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Journal of Cognition and Culture Reasoning and Culture in a Historical Perspective G.E.R. Lloyd Summary After a preliminary discussion of some of the problems of the nature of reason and argument and the difficulties of investigating them, this paper uses the rich evidence from ancient civilisations, Greece and China especially, to explore the relationship between reasoning and culture. While argument and persuasion are evidently widespread in all human populations, the modalities they take may differ depending on the differing pragmatic circumstances in which they are conducted – the audiences and interlocutors in question and the aims of persuasion. Those circumstances may give rise to different modes of argument and styles of reasoning. While Chinese persuaders typically target rulers or those in authority, some Greek ones had to try to persuade a general public who, in some situations, decided the issue by taking a vote. That, it is argued, may help to explain the main way in which Greek arguments were distinctive when compared with those we find in other ancient civilisations. The suggestion is that the axiomatic-deductive mode of argument that was developed by some Greek philosophers and mathematicians was a reaction against what were perceived as the merely persuasive modes cultivated by orators, sophists and politicians in the context of public debate.
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Reasoning and Culture in a Historical Perspective The problem of the nature of reason and argument and the difficulties in investigating them experimentally, cross-culturally and historically The study of reasoning and argument has attracted an extraordinary outpouring of scholarship, in recent years, from evolutionary and developmental psychologists, cognitive scientists, historians, not to mention philosophers and social anthropologists.1 Much of this work draws on experimental research, though some of the basic problems that this may involve have recently been underlined. Two stand out, the possible nonrepresentativeness of those typically investigated and the artificiality of the situations in which the investigations are carried out. Henrich, Heine and Norenzayan (2010) drew attention to the first problem, pointing out that the subjects investigated tend to be drawn overwhelmingly from those they labelled WEIRD people, that is Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich and Democratic, who in many respects are anything but typical of human beings as a whole. Several commentators have stressed that in the decontextualised situation of the abstract tests devised in psychological laboratories, individuals and groups may perform very differently from, and usually worse than, when they face real-life situations, where they have an interest in the outcome and are motivated to arrive at the optimal solution to the problems they are presented with. Of course the very artificiality of laboratory experimentation can be claimed to be one of its strengths, for extraneous considerations, of values or personal preferences, are factored out. But the possible downside of that artificial 2



situation has also come to be appreciated, especially by those following up the Wason tests (e.g. Wason and Johnson-Laird 1972, Sperber, Cara and Girotto 1995). In the absence of personal involvement subjects may find it harder, rather than easier, to follow the implications of argument chains. The problems are compounded by the lack of any consensus on precisely how ‘reasoning’ itself is to be understood (cf. Harman 1986, Kuhn 1991, Johnson-Laird 2006, Adler and Rips 2008, Mercier and Sperber 2011, Mercier 2011). Should reasoning (that is, the activity rather than the faculty) be thought of as more or less synonymous with inference, or distinct from it? How is it related to argument? And how to logic? How important is the distinction between informal or implicit trains of thought and formal or explicit ones? Are we to think of reasoning as restricted to humans, or do other animals also share in it and if so to what extent (Griffin 1984, 1992, Dupré 2002, Daston and Mitman 2005)? That was already debated in ancient Greek thought, for while many philosophers took the first option and thought of what they called the logistikon as distinctively human, others disputed that. The Stoic philosopher Chrysippus held that other animals had a grasp of what the Stoics called the fifth indemonstrable. This has as a first premise either a or b or c, and as a second neither a nor b, leading to the conclusion c. Chrysippus’ example, reported by Sextus Empiricus, was that of a dog tracking its quarry and coming to a triple fork. Having sniffed for signs of its prey at the first and the second paths, and rejected them, it speeds off down the third path with no further investigation.2 So-called ‘fast and frugal’ assessments of the situation might be thought to be essential for any predator hunting its prey and for any prey hoping to escape (Gigerenzer and Todd 1999: ch. 1).
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However if, as many assume, complex reasoning is a distinctive human faculty and activity, that still leaves plenty of question marks over how it evolved, and in particular about what our reasoning may owe to our Pleistocene hunter-gatherer ancestors (Tooby and Cosmides 1989, 1990, 1992, Cosmides and Tooby 1989, Cooper 2001). Some have argued that the key to understanding its development is that it conferred advantages to humans in the handling of complex interpersonal relations. Reasoning, on that view, is essentially a social activity, crucial for the survival of the human race in the early stages of our evolution, though of course all must acknowledge that we also reason on our own (e.g. Humphrey 1976, 1992, 2011, Byrne and Whiten 1988, Dunbar 1996). Some emphasise the contrast between the ideals that logicians would recommend and those ‘fast and frugal’ procedures we standardly use in practical situations (Gigerenzer and Goldstein 1996, Kahneman 2011). One example of a recurrent flaw would be the so-called confirmation bias, that we are far better at finding support for what we antecedently assume than at evaluating for ourselves possible counter-evidence (Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky 1982, Evans 1989, Nickerson 1998, Mercier and Sperber 2011). But even if we may readily agree that all humans are capable of reasoning, and all practise both inference and persuasion, that does not mean that the manifestations of those skills are identical across all human populations and individuals. That is a question to be investigated, whether experimentally or historically, and I construe my main task in this paper to assess what we can learn about this from the data from ancient societies. A whole plethora of theories is already in the field to describe and explain what are thought to be the fundamental differences in those manifestations. We can distinguish broadly biological from cultural hypotheses, while 4



