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  We must follow the argument wherever it leads.




  Socrates (Fifth Century B.C.E.)




  A man who will not reason about anything is no better than a vegetable.




  Aristotle (Fourth Century B.C.E.)




  A moment’s thought would have shown him. But a moment is a long time, and thought is a painful process.




  A. E. Housman (Twentieth Century C.E.)




  Many people would sooner die than think—in fact, they do so.




  Bertrand Russell (Twentieth Century C.E.)
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  The present work is a revised and greatly expanded version of a book originally published in the United Kingdom as Thinking about Thinking and later reissued in the United States of America as Thinking Straight. The revision is primarily an update of the original work. References to controversies since deceased have been replaced by others more topical. But there has also been some simplification, intended to make the contents easier for readers to master. The purpose of the expansion was to introduce additional useful material, especially material relevant to what have become major controversial issues since the appearance of the first edition. Among these are, for instance, controversies about pollution, conservation, and the proportionate representation of various perceived minorities in different areas of activity and achievement.




  Among members of the class of books aimed at the improvement of the quality of thinking, Thinking Straight was from the beginning distinctive in two ways. One was the frequency of references to the ideas both of various classical philosophers and of other major thinkers such as Karl Marx. I have been told by colleagues who have used Thinking Straight as the required text for critical thinking courses that these references have led some of their pupils to sign up for further courses in departments of philosophy. This has encouraged me to introduce into this second edition both paragraph-long quotations from René Descartes and David Hume and other equally relevant, shorter quotations from Thomas Aquinas, John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, and, again, David Hume. I have also introduced parenthetic references to various books with which those seriously engaging in these current controversies need somehow to come to terms. That, as was made very clear in the frequent use of that expression by Karl Marx, is by no means the same as coming to agree!




  The second distinctive feature of Thinking Straight is indicated by the subtitle given to the first edition. It was: “Or, Do I Sincerely Want to Be Right?” Other books about critical thinking at least tend to suggest to their readers that the authors’ chief concern is helping readers protect themselves against deception by unsound arguments urged, whether innocently or intentionally, by other people. Certainly this is necessary work. But it is not sufficient. A prime cause of our being deceived is, for all of us, always our own desire to be so deceived. How to Think Straight: An Introduction to Critical Reasoning therefore insists throughout that all of us constantly need to be asking ourselves what it is which we want to believe to be true, and whether our desires so to believe are stronger than our desires to know the truth, however uncongenial to us that truth may be. It is a truly existential challenge.




   




  Antony Flew


  26 Alexandra Road


  Reading RG1 5PD


  England
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  1.1 The first thing to get straight in thinking about thinking is the difference between questions about validity and questions about truth. But in getting this straight we shall find that we are also sorting out every other really fundamental notion. For the indispensable notions are all connected. We cannot fully master any one without getting the same grasp upon the lot. Once the essential preparation is complete, we may proceed to the main business of the book. That business is to consider examples of thinking, usually of bad thinking, in order to learn how to do the job better. Here and now we have first to clean and tidy the tools.




  1.2 The reason to begin precisely where we are beginning is that thinking about thinking is concerned, at least in the first instance, with the validity or invalidity of arguments, rather than with the truth or falsity of propositions. What is true, or false, is propositions. What is valid, or invalid, is arguments. These notions and these distinctions are absolutely basic. To say that an argument is true or that a proposition is valid is as uncomprehending or as inept as to say that someone got to first base in basketball or that someone made a home run in tennis.




  1.3 Consider propositions. There are, of course, propositions and propositions. Both those mutually advantageous proposals which one businessman makes to another and those improper but delightful suggestions which playboys put to their intended playmates are called, quite properly, “propositions.” But in this book—perhaps regrettably—we shall engage with propositions only in a quite different sense of the word. In this, our relevant sense, the word “proposition” is defined as, “whatever may be asserted or denied.” So a proposition for us becomes whatever may be expressed by the that-clause in such sentences as, “She asserted that he had been there on Wednesday,” or “He denied that he had ever met her.”




