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“

point of philosophy,” the real Bertrand Russell wrote in
1935, “is to start with something so simple as to seem not
worth stating, and to end with something so paradoxical that
no one will believe it.”
Logicomix: An Epic Search For Truth mirrors this statement. It starts
with a comic book format and a basic quest story: this is something so
simple. Out of this simplicity arise the paradoxes, lying in the (in)compatibility of superheroes and logicians, in the themes of self-reference
and the connection between logic and insanity. But like philosophy,
there is a point to doing this. The point is to engage in a mental workout
to figure out the paradoxes, the story, and just why a story of a logician
can actually be entertaining. And as paradoxes go, it is easily resolved.
The strange fact is that logicians make good superheroes, self-reference
is a useful tool, logicians are mad, and it’s all just damn fun.
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Bertrand Russell is the hero of the story. His quest: to find the foundations of mathematics. He is up against some terrible foes, like paradoxes and incompleteness and Henri Poincaré, and has some hardworking sidekicks, like Alfred Whitehead and Ludwig Wittgenstein. There’s
love interest; there’s conflict. Logic covers it all. “From Donald Duck
to Bertrand Russell, via Superman!” Yes, a philosopher/mathematician
obsessed with logic is a strange choice of hero. It is this obsession with
logic that leads to the human elements in the story and is his potential
Achilles’ Heel.
“Most humans behave irrationally. All the more reason to pursue the
study of logic,” writes a youthful Russell in his secret diary. Russell is introduced to us in the context of the Second World War. He is arriving at
an unnamed American university to give a talk on “The Role of Logic in
Human Affairs”. Russell’s talk, with its aim to encourage people to behave rationally in time of war, is part of an epic quest to find logic where
there is none. If he truly believes that most people behave irrationally,
is his appeal to the use of logic in human affairs itself rational? Russell
is telling the story of his life and his epic search for the foundations of
mathematics, trying to introduce logic into all aspects of human affairs.
His failure to acknowledge the role of “irrationality” and his desire to
find logic everywhere: these are explored in the two layers of Russell’s
life as he sees it, and Russell’s life as it is presented to the reader via the
talk.
Apostolos Doxiadis, a mathematician, and Christos Papadimitriou,
a computer scientist, are the authors of Logicomix. They are also characters in the book. A third layer of the story is of the writing of the book,
with inputs from artists Alecos Papadatos and Annie Di Donna. Logicomix, as a result, refers to itself. By letting it do so, the authors, both
as characters in the story but also as the unseen creators, give themselves a platform to provide commentary on Russell’s quest for foundations. Logicomix explores the very nature of self-reference, something
that haunts the hero.
Addressing the issue of self-reference, Russell asks his audience—the
war-time and current ones—“Does the set of all sets which do not contain themselves contain itself?” Suppose that there is a town with one
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male barber and where each man either shaves himself or is shaved by
the barber, but not both. The barber too is clean-shaven. Does he shave
himself or is he shaved by the barber? If it is the first option, then he is
shaved by the barber; but, if it is the second, then he shaves himself. To
which group, or set, does the barber belong? This is Russell’s Paradox,
which arises out of self-reference and almost destroys the hero. Through
following rationality to its limits, Russell comes close to his downfall.
Russell’s Paradox undermines the progress that Russell, Gottlob Frege
and others were making in discovering the foundations of mathematics.
The problem it poses is not merely mentioned in Logicomix, it is mirrored in it. Logicomix has as some of its key characters its own creators;
their epic quest, the production of a comic book about logic. Figure it
out. Annie thinks until she gets it, and in her thought bubble Annie is
thinking of Annie thinking of Annie thinking . . .
But this is not a problem. Allowing the authors to refer to themselves and to interrupt Russell to provide explanations and commentary
gives novel solutions to potential problems. For example, Papadimitriou
interrupts the story to explain bits of logic which a lay-person might
not know. Sticking to the straight-and-narrow would needlessly ignore
a whole aspect of what it is to tell a story. Using the power of explicit
commentary, Logicomix also suggests that Russell is closing off a similar
range of options with his insistence on capturing everything with logic.
Wittgenstein, Russell’s young student, scolds Russell for not realising
the implications of his paradox: “Logic is vacuous . . . it cannot speak
reality!”
Russell desires rationality and fears madness. Against a backdrop of
dark skies, slashes of lightning and “KAAABOOOMS” of thunder, young
Russell hears mysterious sounds while staying with his grandparents and
fears that he is hallucinating. While this fear of the irrational drives Russell to the ultimate form of clear thinking—logic—madness is scattered
throughout his life. From his uncle to Frege to the mob calling for peace,
Russell is surrounded by madness of different kinds. Frege, a small frantic man, is consumed by his logic to the extent that he cannot entertain
the simplest everyday solution to the mystery of the fate of his missing cookie. It is Russell’s desire to avoid madness that brings him into
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contact with it. This is a second paradox explored in Logicomix.
As the theme of logic and madness develops, the reader is forced to
question whether logic really is something entirely rational. Using the
power of self-reference again, the reader is confronted directly with the
link: says Alecos, commenting on the development of the story, “Here
Russell seems to imply that madness comes from logic, and not the other
way round, as you say.” The conclusion that is hinted at is opposite to
what Russell proclaims. Rationality, thought, ideas. These are only part
of reality. The passions, the emotions: these too drive people and these
are no less important than thought and rationality. Favouring one over
the other, whichever way you go, perhaps leads to the same outcome of
madness.
The tragedy of Russell is that he seems unable to realise this. “Most
humans behave irrationally. All the more reason to pursue the study of logic”
is pitted against “The Role of Logic in Human Affairs”. The different
layers of the story allow the reader to question whether Russell is correct
to propose logic as a solution to human irrationality, and to seriously
consider that The Role of Logic in Human Affairs is not major. Russell’s
epic quest in his mathematical life leads to paradoxes; his quest in his
human life, dogged by irrational humans, is bound to lead to problems
of its own. Young Russell realises that the role of rationality and logic
in human affairs is not absolute, and yet he carries on believing wholeheartedly in logic’s power and importance. Paradoxically, it is Russell’s
own idea of what the truth must be that prevents him from finding it.
Logic by itself is vacuous, it cannot speak reality.
And perhaps this is where the power of the comic book format
comes in. It’s a story, ultimately. The medium allows for ways of telling
a story which are not available for only words. Boolean algebra explained in a maze. A statement like “I’m tired, man” carrying Russell’s
exhaustion and despair through being said against a backdrop of a desolate, bleak square, with Russell and Whitehead tiny inconsequential
figures. Russell’s inscrutable eyes opposed to Wittgenstein’s enthusiastic
circles—who is seeing more?
This is a story that is being told, not a factual history of Russell’s life.
“Comic license” is practised freely throughout—something which the
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(self-referential) creators comment on themselves. If this were a philosophical treatise, then perhaps insoluble paradoxes would arise. It is not,
however, and pure rationality and logic without the pretty pictures and
human interest just does not cut it for a story. Logic cannot speak reality, but perhaps there is a limit to words as well.
“Well, we focus on the people! Their ideas interest us only to the extent that they spring from their passions.” Logicomix is an exploration
in both ideas and passions, through paradoxes, madness and unlikely
heroes. The role of logic in human affairs, it seems, is only partial. With
this message, the paradoxes of a logician superhero, of self-reference, of
logic and insanity, and of a comic book format for a story about mathematics and philosophy are all solved.
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