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The Normativity of Logic 
 
Readings 
 
Gilbert Harman, Change in View: Principles of Reasoning (MIT 1986). Selections: Focus on 
Section 1 and 2 in Chapter 1, p.1-4 (Reasoning as Reasoned Change in View and Reasoning 
Distinguished from Argument and Proof) and Chapter 2, p.11-20. 
 
 
An Experiment 

 
 
You are presented with the above four cards, each of which has a number on one side and a color 
on the other. I tell you, “If a card shows an even number on one side, then its opposite face is 
red.” Which card or cards must you turn over in order to check whether or not my claim is true? 
 
Go to menti.com on your phone or laptop and enter code 169383 (may change day of) to enter 
your vote! 
 
 
Results 
 
This question is known as the Wason Selection task, and it is one of many tests used in the study 
of deductive reasoning from a descriptive perspective (i.e. how people actually do reason). 
 
What’s the answer? Well an important feature of the task is that the conditional (the if …. then…. 
statement) is taken to be what philosophers call the material conditional. A material conditional 
is true iff either the antecedent (the if …. part) is false or the consequent (the then… part) is true. 
In other words, it is only false if the antecedent is true and the consequent is false. 
 
Three examples: 
 

1. If we are in 716 now, then this class is Methods and Problems. (True) 
2. If the moon is made of cheese, then most imported cheese comes from the moon. (True) 
3. If brie is a type of cheese, then the moon is made of brie. (False) 

 



	
	

2	

So our claim was: “If a card shows an even number on one side, then its opposite face is red.” 
This conditional is false iff the antecedent is true and the consequent false, i.e. iff we can find a 
card with an even number on one side and a color that is not red on the other. In each case: 
 

1. The 5 card is odd, so it does not matter what is on the other side. Any color will not 
falsify the conditional because the antecedent is not true in this case. Don’t Flip. 
 

2. The 8 card is even, so we need to flip it to make sure the other side is red. If it were 
another color, the conditional would be false. Flip. 

 
3. The red card makes the consequent of the conditional true, so it does not matter what 

is on the other side. Our conditional does not rule out red cards with odd numbers, 
only even cards with non-red colors. Don’t Flip. 

 
4. The blue card makes the consequent false, so the conditional might be false if the 

antecedent is true (i.e. if there is an even number on the other side). Flip. 
 
This task is interesting because in certain contexts people do very badly w.r.t. picking the right 
cards. In Wason’s original study, less than 10% of respondents correctly picked all and only the 
right cards!  
 
 
Why are some cards the right ones to pick? 
 
Our question today is not to explain why people do so badly here, although that is an interesting 
descriptive question, but to explain why we think that there is a correct answer to the question of 
which cards to flip. More generally, we will ask whether logic tells us how we ought to reason. 
 
To do so, we will need to introduce some of Harman’s terminology and distinctions: 
 

-Argument: We know from earlier in the semester what an argument is – it is a sequence 
of sentences/propositions, the premises and the conclusion, where the premises are offered in 
support of the conclusion. Arguments may be valid, when the truth of the premises guarantees 
the truth of the conclusion, and sound, when the argument is valid and the premises are actually 
true. 

 
-Change in View: The process agents undergo when they come to accept new beliefs, 

discard old beliefs, or alter/adopt plans and intentions. An example: Tom believes his cat Sir 
Pounce is either in the kitchen or in the dining room. Currently in the dining room, Tom sees Sir 
Pounce is not there, and he changes his view by adopting the belief that Sir Pounce is in the 
kitchen. 
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-Principles of Revision are rules that agents follow when they change their view. For 
example, a principle of revision might tell one to make minimal changes in one’s view that keep 
coherence and allow for one to reach one’s ends. These can be seen from either a descriptive or 
normative perspective – we might describe the rules agents actually follow in some particular 
scenario, or we might describe how agents ought to change their view by picking out what 
Harman calls the right principles of revision. 

 
-Maxims of Reflection are rules that tell the agent what to consider prior to any actual 

change in view, where the agent examines their current beliefs, plans, and intentions and 
considers the various possibilities that might come into play during revision. For example, a 
maxim of reflection might tell one to consider carefully all of the relevant alternatives before 
revising. 
 