  1.4 In the irrelevant, proposal sense a proposition may be said to be attractive or unattractive, profitable or unprofitable, and many other things besides. What it cannot be, or be said to be, is either valid or invalid. In our different sense there are again several things which a proposition may be: demonstrated, for instance, or probable, or refuted. Nevertheless, the primary characteristic is truth or falsity. For demonstration here is nothing else but proving that the proposition is true. The proposition which is probable just is probably true. Refutation, again, is not merely saying, but showing, that the proposition is false. It is because refutation involves more than denial that hard-pressed spokespersons so often assert that they have refuted charges when in fact all that they have done is deny them, perhaps dishonestly.




  1.5 Propositions in this understanding are not to be identified with arguments, although all arguments contain propositions. Piety demands that our first example be a dull hack hallowed by immemorial tradition. Its tedious, trite, and trivial character will ensure that no one is distracted from what is being illustrated by any interest in the illustration. Later I shall deploy interesting and important examples. I hope thus to escape the dangers of boring myself and everybody else, or suggesting that the subject itself is as trifling as this first illustration.




  1.6 Set out carefully and piously, the traditional example runs: if All men are mortal, and if Socrates was a man, then it follows necessarily that Socrates was mortal. This example includes three constituent propositions. The first two serve as premises, the last as a conclusion. In other contexts and in other arguments what is here conclusion might serve as premise, and what are here premises might be derived as conclusions from other premises.




  1.7 The italicization of the constituent propositions and the representation of the whole argument in a hypothetical (if this, then) form are both important. The first device brings out two things: first, in general, that arguments are concerned with the logical relations between propositions; and second, in particular, what proposition is being said to be necessarily connected with what two others. Later much more will be said both about logical relations and about logically necessary connections. For the moment it is sufficient, but necessary, to emphasize that these are always and only relations of, and connections between, propositions.




  1.8 The second of the two devices, that of representing a whole argument in hypothetical form, makes it clear why, in order to know whether the exemplary argument in which these three propositions are here embodied is valid, we do not need to know whether any of its constituent propositions are true. We do not for this purpose need to know because in offering the argument we are not actually saying anything about the truth or falsity of these constituent propositions. It is all hypothetical. Another argument of the same form would be no less valid even if all of its three constituent propositions happened in fact to be false. This would be true of the absurd argument: If All tigers are strictly vegetarian, and if Socrates the son of Sophroniscus was a tiger, then it follows necessarily that Socrates the son of Sophroniscus was strictly vegetarian. As we shall see in chapter 2, such hypothetical deductions, albeit from much more sensible premises, may serve as the initial steps in a more complex pattern of argument. Such deductions lead us from the actual falsity of the original conclusion in a valid argument to the further conclusion that at least one of the original premises must also be false.




  1.9 Although to say that the present argument is valid is thus not to say that any of the three constituent propositions are true, it does imply the truth of the complex hypothetical proposition: If All men are mortal, and if Socrates was a man, then it follows necessarily that Socrates was mortal. In asserting this truth, what is asserted is that the argument from the two constituent premise propositions to the constituent conclusion proposition is valid. The fact that you can say that the claim that this argument is valid (or invalid) is a true (or false) claim is, however, no more a justification for confounding validity with truth than the fact that you can say that the contention that a certain man is a homosexual is a true (or false) contention is a warrant for identifying homosexuality with truth.




  1.10 To say that an argument is deductively valid is, by definition, to say that it would be impossible to assert its premise or premises while denying its conclusion or conclusions without thereby contradicting oneself. That is what deduction is. We have just seen that an argument may be valid, notwithstanding that both its premise or premises and its conclusion or conclusions are false. Similarly, an argument may be invalid, notwithstanding that both its premise or premises and its conclusion or conclusions are true.




  




  1.11 Later we shall return to the relations and lack of relations between validity and truth, and I will provide mnemonic illustrations. But the first thing now is to underline the connection between the two concepts of deductive validity and of contradiction and to explain what is so wrong about contradiction. Suppose someone were to maintain that, although Socrates was a man, Socrates was not mortal. No doubt such apparent irrationality in so simple a case is somewhat hard to imagine. Yet that difficulty should, if anything, make it easier to appreciate that if ever people were to behave in this way, then we would have to choose between two alternative conjectures. Either they are being in some way disingenuous, or else they are not fully masters of the meanings of all the words which they have uttered.