acknowledging, as we all must nowadays, first that a nature versus nurture dichotomy is at best crude and more often than not seriously misleading, and secondly that the very notion of ‘culture’ itself is, if anything, even more problematic than ‘reasoning’ (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952, Wagner 1975, Kuper 1999, Levinson and Jaisson 2006). Among the theories that claim some biological basis are those of Baron-Cohen and McGilchrist. Baron-Cohen (2003) has brought experimental evidence to bear to suggest important differences between male, and female, modes of reasoning, while he acknowledges that not all male humans exhibit the former characteristics, nor all females the latter. Following up Jaynes’ work on the bicameral mind (1976), McGilchrist (2009) assigns different roles to the right and left hemispheres of the brain, where the balance between their relative importance may vary between individuals. I mention these suggestions since they locate the key differences in human neurology, but those are issues that are certainly beyond my own competence to adjudicate. Far more often factors that owe more to culture than to biology have been invoked. Let me comment briefly on two such sets of theories before I get on with my historical contributions. One of the most ambitious theses is that of Richard Nisbett and his colleagues who see basic differences between the ways in which ‘Westerners’ and ‘Asiatics’ reason, though several critics, myself included, have questioned first whether it is legitimate to group together very diverse populations under those two rubrics (Nisbett 2003, Lloyd 2007a: ch. 8). Nisbett’s ‘Westerners’ include Black Americans and Ancient Greeks as well as Europeans, and under ‘Asiatics’ are grouped Japanese, Korean, and Chinese, including Chinese born and brought up in the United States. Then secondly there is the equally fundamental problem 5



of whether the differences that Nisbett’s experiments reveal reflect differences in ways of reasoning as such, or merely differences in values and attitudes more generally. That is a recurrent problem to which I shall return. Then the second main ‘cultural’ hypothesis relates to the thesis of some Great Divide. This has been something of a favourite both with historians of science and with social anthropologists. In one now defunct version a contrast was drawn between ‘pre-logical’ and properly logical mentalities, though the proposer, Lévy-Bruhl himself (1923) came to retract some of his original suggestions about prelogicality.3 More often the idea of a Great Divide has been used to differentiate the modes of thought that have been possible since the Scientific Revolution, and those that characterise those who lived before it or were otherwise untouched by the developments we associate with it (though what those key developments were is, once again, disputed). While Goody explicitly denied that his study of the ‘Domestication of the Savage Mind’ (1977) was a proposal of a Great Divide theory, his focus on the changes brought about (so he claimed) by literacy, especially by alphabetic literacy, amount certainly to a Grand Transition theory, if not to the usual type of Great Divide one. My own data and methods necessarily differ from those of the scholars I have just been discussing. My particular interest in this nexus of problems stems in the first place from my comparative studies of ancient societies. Of course the evidence available to those of us engaged in ancient history suffers from obvious limitations and biases, which it is as well to identify from the outset. We cannot set up experimental situations to test hypotheses about competence or performance. We depend almost entirely on written texts that represent a tiny selection of those we know to have been
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composed, and that selection is biased in favour of particular authors who at different times belonged to privileged groups from the literate elite. Yet for all its shortcomings the evidence from antiquity is especially precious in relation to two aspects of our problems, first the range of modes of argument actually deployed in different ancient societies, and secondly and more particularly how they were evaluated by the members of those societies themselves. How far do we find differences in the particular modes of reasoning actually practised in different societies or in the nature or degree to which they are subject to self-conscious analysis? How far does the evidence support any hypothesis concerning the social, political or even linguistic factors influencing those practices or analyses? I shall concentrate, in each case, on ancient Greece and China, partly because the evidence for both the practices and the theories of reasoning and argument is particularly rich, and then also (as noted already in connection with Nisbett’s hypotheses) because they have figured prominently in attempts to relate supposed differences in reasoning to cultural differences. My two prime questions there will concern on the one hand the purported explananda and on the other their explanation. But I shall return, at the end, to discuss how far general conclusions can be drawn from the study of these two ancient societies for the strategic issue of the relations between reasoning and culture. The practice of reasoning and argument in ancient Greece and China To start, then, with my first question of the actual practice of reasoning and argument in Greece and China, we are faced with a veritable galaxy of types. Among the most frequent, to be found in both ancient 7



civilisations, are the following: (1) argument from analogy, (2) argument from examples, paradigms, exemplars, (3) argument from signs, (4) argument from authority, whether living or dead, real or imaginary, (5) a fortiori arguments, (6) reductio ad absurdum, (7) the use of dilemmatic arguments, (8) the use of Sorites, (9) thought experiments, including those employing counter-factuals, (10) modus ponens (if p, then q: but p; so q), (11) modus tollens (if p, then q: but not q: so not p). Let me first give some examples of (1) (3) (7) and (8), before turning to (9) which has been thought to be singularly lacking in ancient Chinese thought, if not positively ruled out by features of the Chinese language. Analogies are, for sure, one of the most pervasive argument forms in both ancient Greece and China. In Lloyd 1966 I devoted over 90 pages to Greek cosmological analogies, where the cosmos as a whole is imagined as, or as like, a living organism, or as an artefact, or as a political set-up, monarchy, oligarchy, even anarchy. And I included a further 80+ pages dealing with particular analogies used in support of theories and explanations in a wide variety of fields. Many Greeks invoked the principle that the ‘appearances’ (or the phenomena) are the ‘vision’ of the ‘obscure’ and they used this repeatedly in their accounts of problematic phenomena in biology, medicine, meteorology, astronomy, and ‘physics’, that is the study of nature, more generally. But of course analogies were just as commonly used to advocate particular courses of action, to make moral or political points, to support a case in a legal debate and so on. In ancient China analogies are just as omnipresent. The famous controversy between Mencius, Gaozi and Xunzi in the fourth and third centuries BCE, about whether humans are naturally good, bad or neither, proceeds almost entirely by way of analogy and counter-analogy (Graham 8



