
 

Why Logic Doesn’t Matter in the (Philosophical)
Study of Argumentation

TIM HEYSSE

 

K.U. Brussel
Vrijheidslaan 17
B 1080 Brussels, Belgium

ABSTRACT: Philosophically, the study of argumentation is important because it holds out
the prospect of an interpretation of rationality. For this we need to identify a transcendent
perspective on the argumentative interaction. We need a normative theory of argumentation
that provides an answer to the question: should the hearer accept the argument of the
speaker. In this article I argue that formal logic implies a notion of transcendence that is not
suitable for the study of argumentation, because, from a logical point of view, argumentation
‘disappears from sight’. We should therefore not expect formal logic to provide an inter-
esting interpretation of the rationality intrinsic in argument and discussion. 
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Philosophy has a special stake in the theory of argumentation. This philo-
sophical stake is the possibility of developing interesting conceptual terms
such as ‘rational’, ‘reasonable’ and ‘justification’ through the analysis of
the (implicit) rationality intrinsic to arguing and discussing. The question
is, ‘what can “rational” or “justification” mean in a context of argumenta-
tion and discussion?’ Theorists of argumentation have indeed presented
their work in this way:

every theory of argumentation provides us with an extensive ‘definition’ or clarification
of the norms of rationality which are or ought to be applied in the assessment of argu-
mentation (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst and Kruiger, 1987: 49, italics by the authors). 

And of course, Perelman and Toulmin, the pioneers of the modern theory
of argumentation, have developed their theories because they were not
satisfied with the concepts of rationality and justification that were current
at that time.

Following Perelman, Toulmin, Hamblin and others, I will offer a new
argument for the claim that we cannot expect formal logic to contribute
much to this particular philosophical inquiry. The study of the systems of
formal logic will not provide us with an interpretation of rationality
adequate for describing what happens when a hearer is convinced by the
arguments of the speaker. 
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I

Explaining rationality by developing a theory of argumentation presupposes
a normative theory of argumentation. Some may think that we shall not
have to go a long way to find the conceptual means necessary for such a
normative theory. Afterall, do we not have a whole armoury of classical
and non-classical formal logics? Does formal logic not provide us with
the conceptual means to distinguish valid from invalid argumentation
(Haack, 1978: 1)? According to Susan Haack in Philosophy of Logics, for
instance:

The claim of a formal system to be a logic depends (. . .), upon its having an interpre-
tation according to which it can be seen as aspiring to embody canons of valid argument.1

Formal logic appears to offer everything we could philosophically want of
the study of argumentation. More specifically, it offers an interpretation
of rationality: a person is completely rational if (and only if ) he is per-
suaded by arguments that fulfils the canons of formal logic.

If people were completely rational they would be persuaded only by valid arguments with
true premises (but) in fact, often enough they are persuaded by invalid arguments or argu-
ments with false premises and not persuaded by sound arguments.2

Formal logic is the incarnation of rationality. If we want to talk about
‘rational disagreement’ and about ‘rational discussants’, it tells us what
‘would be right, rational, reasonable (. . .), justified) (. . .) to believe’
(Sainsbury, 1991: 7). The normative theory of argumentation that offers
an interpretation of rationality, is already here, if we can believe authors
like Haack and Sainsbury. 

Against these pretensions of formal logic, i.e. the incarnation of ratio-
nality, arguments are brought in that may be correct, but that are not always
decisive. Some partisans of a non-formal or informal logic argue that formal
logic is too rigid or too formal to be of any use in analysing everyday
examples of argumentation. To evaluate argumentation in a natural
language, it has to be translated into the formalism of a logical system. This
translation entails all kinds of practical and fundamental problems (such
as when the premises of the natural language argument are ambiguous or
implicit; Schellens, 1985: 27).3 In this respect, the examples of ‘informal
arguments’ mentioned by Haack or by Sainsbury are disturbing since they
are of the trivial kind we expect in logic textbooks (Haack, 1978: 22: ‘Either
7 + 5 = 12 or dogs meow, so dogs meow’; see also Sainsbury, 1991: 298,
299). In those textbooks, such tedious examples are expected because they
focus attention on the form (de Pater, 1980: 12–13; Flew, 1975: 10), but
their examples of informal arguments suggests that what Haack calls
informal arguments are in fact non-symbolic arguments within formal logic.