  1.12 On the one hand, perhaps they have some sort of doctrinal commitment to affirm the two premises while nevertheless equally firmly denying the obvious conclusion. They may want to maintain that Socrates was a man and, as such, mortal, and yet that Socrates was a god and, as such, not mortal. Certainly there are those who hold that someone, though not Socrates (c. 470–399 B.C.E.), was at the same time both truly man and truly God. Or maybe our imaginary objectors have their reasons for wanting to say one thing in one context or to one group of people while saying something altogether inconsistent in another context or to another group of people. This temptation is familiar to us all. It is no prerogative of members of that scapegoat class, professional politicians.




  1.13 On the other hand, it is also possible that our imaginary objectors are careless or confused about the crucial difference between all and some. Some men are mortal is consistent, as All men are mortal is not, with Some men are not mortal. Again, there is no call for any far-fetched supposing. We meet all too many cases of people who, having noticed that something or other is true for a few instances of such and such a sort of thing, proceed forthwith to assume, or even to assert, that the same is true of all things of that sort. We have, surely, all done it ourselves? (Such generalizations about all and every something or other are, by the way, called universal propositions.)




  1.14 There may appear to be a third possibility, that an objector might be interpreting one of the key terms in one way in one of the premises and in another way in the other premise or in the conclusion. The word “Socrates,” for instance, might be employed to refer to one person on one occasion and to another on the other. Again, “mortal” might be construed as meaning “liable to death,” whereas “not mortal” was understood as metaphorically “immortal”—immortal, that is, in that wholly different sense in which a great person who indisputably has died, or will sometime die, may nevertheless truly and consistently be numbered among the immortals.




  1.15 This apparent third possibility is thus the possibility of equivocation. The word “equivocation” is here defined as “the employment of some word or expression in two or more different senses without distinction in the same context.” If equivocators realize that they are equivocating in their employment of one of the key terms in an argument, then their performances are certainly disingenuous. If they do not realize this, then, equally certainly, they are “not fully masters of the meanings of all the words they have uttered.” In the most literal sense they do not know what they are talking about.




  




  1.16 The basic point developed in the five previous paragraphs is extremely important. It is none the less so for having been made with a hackneyed, traditional example developed in a somewhat far-fetched way. This basic point is that the terms “valid” and “invalid,” as applied to deductive arguments, and the expression “deductive argument” itself have all to be defined in terms of self-contradiction and the avoidance of self-contradiction. It is because these are thus central notions that our concern with logic inextricably involves us also in concerns with both meaning and truth. The basis of the necessary and inescapable involvement with meaning will be immediately obvious. Given that a valid deductive argument is, by definition, one in which to assert the premises while denying the conclusion is to contradict yourself, then it becomes at once clear that no one can be in a position to know whether or not any argument is valid, except insofar as he or she has mastered the meanings of all its crucial terms.




  1.17 It may be more difficult to appreciate that there are necessary connections between logic and truth and why these connections make it so essential to argue validly and to avoid contradiction. For did not this chapter itself begin by insisting that “thinking about thinking is concerned, at least in the first instance, with the validity or invalidity of arguments rather than with the truth or falsity of propositions”? And have we not gone on to assert that arguments may be valid, though both their premises and their conclusions happen to be false, or invalid, though both their premises and their conclusions are in fact true?




  1.18 Yes, this was said. It is all true. But it is also true that, though sound argument and a reasonable appreciation of the available evidence may happen sometimes to lead to false conclusions, no man who is indifferent to argument and to evidence can claim to be concerned for truth. Abraham Lincoln was profoundly right when he wrote, chiding the editor of a Springfield, Illinois, newspaper: “It is an established maxim and moral that he who makes an assertion without knowing whether it is true or false is guilty of falsehood, and the accidental truth of the assertion does not justify or excuse him.” It is also true that to tolerate contradiction is similarly to be indifferent to truth. For people who, whether directly or by implication, knowingly both assert and deny one and the same proposition show by that behavior that they do not care whether they assert what is false and not true, or whether they deny what is true and not false.




