UNIVERSALITY OF REASON AND RELATIVITY OF CULTURE
AS IT APPEARED IN LOGIC AND LANGUAGE

Peter Robinson

The belief that all people were essentially the same and distinct
from other creatures because of their reason has dominated western
thought until the present day. Its sources are Aristotle's biological
classification of man as genus, animal; difference, rational:; the Chris-
tian, Manie Lean, Platonic, split between body and scul and Stoicism's
view that reason and humanity are universal. In the scientific Renais-
sance Descartes' criteria for the recognition of men as distinct from
machines or animals are the ecreative use of language in communication
and the use of reason to modify their actions. This is still an eXpres-
sion of the Ancient view. In the Discourse on Method (1637), he says:

Here I paused to show that if there were any machines
which had the organs and appearance of a monkey or of
some other unreasoning apimal, we would have no way of
telling that it was not of the same nature as these ani-
mals. But if there were a machine which has such a re-
gsemblance to our bodies, and imitated our actions as
far as is morally possible, there would always be two
absolutely certain methods of recognizing that it was
still not truly a man, The first is that it could never
use words or other signs for the purpose of communicating
its thoughts to others, as we do. It is indeed conceivy-
able that a machine could be so made that it would utter
words, and even words appropriate to physical acts which
cause some change in its organs; as, for example, if it
was touched in some spot that it would ask what FOu
wanted to say to it; if in another, that it would cTry
that it was hurt, and sc on for similar things. But it
could never modify its phrases to (57) reply to the
sense of whatever was said in its presence, as even the
most.stupid men can do. The second method of recogni-
‘tion is that, although such machines could do many things
as well as, or perhaps even better than, men, they would
infallibly fail in certain others, by which we would
discover that they did not act by understandicg, but
only by the disposition of their organs. For while rea--
son is a universal instrument which can be used in all
sorts of situations, the organs have to be arranged in

a particular way for each particular action. From this
it follows that it is morally impossible that there
should be enough different devices in a machine to make
it behave in all the accurrences of life as cur reascn
makes us bhehave, . :
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" By these two methods we can also recognize the difference
between man and animals. For it is a very remarkable
thing that there are no men, aot even the insane, so dull
and stupid that they cannmot put words together in a man-
ner to .convey their thoughts. On the contrary, there is
‘no other animal, however perfect and fortunately situ-
ated it may be, that can do the same. And this is not
because they lack the organs, for we see that magpies and
parrots can pronounce words as well as we can, and never-
theless cannot speak as we do, that ig, in showing that
they think what they are saying. On the other hand, even
those mén born deaf and dumb, lackiag the organs which
others make use of in (58) speaking, and at least as badly

. off as the animals in this respect, usually invent for
themselves some signs by which they make themselves under-
stood by those who are with them encugh - to learn their
languags. - And this proves not merely that animals have
less resson than man, but that they have none at all, for
we see that very little is needed in order to talk.
Furthermore, we notice variations among animais of the
same gpecies, just as among men, and that some are easier
to train than others.. It is therefore unbelievable that
a monkey or a parrot which was one of the best of its
species should not be the egual in this matter of one of
the most stupid children, or at least of a child of in=-
firm mind, if their soul were act of a wholly different
‘nature from ours.l . :

The Biblical story of the Tower oi Babel was responsible for the
additional helief in the West that there had originally been one commot
tanguage of all men, possibly akin to Hebrew or Egyptian.

The search for or a reconstruction of a universal language formed
in accordance with common reason and capable of expressing all concepts
was begun many times by western scholars. BRaymond Lull (1235-1313), in
his Ars Hagna, hoped to use a computer constructed to produce all the
mathematically possible combinations of cofceplts.