Others have argued that in everyday life arguments can be accepted as
sound even though they are not valid according to the canons of some
formal system. Hamblin, for instance, argues that only if dialectical criteria
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for the evaluation of argumentation are accepted, the evaluation of argu-
mentation may be realistic or practical. If a normative theory is to provide
us with norms for the evaluation of argumentation and rules for rational
discussions, ‘acceptance by the person the argument is aimed at – (. . .) –
is the appropriate basis of a set of criteria’ (Hamblin, 1970: 242).

All these objections are true, of course, but as they stand, they are not
decisive from a methodological and fundamental point of view. From a
methodological point of view, it does not follow that we should abandon
formal logic for some informal study of argumentation, simply because of
the fact that contemporary formal logics are not satisfactory. This fact could
be taken as an incentive to develop new systems of formal logic that will
be able to do what contemporary systems are incapable of (Haack, 1978:
33; J. Van Benthem, 1977–1978; Harpine, 1985; Schellens, 1985: 21–22).
Some logicians recognize that formal logic has to mend its ways if it
wants to be of any use to those studying argumentation (J. Van Benthem,
1977–1978: 275; Gamut, 1982 I: 256). From a fundamental point of view,
the fact that many arguments in everyday life do not come up to the canons
of formal logic does not mean that we should reject these canons. It could
be argued, as indeed Haack does, that people are not completely rational;
but if they were, they would submit to the arguments of the logician. My
objection against formal logic as a theory of argumentation will not be
that it rests on an ideal view of argumentation, but just that it rests on the
wrong ideal. 

A more fundamental objection to the pretensions of formal logic as a
normative theory of argumentation is necessary. In this paper, I will argue
that formal logic presupposes a notion of transcendence that is not suitable
for the study of argumentation. From the point of view of a logical system,
argumentation and discussion and differences of opinion ‘disappear from
sight’. Even if logic would mend its ways, it could never be a suitable
theory of argumentation.

My arguments will be aimed against the claim that formal logic can offer
an interpretation of what it is to be rationally convinced by argumenta-
tion. Of course, formal logic serves many other purposes, such as the study
of formal languages or of the concept of proof or derivation. These purpo-
ses will not be addressed in this paper. However, for those logicians who
find my argument less than convincing, this paper will still have served
its purpose by pointing out the enormous changes necessary in formal logic,
if it is to be of any use in studying argumentation. 

II

To show that argumentation and discussion and differences of opinion are
phenomena that disappear from sight from a logical point of view, I will
explain how these concepts are represented within formal dialectics, as it
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was developed by Barth and Krabbe. Formal dialectics are useful for this
purpose, because it is meant, according to Barth and Krabbe, to be at the
same time a system of formal logic and a theory of argumentation. Formal
dialectics are nothing but formal logic in a ‘dialectical garb’ (Barth and
Krabbe, 1982: 13–14, 38–39, 40, 41; Barth and Krabbe, 1978: 322). It does
not offer a perspective on argumentation and discussion which is different
from the logical point of view, but it does contain explicit definitions of
‘a conflict of avowed opinions’ (Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 56), ‘a conflict
which is resolved’ (Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 57) and of ‘dialectical validity’
(Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 54, 115).

Without going into the details and without introducing a lot of symbols,
we can outline the way formal dialectics view argumentation and discus-
sion. Dialectical validity is defined as follows: 

Definition: The step from a set, 

 

Π, of premises to a conclusion, Z, is dialectically valid
(in a system Σ) if and only if there is (given the dialectical system Σ) a winning strategy
for a Proponent of Z, relative to Π as the set of concessions made by the Opposition (in
a discussion carried out according to the rules of the system Σ).

This definition presupposes that we have a dialectical system Σ. Such a
system contains definitions (e.g. of ‘a conflict of avowed opinions’ and of
‘a conflict which is resolved’), elementary rules (that prescribe how to
attack and how to defend statements) and non-elementary rules (that guar-
antee that the dialectics be systematic, realistic, thoroughgoing, orderly and
dynamic).

According to the definition of dialectical validity, the step from the
premises to the conclusion is dialectically valid if and only if there is a
winning strategy for the proponent of the conclusion against an opponent
who has accepted the premises as concessions. 

Definition: By party N has a winning strategy for (or in) a dialogue situation according
to the system Σ of formal dialectics, we shall mean that, whenever it is N’s turn to speak
in the ensuing discussion, there is a way in which N can make use of the rights he or she
has on the strength of Σ to make such moves that, whatever remarks the other party ~N
makes (each chain of arguments in) the discussion ends after finite number of steps and
with the result that N has won it (Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 83, Definition 21).