  1.19 To grasp this point is to raise a perennial personal challenge. Like all such personal challenges, it should be seen as being at least as much a challenge to me and to us as it is to you and to them. For whenever and wherever I tolerate self-contradiction, then and there I make it evident, either that I do not care at all about truth, or that at any rate I do care about something else more. It was thus precisely because to affirm the premises of a valid deductive argument while denying the conclusion is, by the definition of “valid deductive argument,” to contradict yourself, that Socrates used to demand: “We must follow the argument wherever it leads.”




  




  1.20 The same personally challenging point, that contradiction must be intolerable to anyone who really cares about truth, can, with the help of a little demonstration, be made more elaborately. Anyone inclined to bridle against such logic-chopping can without serious loss skip the next four paragraphs. The promised, or threatened, demonstration was apparently first mounted in the 1200s of our era either by Duns Scotus (c. 1266–1300) or by one of his pupils. (It is, by the way, ultimately to the uninhibited polemics of the philosophical opponents of the great Duns Scotus that we all owe our word “dunce.” There must be some moral here!)




  1.21 The demonstration goes like this: First, take as your personal premise a contradiction of your choice. I take for mine the conjunction of the two propositions: (1) The Declaration of Independence was made in 1776; and (2) The Declaration of Independence was not made in 1776. Now choose, equally freely, any false proposition. I choose: Elvis Presley is alive and well. Next, take one half of the initial contradiction as a separate premise. From The Declaration of Independence was made in 1776 it follows that The Declaration of Independence was made in 1776 and/or Elvis Presley is alive and well.




  1.22 Thus, given that for whatever x may be, x is true, then for the same value of x and for any value of y it follows necessarily that x and/or y is true. The only, but sufficient, justification for employing the symbols x and y—rather than the awkward verbal alternatives something, the same something, something else, and the same something else—is that the point can thereby be made more briefly, more clearly, and more elegantly. The object is, as it always should be, to promote understanding. What needs to be understood is that so far it has been shown that, from my arbitrarily chosen contradictory premise, it follows that The Declaration of Independence was made in 1776 and/or Elvis Presley is alive and well. So far so unexceptionable, and altogether unexciting.




  1.23 But now we consider the second half of the initial contradiction: The Declaration of Independence was not made in 1776. Taking this as one premise and the conclusion reached at the end of paragraph 1.21 as the other, it becomes impossible to avoid the false conclusion that Elvis Presley is alive and well. For to deny this while asserting these two premises would be to contradict oneself.




  1.24 We thus have an absolutely general and absolutely compulsive demonstration that from any contradiction which you like to choose, any other proposition, equally arbitrarily chosen, follows necessarily. By the same token, the negation of that other, arbitrarily chosen, proposition must also follow, equally necessarily. We can by the same method also deduce the opposite conclusion: Elvis Presley is not alive and well. Both every proposition and its negation thus follows from any contradiction. Hence, if contradiction is tolerated, then, in a very literal sense, anything goes. This situation must itself be totally intolerable to anyone who has any concern at all to know what is in fact true and to avoid either saying or implying what is in fact false. If all this seems pedantic, recall Bertrand Russell’s mischievous definition of a pedant: “A person who prefers his statements to be true.”




  




  1.25 Generally, therefore, when someone with pretensions to be a thinker either denounces the restrictions of logic or remains unmoved by charges of self-contradiction, we know what to think. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225–1274) understood as well as any man that the saints and the prophets may speak of mysteries. Yet, having a grip on logical fundamentals, Aquinas never forgot that there can be no place for self-contradiction in any authentic quest for truth. Thus, in considering the omnipotence to be attributed to his God, he took account of what is in modern terms the distinction between logical and other senses of “impossibility.” A suggestion is said to be logically impossible if that suggestion contains or implies a self-contradiction, or is perhaps otherwise incoherent and unintelligible. But a suggestion that is not in this sense logically impossible may be ruled out by the actual laws of nature and hence be factually impossible. As Aquinas put it in the Summa Theologica: “Whatever does not imply a contradiction is, consequently, among those possibilities in virtue of which God is described as omnipotent. But what does imply a contradiction is not subsumed under the divine omnipotence . . .” (I Q25 A3). You cannot, he might have said, transmute some incoherent mixture of words into sense merely by introducing the three-letter word “God” to be its grammatical subject.




