pathological approach on 
the other hand invites you to consider 
also the various attempts at logic con
struction that went wrong, their political 
and cultural ramifications and effects, as 
weil as why these theoretical attempts 
went wrong. 

Here are some examples of much
needed transitions from adiabatic to non
adiabatic 'diathermic' logic, and from 
robotical to non-robotical methods. They 
concern the very heart of the approach in 
most parts of analytic philosophy today. 

39 The 'robotica!' philosophy is exemplified by 
a.o. D. Marr in Vision (1982). The 
methodological expression 'pathologica!' is 
taken from Oliver Sacks and Richard Wasser
man, 'The Case of the Colorblind Painter,' 
NYR 19 November 1987. See also Robert 
Cuperus' unpublished Master's Thesis 
Filosofische pathologie (Philosophical Pathol
ogy), Groningen University, 1989. 
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Ex. 1 
Main basic objects: Laws of Logic, and 
rules for deriving conclusions. 
Shift to: Confliets of opinion40 and rules 
for resolving them. 

Ex. 2 
Main logical property: Valid argument. 
Shift to: FaUacy, in practice as weil as in 
logical theory .41 

Several among us have made this latter 
shift. A non-adiabatic application of these 
two moves is: 

Ex. 3 
First stage of theory formation: 'Objective' 
faUacy. 
Shift to: FaUacy as dialogical.42 

Ex. 4 
Main epistemological category: Human 
understanding. 
Shift to: Misunderstanding. 

Nress may weil have been the first to 
make precisely this step, and to make mis
understanding a fundamental notion.43 

Whenever successful theory construction 
is not forthcoming in spite of great 
expenditure of intelligence and energy it 
of ten pays to shift to a new way of con
struing the problem and to a new ques
tion. This may be done by taking inspira
tion from a different methodological 
philosophy. A hard theoretical nut to 
crack is this: 

40 Barth and Krabbe (1982). Cf. Note 12. 
41 Cf. Note 1. 
42 This shift was first recornrnended in 
'Argumentum ad hominem: From chaos to 
formal dialectic. The dialogical tableau method 
as a tooI in the theory of fallacy' by the present 
author and J.L. Martens, Logique et Analyse 
20 (1977), 76-96. 
43 In Communication and Argument, Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, and London: Allen & 
Unwin, 1966, and several other publica
tions. 



Ex. 5 
Initial problem: A theory of relevance 
(Relevant Logic). 
Shift to: A theory of irrelevance. 

Study Irrelevance as usaklighet 
(onzakelijkheid, Unsachlichkeit) in 
debate .44 Good examples of irrelevant ver
bal moves in a discussion are jokes per
taining to the race or sex of some of the 
participants. Relevance (at a given 
moment of time) can now be defined as a 
privative notion, viz. as the absence of 
(revokable) agreements on irrelevance, 
and not the other way round, as we are 
used to doing. Exactly what is to count as 
irrelevance is a matter of (revokable) 
agreement and so a function of time. This 
set of agreements could grow with time, 
as in practice it does, though slowly. 

In the physical and technical sciences 
there are national and even international 
councils that decide upon fundamental 
dimensions, units of measurement and 
related questions. 

Ex. 6 
Basic semiotic ideas: The reasoning person, 
with one function: the drawing of inferen
ces. In this setting, semantics is either 
one-role or objectivist. 
Shift to: A Dlurality of roles, logical and 
sem antical. 4!; 

44 In Nress' many publications relating to 
'Usaklighetsanalyse' there is a lot to be found 
that might be taken as points of departure for 
such a theory of irrelevance. 
45 I shall not discuss here the importance of 
distinguishing logical roles (Barth and Krabbe, 
1982) as weIl as semantical roles (as suggested 
in Problems, Functions, and Semantic Roles by 
E.M. Barth and R.T.P. Wiche, BerlinjNew 
Vork, 1986). Both sets of roles clearly could 
acquire political implications if people would 
be educated so as to recognize and respect 
them, and so as to be able to integrate these 
categories into the fundamentallayers of their 
Disk, or Brain, Operating Systems. This would 
be one way of implementing the hermeneutical 
ideals specified by G. Corradi Fiumara in The 
Other Side of Language - A Philosophy of 
Listening, LondonjNew Vork, 1990. 
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12. Fundamentalism and the FaUacy of 
N on-Explicitated Operators 

At this point I should like to emphasize 
one of the uses of formalization of 
inference rules in the analysis of exotic 
systems of logic. 

