
The object of reasoning is to find out, from the consideration of what we already know, something else
which we do not know. Consequently, reasoning is good if it be such as to give a true conclusion from
true premisses, and not otherwise. Thus, the question of validity is purely one of fact and not of
thinking. A being the facts stated in the premisses and B being that concluded, the question is, whether
these facts are really so related that if A were B would generally be. If so, the inference is valid; if not,
not. It is not in the least the question whether, when the premisses are accepted by the mind, we feel an
impulse to accept the conclusion also. It is true that we do generally reason correctly by nature. But
that is an accident; the true conclusion would remain true if we had no impulse to accept it; and the
false one would remain false, though we could not resist the tendency to believe in it.

We are, doubtless, in the main logical animals, but we are not perfectly so. Most of us, for example,
are naturally more sanguine and hopeful than logic would justify. We seem to be so constituted that in
the absence of any facts to go upon we are happy and self-satisfied; so that the effect of experience is
continually to contract our hopes and aspirations. Yet a lifetime of the application of this corrective
does not usually eradicate our sanguine disposition. Where hope is unchecked by any experience, it is
likely that our optimism is extravagant. Logicality in regard to practical matters (if this be understood,
not in the old sense, but as consisting in a wise union of security with fruitfulness of reasoning) is the
most useful quality an animal can possess, and might, therefore, result from the action of natural
selection; but outside of these it is probably of more advantage to the animal to have his mind filled
with pleasing and encouraging visions, independently of their truth; and thus, upon unpractical
subjects, natural selection might occasion a fallacious tendency of thought.

That which determines us, from given premisses, to draw one inference rather than another, is some
habit of mind, whether it be constitutional or acquired. The habit is good or otherwise, according as it
produces true conclusions from true premisses or not; and an inference is regarded as valid or not,
without reference to the truth or falsity of its conclusion specially, but according as the habit which
determines it is such as to produce true conclusions in general or not. The particular habit of mind
which governs this or that inference may be formulated in a proposition whose truth depends on the
validity of the inferences which the habit determines; and such a formula is called a guiding principle
of inference. Suppose, for example, that we observe that a rotating disk of copper quickly comes to rest
when placed between the poles of a magnet, and we infer that this will happen with every disk of
copper. The guiding principle is, that what is true of one piece of copper is true of another. Such a
guiding principle with regard to copper would be much safer than with regard to many other
substances -- brass, for example.

A book might be written to signalize all the most important of these guiding principles of reasoning. It
would probably be, we must confess, of no service to a person whose thought is directed wholly to
practical subjects, and whose activity moves along thoroughly-beaten paths. The problems that present
themselves to such a mind are matters of routine which he has learned once for all to handle in
learning his business. But let a man venture into an unfamiliar field, or where his results are not
continually checked by experience, and all history shows that the most masculine intellect will
ofttimes lose his orientation and waste his efforts in directions which bring him no nearer to his goal,
or even carry him entirely astray. He is like a ship in the open sea, with no one on board who
understands the rules of navigation. And in such a case some general study of the guiding principles of
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reasoning would be sure to be found useful.

The subject could hardly be treated, however, without being first limited; since almost any fact may
serve as a guiding principle. But it so happens that there exists a division among facts, such that in one
class are all those which are absolutely essential as guiding principles, while in the others are all which
have any other interest as objects of research. This division is between those which are necessarily
taken for granted in asking why a certain conclusion is thought to follow from certain premisses, and
those which are not implied in such a question. A moment's thought will show that a variety of facts
are already assumed when the logical question is first asked. It is implied, for instance, that there are
such states of mind as doubt and belief -- that a passage from one to the other is possible, the object of
thought remaining the same, and that this transition is subject to some rules by which all minds are
alike bound. As these are facts which we must already know before we can have any clear conception
of reasoning at all, it cannot be supposed to be any longer of much interest to inquire into their truth or
falsity. On the other hand, it is easy to believe that those rules of reasoning which are deduced from the
very idea of the process are the ones which are the most essential; and, indeed, that so long as it
conforms to these it will, at least, not lead to false conclusions from true premisses. In point of fact, the
importance of what may be deduced from the assumptions involved in the logical question turns out to
be greater than might be supposed, and this for reasons which it is difficult to exhibit at the outset. The
only one which I shall here mention is, that conceptions which are really products of logical reflection,
without being readily seen to be so, mingle with our ordinary thoughts, and are frequently the causes
of great confusion. This is the case, for example, with the conception of quality. A quality, as such, is
never an object of observation. We can see that a thing is blue or green, but the quality of being blue
and the quality of being green are not things which we see; they are products of logical reflections. The
truth is, that common-sense, or thought as it first emerges above the level of the narrowly practical, is
deeply imbued with that bad logical quality to which the epithet metaphysical is commonly applied;
and nothing can clear it up but a severe course of logic.
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