
could be programmed to handle such logics. Kurt Gödel’s
undecidability proof has ruled out the possibility of an
ultimate logic machine capable of following a systematic
procedure for testing any theorem in any possible logic,
but whether the human brain is capable of doing any
kind of creative work that a machine cannot successfully
imitate is still an open, much debated question.

See also Aristotle; Boole, George; Bradley, Francis Her-
bert; Computing Machines; Gödel, Kurt; Gödel’s
Incompleteness Theorems; Jevons, William Stanley;
Logic, History of; &ukasiewicz, Jan; Lull, Ramón;
Machine Intelligence; Venn, John.
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logos

The Greek term logos is multiply ambiguous. The
unabridged Greek dictionary gives five and a half long
columns of definitions and examples. Logos is a noun cor-
responding to the verb legein (say), signifying, among
other things, speech, statement, sentence, account, defini-
tion, formula, calculation, ratio, explanation, reasoning,
and faculty of reason. Early studies of the term tended to
talk about a concept of logos, as if there were some single
concept or theory associated with it. In fact, the term was
employed in different ways by different thinkers. Yet,
there is a kind of interplay in concepts associated with the
term that makes a single study worthwhile.

Scholars sometimes speak of a change from mythos
to logos; roughly, a transition in expression from story-
telling in myths, usually expressed in poetry, to scientific,
philosophical, or historical accounts, usually expressed in
prose. Philosophers of the sixth century BCE were among
the first Western writers to compose treatises in prose.
The new medium of expression permitted a more ana-
lytic and detached view of things, and it embodied a rev-
olution in thinking about the world. Although logos
(plural: logoi) could signify a story, increasingly logoi were
taken to be scientific accounts in contrast to mythoi “sto-
ries” and epea “verses” (see Plato Timaeus 26e). But for
the sophists, a mythos can be used to express a logos (Plato
Protagoras 320c)—but only insofar as logos is seen as a
more basic kind of explanation.

the presocratics

Logos soon came to signify something of the content of
rational discourse as well as the medium, and it is this
sense, or set of senses, that this entry will focus on. Hera-
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clitus (c. 500 BCE) was the first philosopher to raise logos
to the level of a principle. He opens his book by saying,“Of
this Logos’s being forever do men prove to be uncompre-
hending, both before they hear and once they have heard
it. For although all things happen according to this Logos
they are like the unexperienced experiencing words and
deeds such as I explain when I distinguish each thing
according to its nature and show how it is” (fr. 1). Heracli-
tus’s logos can be shared with people, and indeed he expli-
cates it in his own treatise; but he anticipates that most
people will fail to understand the message. “Although this
Logos is common,” Heraclitus writes, “the many live as if
they had a private understanding” (fr. 2). Somehow the
logos is publicly available but ignored by the many, who
lack philosophical insight. The logos has a particular mes-
sage, or implication: “Listening not to me but to the Logos
it is wise to agree that all things are one” (fr. 50). Heracli-
tus regards the logos as transcending his own personal
communication, and teaching the unity of things.

Heraclitus’s logos is a kind of structural principle as
well as a message, a reciprocal law of exchange. It has a
kind of syntax like language that orders the changes of the
world. Heraclitus plays with statements that are syntacti-
cally ambiguous, as if to show that the same words can
make different statements, which at another level com-
plement each other. So the world is based on a single
structure that manifests itself in contraries. Language
provides a model for the world.

In the early fifth century BCE, Parmenides presented
an argument against change, in the form of a revelation
from a goddess. Yet the goddess tells the narrator, “Judge
by logos the contentious refutation spoken by me” (fr. 7).
Here logos seems to mean something like reasoning, which
clearly becomes the key to philosophical truth. For,
despite the religious imagery and associations of his
poem, Parmenides’s message is above all an argument
addressed to the reason.

In the latter half of the fifth century BCE the sophists
traveled about Greece teaching practical skills to help
young men succeed in politics and, above all, the art of
public speaking. They saw a knowledge of logos—and
especially, for them, the spoken word—as the key to con-
trolling emotions and hence the reactions of audiences to
a message. As Gorgias observed, “Logos is a great poten-
tate, who by means of the tiniest and most invisible body
is able to achieve the most godlike results” (fr. 11, sec-
tion 8). Sophists composed contradictory arguments
(antilogikoi logoi) on a single topic to teach skill in argu-
mentation, and sometimes studied elements of language
and argumentation.

plato and aristotle

By the fourth century BCE logos is established not only as
speech and the like, but as the faculty of reason. Speech
becomes the manifestation of reason, and reason the
source of speech. According to Plato an understanding of
rhetoric presupposes a knowledge of souls—what would
later be called psychology—and the use of dialectic to
implant truth in souls (Phaedrus). In fact, thinking
(dianoia) is just internal speech (Sophist 263e, Theaetetus
189e). Thus speech becomes a model for thought, and
ultimately a representation for the world; for a sentence
(logos), such as “Theaetetus is sitting,” is true just in case
it correctly describes an action or condition of Theaetetus
(Sophist 263a–b). In another context, Plato suggests that
one can more safely study the world in logoi than by
means of sensations, and he consequently adopts a
method of hypothesis (Phaedo 99d–100a).