The slogan 'Don't ask for the meaning, 
ask for the use' has evolved into a new 
meaning concept, the notion of an expres
sion's meaning-in-use. A word that has no 
'referential meaning' and no 'sense' (inten
sion) either may still possess a meaning
in-use. Logical particles, or syn
categoremata, may be characterized as 
those elements of sentences that 'do not 
have any meaning in isolation'. Whether 
they do have a meaning-in-use is a ques
tion whose answer depends on the exis
tence of introduction and elimination 
rules, if any. Or: on the existence of rules 
for making critical and defensive verbal 
moves in dialogue. The rules for introduc
tion (into a discourse) and elimination 
(from a discourse ) that define the logical 
particles - words like and, not, if-then, or, 
all, some - can be transformed into 
dialogue rules and vice versa.46 Either 
way, if one or both are missing, then this 
sentence forming feature, this would-be 
logical particle, is as good as meaningless 
in use, and completely meaningless in 
critical use. Leaving adiabatic logic com
pletely bebind we now move to a new, 
fundamental, notion: that of Meaningless
ness-in-critical-use. 

The notion Meaningless-in-critical-use 
has a great potential in logical studies. In 
fact we have already made two applica
tions with political relevance of tbis 
analytical tooi: 

I. We have seen that Hegel's and 
Marx' negation has no elimination rule, 
i.e. th at there is no known way of making 
a verbal move in critici sm of (simple or 
complex) not-statements. 

2. We have seen th at generic operators 
(invisible, or a definite or indefinite 
article), when understood as first-order 

46 Cf. Section 5, and Note 12. 



statements, have no elimination rule, i.e. 
there is no way of making a verbal move in 
criticism of a generic statement. Unless one 
is willing not only to re-write one's generic 
statement so as to discJose to the interlocu
tors the tacit presence of a second-order 
existential operator, but also to 'instanti
ate' that operator, the theory from which 
the corresponding universa I statement is 
supposed to follow, with all the risks that 
this implies, one's generic statements leads 
the discussion further away from resolu
tion. To introduce a generic statement in 
an ongoing discussion is to complicate the 
discussion, and not a contribution to the 
resolution of the disagreement. 

If we are right in our assumption that 
generic statements are particularly fre
quent in verbal environments which are 
demonstrably more dogmatic than other 
environments, then it is unlikely in the 
extreme that a habit of ready discJosure of 
the hidden Op' and instantiation of its 
value will ever co me about. 

Summing up: Neo-Platonic-Fichtean 
(NPF) negations as well as all generic 
statements are, as they stand in "natural" 
language, meaningless-in-critical-use. 

3. Other examples of syncategoremata 
that yield sentences that are meaningless
in-critical use are: the traditional 'inten
sional' expressions qua, inquantum, and as 
far as. Like the negation of NPF-cogni
tion and generic articJes, they are exam
pies of operators that are destructive of 
critiCÎzabi/ity, or criticizability-obliterating 
operators.47 

47 There are of course connections between the 
lack of a logic for the use of generics and the 
Oligodynamic principle. Generic 'operators' 
(such as artic1es) were intended as suggestions 
of measures of a sort, although measures for 
which no scale is available. As late as in the 
nineteenth century ordinals were supposed 
logically to presume cardinals; but cardinals 
belonged to the domain of Quantity. Hence 
above the level of pure Quantity even ordinals 
were not available - as a matter of logical 
principle, or tautology. Hence degrees of 
purity, or of c10seness to the Whole (genus), 
could not be attempted. 
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The connections with the facts and the 
propagation of discrimination in 
European culture, and the relevance of all 
this for the theory of discriminative cogni
tion, should be obvious. 

Study the long, involved, history of the 
reactions to the mystery of generic terms 
and judgements throughout the centuries. 
You will then disco ver that the problem 
of logical instantiation, and of generaliza
tion from an instance, and the problem of 
the absence of a cJear logic for generics, -
that these problems are historically con
nected with the notion of fixed infinitesi
mals, and with what we may calliogical 
fundamentalism, the reduction of all arfu
ment to an indebatable fundamentum. 4 

In all probability, political fundamen
talism cannot be disentangled from 
cognitive fundamentalism (Principle of the 
Absolute; the Oligodynamic Principle) 
and cannot be distinguished from logical 
fundamentalism. If the cultural and politi
cai uses of generic sentences lie in the for
mulation of dogmatic truth, then they are 
intended to be meaningless-in-critical-use. 
Hence their critica I meaninglessness is no 
mere accident and, in practice, no mere 
sign of the linguistic casualness of the 
speaker. Their critical meaninglessness is a 
matter for 'high theory', a question of the 
structure of cognitive systems that are still 
with US.

49 

48 Logical fundamentalism finds its expression 
in a cognitive principle that characterizes 
nearly all traditional European philosophy, 
Aristotle's implicit (and invalid) Principle of 
the Absolute (Beth). In large areas of philo
sophical thought we find Aristotle's Principle 
of the Absolute e1aborated as the Oligodynam
ic Principle. lts frequency among the present 
European population has not been investi
~ated . 