1989: 120f., Lloyd 1996a: 77). Mencius held that humans are inherently good, but he also reports Gaozi’s view that they are neither good nor evil, while in the next century Xunzi argued that humans are inherently bad. Gaozi used two analogies for his thesis of indifference. Human nature is like willow wood, from which you can make a variety of utensils. The nature of the wood does not dictate the outcome and so in itself is neutral. Just as the wood may be turned into cups or bowls, so humans may become good or evil. Mencius countered that the analogy does not work because the carver intervenes and manipulates the wood to produce the different results. But Gaozi had another comparison, with a whirlpool. ‘If you open a channel for it [the water] to the East, it flows eastwards; if you open a channel for it to the West, it flows westwards. Similarly human nature has neither good nor bad allotted to it, just as water has neither East nor West.’ But Mencius will not accept that either, indeed he counters with the observation that water does have a tendency to flow downwards. It can be forced off course, but the tendency remains. So too, Mencius argues, humans can become bad, but by nature they are good. In the continuation of the controversy, Xunzi (23: Knoblock 1988-94, 3: 139ff.) reverts to the wood analogy, though now making the most of the human intervention needed to make useful wooden instruments. Human nature, according to Xunzi, has to be forced to become good. Just as crooked wood has to be straightened to make arrows, for instance, so humans require teachers and standards to correct them. Xunzi is one such teacher and he can supply the standards. Of course the trouble with analogical arguments in general, in China, in Greece or anywhere else (as discussed for example by Holyoak and Thagard 1995), is that they are inconclusive. In what respects is human 9



nature like wood, or like water? That issue is complicated by the fact that while the analogues relate to physical characteristics, the target problem is that of human morality. An arguer may recommend an analogy, but an interlocutor can challenge it by not accepting that the points of similarity claimed do indeed hold. Everything depends, in fact, on the interlocutor accepting the positive analogy and discounting the negative analogy, the points of difference, and there will always be such, insofar as no analogy compares two identical cases. Arguments from signs, my next category, may equally be suggestive but inconclusive. One of the domains in which such arguments flourish in China as they do in Greece is medicine. The biography of the second century BCE doctor Chunyu Yi in Sima Qian’s Shiji, compiled around 100 to 80 BCE, contains a series of individual case-histories of the patients he treated (Hsu 2010). The Greek doctors represented in the Hippocratic treatises, especially the Epidemics, of the late fifth and early fourth centuries BCE, collect an enormous range of data concerning the courses of the diseases from which individual patients suffered, reporting the outcomes, whether recovery or death, and sometimes, though not always, instructing the reader concerning the relations between signs and symptoms on the one side, and diagnoses and outcomes on the other. Blood around the nipples is a sign of madness, at least according to one writer.4 But the doctors, like the philosophers when they discuss signs, were well aware that such correlations do not always hold (Lloyd 2007b). For a sign to be demonstrative (Aristotle was to claim) there has to be an invariable connection between sign and signified.5 Let me digress briefly to note that in Indian logic, the Nyaya school analysed one type of argument schema in five stages, (1) assertion, (2) 10



evidence, (3) example, (4) application and (5) conclusion (Matilal 1971, 1985, 1998: 142ff.). The validity of the argument depends on the invariability of the connection between sign (evidence) and signified (the conclusion). But that is secured not by means of an induction, but by example (stage 3). Smoke is evidence of fire, and this can be seen in the example of smoke in the kitchen. In China too Chunyu Yi repeatedly supports his prognoses with the evidence that led him to them (Hsu 2010). This is usually introduced with the formulaic phrase ‘the reason why I knew that so and so was the case’, backed up, generally, by a record of what he says he felt when he took the patient’s pulse. Thus the illness of one of the grandsons of the King of Qi is diagnosed as a qi-diaphragm-disorder. Why? It was the heart qi that he felt: it was muddy and agitated in the cardinal tract. That was the sign, and its interpretation was given by the ‘method’ or the ‘rule’ that set out the relevant correlations. In this case ‘the method of the pulse says that if the pulse comes rapidly and it leaves with difficulty and is not united, the illness is settled in the heart.’ As with analogies, such arguments from signs leave a good deal open to interpretation. Now let me give a couple of examples of dilemmatic arguments from Greece and from China. At one point in his On the Generation of Animals, 722a16ff, Aristotle refutes the doctrine of pangenesis, according to which the seed is drawn from every part of the parent animals. He itemises the possibilities in what he thinks of as an exhaustive list. The seed must be drawn either (1) from all the uniform parts, such as flesh, bone, sinew, or (2) from all the non-uniform ones – by which he means the hand, the face etc, or (3) from both. Against (1) he objects that the resemblances that children show their parents (which had been the main argument for pangenesis) lie 11