Obviously, these definitions imply the following: if the step from the set
of premises Π to the conclusion Z is dialectically valid in a system Σ,
there is no point in discussing the matter. If the step is valid, there is a
winning strategy for the proponent of Z in a discussion with an opponent
of who has accepted the premises in the set Π. In that case it is immedi-
ately clear that the opponent of Z has no chance of winning the debate,
whatever he says. 

The fact that there is no point in discussing is also obvious from the way
the logician can decide whether there is a winning strategy for the propo-
nent. In chapter V of From Axiom to Dialogue, Barth and Krabbe explain
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how the logician can calculate, with diagrams, whether a party has a
winning strategy or not. 

If a dialectical system has been constructed, it is possible to represent
a discussion between a proponent and an opponent of a statement Z by way
of tree diagrams and strategy tableaux. These tree diagrams and strategy
tableaux present a peculiar view of argumentative interaction. First, all
relevant aspects of a dialogue situation in a given stage of the dialectical
debate (whose turn it is to move, to what concessions the parties have
committed themselves, etc.) can be represented symbolically by way of
‘dialogue sequents’ (Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 123). This symbolic notation
makes it possible to describe four types of dialectical situation and to class
every possible dialogue situation as one of these four types. 

And second, if one combines these dialogue sequents to get a tree
diagram or a strategy tableau, the diagram or the tableau represents the
whole debate in one figure. Barth and Krabbe offer rules for constructing
diagrams and tableaux. These rules prescribe that you must write under a
dialogue sequents of a given type a sequent of some other type. In this way,
the diagrams and tableaux enable the logician to calculate every possible
dialogue situation that may ensue from a given situation. 

These diagrams present, in one overview, the course of every possible
discussion between a proponent who defends a statement Z, against an
opponent who has committed himself to a set of premises Π. In this way,
the logician can calculate immediately and with absolute certainty whether
the step from the premises to the statement is dialectically valid.

It is obvious that argumentation is no longer visible from the point of
view of formal dialectics. First, because argumentation is pointless: it can
be calculated immediately and mechanically whether a certain argumenta-
tion for a certain conclusion is valid or not. If a winning strategy is applied
by one disputant, the actual arguments of the discussants cannot influence
the outcome of the debate; and even his influence on the course of the
debate is limited to what are essentially delaying tactics. The actual argu-
ments of the discussants do not significantly influence the course and the
outcome of the debate. And second, from a logical point of view argu-
mentation no longer appears as argumentation, i.e. an interaction as a result
of a difference of opinion, in which a concrete speaker tries to convince a
concrete hearer. Rather, it appears as a construction of interrelated symbolic
expressions, or more specifically, of dialogue sequents.

III

Formal logic presents a perspective from which argumentation, as a
concrete interaction in which a speaker tries to convince a hearer, is no
longer visible. Nevertheless, many authors argue for the claim that formal
logic can contribute to the study of argumentation and discussion or that
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logic offers an interpretation of rationality in the context of argumentation
or discussion. In the following pages I will argue that this claim is based
on a certain interpretation of the notion of transcendence. Formal logic is
appealing to those who believe that a transcendent perspective must be
the external or objective perspective of a neutral observer.

To explain what I mean by transcendence, I will recapitulate the require-
ments of a normative theory of argumentation. We are interested in a nor-
mative theory, because we want an answer to the question ‘ought the hearer
to accept the argumentation formulated by the speaker?’. The aim must
be to formulate a theory that enables us to determine when (and under
what conditions) argumentation ought be accepted. Such a theory would,
ideally, imply norms to evaluate argumentation, and rules that regiment
behaviour of discussants. It follows that a normative theory implies a dis-
tinction between an argument that convinces and an argument that is sound,
and/or, between behaviour of a discussant that is successful and behaviour
which is considered ‘rational’. This requirement of a normative theory of
argumentation implies that the evaluation of argumentation is not limited
to the actual participants in the discussion. A normative theory is only
possible when a perspective on the argumentative interaction is possible
and thus transcends the interaction (this term is given by Van Eemeren
and Grootendorst, 1982: 212).