9 The categoriesjexpressions we have Iisted as 
meaningless-in-critical-use did have systemic 
network functions in cognitive imagination. 
From our point of view they can be seen to 
function - in combination with other ancient 
principles - as unsuccessful attempts to com
pensate for the absence of more modem 
representational categories, and sometimes
as in the case of the notion of the 'potential 



Meaninglessness-in-critical-use is the 
source of a separate culture-based type of 
fallacy. This is the fallacy of drawing a 
non-generic conclusion from generic 
premisses (without introducing a new 
logic-free particle like in as much as, in as 
far as, as). A generic article is a non
eliminabie operator. Our type of fallacy is 
therefore a special case of Fallacy from 
Ambiguity. It may be called the Fallacy of 
Ambiguity of Non-Eliminable Operators. 

Although far from immune to it, tradi
tional thinkers and believers did not 
always make this fallacy quite as explicitly 
and as of ten as one might think today, 
even though they depended on generics 
more than we do in our century. For 
many of them - I am for the moment not 
thinking about the politicians - were 
primarily interested in ascent ('to the 
anhypotheton'), rather than in descension 
to individuals and the Quantitative. In 
other words, when reasoning from genera 
they were almost exclusively interested in 
conclusions about genera, about Man or 
about the State, and not about individual 
entities. This explains why many 
theoreticians were disposed to neglect the 
who Ie elimination problem. 

Politicians of a manipulatory bent have 
greatly benefited from th at situation, 
whether they have realized it or not. No 
theoreticians were there to instruct the 
educators, and no practical educators 
could see through the logica I situation if 
they so wanted. It is only when one begins 
to take an interest in individual humans, 
or in individual states, for their own sake, 
that the non-eliminable linguistic 
operators one is confronted with emerge 
as disturbances, or worse. 

genus' - as attempts to compensate for other 
categories that are feit as functional exaggera
tions, such as the exclusive 'Or'. In this sen se a 
formerly eommon eategory with no meaning
in-critieal-use may be said to have had an 
'imaginal systemie-network meaning', more or 
less clearly understood, however one whieh 
they entirely lose as soon as they are used out
side their proper categorial network. 
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From apolitical viewpoint the Fallacy 
of Non-Eliminable Operators may weIl be 
the most portentous of all, or second only 
to argumentum ad hominem.50 Maybe even 
more portentous than the latter, since 
almost everyone is ignorant of its origin 
and of its cognitive embedding, whereas 
the weakness of the argument itself is 
of ten recognized nowadays. 

13. Partial Commensurability 

As political animals we must be prepared 
to divest the word logic from its usual 
normative connotation, so that we are 
able to say: there is good logic and there is 
bad logic. More pertinently, there are 
reasonably good logics and there are still 
better logics -logics better suited to 
various intellectual, communicational and 
critica I purposes. Similarly, there are bad 
logics and worse logics still, and all are 
intended and used as logies, and so they 
should be understood by us as logics. 51 

Complete commensurability may not 
always be present. However, modes of 
cognitive and linguistic representation for 
logical purposes are partly commensurable 
in the light of the cognitive and verbal 
purposes themselves, and the comparison 
of extant logics and their problem-solving 
capacities ought to become a central part 
of logical investigation. For political pur
poses logic should adopt a working hy
pothesis of Partial Commensurability, i.e. 
the partial comparability of logic-relevant 
systems of representation and of their as
sociated rul es for criticizing and defending 
statements with a political import. 

50 Study the vemaeular and eognitive field of 
self-appointed faseists and other totalitarian 
thinkers, and you will see for yourself. 
51 This is diseussed in greater detail in my 
essay Evaluaties, Assen, 1972. The first part 
thereof defends the essential plurality of (good 
and bad) logies and the need for a detailed 
study of the 'bad' logies as weil as the prede
cessors of (the one and only) good logie. The 
seeond part contains an example with 
relevanee to polities. 



14. Ethical Incompleteness 

In this last section I shall introduce a 
second notion of incompleteness, an ethi
cal-political incompleteness characteristic 
of some logic-relevant systems of 
representation. 

Above (in Sections 5 and 9) we dis
cussed an important kind of functional 
incompleteness pertaining to logical 
categories separately, consisting in the 
absence of clear 'rules of elimination'. This 
kind of incompleteness makes for 
meaninglessness-in-critical-use, and hence 
for meaninglessness in political use. Two 
examples were given: first , the category 
Negation in Neo-Platonic-Fichtean logic, 
second, the category Generics. 