rather in such features as faces and hands, than in their flesh and bones as such. Against (2) he points out that the non-uniform parts are actually made up of the uniform ones: a hand is composed of flesh, bone, blood, nail and so on. Against (3) he uses the same consideration. Resemblances in the nonuniform parts must be due either to the material (but that is simply the uniform parts) or to the way it is arranged. But if to the latter, nothing can be said to be ‘drawn’ from the arrangement to the seed, for the arrangement is not itself a material factor. This is not just an argument employing modus tollens (if p, then q: but not q; so not p): the apodosis q is itself subdivided into three possibilities, each of which is refuted in turn. The Stoic fourth indemonstrable stated that ‘either a or b. But not a. So b’ (Diogenes Laertius 7.81, Long and Sedley 1987, I 213). An interesting variant dilemmatic argument that occurs several times in the Han text Zhanguoce proceeds by examining all possible outcomes of a scheme, and then arguing that whatever occurs, it is advantageous or disadvantageous as the arguer wants to claim. In one example, in Zhanguoce Zhao 205 (Lloyd 1996a: 76) the general of an army from Wei seeks permission from the kingdom of Zhao to allow his troops to pass through Zhao in order to attack another state. Here the arguer advocates that permission be granted by saying that whether or not Wei is successful in its attack, it will be to the advantage of Zhao. Conversely at Zhanguoce Eastern Zhou 10b a ruler about to attack Qi is warned against an alliance with Qin on the grounds that whether or not Qi is successful it will be Qin who will be strengthened. Either the first or the second. But if the first, then the third. And if the second, then also the third. So the third. Thus far I have been citing arguments that might be expected to appear in any society in such contexts as the discussion of state policy or 12



when attempts at explanation of some phenomena are made. Sorites arguments might be thought to be much more exceptional, though the technical version of such arguments obviously owes a good deal to more general ‘slippery slope’ considerations. The Sorites certainly achieved considerable notoriety in ancient Greece in the hands of Academic sceptics in particular. How many grains of sand make a heap? One grain certainly does not, no more do two. Adding a single grain on each occasion, it proves to be impossible to identify a point at which the non-heap becomes a heap.6 But we find close analogues for such arguments also in China. The philosopher Yang Chu was reputed to have asserted that one should not sacrifice a single lock of hair for the sake of some external good. An opponent says he would certainly give up a bit of skin for a thousand of gold, but has to agree he would not sacrifice a limb. But the defender of Yang Chu’s position then uses a Sorites to embarrass the opponent. Go on adding bits of skin to the original one sacrificed and it eventually amounts to as much as a limb (Liezi 7/4b-5a, Graham 1989: 60-1). The problem of counter-factuals in Chinese The final genre of argument that I shall exemplify, the use of counterfactual conditionals, has recently been well studied, in relation to the Greek use of thought experiments, by Ierodiakonou 2005, who makes it clear how important they were in both philosophy and science. Two examples from Aristotle illustrate the point very well. In the Posterior Analytics 87b39ff he says that if we were on the moon and saw the earth intercepting the light of the sun, we should not know the cause of the eclipse, only that a particular eclipse was occurring at that moment. But if 13



we could see the pores in the burning glass and the light passing through them – that is, if those theoretical entities were directly observable (88a14ff) - it would be obvious why it burns, since repeated perception in such a case would allow one to grasp the universal. Again in On the Heavens two thought experiments using counterfactuals are used to support his view that the earth has a natural tendency to move to the centre of the universe. The first of these (Cael. 297a12ff) considers the earth in an imaginary process of generation, where even if it was distributed across space it would find its way to the centre of the universe, and the second (297a30) asks what would happen if an enormous weight were added to one side of the earth, where again the total mass would agglomerate as a sphere at the centre of the universe. But such counterfactuals have been said not to occur in China, indeed the claim has been made that they cannot be expressed in Chinese (Bloom 1981) – although neither of those two assertions withstands scrutiny. A concession must, to be sure, first be made. It is true that there is no real equivalent, in Chinese, to the manner in which a highly inflected language such as Greek distinguishes different types of conditionals by means of a combination of particular particles and tenses. Every student of ancient Greek learns the differences, for example, between (1) a conditional introduced with ei with the indicative, where the apodosis may or may not have an, where not having an expresses a fulfilled condition, having it an unfulfilled one; (2) one introduced with ean with the subjunctive (expressing a distinct future condition); and (3) those introduced with ei but the verb in both protasis and apodosis is in the optative (where the future condition is remote).
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Yet basic ‘if … then…’ compound sentences are as common in Chinese as they are in Greek, and the ‘then’ clause is regularly introduced by the particle ze. Moreover the incapacity of the Chinese language to express counterfactuals is straightforwardly refuted by the fact that one particle used to introduce the protasis of conditionals, shi ‘if’ or ‘supposing’, may be qualified by another particle jia to indicate that the condition is not met: jia shi literally means ‘falsely supposing’ (Harbsmeier 1998: 116ff.). Good examples of this usage can be given both from philosophical texts and from scientific ones (to use a very broad distinction). Among the writings attributed to Gongsun Long there is a sequence of arguments concerning ‘pointings and things’. One such begins (in Graham’s translation, 1989: 93f): ‘Supposing that within world there were no pointing out of things, what would we have the opportunity to call not the pointed-out? If within the world there were no things, what would we have the opportunity to call the pointed-out?’ Admittedly Gongsun Long is notorious for his paradoxes, such as that ‘white horse is not a horse’, but we find another example of a counterfactual in a section of the cosmological treatise Huainanzi ch 3. This discusses a certain calculation of the distance of the sun using sightings with pairs of gnomons, where one argument, introduced with jia shi, describes the rising sun being observed a minute distance within the forward gnomon. As Cullen points out (1993: 282), this is a purely imaginary set-up, as no such measurement could be made. Thus far I have considered argument types used in China and in Greece, but of course persuasions do not necessarily proceed by way of argument, but may depend rather on, for example, emotive or psychological factors. Here too there is no reason to suppose that there are major differences in the main ways in which ancient Chinese and Greek speakers 15