What is the transcendent perspective that logic has to offer? It is the
transcendence of a formal system (Strawson, 1952: 56–57). So, what is
the transcendence of a formal system? A logical system is constructed by
creating primitive symbols, definitions, axioms, formation- and transfor-
mation-rules. The logician manufactures the elements of a language of
his own and assigns to the elements of this language the kind of meaning
that is required by the system (Strawson, 1957: 57, 58; Haack, 1978:
83–84). 

The fact that the language of the system is introduced by the logician
has two obvious consequences: 1) The symbols of the system can be
assigned a meaning which is stable and unambiguous and the ‘sentences’
of the language consist of, or are constructed out of, such symbols with
stable and unambiguous meanings. In a formal logic, the ‘language’ studied
is the result of setting symbols with a meaning that is as unequivocal and
stable as necessary. 

2) More importantly, by introducing definitions and rules for the for-
mation and transformation of sentences, the logician introduces the logical
constants. In this way the logician sets connections or relations between
the sentences of the system (e.g. between ‘p & q’ on the one hand and ‘p’
or ‘q’ on the other hand). Only connections that are set in the system, are
accepted. To study the system is to study which ‘new’ sentences can be
formulated in the system, given that certain sentences (or variables) and
certain connections between sentences (the constants and the transforma-
tion-rules) are set. When a new theorem is proven, a ‘new’ sentence can
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be precisely introduced into the system, because certain sentences and
certain connections between these sentences have already been set. 

A logical system is a construction of sentences that are connected in a
rigid and systematic way. From the perspective of the system, the logician
can decide immediately, and with certainty, on the validity of an argument.
The logical decision is certain and immediate because the logical system
offers an overview of all the sentences and the connections between sen-
tences that are set in the system.4 To decide on the validity of an argu-
ment, the logician only has to decide whether a certain sentence (e.g. ‘There
is smoke’) and a certain connection between sentences (e.g. ‘If there is
smoke, then there is fire’) are set in the system. Simultaneously with setting
the sentence (‘There is smoke’) and the connection between sentences (‘If
there is smoke, then there is fire’), the conclusion of the argument (‘There
is fire’) is also set. Furthermore, there cannot be no doubt about that con-
clusion. Paraphrasing the definition of the syllogism by Aristotle (Topica,
I, 1, 100a25, cf. de Pater, 1980: 61), formal logic is the systematic study
of formulae in which something follows from something set with neces-
sity by virtue of that which is set.

One objection to my analysis is obvious: the only actual logical system
I have mentioned, is formal dialectics as developed by Barth and Krabbe,
a system that is decidable (Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 267, 273, 288, 295:
Theorems 18, 21, 24 and 27) and monotonic. The fact that there are unde-
cidable systems, however, does not seem to cause problems for my analysis.
The fact that there are things you cannot decide logically or logical sys-
tems in which you cannot decide on some things, does not call for alter-
ations in that analysis. 

The existence of non-monotonic logics does not limit my analysis or
force me to alter it (A logical system is non-monotonic if in it you can
derive a conclusion, Z, from a set of premises Π, but not from Π

 

ø {A};
Batens, 1986: 162; 1994: 58; Sainsbury, 1991: 11). To make this claim plau-
sible, I will briefly discuss a particular example: the adaptive or dynamic
dialectical logical systems developed by Diederik Batens (1986, 1989,
1994). They are dynamic in the following sense: (i) in constructing proofs,
the rules of inference may be modified in view of the sentences derived
up to that stage of the proof and (ii) certain sentences that are derived at
some stage are not further derivable at some later stage, and vice versa,
Batens, 1989: 187). These systems are non-monotonic and some systems
are, moreover, paraconsistent (A logic is paraconsistent if and only if some
inconsistent sets of sentences that is based on this logic, are not trivial,
Batens, 1986: 161). In the following remarks I will only consider the para-
consistent systems. 

Batens shares the views on the purposes of the study of logical systems,
as defended by Haack, Sainsbury, Barth and Krabbe. He developed these
systems because he believes that these logics describe more adequately how
we think and even talk, at least in science (Batens, 1985). I will show that

WHY LOGIC DOESN’T MATTER IN THE (PHILOSOPHICAL) STUDY 217



the perspective they present is a transcendent perspective on argumenta-
tion that is not essentially different from the perspective of a classical
system described earlier. 

