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ON ARISTOTLE’S PRINCIPLE OF CONTRADICTION

ITS ONTOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS AND PLATONIC ANTECEDENTS
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xal xvolwtdrn taw xaldpoedy éoti.

Midatov, Logworne 230 d.

According to Aristotle, it belongs to the philosopher to study the apyai
presupposed in all special inquiries. It falls within the philosopher’s domain
to examine thus the most certain principle, the law of contradiction. In pro-
ceeding with this basic task, the philosopher can employ only dialectic, that
is, he can only unfold and discuss the consequences that follow the denia]
of this fundamental dpyn. In recommending and developing this approach,
Aristotle was following and furthering the kind of reasoning Plato originat-
ed in the T heaetetus. Both Plato and Aristotle argued against the theories
that reality consists of nothing but things in constant change. As we shall
see, such views, since they did not allow for states of constancy and formal
determinants, led inescapably to the denial of the law of contradiction (7 he-
aetetus 181 c-183 b). The relativism of Protagoras, resting as it did
on a version of extreme Heracleitianism, denied the possibility of false
judgments. It is a position that both Plato and Aristotle sought to discredit
although on different epistemological and ontological grounds. This point
will be discussed later in the paper. What is of central importance here is
the fact that a theory which makes change ultimate not only denies all no-
tions of permanence but cannot be defended as a theory at all since it ques-
tions the grounds of all intelligibility of existence, change, and even discourse
itself.

It 1s important for the purposes of our discussion to note that when
Plato proposed the Forms as the dvra in the fullest meaning of permanent
and changeless being, he did not mean to say that the sensible world was
either unreal or totally unknowable. It is correct Platonic doctrine to say that
we do in fact talk significantly about the sensible world and that in conse-
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quence we do make true as well as false judgments about sensible objects.
The veracity or lack of veracity of such judgments calls for serious investi-
gations, and this is a problem for the philosopher to answer. However, no
satisfactory solution can be reached if the sensible world is characterized
either as unreal or if the power of sensation is taken to be totally illusory.
The same holds if the world is seen as limited only to what is perceived
through the senses or if the power of sensation is viewed as totally self-
validating. Plato’s own investigations, as the dialogues indicated, were
carried out in an effort to resolve the absurdities and difficulties created
by the theories of the leading philosophers of the sixth and fifth centuries,
especially as these polarized around the more extreme positions of Parme-
nides and Heracleitus. But what brought the issues into focus were the
challenging proposals worked out by the leading sophists who spared no
effort to make their solutions applicable to ethics and politics.

When Protagoras made the bold claim that not only sense perception is
exclusively fundamental to making any judgment his thesis carried with it
the even more radical claim that all judgments are true and only true. Not
only did he limit the scope of the world to the realm of the sensible, in total
opposition to the Parmenidean view which denied veracity to the «way
of opinion», but he cast a heavy shadow of doubt on the «way of reason»
and its cognitive object, since it is not possible for the One to be perceived.
Assuming as he did that the individual man is the sole agent to decide
the truth claims of his opinions, it is necessarily the case that what seems
real and true to him is so. No disagreements in judgments held by two indi-
viduals can render either person’s belief false, for neither disputant can
legitimate grounds for calling the other side wrong or false. Clearly, then,
this type of epistemological relativism, is committed to the view that all
judgments are necessarily true just as it is tied to a position which limits
knowledge to a sensible world in a state of constant change. Plato, regard-
less of his deep affinities with the Parmenidean insistence on the primacy
of reason and the quest for permanent being, found himself in agreement
with the Protagorean acceptance of the sensible world. Again, while he
agreed with the sophist that it is not sound doctrine to reject the sensible
world because it does not afford true judgments of warranted permanence,
he took issue with the sophistic position which limited the world to the
sensible domain, particularly as one of total flux. But the media via
called for a fresh approach to the nature of the sensible as well as a
critical examination of the credentials of the judgments about sensed
events. In pursuing this new course in the Theaetetus, Plato made cer-
tain discoveries that were to help Aristotle lay the foundations for his
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ontological approach to the principle of contradiction in Metaphysics T.