attempted to sway their audiences (whether those audiences were individuals or whole groups, though we shall see that that can be important), by playing on their fears, ambitions, vanity, pride, rousing them to pity or anger and the like, using indeed the whole gamut of human emotions for that end. Theories of argument and persuasion in China and Greece I trust then that I have no need to go on at greater length to illustrate the similarities in the types of argument and persuasion actually found in ancient Chinese and Greek thought. But what about theory, analysis and evaluation? It is well known that the Chinese did not develop a formal logic of the type we have in Aristotle or in the Stoics, where the validity of a conclusion is distinguishable from the truth or falsehood of the premises: I shall have more to say on this in a minute. But positively the ancient Chinese certainly did engage in the analysis of persuasive strategies. They do not just practice what we may call ‘rhetoric’, but reflect self-consciously on that practice. The key classical text here comes in the treatise called Hanfeizi, named after and at least partly composed by Han Fei who lived around 280 to 233 BCE. Han Fei got to be labelled a member of the Fa Jia, or school of law, and came to be associated with some of the harsh policies of Qin Shi Huang Di, the first emperor, whose name was systematically blackened by writers in the succeeding dynasty, the Han. Unlike many Chinese, and indeed Greek, writers, Han Fei does not here disapprove of plausible argumentation and glibness in speech more generally, let alone condemn them as immoral. But while his failure to pass negative value judgements certainly contributed to the bad reputation he acquired in some quarters, in 16



fact his analysis of persuasion did a brilliant job of outlining what a persuader had to do to win over those in authority. Thus while the persuader must be aware of the gap between what the ruler says he wants and his real, underlying motives, he must be careful to conceal that knowledge. The main focus of interest is on studying the character of the person to be won round, to play on his emotions and his vanity, to exploit his weaknesses, go along with his ambition to seem virtuous, and to do all of this, so far as possible, without himself being exposed as the scheming manipulator he actually is (Lloyd 1996a: 77ff.). Of course those Chinese reflections concern the psychology of persuasion. But other texts tackle some of the logical features of arguments. The remains of Mohist logic, in particular, offer a tantalising glimpse of their discussions on such matters as the use of illustrations, parallels and inference itself, although the extant texts are fragmentary and subject to widely diverging interpretations (Graham 1978, Johnston 2010). ‘Parallelising’, for instance, is said to be ‘putting sentences side by side and letting all proceed’, which is opaque to put it mildly. However, they were evidently alert to certain types of flaws in argument, especially inconsistency. There the stock illustration is the anecdote of the manufacturer of lances and shields, who claimed that the lances could penetrate anything, but also that the shields could withstand penetration from anything. Inconsistency, for which the Chinese term is bei, is often referred to metonymically as ‘lances and shields’ (maodun) and as such was available to be used as a criticism of an opponent’s argument well beyond those who had some allegiance to Mohist thought (Harbsmeier 1998: 215, Lloyd 2004: 46-7).
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But if thus far I have mainly been insisting on a number of significant similarities both in the types of arguments used in Greece and China and in some of the reflections on their use that we find in both societies, it is time now to consider some differences, and first with regard to some of the contexts in which persuasion was deployed. As my brief discussion of Hanfeizi illustrated, the typical political context in which Chinese advisers operated was where they confronted a ruler or his representatives, ministers or nobles, or people in authority more generally. Most of those whom we call Chinese ‘philosophers’ (though for sure not all) saw their role as that of advisers to rulers. Confucius travelled from state to state looking for, but never finding, a ruler who was worthy of his advice. The Mohists, Mencius, Hui Shi, Gongsun Long, Xunzi among many others similarly sought to play an important political role as advisers. Indeed one of the ways of referring to those we call ‘philosophers’ in China was as ‘itinerant advisers’, you shui. One of the great cosmological texts of the third century BCE, the Lüshi chunqiu (Knoblock and Riegel 2000), was put together under the auspices of Lü Buwei, who was prime minister to the man who later became the first emperor, Qin Shi Huang Di, and a century later an equally impressive cosmological collection, the Huainanzi, was compiled under the patronage of Liu An, the ruler of the kingdom of Huainan and uncle to the emperor Han Wu Di. Han Fei, whose chapter on the ‘difficulties of persuasion’ I have just been considering, was a nobleman and adviser to kings, and we saw that the context of persuasion that that chapter envisages is one where the adviser is trying to win round a person in authority to his point of view. Evidently the aims of persuasion, whether in ancient Greece or in ancient China, are broadly the same, namely to win an argument, carry the day, convince an interlocutor or opponent (Lloyd 1996a: ch. 4). That is the 18