  1.26 One place where this distinction and this insight is indispensable is in the discussion of what theists call “The Problem of Evil.” This is the theists’ problem of trying to show that they are not contradicting themselves in maintaining both that there is, as indeed there is, much evil in the Universe and that the Universe is the work of an all-powerful, all-good God. It is not a bit of use to appeal here to what are, the Universe being as it happens to be, factual impossibilities. The only hope for the theist is to try to show that it would be logically impossible to have the actual goods without the actual evils, as it is, for instance, logically impossible to have the good of forgiveness without the evil of an injury to be forgiven. It is logically impossible because it is self-contradictory to speak of forgiving a nonexistent injury. For the theist it must be almost blasphemous to argue here, along lines I once saw indicated by one of a series of posters described as constituting The Wayside Pulpit: “If it never rained, there would be no hay to make when the sun shone.”




  1.27 The most fundamental kind of confusion about contradiction is an intellectual malpractice that Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820–1895) derived from their study of the enormously influential German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831). This is the malpractice of thinking of contradictions not only as occurring in discourse, but also as involved in the interactions of physical objects. Thus, in the essay On Contradiction supposedly written by Mao Tse-tung, we can read: “The supersession of the old by the new is the universal, forever inviolable law of the world. . . . Everything contains a contradiction between its new aspect and its old aspect, which constitutes a series of intricate struggles. . . . At the moment when the new aspect has won the dominant position over the old aspect, the quality of the old thing changes into the quality of the new thing. Thus the quality of a thing is mainly determined by the principal aspect of the contradiction that has won the dominant position.”




  1.28 A contradiction in this regrettable usage is thus not a verbal contradiction, but a conflict or a tension in or between things or people. Once these categories are properly distinguished, the apparent justification for employing the same word in two utterly different cases disappears. To the extent that this usage helps to collapse or to confound a categorical distinction, it is to be deplored. This same usage encourages talk of fruitful or even nonantagonistic contradictions, contradictions that are welcome, or at least venial. (Mao Tse-tung himself continued, speaking of the “contradiction” between town and country: “But in a socialist nation and in our revolutionary bases such an antagonistic contradiction becomes a nonantagonistic contradiction; and it will disappear when a communist society is realized. . . .”)




  1.29 But talk of fruitful (if not, perhaps, of nonantagonistic) contradictions may have quite a different source. The contradictions then referred to are genuine verbal or symbolic contradictions, and the fruit offered has to be picked by laboring to remove the contradiction. The vital point for us is that this fruitfulness presupposes the removal of the contradiction. It is only insofar as contradiction is recognized to be intolerable that the labors which may provide fruit can begin.




  1.30 Consider, for instance, disagreements about whether or not some country is democratically governed. Very obviously the party who asserts that it is appears to be contradicting the party who asserts that it is not. But perhaps these two disputants are employing the key word “democratic” in different senses. For one of them the criteria for a democracy may be that the rulers should have been popularly elected into office and—much more important—that it should be possible in due course to vote them out. For the other one the criterion may be that favored by rulers describing their fiefs as people’s democracies, namely, that these rulers are working to promote the best interests of those whom they rule. One by now rather ancient, yet still remarkably clear expression of this conception of democracy was provided by Janos Kadar, addressing the Hungarian National Assembly on May 11, 1957, one year after a Soviet army of intervention had installed him into office as prime minister: “The task of the leaders is not to put into effect the wishes and will of the masses. . . . The task of the leaders is to accomplish the interests of the masses.” This statement may profitably be compared and contrasted with that made by Abu Zuhair Yahya, prime minister of Iraq in 1968: “I came in on a tank, and only tanks will get me out” (quoted in Luttwak 1969, p. 146).




