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Abstract

From the first decades of the 20th century, the crisis of Logicism and its inappropriate
propositions for the general basis of the analysis of all the facts is among the most
problematic epistemological issues. By studying the specific mental functions of primitive
societies from a new angle, Lévy-Bruhl shows that if we want to have an appropriate
analysis of their fundamentally different mind and life, it would be necessary to introduce a
mentality other than our scientific-logical one. He calls it “mystic mentality”’; a mentality
which, instead of logic, is based on “prelogic”. The prelogical system is indifferent to the
law of non-contradiction and is formed based on the law of “participation”. He claims that
these two distinct and independent types of mentality coexist. Hjelmslev basically accepts
Lévy-Bruhl's proposal and takes advantage of the epistemological consequences of his ideas
as a support for dealing with the general problem of structural analysis. Taking the most
general concept of language (or semiotic) as the object of his special immanent theory, he
introduces the “sublogical system” as a ground from which the logic and prelogic can be
derived. He refers to the law of participation and claims that the basic opposition in a
semiotic is that between A and A+(non-A), and not, as logic assumes, the one between A
and non-A (contradiction). Regarding this hypothesis, Hjelmslev establishes a formal
sublogical calculus in the procedure of his Glossematics while treating the analysis of
systems (or the articulation of categories concerning oppositions). It should be considered
as an alternative to the logical proposal which is established as the basis of the analysis in
many theories such as those of Jakobson, Lévi-Strauss, Chomsky, and so on. In the present
study, we intended to explain Lévy-Bruhl’s prelogic and Hjelmslev’s sublogic and their
relations, and to cast light on an important possible response to the epistemological
problem of the inadequacy of logicism.

Keywords: Prelogic, Sublogic, Participation, Lévy-Bruhl, Hjelmslev, Glossematics,
Mentality, Semiotic.



mailto:mohammad-amin.shakeri@sorbonne-nouvelle.fr
http://www.philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir/

Logic, Prelogic or Sublogic: A Study on the Basis of Analysis By Mohammad Amin Shakeri

1. Introduction

The present study aims to investigate two successive theories in the first half of the 20
century which provide alternative answers to the epistemological problem of registering and
analyzing so-called illogical, or generally, irrational facts. If we exclude the “panlogicism”
that interprets facts as always being governed by absolute reason or logic, and also the
“irrationalism” that denies all questions concerning logic, we can contrast two general
approaches to the problem: /ogicism which registers the non-logical facts only as illogical or
antilogical ones and, in the best of cases, secks a latent logical basis for them; the positive
alternatives to logicism that seek to introduce a foundation other than the logical one which
makes it possible to have irrational, emotional, mystic, affective, imaginative facts next to
the logical ones. Both theories we consider belong to the latter approach. Radically
criticizing the logicism, they bring in new bases of analysis in general.

2. Lévy-Bruhl’s Prelogic
2.1. Philosopher Involves in Ethnography

In this section, we insist on the fact that we should read Lévy-Bruhl as a philosopher who is
engaged in the epistemological issues of metaphysics, rather than the common
interpretation that introduces him as an anthropologist. In 1910, he radically criticized the
logicism reigning in anthropology, in particular in the “theory of animism” proposed in the
English School (Taylor, Frazer, Lang, etc.). Their “risky” postulate, or rather, axiom, is that
the buman mind is identical, 1.e. “is always exactly the same at all times and in all places.” In
fact, logicism imposes the structure of its own mind on all human beings, including the
primitives. Lévy-Bruhl explores in-depth the ethnographical studies on primitive tribes from
a new innovative angle and offers an alternative analytical proposition.

2.2. Prelogical Mentality and Mystic Life Based on the Law of Participation

Here, we examine the epistemological consequences of Lévy-Bruhl’s theory. They are
related to the notions of mystic, prelogic, and participation: a) “mystic” concerns the content of
collective representations, institutions, and functions of primitive mentality which are
integrally saturated with magical, emotional, imaginative forces; b) “prelogic” is the ground
that these mystic contents are formed and connected to each other and to every
phenomenon. In other words, the prelogical system (neither illogical nor antilogical) is an
alternative for the logical system, a system that is indifferent to logic and can make the
mystical mind and life possible; ¢) “participation” is the constructive minimal relation within
the prelogic that supplies the mystic mentality with the fundamental law of participation
according to which two things can be merged, one thing can be another thing or can be in
two places at the same time. In other words, participations allow multinumeration,
consubstantiality, and multilocation. Therefore, the prelogical mentality is indifferent to the
logical law of non-contradiction. After briefly examining Lévy-Bruhl’s findings, we conclude
that he distinguishes two general types of mentalities: scientific-logical and mystic-prelogical. The
important remark is that these two types are not completely separate; on the contrary, they
coexist independently. In fact, the main difference between their manifestations in modern
and primitive societies is the orientation of these minds towards those general types.