chief point of similarity. But the principal contexts in which that happens could be very different. It is true that Greek advisers sometimes also faced autocrats, monarchs or tyrants (we have only to think of Plato’s attempts to educate Dionysius II of Syracuse, as reported in the Seventh Letter whether or not that was an authentic work by Plato himself). But far more often the target of Greek persuasions was a collection of your peers, the citizen-body in the Assembly, or a group of them in the Council, or groups of dicasts in the law-courts, or even a lay audience for a sophistic epideixis. We have seen the dangers that Han Fei is conscious that an adviser runs in China. Of course in Greece too you could run into difficulties with your fellowcitizens, even be condemned to death by them, as was Socrates. The dēmos as a whole could be, as Plato constantly complained, fickle and arbitrary in its judgement, no less so than any Chinese emperor. Yet in principle (if not always in practice) in Greece you and your fellow-citizens were all on a par – a point that applies not just to democratic Athens, though our extant evidence for that particular city-state is far richer than that for any other. Many issues were decided by voting, where each individual’s view counted for exactly the same as everyone else’s. That has no parallel in ancient China. This difference in the social and political contexts of argumentative practice is also reflected in, and I would say has repercussions on, the modes of theoretical analysis of such practices. The analysis in Hanfeizi is eminently well adapted to the contexts in which ‘itinerant advisers’ worked. The emphasis, as I said, was on the psychological aspects of the situation, the motives, open and hidden, of the person to be persuaded, and the techniques of manipulation that the adviser himself should use.
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Now if we look at the development of rhetorical theory in Greece, we have on the one hand a similar interest in the analysis of the emotional elements of persuasion, but then also on the other – by the time we get to Aristotle at least – an analysis of argument schemata that goes appreciably beyond what we have in extant Chinese texts. The earliest Greek treatises on rhetoric, those attributed to Corax and Teisias in Syracuse in the mid fifth century BCE, are not extant, though frequently referred to from Plato and Aristotle onwards. Much later, Cicero speculates, interestingly, that the particular stimulus to those early investigators of rhetoric came from the help sought in litigation by returning exiles attempting to recover their property that had been appropriated when they were expelled by the tyrants who seized power in Syracuse (Brutus 46f., referring to a now lost work of Aristotle, the Collection of Arts). When Aristotle discusses his predecessors, he complains that they only dealt with a small section of the art (Rhetoric 1354a11ff.). They omitted political oratory and discussed only forensic. Worse, what they had to say was on what is ‘outside the subject-matter’, that is not to do with the substance of the cases in question. For ‘prejudice and pity and anger and such-like affections of the soul are not to do with the subject-matter, but are directed at the dicast’. Those earlier writers said nothing about the enthymeme, which is the ‘body’ of proof (1354a14ff., Burnyeat 1994, Lloyd 1996a: 85f.). It is certainly possible that Aristotle here exaggerates the limitations of earlier theorists for his own polemical purposes. Both he and Plato conceded that they had a lot to say about the likely or the probable (eikos) though one context in which Aristotle does this is his analysis of merely apparent, or fallacious, enthymemes (Rhetoric II ch. 24). However, to the extent that Aristotle’s diagnosis of the limitations of his predecessors’ 20



treatments is valid, that would have the striking implication that those preAristotelian treatises on rhetoric were appreciably closer to Chinese discussions of persuasion than Aristotle’s own work was. The fundamental respect in which that would be true is that, concentrating on prejudice, pity, anger and the like, they focussed on the psychological aspects of persuasion, much in the way that Han Fei did. But if Aristotle claims superiority over earlier Greek writers on rhetoric because he included what they omitted, namely the analysis of rhetorical proofs, the actual analysis that Aristotle offers enables him to score a second victory, over rhetoric contrasted now with the strict, axiomatic-deductive demonstration that Aristotle developed in the Organon. Rhetoric depends on the modes of argument, paradigm and enthymeme, that are proper to its domain. A proper (Aristotelian) treatment of the Art of Rhetoric should include an analysis of these schemata: that is where the likes of Corax, Teisias, Gorgias and Theodorus all fell down. But the second point that Aristotle insists on is the inferiority of rhetorical argument when compared to that strict, axiomatic-deductive, style of demonstration that he sets out in the Posterior Analytics, his own invention, of course, as he claims at the end of the Sophistical Refutations. Rhetorical demonstration (and he is prepared to use the term apodeixis with the qualifier rhētorikē) falls short of the strict kind in three respects (Lloyd 1996b: ch. 1). First the enthymeme does not necessarily make all its premises explicit. Secondly and more fundamentally it does not use necessary premises but rather merely probable ones. Third, where demonstration is needed, in rhetoric, is on unclear or controversial points. When something is clear, there is no need to demonstrate it. If a forensic orator had premises that are true, primary, immediate, better known than, 21