-Reasoned change in view, or reasoning, is the process agents undergo when they change 
their view in accordance with principles of revision and maxims of reflection. Theoretical 
reasoning is reasoning where one changes her beliefs, while practical reasoning is reasoning 
where one changes her plans or intentions. Again, we can make a distinction between descriptive 
and normative perspectives – we might ask how agents actually reason, or how they ought to 
reason. 

 
 

Is logic a theory of reasoning? 
 

     Argument                                                           Reasoning 
  
 Premises:               Old Beliefs, Plans, Intentions 
  1. Proposition P             
 2. Q 
            3. R 
             .                
             .    
             . 
             . 
             . 
             Conclusion                New Beliefs, Plans, Intentions 
 
We can think of Logic (as a discipline) as the study of deductive implication, also known as 
entailment or logical consequence, which is the relation that holds between the premises and 
conclusion of (logically) valid arguments.  
 
Logic has been seen by many as a theory of reasoning, in the sense that logics tells us what the 
“laws of thought” are or “how we ought to reason.”  One might think of this as the claim that 
there are bridge principles, or rules of revision that rely on features of logical implication, that 
tell us how we ought to reason. We can see this reflected in two quotes from Gottlob Frege and 
Charles Peirce, who are often considered to be the founders of modern first-order symbolic logic: 
 

Im
plication 

Inference 

Bridge Principles? 
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“Like ethics, logic can also be called a normative science. How must I think in order to 
reach the goal, truth? We expect logic to give us the answer to this question, but we do 
not demand of it that it should go into what is peculiar to each branch of knowledge and 
its subject matter. On the contrary, the task we assign logic is only that of saying what 
holds with the utmost generality for all thinking, whatever its subject matter. … [L]ogic 
is the science of the most general laws of truth.” -Frege (“Logic” 1897, collected in his 
posthumous papers) 
 
“Logic includes a study of reasoning, it is true, and reasoning may be regarded, -not 
quite correctly, but we may waive the point, -as a physical process. If we are to admit 
that, however, we must say that logic is not an all-round study of reasoning, but only of 
the conditions of reasoning being bad or good, and if good to what degree, and in what 
application. Now good reasoning is reasoning which attains its purpose. Its purpose is to 
supply a guide for conduct, -and thinking, being an active operation, is a species of 
conduct.” –Peirce (“The Basis of Pragmaticism in the Normative Sciences,” ~1906, 
collected in The Essential Peirce vol.2)  

 
Harman, on the other hand, wants to argue that there is no significant way in which logic is 
specially relevant to reasoning. Another way to put the claim might be that Harman thinks that 
whatever the correct principles of revision are, they do not depend on features of deductive logic 
and do not take the form of bridge principles between implication and inference. 
 
 
What sorts of bridge principles could there be? 
 
Harman’s argument proceeds by offering some candidate bridge principles that he thinks are 
quite weak and then showing that they cannot be right – each has some cases where it prescribes 
the wrong behavior: 
 

Logical Implication Principle: The fact that one’s view logically implies P can be a 
reason to accept P. 
 
Logical Inconsistency Principle: Logical inconsistency is to be avoided. 

 
Why does the Implication Principle fail? Imagine the case of Mary, who believes that if she 
looks in the closet, there will be cheerios and believes that she is looking in the closet. Clearly, 
the implication principle tells us Mary has a reason to accept that there are cheerios in the closet 
(Modus Ponens: P and If P then Q implies Q).  
 
In our example though, there are no cheerios in the closet – perhaps Mary’s friend ate them when 
Mary was asleep. In this case, it seems clear that Mary ought not believe that there are cheerios 
in the closet, but instead she ought to drop her belief in the conditional. Since there are no 
cheerios in the closet, it must be that she was incorrect in thinking that if she looked in there, she 
would find some cheerios.  
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Why does the Inconsistency Principle fail? Harman thinks that sometimes we come to realize 
that our beliefs are inconsistent, but since we either do not know how to resolve the 
inconsistency, or the computational costs would far outstrip the benefit of resolving the tension, 
we ought to just keep our inconsistent beliefs and avoid using them in our reasoning.  
 
This happens both in daily life with normal time restraints, and in reflective cases where we just 
cannot resolve the inconsistency. An example of the latter comes up in famous paradox cases: 
take the belief that not all of my beliefs can be true (the preface paradox) or the Liar’s Paradox 
we discussed earlier in the semester (‘This sentence is not true’ + the corresponding T-sentence 
‘P iff P is true’). Harman thinks in either case it is better to hold on to the inconsistent beliefs 
since we do not have a clear solution and avoid using the problematic cases (e.g. the liar 
sentence) in our reasoning.  
 