In fact, one system, DPI (presented in Batens, 1989 and Batens, 1986)
departs from classical propositional calculus only in that some sentences
in the system behave inconsistently: for some sentences A, both A and
not-A may be derived in a proof constructed according to rules of the
system.5

In a classical system, this would mean that any sentences could be set
in the logical system. To avoid these trivialities (but of course they are not
logical trivialities in any strict sense), the construction of proofs in DPI is
governed by rules that allow the derivation of sentences on the presuppo-
sition that, among other things, some other sentences ‘behave consistently’.
This presupposes that some rule will make special provisions for keeping
track of certain sentences C1, . . . , Cn that are presupposed to behave con-
sistently when a sentence A is derived.

The system is called dynamic, because a sentence A can be derived at
some stage in the proof on the presupposition that some other sentences
C1, . . . , Cn behave consistently, or be deleted from the proof, if at some
later stage this presupposition turns out to be false (because for one or more
Ci, (Ci & ~Ci) has been derived). Nonetheless, Batens defines the notion
of final derivability: a sentence is finally derivable if it cannot be deleted
at any later time (cf. Batens, 1989: 188, 206–207; 1986: 167, 1994: 69).
In other words, the rules of Batens’ system DPI allow the logician to make
a final decision about which sentences can be set in the system.

Among these rules, the most peculiar one is the following (simplified
formulation to avoid having to explain the whole construction of a proof
in DPI): 

COND: If (B1 & . . . & Bn) → A is PI-valid and each of the B1 & . . . & Bn is derived in
a previous line of the proof – (. . .) – and for all D1 & . . . & Dn, either (D1 & ~D1) ∨
. . . ∨ (Dk & ~Dk), (C1 & ~C1) ∨ . . . ∨ (Ck & ~Ck) is not derived in a previous line of
the proof or (D1 & ~D1) ∨ . . . ∨ (Dk & ~Dk) is derived in a previous line of the proof,
then you may derive A, but note that this derivation presupposes the consistent behav-
iour of all sentences (. . .), of which the consistent behaviour is presupposed in deriving
B1, . . . , Bn and all of C1, . . . , Cn (adapted from Batens, 1986: 165, 1989: 201–202).

Batens notes that there are different ways in which the condition imposed
by this rule may be phrased (each leading to different heuristics of the
proofs). But the general idea behind this condition is clear: a sentence A
may be set in the system, if 1) some other sentences B1, . . . , Bn are set
and 2) other sentences (D1 & ~D1) ∨ . . . ∨ (Dk & ~Dk), (C1 & ~C1) ∨ . . .
∨ (Ck & ~Ck) are not set, or if, alternatively, they are set, some other sen-
tences (D1 & ~D1) ∨ . . . ∨ (Dk & ~Dk), are also set in the system. In other
words, a sentence A may be set if some other sentences are set in the system
and still some others are not.

The conditions imposed on the introduction of sentences are much more
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complex in an adaptive or dynamic logic than they are in a classical system.
It does not, however, contradict the characterization of formal logic I
adapted from Aristotle earlier: the dialectical dynamic system DPI is non-
monotonic and paraconsistent, but in it logic is nevertheless the study of
formulae that follow from set formulae by virtue of that which is set. 

IV

What then, is the transcendent perspective of the logical system, from which
the logician aims to tell us whether a person must rationally accept a
speaker’s argumentation? To describe the transcendence of the logical
system, two things are important. First, the logician never asks himself
‘Ought I to accept the argumentation of the speaker?’ From his per-
spective the question ‘Do the arguments of the speaker convince me of
the conclusion?’ does not even arise (neither does the question ‘Are the
premises of the speaker true or acceptable?’).

Second, the logician never has to listen, because the logical system offers
a perspective in which argumentation is presented as a string of symbols
set in the system and he only has do decide whether there is a set con-
nection between premises and conclusion. The logician does not really pass
judgement on the argumentation of a speaker, he investigates the premises
of the argument (Are they set in the logical system or are they not?) and
the connection between the premises and the conclusion (Is it set in the
logical system or not?). 

But when would it be possible to answer these questions with certainty?
This would only be possible if the logician could, with certainty, deter-
mine the meaning of every separate sentence in the argument (premises
and conclusion), so that he can then go on and determine whether the
premises are set in the system and an acceptable connection exists between
the premises and the conclusion. When the logician claims he can deter-
mine whether a person must accept the arguments for a thesis, he claims
that he can determine the meaning of the sentences in the language of that
person. In other words, he claims he has an overview on (part of) the belief-
system. He knows all the sentences that can be set in this belief-system at
a certain time. Logic presupposes a perspective which is only accessible
to an observer who can look into our minds and can see what our beliefs
are.