The assessment of the details of Plato’s doctrines as they relate to our
main topic requires separate treatment. We can deal in this paper only with
those aspects that are of direct relevance to the theme under exploration.
This we shall do in the next section. The main purpose of this paper is to
exhibit the basic features of Aristotle’s conception of the ontological basis
of the principle of contradiction, its Platonic antecedents and his refutation
of certain views which reject the principle.

In Plato’s philosophy the theory of Forms is necessary for a complete
account of sensible existence. Without this theory no satisfactory explanation
of the possibility of knowledge, whatever its status, of the sensible world
can be given. Unless we assume the Forms as being independent of change,
the flux which characterizes the sensible domain will remain indeterminate
and therefore beyond the grasp of cognition. Although the sensible object
has change as its main feature, it also has constancy, derived from the Forms
and owing it to their existence!.

In the Theaetetus we are shown what consequences follow if we
seriously entertain the hypothesis that all types of existence are reduced
to instances of change. Plato argues that such a theory of absolute change :
(a) not only rules out the possibility of quality and of sensation, but it
necessarily goes against its own vital thesis that all judgments are true, on
the ground that by not providing for referential constancy any true judgment
becomes also a false judgment ; (b) it cannot in any conceivable way introduce
any notion of permanence without falsifying its central thesis; (¢) by main-
taining such a position about change it not only leads to the denial of the
principle of contradiction, but also makes in retrospect any initial premises
meaningless; (d) by resolving all sensible reality into one of absolute
change, the hypothesis has to admit the existence of unchanging beings
for otherwise it cannot hold the view that everything is in process anymore
than it can say that everything is at rest. Since these are interrelated 1ssues
they will be examined together in the remarks which follow.

It is not germane to our purposes to dwell on the diverse passages in
the dialogues where Plato comes to grips with ethical, epistemological and
metaphysical difficulties of the extreme version of relativism in theories of
sense perception and the attendant ontologies of the sensible world. We

1. Phaedo 78 d-79 a and Symposium 207, Philebus 59 a-b. Timaeus 27 d-28 a.
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need only concentrate on the implications these theories have for the truth-
fulness and applicability of the principle of contradiction to the extent that
Plato was committed to the defense of the principle. First, we find in Plato a
clear recognition of the problem relativism must face : the obliteration of
differences in quality which necessarily follows if judgments about sensible
objects claiming to attribute determinate properties and their contraries to
an object are all indiscriminately true. The result will be that a given ob-
ject is no more soft than it is hard, heavy than it is light, and the like. The
attribution of contrary or contradictory properties to an object cancels
the identity of the object. We read in Theaetetus 152 d :

.. Indeed the doctrine (Protagoras’) is a remarkable one. It declares that
nothing i1s one thing just by itself, nor can you rightly call it by some definite
name, nor even say it is of any definite sort. On the contrary, if you call it «largen,
1t will be found to be also small, if «heavyy», to be also light, and so on all through,
because nothing is one thing or s o m e thing or of any definite sort. All the things
we are pleased to say waren, really are in process of becoming, as a result of move-
ment and change and of blending one with another. We are wrong to speak of them
as «beingy, for none of them ever is; they are always becoming. In this matter let

us take it that with the exception of Parmenides, the whole series of philosophers
agree. . *

The criticism is carried a step further. Not only does the identity of
the sensible objects vanish, but on Heracleitean grounds the collapsing of
opposites carries with it the rejection of any difference between seeing and
not-seeing, and in general, perception and not-perception :

[Seeing| has no right to be called seeing, any more than not-seeing, nor is any
other perception entitled to be called perception rather than not-perception, if
everything is changing in every kind of way. . .(and since perception is knowledge)

what knowledge is, did not mean knowledge any more than not-knowledge (The-
aetetus 182 e).