Leibniz studied Lull and wrote a- paper, Ars Combinatoria (of the
Art of Combination) in 1666 in which he-also numbers concepts with the
idea of showing all complex concepts to be combinations of others and
to give each complex of concepts 2 specific number so that the struc-

ture of mathematics could be used to cempare complexes . of concepts, show

which ones are the same and how they are related. For example, I might
say, "1t is a case of . 3.2.10", and you, "It is 4.8,117, and I would
“then say, "Oh! I see you are che up on me" .. The often gquoted passage
from Leibniz runs thus: :

Then, in the case of a difference of opinion, no dis-

cussion between two philosophers will be any longer
necessary, as (it is- not) between two calculators. It
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Tiratio calculata!].% v € another: Calculemos!

assumggezﬁeagi Ego %;mlﬁatlons to Leibniz's logical program.
st E of ‘universal Sameness of reason and secondly it is ape-
e ane Coiceotvaiuous agsertions of identity. The terms of Leibniz?s
noglc & intentig u§ . They are the meanings in pecple’s minds, What
publicly Aoty na as oppesed to-extensional in which terms refer to
e tgere iupon groups of :!.ndlvn.duals.4 Therefore in numbering
same number. S?ngg ?gg 2§niggzén§r:hgt 3@§fsame Craomrois eieae aibe
there is no way of comparing them withig o;e gient peoplejs pipds and
S _ nd. The Un i
iiugﬁgbéﬁazéggs assumes Fhe universality of similar mindé?ersgicoigg;c
way of asserting trath of probabiiiry of mmtesrooei ity Liuere s mo
the distinction very clear in the Moia301325t?§§12§,fz:2£igzlgglgsyakes

First, it

ggzrihg;: S%S; t:o kigds of Truths: Those of Reasoning

_ 3 act. ruths of reasoni

and their opposite is impossible.  Truihs of Faer oy’
gontlngent and thelr opposite is possible. When a truth
is necessary, the reason can be found by analysis in re-
solylng it into simpler ideas and into simple truths
until we reach those that are primary.

i; is thus that with.mgthematicians the speculative
K gorems and_tpe.practlcal canons are reduced by ana-
¥ysis to Defipitions, Axioms, and Postulates,

There are finally simple ideas of which no definition
can bg given. There are alsc. the axioms and postulates
or, én a wo;d, the primary principles which cannot be
proved and, indeed, have no need of proof. There are

identical propositions i i
tory.5 : whose_opp051tes are contradic-

Leibniz, in-an often i
of his logical program as fgggzig:letter °f 1714, proscribes the seope
1f I had been less'distracted ar if I ha
or assisted by young men in a positicn tg g:ig ggungﬁr
would haye hoped to give a kind of spéeleuse génefale
{generalized algebra]l in which all truths of reason
would pe reduced to a calculus. This would be at the
same plme a §0rt of universal speech or writing, but
infinitely different from all those proposed hi%herto-
. for the characters, and the words themselves, would be
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governed by Reason; and errors, with the exception of
those of fact, could only be mistakes in calculation. -
It would be very difficult to create or invent this
language or characteristic, but gery easy to learn it
without the aid of a dictionary.

So for both Lull and Leibniz there are a fixed set of common con-
cepts to be shuffled by logic apparatus and for Leibniz the only judge-
ment that can be made by reason is the truth of the assertion of identity

among some of them. With Leibniz universal Logic is already empty of
content and the meeting of minds an assumption or belief external to
logic. . )

With increased contact with other languages and other cultures in
Africa, the New World, and Southeast Asia there was growing interest in
finding common characteristics and rational structure inexisting langu-
ages, possibly with the hope of restoring ‘people to a condition prior
+o the Tower of Babel. Leibniz, as were many others, was fascinated by
Chinese but rejects it as being tco idioeyneratic and inflexible to be
a universal language.7 Joseph Priestly takes a similar view of Chinese
in his. A Course of Lectures op the Theory of Language and Universal
Grammar, 1L762. Priestly, while going along with the Tower of Babel the-
ory of one original language, believes that the present diversity oi
. languages is necessary for the expressing of growing acgquaintance with
the world, different climates, and different ways of liviag. :