2.3. Critics, Revisions, and Receptions

In this section, we refer to some of the critics on Lévy-Bruhl’s theory that forced him to
slightly withdraw and to apply some revisions to his propositions and analyses. We believe
that the revisions are nothing but declarations. The fundamental structure of his theory
remains intact. After alluding to certain receptions of his theory in various fields, we call
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attention to one of the most important contributions to its epistemological quest in
Denmark.

3. Hjelmslev’s Sublogic
3.1. From Mentality to Semiotic

Taking “structure” -ie dynamisms and systems that form all manifestations and
representations- as the object of study, confronts us anew with the epistemological problem
of the basis of analysis. The problem is the same: how to analyze irregularities, ambiguities,
contradictions, syncretisms, and all other illogical/irrational facts widely observed in the
treatment of structures? Here too, the dominant approach is that of logicism (cf.
hierarchizing within systems, binary oppositions, introducing dichotomies such as deep-
structure/surface-structure, core/petiphery, etc.). There ate alternatives to logicism,
however. One of the striking cases is the (sub-)theory of Swublogic in Hjelmslev’s
Glossematics amid “Linguistic Circle of Copenhagen”, where Lévy-Bruhl’s problematics
was a critical topic. By widening the perspective and projecting the Saussurian /angue to all
objects, Hjelmslev defines the general object of semiotic in relation to which the mentality
would be a particular object. Hence, the Lévy-Bruhlian “logic/prelogic” dichotomy should
be subjected to fundamental reformulation.

3.2. Glossematics: From Prelogic to Sublogic

After concisely introducing Hjelmslev’s Glossematics (or rather Sprogreori) as a formal and
immanent theory, we trace the evolution of his approach to the Lévy-Bruhlian problem in
four of his works: 1) in his book of 1928, where he puts the accent on Lévy-Bruhl theory of
prelogical mentality and his participation; 2) in an article dated 1933, where he uses the
notion of participation to develop his theory of fension; 3) in his major study on grammatical
cases in 1935, where he introduces the first version of his theory of sublogical systenr; and 4) in
his Résumé of a Theory of Language, where he finally formulates the sublogical system as the
basis of an analysis of syszemzs within the procedure of Glossematics.

Hjelmslev determines the inclusive ground of sublogic from which both logical and
prelogical systems can be derived. The prelogical system itself is the basis for the logical one
due to the law of participation.

3.3. Sublogical System

In this section, we describe Hjelmslev’s (sub-)theory of the sublogical system concisely as a
simplified model. He based his sublogical calculus on a modified form of Lévy-Bruhl’s
participation, instead of exclusion that is the base in logic. We introduce some of his basic
concepts, such as correlation, gone, field, participation, exclusion, participant, dimension, insistence, etc.
Then we go into detail and present the calculus.

Hjelmslev’s sublogical system is a productive machine founded on a relatively large
number of minimal basic oppositions including and based on participation. It can generate
thousands of correlational systems (categories) capable of registering/analyzing any fact
(logical, illogical, mystical, emotional, etc.) in the same ground.

4. Conclusion

Lévy-Bruhl’s theoty of primitive mentality opened the ground to a fundamental positive
criticism of the proposal of logicism for analyzing the so-called irrational facts. The
concepts of “prelogic” and “participation” play crucial roles in his theory. Projecting Lévy-
Bruhl’s epistemological problem to the broader sphere of semiotic, Hjelmslev introduces an
inclusive ground called “sublogic” that is the basis for any logical and prelogical system. He
proposes a rich sublogical calculus based on participation consisting of all possible
oppositions. It should be considered as an alternative to the logical proposal which is
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established as the basis of the analysis in many other theories. Hjelmslev’s sublogical
calculus is constructed in a way “to compute so to speak all possible values for categories
valid for all possible linguistic [or semiotic] worlds.”
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