prior to and explanatory of the conclusions – as the Posterior Analytics demands – the last thing he would dream of needing to do is to proceed to a demonstration. So it is that model of strict axiomatic-deductive demonstration that drives Aristotle to downgrade rhetorical, compared with philosophical, arguments. Just as Plato had gone on about the inadequacies of ‘mere’ persuasion, and to have insisted on the need for demonstration (even though he did not define that), so too Aristotle sets as his ideal the mode of argument that will secure incontrovertibility. That will depend on two conditions being met. First the ultimate premises must (as just noted) be necessary, true, primary, immediate, better known than and explanatory of the conclusions, and then those conclusions have to be validly deduced from the premises. When that is the case, the argument is indeed incontrovertible. Mere persuasion, by contrast, is not good enough, for it is always defeasible. That is the debased coinage of argument in the assemblies and law-courts where anyone could be persuaded of more or less anything, true or not, wise or not, advisable or not. But those political and legal contexts of the mass persuasion of fellow-citizens simply had no counterpart in the experience of Chinese advisers. Accordingly such contexts could not act as a negative model to stimulate the analysis of an argument schema that would purportedly be immune to doubt. Incontrovertibility simply does not figure as a goal for interpersonal exchange in China, whether in politics, in the law, or in more purely intellectual contexts, such as mathematics. Considerations of motivation were certainly important, as was morality, and as was what was in the interests not just of the ruler but of the state, the welfare, as they said, of ‘all under heaven’. Advising was difficult and dangerous: but Chinese 22



advisers are time and again reminded that they have a responsibility to stand up to the ruler when he acted wrongly or ignored the common welfare. The topic of remonstration occupied many Chinese persuaders, many of whom ran great risks in fulfilling their responsibilities in that regard (Lloyd 2005). Working out what should be done, and persuading rulers to do it, was the focus of attention. The goal of certainty, of incontrovertibility, secured by a combination of indemonstrable self-evident primary premises and valid deductive argument, would have seemed chimerical if it had been suggested to any classical Chinese thinker. But then it wasn’t: for there was nothing to stimulate the pursuit of any such goal. The relevance to reasoning in general The rich evidence for both the theories and the practices of argument and persuasion from ancient Greece and China enables us to identify certain commonalities and differences between those two societies (at least) in this regard in some detail. But how relevant are these ancient materials to our understanding of reasoning in general? We must now return to the issues of the universalities and cultural differences specific to this domain, to the problems associated with the notion of a Great Divide and to the specific question of the consequences of literacy. On the first of those questions clarification is badly needed. There can hardly be any group or society that does not engage in argument and persuasion. Humans naturally disagree with one another, on small issues and on great. When that happens it is equally natural for one person or group to try to win over another. The Greeks may have been especially argumentative. But when Aristotle said that ‘we all up to a point endeavour 23



to criticise or uphold an argument, to defend ourselves and to accuse’ (Rhetoric 1354a3ff.), that generalisation surely holds extremely widely if not universally (cf. Billig 1996, Dascal 1998, Dascal and Chang 2007). However, as we have seen in discussing ancient Greece and China, the prime contexts in which such skills are deployed may and do vary from group to group, society to society, reflecting the values, interests and institutions of each. Moreover as we have also seen, the manner of selfconscious reflections on arguments and argumentativeness may also vary. Thirdly, when such reflections lead to the formulation of certain principles about the virtues and vices of argument, they may have repercussions on the actual practice of such. Once it is explicitly recognised that inconsistency is to be avoided, speakers may invoke that rule to criticise an opponent. Of course some of the more complex rules are themselves open to challenge. The fallacy of the consequent states that the argument ‘if p, then q: but not p; so not q’ is invalid. But when the first ‘if’ is taken as a biconditional, that is to be intended as ‘if and only if’, the schema can be converted into a perfectly good example of modus tollens. Yet none of those moves can be made without the vocabulary in which to make them. Before that was available, there may be some sense that something is wrong with the reasoning, but the participants will not be able to say what precisely that is. The first conclusion would then be that there are no grounds to suppose that we have to choose between reasoning being universal and it being culturally diverse. These are not exhaustive alternatives. Certain respects in which reasoning is universal should be accepted, while we should also pay attention to other respects in which modes of reasoning, and reflections on them, may vary between groups and societies, influenced of course primarily by the values of the groups and societies in question. 24