 
Can we fix the bridge principles? 
 
The next move for someone who wants to defend the normative role of logic might be to offer 
alterations of the bridge principles that rule out the problematic cases Harman has pointed out, 
for example by revising the Implication Principle to: 
 

Logical Closure Principle: One’s beliefs should be closed under logical implication. In 
other words, there is something wrong with one’s beliefs if there is a proposition implied 
by them that one does not already believe. In that case one should either add the implied 
proposition to one’s beliefs or give up one (or more) of the implying beliefs so that the 
proposition is no longer implied. 

 
This new principle covers Mary’s case because it allows for one to reasonably give up an 
implying belief – in her case, the belief that if she looks in the closet, there will be cheerios. 
 
What’s wrong with the Closure Principle? It seems that it is in conflict with another reasonable 
principle of revision suggested by Harman: 
 
 Clutter Avoidance: One should not clutter one’s mind with trivialities. 
 
The Logical Closure Principle suggests that we ought to believe every proposition implied by our 
beliefs, but there are infinitely many such propositions! For example, from the claim, “It is 
sunny,” we can generate infinitely many logically implied propositions by just adding disjuncts, 
e.g. “It is sunny or it is rainy,” “It is sunny or it is rainy or the moon is made of cheese,” etc. It 
seems like we ought not to believe all of these (either explicitly or implicitly), because it seems 
like we have limited space in our minds, limited time, or limited retrieval ability w.r.t. our own 
held beliefs.  
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What is Harman’s view? 
 
One might try to suggest other principles, such as revised Implication and Inconsistency 
Principles that require the implication/inconsistency to be recognized. In this context, this means 
the agent must be aware of the relevant implication claim or inconsistency. This sort of alteration 
rules out cases where something might be implied but requires a long proof or a currently 
undiscovered proof (e.g. some unsolved mathematical problem).  
 
The problem here is that few people can recognize and differentiate logical implication from 
other sorts of implication. For example, take the following list of claims: 
 

1. P or Q and not-P taken together imply Q. 
2. A = B and B = C taken together imply A = C 
3. A < B and B < C taken together imply A < C 
4. A is a part of B and B is a part of C taken together imply A is a part of C 
5. X is Y’s brother implies X is male 
6. Today is Thursday implies tomorrow is Friday 
7. X is a defensive tackle for the Philadelphia Eagles implies X weighs more than 150 

pounds. 
 
Not only would most people not be able to pick a line where logical implication stops and other 
types of implication begin, it is contested within philosophy itself whether some of these 
implications count as logical or not. 
 
Harman’s suggestion is that the principles of revision should only appeal to basic notions of 
implication and inconsistency, not notions of logical implication or inconsistency: 
 

Recognized Implication Principle: One has reason to believe P if one recognizes that P is 
implied by one’s view. 
 
Recognized Inconsistency Principle: One has reason to avoid believing things one 
recognizes to be inconsistent. 

 
Harman takes this ability to recognize implication and inconsistency between propositions as 
fundamental and primary – the notions themselves cannot be further explained in other terms 
(e.g. logical terms). He sometimes calls these immediate implications and immediate 
inconsistencies. 
 
Since these are basic notions and separate from any formal account of logical 
implication/inconsistency, Harman thinks that formal accounts of logical implication have no 
special normative role for our reasoning. While logical implication might be one type of 
implication, it is neither the only nor the most basic notion that prescribes how one ought to 
reason.  
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Homework: 
 
Think back to the Wason Selection task. There it seems that there is some correct process of 
reasoning, i.e. some process where one changes their beliefs, plans, and intentions in order to 
determine which cards to flip. Given that experiments show that people actually do very poorly 
in picking the right cards, and given that participants almost always come to recognize which 
answers count as correct once explained (but it is not obvious to them at first), do you think the 
experiment undermines Harman’s account that relies on a notion of immediate implication or 
inconsistency? In other words, do you think the descriptive fact that people actually do badly 
undermines Harman’s normative account that relies on immediate and recognized implication? 
Or does the fact that people can recognize the correct answer when explained support Harman? 
Explain your view.  