The sign that one has knowledge is one’s ability to
give an account (logos) or explanation (Phaedo 76b), and
one who can give an adequate account is a dialectician
(Republic 534b). At one point Plato considers as a defini-
tion of knowledge “true judgment accompanied by an
account [logos],” but rejects this in part because a satis-
factory explanation of logos cannot be given independ-
ently of knowledge (Theaetetus 201c ff.). While the ability
to give a rational account provides evidence of knowl-
edge, the account is no mere component of knowledge.

Aristotle accepts Plato’s view of the relation between
language and the world along with some of Plato’s termi-
nology (Categories 2–4; On Interpretation 1–7). He recog-
nizes, if somewhat obscurely, the two relationships that
allow language to connect to reality: reference
(semainein) and predication (katêgoria)—the latter pri-
marily a link between a substance and its attributes, but
mirrored in the link between grammatical subject and
predicate. The basic unit of communication is the sen-
tence (logos), which when it makes an assertion (apo-
phantikos) is the bearer of truth or falsity. Whereas
reference connects words with things, (grammatical)
predication asserts that the things are connected in a cer-
tain way; if the assertion corresponds to the way things
are, it is true; otherwise it is false. Building on this basic
theory of language, Aristotle developed the first system of
logic, showing how certain propositions follow logically
from certain other propositions (Prior Analytics). More-
over, he conceived of a science as a set of propositions
arranged in a logical order with axioms and definitions as
starting points, and theorems as conclusions (Posterior
Analytics I)—laying out this ideal structure that would be
realized by the axiomatization of geometry a generation
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or two after his death. Thus in a certain sense Aristotle
saw the world as possessing a thoroughgoing logical
structure that could be captured in language. Indeed,
whereas contemporary logicians often think of logical
systems as arbitrary human constructs, some of which are
useful for capturing certain linguistic relationships, Aris-
totle thinks of his logic as having its basis in the nature of
things (Prior Analytics I 27).

hellenistic philosophy

According to the Stoics, the world is ultimately composed
of fire, which is identical with God. Fire pervades the
world and functions as a world-soul. Reason (logos) is
found in the world-soul, which orders and controls the
world; it is the active principle and is identical with God
(Diogenes Laertius 7.134). Soul is found in all animals,
and in humans there is also a ruling principle that pos-
sesses reason. Thus logos in the human mind is like logos
in the cosmos. Through the activity of fire, reason con-
trols the creation and the history of the world. The world
periodically perishes in a conflagration that turns all the
elements back into fire, from which a new world arises,
seeded by seminal logos, a structural principle that directs
the cosmogony (Diogenes Laertius 136). The events of
the world are ultimately under the control of reason, so
that the world is governed by providence (Diogenes Laer-
tius 138–9). The Stoics distinguish between uttered dis-
course (prophorikos logos) and internal discourse
(endiathetos logos); the former humans have in common
with parrots, but the latter is peculiar to humans (Sextus
Empiricus Against the Professors 8.275).

Philo of Alexandria (early to mid-first century CE),
combining Judaism and Platonism by using Plato’s the-
ory to explicate the Bible, recognizes logos as an image of
the invisible God, and human beings as created in the
image of the logos (On Dreams 239, The Confusion of
Tongues 147). God also acts by his word, for “His word is
his deed” (The Sacrifices of Able and Cain 65). The world
is itself the product of a plan in the mind of God, con-
sisting of the Platonic Forms (On the Creation 17–19),
which are thus conceived of as present in the mind of
God. From this model of the world the creator makes first
an invisible world, then a visible one (29–36).

christianity and neoplatonism

The Gospel according to John begins by affirming the
central role of the Logos, or Word: “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God. … All things were made by him; and without him
was not any thing made that was made. … And the Word

was made flesh, and dwelt among us” (John 1.1, 3, 14). It
may be that the Logos of John derives from Jewish rather
than Greek conceptions, yet the notion was close enough
to Greek philosophical conceptions to allow early Christ-
ian thinkers to see in it a point of contact between their
scriptures and pagan philosophy. They saw Philo as an
inspired writer who shared their vision of the Word of
God as an intermediary between God and humans. Jesus
of Nazareth was the Word of God, who manifested the
power of God on earth and prepared the way for his dis-
ciples to become sons of God (1.12).

In the mid-second century Justin Martyr identifies
Jesus as the Logos that wise men, including philosophers,
partake of. He finds references to the Logos in Plato’s
Timaeus, and more general instances of divine reason in
Heraclitus and the Stoics (First Apology 5, 40; Second
Apology 8, 10, 13). He explains that Christians “call Him
[Jesus] the Word, because He carries tidings from the
Father to men: but maintain that this power is indivisible
and inseparable from the Father” (Dialogue with Trypho
128). In the most systematic statement of the early church
fathers, Origen (third century), commenting on the
opening lines of Hebrews, says that Jesus as Word is the
invisible image of the invisible God—apparently appre-
hensible only by reason—who “interpret[s] the secrets of
wisdom, and the mysteries of knowledge, making them
known to the rational creation” (On Principles 1.2.6–7).