‘Great Divide’ theories It is especially in connection with the thesis of a Great Divide that differences in styles of reasoning have been claimed, where it is not just a question of certain modes of argument being made explicit, but one of their being positively invented. Before the mid seventeenth century arguments from probability were not quantifiable. That is a solid result of Hacking’s work (1975). So too other styles (Hacking would also claim, 1992, 2009, 2012) can be said to have been inaugurated at particular historical junctures, mostly during the course of the development of Western thought. That chimes with the claim I have been making above that axiomatic-deductive demonstration was the invention of Aristotle (long before the crucial period of the Great Divide, the so-called scientific revolution). However, with some of the styles that have been associated with that Great Divide, it is more difficult to pinpoint what the differences in reasoning or argument consist in. What is meant by the ‘laboratory style’, for instance, is a complex amalgam of procedures, one or two of which may be said to have antecedents in other contexts and so not be limited to that style. Experimentation itself is, for sure, subject nowadays to certain strict protocols, but it owes a good deal to much more common trial and error procedures. In such a case it seems possible to identify both what the style of reasoning or inquiry (or has Hacking 2012 now prefers, of ‘thinking & doing’) has in common with other forms, and where it diverges from any precedents. The Consequences of Literacy
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Similar cautions and reservations need to be expressed with regard to what has often been considered responsible for the single most important change in cognitive capacities, namely the advent of literacy. Much of the discussion of what is possible in groups that lack literacy has been markedly unsatisfactory. Luria’s famous studies of the Uzbeks are a case in point, for where he concluded that they were seriously weak in elementary logic, the exchanges he recorded are capable of a quite different interpretation. In one group of studies (Luria 1976) subjects were first told that in the Far North, where there is snow, all bears are white, and then that Novaya Zemlya is in the far North and there is always snow there. But when they were then asked what colour the bears there were, some of his respondents replied that they didn’t know: they had not seen them, so how could they say? But instead of inferring that the Uzbek respondents were hopeless logicians, Luria might rather have concluded that they were excellent at pragmatics. The question ‘what colour are the bears there’ implicitly raised a doubt about the earlier information that in the Far North all bears are white. Though the Uzbeks had no way of talking about conversational implicature, that may well have been the feature of exchange that influenced their replies. Some of the consequences of literacy are relatively straightforward. As Goody argued, when writing is available, this potentially provides a far more stable record than oral memory, and without such records much complex work in such fields as astronomy is inconceivable. But it is certainly not the case that skills in speaking only come to be appreciated and the subject of explicit comment in literate societies. Gluckman’s classic studies of Barotse law are eloquent testimony to this. The people in question, the Lozi, have a rich vocabulary to ‘describe different modes of expounding arguments, judicial and other’, with separate single words for being ‘able to 26



classify affairs’, ‘clever and of prompt decision’, for ‘a judge who relates matters lengthily and correctly’, who ‘has good reasoning power and is able to ask searching questions’ (Gluckman 1967: 276f.). Then conversely among terms of disapproval are those to express ‘speaking on matters without coming to the point’, ‘wandering away from the subject when speaking’, for failing to ‘touch on the important points at issue’ and for ‘a person who gets entangled in words.’ One should note that the particular context in which these distinctions are drawn is the law, a subject on which the Lozi pride themselves for their expertise. Conclusions The evidence I have passed under review, mostly from the two ancient societies of China and Greece, is limited in scope and does not bear directly on many of the evolutionary questions concerning reasoning that have been the topic of recent discussions. However, some aspects of the relations between reasoning and culture may, I think, be illuminated by our historical study, insofar as it reveals both certain commonalities and certain differences. Three points stand out. (1) A considerable variety of types of argument and techniques of persuasion are to be found in both ancient China and Greece. While important common patterns recur, that by itself would not, of course, legitimate any conclusion to the effect that any one particular mode or technique is universal across all human populations. In that humans everywhere have always engaged in persuasion, debate and inference, we may say that the faculty of reasoning is universal, even if its manifestations
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differ across cultures and within cultures in the ways, and within the limits, that I have discussed. (2) Where differences and variants occur, as between Greece and China, these sometimes appear (unsurprisingly) to relate to values, interests, institutions, including the political situations of those ancient societies, and the typical contexts in which reasoning and debate occur, a point that applies not just to the practices, but also to certain self-conscious reflections on them in either case. Yet the notion that there are systematic global differences between Chinese and Greek reasonings as a whole is given the lie by those commonalities we find. Nor can the actual differences we find be said to stem from the structure of the two ancient languages, though I do not pretend that in the context of this brief essay it has been possible to do justice to the complexities of the relations between thought and language (cf. Vygotsky 1986, Carruthers 1996, Jackendoff 1996, Chomsky 2006). (3) The main difference that theoretical analyses made was to make available certain explicit second-order concepts to distinguish good and bad arguments, especially to identify weaknesses, flaws and mistakes in an opponent’s reasoning, though to be sure such analyses did not mean an end to such mistakes, either in the objector or in those objected to. Evidently an ability to diagnose invalidity does not make the diagnostician immune to invalid arguments, which continue to be identifiable not just in earlier societies but also, of course, in our own, whether or not we put that down, as some would have it, to our Pleistocene inheritance.
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Notes 1



The Cambridge Handbook of Thinking and Reasoning (Holyoak and Morrison 2005) cites the work of close on 3000 scholars, while the bibliography of Mercier and Sperber and their commentators (2011) amounts to 588 items.



2



Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism I 69, Long and Sedley 1987: I, 216.



3



While Lévy-Bruhl came to modify his hypothesis of ‘prelogicality’, he did not retract his supposition of distinct ‘mentalities’ (cf. Lloyd 1990). While the work of LéviStrauss (1966) especially demonstrated the capacity for abstract thought among non-literate indigenous peoples, he still suggested a broad distinction between ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ societies.



4



Aphorisms 6.21 Littré 4.588.7f., cf. Lloyd 1987, 24.



5



Aristotle draws a technical distinction between tekmēria (signs based on universal connections) and sēmeia (where the connections are not universal) at Prior Analytics 70b1ff., and Rhetoric 1357b4ff. Tekmēria do, but sēmeia do not, yield deductive demonstrations. However he sometimes uses the latter term generically when tekmēria can be treated as one of its species.



6



The Stoics treated the Sorites as problematic (e.g. Diogenes Laertius 7.82, Galen, On Medical Experience 16.1-17.3) but the Academic sceptics used it to attack dogmatic positions, on such questions as the nature of the gods 29
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