However, there is also another kind of 
politically important incompleteness 
which should not be confused with the 
former. This incompleteness is a charac
teristic of the system of logic-relevant cat
egories as a whoie. We are here interested 
in systemic ethical incompleteness, as a 
feature of representational systems (and 
philosophies based on these systems) with 
ethicalor political pretensions.52 

Or, for short, in systemic political incom
pleteness. We have seen th at would-be 
logical principles, invalid to us but 
tautological to their adherents, may be 
suggestive of strange ethical values or of 
methods with strange ethical components. 
The oligodynamic form of mental 
representation is a case in point. Another 
danger lurks in the principle of methodi
cal dichotomization. When such principles 
are not counterbalanced either by system
inherent cognitive constraints or by 
system-independent moral constraints 
they may become highly suggestive in 
ethical respect - as the existence of 'holy 
anorexics ' clearly demonstrates. It seems 
reasonable to say that unless neutralized 
either by system-inherent cognitive con
straints, external constraints, or the 

52 I.e., with intended relevance to judgements 
of value, or axiological relevance. 
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actor's personal emotions, representa
tional systems incorporating the 
Oligodynamic principle will be fully com
patible with anti-individualist attitudes 
and actions like violence, cruelty, exclu
sion. In the first place, such systems may 
weil have, all by themselves, the effect of 
encouraging violent attitudes and actions 
with no prompting of internal mental 
opposition. Secondly they may we aken 
the capacity for criticism and opposition. 

Ethical constraints external to the 
cognitive system - ethical norms, or per
sonal emotions - fortunately prevent 
most individuals who have been 
impregnated with the oligodynamic value 
prescriptions from acting upon them, as 
weil as from accepting anti-individualist 
attitudes and activities in other people. 
Christianity, humanism, judaism, 
liberalism and sceptici sm are European 
sources of external constraints. 

Notice that a system of logic, physics, or 
whatever that has no ethicalor political 
pretensions cannot fall under this concept. 
It therefore cannot be applied to genetics, 
for instance.53 Furthermore, it is without 
relation to the condemnation by fascists 
of Einstein's physics (as was common in 
the 'thirties, on a quite different basis). 

We may distinguish two degrees of 
systemic political incompleteness. 54 

De! (a) A system of representation with 
pretensions to axiological relevance, or a 
philosophical system with such preten
sions, may be said to feature a fundamen
tal systemic political incompleteness of the 
first degree if and only if it contains no 
representational forms that make it 
reasonable and practica bie (to the mind 

53 Cf. the Lysenko alTair in the Soviet Union. 
54 It has of ten been said that Heidegger's 
philosophy cannot be refuted olT-hand by a 
reference to his Nazi party membership. If this 
is to mean: 'cannot be refuted wholesale and in 
all respects simply by such reference' then of 
course I agree. But then the statement in ques
tion would be quite banal. The type of 
criticism I olTer here is however not quite so 
simpie. 



embued with this system) to criticize 
violence, cruelty, exclusion or other 
attitudes and actions of an anti
individualist nature. 

When applied to systems of cultural phi
losophy this yields a concept that recently 
was recommended (by Brian Fay) in con
nection with the case-Heidegger and also 
in connection with Paul de Man (by 
Charles L. Griswold, Jr.): look at the 
books (Fay), but do not only ask whether 
or not Heidegger's and de Man's philoso
phies are positively proto-nazi, which they 
very weIl may not be while still being 
poiitically / ethically deficient. Examine 
instead wh ether the oeuvre in question 
'could serve as a basis for repudiating 
(and so for ~roviding an ethical critique 
of) Nazism', 5 i.e., examine 'whether it is 
deficient because without the conceptual 
means to respond to one of the most 
important events of our time'.56 

55 Charles L. Griswold, Jr., in New York 
Review of Books, 12 October 1989; on Paul de 
Man's method of Deconstruction. 
56 Brian Fay, in London Review of Books, 22 
March 1990. - I have explicitly added the 
condition that in order to subject a system of 
thought to criticism for fundamental systemic 
political incompleteness, one must verify in 
advance that the system demonstrably features 
pretensions to axiological relevance. 
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De! (b) The system features fundamental 
systemic political incompleteness of the 
second degree if and only if it also con
tains the Oligodynamic principle, 
Methodical Dichotomization, or any 
other clearly anti-individualistic principle 
or routine of internalor external represen
tation. 

I think this:, or something very similar, 
should do it. 5 And I think that since 
there are systems of representation and 
argument with this incompleteness 
property, all students of general 
philosophy ought to be confronted with 
incompleteness notions. 

Of course all concepts can be polished 
and refined in the going. The important 
thing is that we remain on the go, that we 
do not give up the idea of analytical and 
empirical research. Just keeping the con
versation going is not quite enough. 

57 As 1 see it, O'Brien's proto-scientific notion 
of 'Iegitimation structures' for political 
activities is a concept of some complexity 
which is compatible with our definitions of 
systemic political incompleteness. 
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