  1.31 Because of the Hegelian or Hegelian-Marxist confusion involved in speaking of contradictions in things and because salutary challenges to resolve seeming but not actual contradictions may be preposterously misconstrued as reasons for rating actual contradictions as in themselves good, contradiction sometimes wins an undeservedly favorable press. Similar confusions and misunderstandings often get an understandably bad press for logic.




  1.32 The first of these misunderstandings hinges on a failure to distinguish two senses of the word “logic.” One is primary. It is the sense in which the word has been employed in this chapter up till now. The other is secondary and derivative. This is the sense in which it is true to say that Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.), in the works grouped into what was later called the Organon, created “Logic” as an academic discipline. These two senses are most conveniently distinguished by printing the word with an initial capital whenever it is used in the second sense.




  1.33 The general mistake here is that of expecting any study of that kind to be either necessary or sufficient to improve the practice to which it is directed. The musicologist does not through his musicology become a better executant. Nor does being a great performer immediately qualify one to be a musicologist. The particular point about “Logic” and “logic” was made in the late 1600s by John Locke (1632–1704) in his Essay concerning Human Understanding: “God has not been so sparing to men to make them barely two-legged creatures, and left it to Aristotle to make them rational; . . .” (IV [xvii] 4).




  1.34 On the contrary: “Logic,” as the theoretical study of the forms and principles of argument, could only begin among and be pursued by people possessing a good practical capacity to separate valid from invalid arguments. In fact, its first strong and extensive development was among the ancient Greeks and, in particular, among the supremely argumentative Athenians. (For a lively and instructive study of the peculiarities of these Greeks, which made possible the origination of so much that was essential to the development of our modern world, see Alan Cromer’s Uncommon Sense: The Heretical Nature of Science [1993], especially chapters 4–6.) The present book, which is intended to help people to improve their thinking, is not an essay in theoretical Logic. It is instead an exercise in logical coaching. Such an exercise may be beneficial even though neither the coach nor the coached have or acquire any familiarity with the calculi of Logic. But it could not even begin, much less be beneficial, unless all concerned possessed at least some minimal competence in discerning soundness in argument. Without that you could not even understand the coaching.




  1.35 The second and much more important reason why logic gets a bad press is that it is confused with various things which have nothing to do with it. Consider, for instance, the contrast and the possible conflict between two opposite approaches to politics and to society. On the one side are those who, like Plato (c. 428–c. 348 B.C.E.), want, as he put it in his dialogue The Republic, “to start with a clean canvas.” A good example of this approach was provided by the Jacobins during the great French Revolution of 1789. They replaced all the previous subdivisions of France by eighty-three Departments, all roughly equal in area and each with its own administrative center. They also introduced a new calendar of twelve months with freshly minted names, and all the months were divided into three decads of ten days each. (A special arrangement was made to accommodate the surplus five days.) And so on. On the opposite side are those, like Aristotle, who prefer to start from wherever they are, seeing improvement as a matter of natural growth and development. Reformers of the first kind are likely to long for utopia and to have a penchant for wholesale operations. Reformers of the second kind do not expect anything to be perfect and believe that whatever progress can be made has to be made piecemeal. They understand, with the great German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), that “out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing can ever be made.”




  1.36 Especially in the context of thinking about the French Revolution of 1789, the first great social revolution of the modern period, Edmund Burke (1729–1797)* is often seen as representative of the second approach. This approach is sometimes believed by English people to be characteristically English, although Burke himself was born and educated in Ireland. By contrast, the Abbé Sieyès,* who contrived to survive when so many of the other revolutionaries were killed, is seen as representative of the first approach, an approach which is in the same circles seen as characteristically French. Neither of these approaches is as such either logical or illogical, although particular spokespersons on one side or the other may well be logical or illogical. But when confronted with the argument of the Abbé Sieyès against legislative second chambers, his supporters are apt to applaud his famous apothegm as a fine specimen of Gallic logic while his opponents decry it upon exactly the same ground. What he said was: “If the second chamber agrees with the first, it is superfluous, whereas if it disagrees with it, it is obnoxious.”
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