Following this change of view 2 host of writers forming part of the

Romantic reaction tothe aAge of Enlightenment will express the view that -

language is dependent on the culture, the social circumstances,  the
needs and the will of the people. For example, Lord Monboddo devoted
Chapter ld4of Book Ome of his book, Of The Origin and Progress of Langu-
ggg; 1773, to the propositicn '"that articulation is not natural to man",
Fut is a laboriously acquired skill (as in thinking, Chapter 4, '"that
man does not by nature form ideas') and all of Book II to the view that
language is dependent on culture. The title of Book II is "that the
political state was necessary for the invention of Language--—that such
a state is not natural to man, aay oore than language, to which it gave
pirth".9 By the latter part of the 18th century, language ig portrayed
as being rooted in emotion rather than reason, as being an organic
whole rather thar a mechanism with igsclatable parts-and as being in an
organie relationship ‘with national character and that its growth and
development is organic as 1s the state. Thus primacy of emotion, with
organic metaphor and ndationalism, that characterizes Romanticism, 1is
carried over to.the philosopby of language.l0 Only Immanuel Kant will
try to enumerzte all the formal principles of reason, to give them more
content than the law of identity and to claim te have found their rcots
in the forms of logical judgements. But even the effect of Kant's work
will be to provide another formulatica of the problem of the universal-
ity of reason.ll '

After the development of the view that language is dependent on
culture in the 18th century comes the view that thought is dependent on
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language. Wilhelm von Humboldt and Friedrich Nietszche (e i i
s

Fuman—ga-;gg-Human, 1878) putting forth this view are néw.gggéiéigédlgo
be the ?orerunners of the Whorf-Sapir-Quine aypothesis of the 20th cen-
Fury which is that people's most basic philosophical assumptions may be
dependent on the structure of their language and that the structurg of
{anguages may vary considerably among cultures,12 Language as having
,ndepgndent organic development is an additional assumption With this
Fherels a complete reversal inthe logical priorities of culéure langu-
Tge and thought of 200 years before and the possibility great divers?t
.? human reason rather than its assumed unity. Von Humboldt' !
sion of this view is as follows: 5 expess

Every language sets certain limits to th iri

: = ; . e spirit of
those who speak it; it assumes' a certain direction
and, by doing so, excludes many others. (VII, 821)

Thinking is pot merely dependent on lan i -
eral but, up to a certain degree, on ea%gaggez?fggn
iaznguage. People have wished, to bhe sure, to replace
t?e words of various languages by universally valid
signs, as l%nes, numbers, and algebraic symbols serve
in mathematics. But only a tiny part of that which
is thinkable can be designated that way, because such
sygbols by their very nature fit only those concepts
which can be produced by mere synthetic constriction
or are otherwise formed by rationality alone. But
whe;e the raw materials of inner perception and sen-
sation are to be imprinted with conceptualization
every?hxng depends on the individual way of 1ookiﬁg
;t thlggs of an individual human being whose language
1s an inseparable part of him. All attempts to can-
cel oup the unique signs for eye and ear and reblace
) them_w1th a few general cnes are but methods of ab-
b;ev1ateq translation. It would be folly and delu-
glon to imagine that such methods might tranmsport
one beyond the circumseribed limits of one's own
language~—not te mention all language. . Of course
a central point at which language might meet may be
scgght for, and even found, and it is necessary when
doing comparative studies of language. (grammatical
as well as lexical) to keep one's eye directad toward
Sugh a center. ¥or...there is a number of things
which can-be. determined and defined a prieori and
hence separated from all conditionalities of a given
language. DBut on the other hand, there is a far '
greater number of concepts, and grammatical pecular-
1t1e§ as well, which are woven so indissolubly into
thg individuality of their language that they can
neither be held by a thread of inner perception as
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-hovering above all languages, nor translated from one
language into another. A most signifiecant part of the
content of each language stands in a relation of such
undoubted dependency on it that its specific utter-
ance canhot be a matter of no consequence. {(IV, 21 ff.)13