In other words, the transcendent perspective of the logician is the objec-
tive perspective of a neutral observer. When the logician tells us that it is
right for a person to accept the arguments of a speaker, he decides on the
basis of an overview of the belief-system of that person. The perspective
of the logician is neutral in the sense that from that point of view no per-
spective is privileged. His perspective is reached by transcending the
internal and egocentric point of view of a particular person, the point of
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view that depends on our subjective capacities, desires and interests (Nagel,
1986: 3). He has a view, that is literally a view from nowhere in the world,
the perspective of an objective self, stripped of all individual and even
distinctly human characteristics. This objective self is omniscient in the
sense that he succeeds in conceiving of the world as a whole, individual
viewpoints included (Nagel, 1986: 3). He knows how the world appears at
all individual perspectives. 

V

Formal logic presupposes a view from nowhere. Maybe God can observe
what this neutral and omniscient observer is supposed to observe. But I
certainly cannot: I am just an ordinary mortal hearer. It is interesting to
see how different the perspective of the neutral observer is from that of an
ordinary hearer who is confronted with a particular instance of argumen-
tation. When a logician adopts the view from nowhere, he fails to appre-
ciate the true nature of consistency, as it is presupposed in the practice of
interpretation. 

What does it mean to try to understand a speaker who argues for a thesis?
According to the well-known ideas of Donald Davidson, an interpreter who
tries to understand what a speaker is saying, goes about it like this. First,
he determines what sentences are prompted by concrete events in the world
(the ‘occasion-sentences’). By virtue of the principle of charity, he assumes
these sentences to be true (according to what the hearer believes to be
true) and tries to determine what their truth conditions are. Second, starting
from these occasion-sentences he tries to determine the truth conditions of
other sentences that are not obviously caused by external events. To do this,
he assumes, again by virtue of the principle of charity, that these new sen-
tences are not inconsistent with the occasions-sentences (according to his
own criteria of consistency, i.e. his own logic). To interpret what the speaker
is saying the hearer assumes that the speaker is consistent. 

By virtue of the principle of charity, the interpreter assumes that he
shares a logic with the speaker and that what the speakers says is consis-
tent by this shared logic. What happens when an interpreter believes he can
catch the speaker in an inconsistency? In principle, there are two possi-
bilities. First, the speaker bluntly utters an evident contradiction (he affirms
that p and that not p at the same time). This may be a theoretical possi-
bility, but in the practice of interpretation it is impossible to interpret
somebody as saying something obviously contradictory:

We cannot, I think, ever make sense of someone’s accepting a plain and obvious contra-
diction: no one can believe a proposition of the form (p and not-p), while appreciating
that the proposition is of this form. If we attribute such a belief to someone –, it is we
as interpreters who have made the mistake (Davidson, 1985: 353; see also 1986: 138).
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When it appears that the speaker has uttered an obvious contradiction, we
have to look for a new, more adequate interpretation. 

Second, the interpreter may conclude that the speaker is wrong: the
speaker utters two sentences that are, according to the interpreter, con-
tradictory (without the contradiction being obvious). In this case, the
interpreter may confront the speaker with the conjunction of the two
contradictory sentences and when the speaker agrees that they are contra-
dictory, he changes his mind about them. If he does not agree and refuses
to retract one of them, the interpreter will start wondering whether he under-
stands the speaker at all. He is back to case one. 

In neither of these possibilities, the question is raised whether the hearer
ought to accept what the speaker says. Logic has a function in the study
of argumentation, but that function is limited to the level of interpretation,
i.e. the level at which differences of opinion are being defined. The question
whether the argumentation of the speaker is convincing does not even arise
on this level. The notion of inconsistency functions as a telltale (de Pater,
1980: 20). It signals that something is wrong, but it does not tell what it
is: whether it is the interpretation of the hearer or the argumentation of the
speaker.6

Consistency is part of the rationality an interpreter must confer on the
speaker before interpretation can even get started. Logic is the background,
against which possible mistakes can be identified. If formal logic is pre-
sented as a theory of argumentation, things are turned upside down: one
presupposes that the meaning of an utterance is determinable and deter-
mined and investigates the consistency. When we listen and interpret, we
presuppose consistency and search for meaning.