Plotinus borrowed from the Stoics at least the gen-
eral conception of logos in a seed to account for the influ-
ence Soul has on the visible world. The world “was
ordered according to a rational principle [kata logon] of
soul potentially having throughout itself power to impose
order according to rational principles [kata logous], just
as the principles in seeds shape and form living creatures
like little worlds” (Enneads 4.3.10). This also helps one
understand how Mind orders things by comparing its
operation to that of a seed with a rational principle; in
such a way reason (logos) flows out from Mind to the
world (3.2.2). And one can understand how timeless real-
ities have foresight over the world of change by supposing
that events unfold according to an archetype, which is
effortlessly realized by the imposition on matter of
rational principles (4.4.12). Indeed, Plotinus proclaims in
a theodicy, “The origin [of events in the world] is logos
and all things are logos,” even if they seem to be irrational
or evil to our limited view (3.2.15).

In the early fifth century Augustine argued that a
word in the heart precedes the articulate word of speech.
This inner word is a likeness of the Word of God, by
whom God carried out the creation of the world, and
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which came to be embodied in flesh in a way analogous
to that in which the inner word becomes articulated in
language. Thus the preverbal cognition that humans have
in themselves an image of the Word of God (On the Trin-
ity 15.11.20).

Although in Greek philosophy many different ver-
sions of how language, reason, and rational principles
connect with the world can be found, what is remarkable
is the widespread commitment to some view whereby
reason is imbedded in the cosmos. Human reason does
not simply impose some extraneous order on the world,
but it discovers in nature a structure that mind has in
common with the world.

See also Aristotle; Augustine, St.; Diogenes Laertius; Hel-
lenistic Thought; Heraclitus of Ephesus; Neoplaton-
ism; Parmenides of Elea; Patristic Philosophy; Philo
Judaeus; Plato; Platonism and the Platonic Tradition;
Plotinus; Semantics, History of; Sextus Empiricus;
Sophists; Stoicism.
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loisy, alfred
(1857–1940)

Alfred Loisy, the French biblical exegetist, was the best-
known and most controversial representative of the Mod-
ernist movement in France at the end of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth centuries. His scholarly
investigation led him to the kind of destructive criticism

of the Gospel narratives and Christian dogmas carried on
earlier by such scholars as D. F. Strauss and Ernest Renan,
whose lectures at the Institut Catholique Loisy attended
from 1882 to 1885. Loisy’s long career, from his entry into
the priesthood in 1879 to shortly before his death, was
one of much controversy and progressive estrangement
from personal religion.

Loisy was born at Ambrière, Marne, and died at Cef-
fonds, Haute Marne. He became professor of Hebrew in
1881, and of Holy Scripture in 1889, at the Institut
Catholique. Loisy’s views on the date of the book of
Proverbs soon aroused misgivings, and he was warned
that continuation of such unorthodoxy would place him
in danger of official censure.

Loisy’s superior, Monsignor d’Hulst, was an enlight-
ened man and not intolerant of the work of the modern
critical school, but as head of the Institut Catholique he
was in a responsible and difficult position. The head of
the College of St. Sulpice had forbidden his students to
attend the heterodox Loisy’s lectures, and when in 1892
Loisy started his own periodical, L’enseignement biblique,
for the instruction of young priests, d’Hulst felt obliged to
urge caution. In 1892, soon after Renan’s death, d’Hulst
himself wrote an article on Renan in Le correspondant.
Without condoning Renan’s break with Catholicism,
d’Hulst upheld his complaint, in Souvenirs d’enfance et de
jeunesse, that the instruction given at such seminaries as
St. Sulpice was out of touch with modern scholarship and
the modern world. A further article by d’Hulst, aimed at
promoting tolerance of the more searching kind of bibli-
cal criticism, gave offense in orthodox quarters, and
d’Hulst felt obliged to clear his institute of any suspicion
of unorthodoxy. Therefore, when Loisy continued to
declare his critical independence of dogma and revela-
tion, and to present a historical Jesus apart from the
Christ of faith, he was forced to resign his chair in 1893.

As a reply to modernist exegesis, the pope issued the
encyclical Providentissimus Deus (November 18, 1893),
denying that error is compatible with divine authorship.
Loisy wrote to Leo XIII, professing submission to the
encyclical’s demand that the truth of the Bible should not
be questioned. His insincerity can be inferred, however,
for his activities remained unchanged. In fact, on receiv-
ing a reply in a mollified tone that invited him to devote
himself to less contentious studies, Loisy openly
expressed his impatience.

Loisy criticized the Protestant scholar Carl Gustav
Adolf von Harnack’s Wesen des Christentums (Leipzig,
1900) in his L’évangile et l’église (Paris, 1902), which was
condemned by the archbishop of Paris as undermining
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