Despite this relativistic view of language and culture in the 18th
century there is one assumption which holds in place the view that peo-
ple are similar eveérywhere and have universal reason in common. That
is that all people are a special creation of God and that they occupy
the pinnacle of a complete chain of specially created creatures from
the lowest to the highest. Therefore man is still an essentially dif-
ferent creature from the rest of the animals and reason is that essen-
tial difference. - However, the theory behind this view gives risg to a
problem in discerning the distinction between man and the new lower
. ereature. The theory is that God, being infinitely creative, will pro-
“duce a creature with as near infinite variation as possible; therefore,
these creatures will not only be as various as is possible but there

will be creaturés of every possible degree of variation. The search
for the migsing-link is an 18th century biological quest, not a 19th
century one. S0, while man is distinct and oceupies . the pinnacie of

the scale of Nature, his distinctness will be as little as possible from
the creature just below him. Thus Lord Momboddo, viewing huymanity rather
broadly, counsidered Ouran Qutangs to be of the same species’ as mah .and
who needed only training to attain the use of language and reason.l4
Others might well and did exclude any group of people from being men at
all on the grounds that orly Aristocratic, Victorian Englishmen were
reasonable and therefore were men. The final political significance of
the doctrine of the great chain of being was to assert a separateness
of true humanity while as aresult of a full creation make it nearly im-
possible to establish any scientific criteria for the distinction.. The
gradual ascent to man appeared to e continuous. :

Darwinism, which was built oa the foundations of this theeological
biology was required in order fo dislodge the view of universal human
reason and replace itwith the real possibilityof conceptual relativity.
First Darwinism concluded that aot only did man appear continucus with
+he rest of creation, he was continuous.l® There was nowhere to draw
the line between people and animals. But that is not enough. to dislodge
4 direct iine of evolution to aspecies characteristic of reason. Secon-
dly, all features of man are to be viewed as variable and selected to
fit a particular environment, ineluding reason. With this assumption
the radical consequence of the Whorf-Sapir-Quine hypothesis becomes pos-
sible.l8 -However, that consequence was slow tc be drawn even in svolu-
tionary biology. Unilinear cultural evoiution hung on in Anthropology
until the twentieth century. Biology, Anthropelogy, and Social Theory
all had difficulty in throwing off the unilinear, ascending scale with
its implicit value ladenness that was an assumption of 18th century phi-
losophical thought,. Cultural relativism in Anthropology is the result,
in a large part, of the ianfluence of -Sapir and Franz Boas, both influe
enced by Humboldt.l?
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And Frege, in Foundations of Mathematics, 1882

My intention was not to re

igrmulﬁ (nqt like'Boole), but to express a content

throug ertten.31gns in a more precise and clear way
an 1t is possible to do through words. 1In fact, what

I wanted to create was
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present an abstract logiec in

' And finally Peanc who
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falgse., These methods arbitrarily restrict logic to a known domain out-
side of which all propositicns are false. The referents are assumed to .
be objective and capable of being agreed upcn by all people but, if the
logical apparatus is used on terms which refer to subjective states
which exist for one personm but not for another, statements including
those claims have a different truths valus for the different people.

Since Frege and Russell; the development of what is called free
logie legitimizes this possible relativity of existence. Free logic re-
quires the explicit assertion of the existence of the referents of singu-
lar terms, so that the truth or falsity of statements concerning what
there is are not decided by the approach of logic itself but-are agreed
upon by people using the apparatus and are introduced iato logic from a
commonly held world view. The logical apparatus does noi .confer exis-
tence automatically on all individuals.

Apnother modification of logic are the many-valued logics first de-
veloped by Lukasiewiez in the 1920's. Logics which offer values other
than true or false, such as truth valueless, undefined or meaningless,
make room for propositions outside z commonly held world view rather
than arbitrarily legislate truth or falsity for all propositions.22

The development of these alternative or so-called "deviant" logics
show that the assumptions of a universal religion, universal reason,
universally similarity in people are finally being made fully conscious
and claims of bioclogically, -culturally, psyechologically,’ experiential
similarities and differences can be weighed on their own merits without
the importation of unexamined assumptions or false prestige of residual
prejudices of the past.23
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