VI

Formal logic is of no use in the study of argumentation, not because it is
too formal or too strict, but because it aims to evaluate argumentation from
the objective point of view of a neutral observer. 

If this conclusion is true, it suggests two additional remarks. First, Nagel
has shown that many facts and phenomena, which are very important in
every day life, are no longer visible from nowhere. Although he does not
mention it, the argumentative interaction is one of these phenomena. This
suggests that the search for a suitable form of transcendence for a norma-
tive theory of argumentation can lead to a form of transcendence which can
be useful in other domains of philosophy. 

Second, if my objection to formal logic as a theory of argumentation
is convincing, the concept of a normative theory of argumentation is
dubious, too. If a normative theory of argumentation is impossible, without
assuming in some way an objective point of view, it may be doubtful that
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we could ever develop something that we could call a normative theory of
argumentation. 
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NOTES

1 Haack, 1978: 3, 30; See also Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 19, 14; Wolfram, 1989: 13.
2 Haack, 1978: 11; italics by Haack; Sainsbury, 1991: 4; Barth and Krabbe, 1982: 71; Flew,
1975: 29.
3 How fundamental these problems are, becomes clear if we reflect on the fact that there
are many different logical systems and that an ‘argument’ that is valid in one system need
not be so in another. This raises the question why I should accept a certain formal system
in which a translation of one of my arguments is invalid. Haack’s answer is that a suitable
system represents our every day intuitions on validity (Haack, 1978: 32; see also Barth and
Krabbe, 1982: 39–41; Sainsbury, 1991: 294). So, the very transcendence of a logical system
depends on the possibility of translation of natural language arguments into the language of
a formal system. 
4 The decision of the logician is immediate, because by introducing definitions and rules
for the formation and transformation of sentences the logician has in principle introduced
every sentence that is possible or acceptable in the system. Of course it takes time, effort
and ingenuity to develop a logical system, as a reader needs time, effort and some intelli-
gence to understand a whole system as it is written out. But logically, as soon as the defin-
itions and rules are introduced, everything is set to prove theorems. 

Moreover, logical systems cannot contain descriptions of time. Michael Dummett has
argued that time essentially needs change and that change comes in only with token reflexive
expressions (such as I, here, now, etc.):

For time essentially involves change (. . .) There is change only in virtue of the fact that we
can say of some event M that it has ceased to be future and is now present, and will cease
to be present and become past (Dummett, 1960)

The problem with sentences that contain token reflexive-expressions, is that they have
different truth-values according to the circumstances in which they are uttered. Formal dialec-
tics again offers a good illustration of the limits of logic: formal dialectics contains con-
ventions or indexes for identifying the stages of a formal debate, but if Dummett’s argument
is correct, enumerating the stages of a debate or of a proof is not sufficient to introduce
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time into a logical system. Of course, we read time into the indexes enumerating the stages,
but the logical system itself cannot show (the passing of) time. Even a system of tense logic
such as the one developed by Prior (1957), in which constants are introduced such as Pp (‘it
was the case that p’) and Fp (‘it will be the case that p’), does not really represent the passing
of time. In this system we can study the relations that can be set between a proposition that
was the case, is the case or will be case, but within this system of relations change does not
occur.
5 Semantically, the paraconsistent logic PI – on which Batens’ dynamic dialectical logic
DPI is based – is characterized by deleting the clause ‘If valuation (A) = 1, then valuation
(~A) is = 0 (Batens, 1986: 162; 1989: 191). Syntactically, it is characterized by the absence
of such theorems as ‘(p ∨ q) & ~p → q’ and the presence of ‘[(p & ~p) ∨ (p ∨ q) & ~p] →
q’ (Batens, 1989: 193).
6 More technically, an interpreter tries to construct a Tarski-style truth theory for the
language the speaker is speaking. If the hearer knows the truth theory, he or she has learned
all he or she has to know, to identify, for instance, the belief the speaker wants to express
with an indicative sentence. For various reasons, Davidson maintains that the evidence the
interpreter has to use in constructing such a theory underdetermines the theory. Interpretation
is always underdetermined. This has the following important consequence: if the speaker
makes what the interpreter thinks is – in the speaker’s language – a logical mistake, there
is always endless room for adapting the axioms of the truth theory governing the satisfac-
tion and reference relations of the words in the speaker’s language. So there is never any
firm basis for an interpreter to decide that what the speaker says is, in fact, a logical mistake
(see Davidson, 1984). 
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