This way of talking which permits the interchanging of contradictory
terms not only makes knowledge impossible but also undermines the ground
for preferential cheice, for in the last analysis, one thing is no more (o0
pairov, ovdev parrov) than its opposite. Phillip De Lacy, in his study of
the diverse uses of the expression ov pdiiov in ancient philosophy, points
out how with Plato the expression begins to find its place in arguments
and becomes a formula for refutation in discrediting self-contradictory
views®. Commenting on the above passage in the T heaetetus, he remarks

2. At Republic 524 ¢: so that a thing appears no more one than also its opposite.
3. O¢ ualior and the antecedents of ancient Scepticism, «Phronesisn» 3 (1958)
59-71; reprinted in Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, edited by J. P. Anton with
G. L. Kustas, New York, Albany, Suny Press 1971, 593-606. References to this edition.
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that Plato’s concern here is perhaps less with a violation of the law of con-
tradiction than with the loss of identity that follows on the admisston of
contrary or contradictory predicatest. In support of what he believes Pla-
to’s concerns are he cojoins a passage from the Cratylus (439 a-440 a)
and one from the Timaeus (49 b). Now the issues, it would seem, cannot
be so easily separated as to allow the comparison De Lacy suggests. The
general tenor of the argument in the 7 heaetetus recommends a stronger
stand. For the problem is not just to deal with a case which violates the
principle of contradiction but the elaborate examination of an alternative
philosophical thesis on the nature of knowledge, which, if shown to be
irrefutable, will demand the suspension of the principle of contradiction
itself. If so, then, it would follow that Plato is logically obligated to disprove
such a thesis, not simply to reconstruct or improve it, but discredit it so
that he may safeguard the intelligibility of the sensible world. The same
vital concern preoccupied Aristotle as well who developed further the les-
sons contained in the T heaetetus®.

Platc’s analysis of false judgments and error shows that it is impossible
for sense perceptions, once their nature is correctly understood, to give
rise to genuine contradictory judgments. Were it not so, the principle of
contradiction would be true of the dialectic of the Forms but would not apply
in sensible nature. To make the principle relevant to the intelligibles but not
the sensibles would not only be an absurd ontclogy, but also render Plato
guilty of the most flagrant dualism. Now, assuming with Plato that judg-
ments refer to real events and that commingling perceptions often cause
confusion when they refer to contrary sensed events, it must be the case that
not all such commingling judgments can be true. Confusion sets in when the
power of sensing accepts its representations as being true as reported. How-
ever, the intervening assistance from reason can and does clear up such
confusions, for as Republic 436 b declares, the same thing is never qualified
simultaneously by contraries. Since this is an ontological structure, con-
fusions and ambiguities are to be found not in the processes of the sensible
things but understood as due to the limitations of the power of sensing when
its reports are taken at their face value without the illuminating benefit of
reason. A distinction, therefore, must be made between the objective condi-
tions of change and the uncritical conjoining of perceptions of contrary
occurrences.

4. Ibid. 595.
5. See H. Cherniss, Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato and the Academy, Baltimore
1944, 214 ff. for key parallel passages from the T heaetetus and Metaphysics T.
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A sceptical position which declares the sensible world incomprehensi-
ble, for it must be so if its processes are governed by the simultaneous pre-
sence of contrary qualifications, is utterly incompatible with Plato’s theory
of Forms and participation. To those who side with the sceptic on the basis
of a prima facie defensible theory of sensation, Plato demonstrates
that the defense of such a theory on which the rejection of the intelligibility
of the sensible depends assumes the role of reason. But this is only a be-
ginning, because once reason is employed in the dialectic of refutation it
carries investigation to the substantive issues of the cause and the eventual
removal of confusions in the operations of sensing. The sensible world is
intelligible but it is reason that certifies perceptual truths, itself being as
free of contradictoriness as is the world of the sensible.

It is idle doctrine for Plato as it is for Aristotle to say that we become
aware of contradictoriness because we allegedly perceive instances of it in
the world of change. Yet it is proper to raise the question, how is it then that
we can speak of the ontological grounds of the principle of contradiction,
especially as regards the sensible world ? The problem received no system-
atic treatment in Plato’s writings. What he offered on the whole was a host
of original insights and suggestions which Aristotle extended and elaborated
as part of his broader set of related themes in his Metaphysics. The
fact, however, remains that the principle of contradiction holds for the
world of Forms as well as that of the sensibles®. Given the nature of sensa-
tion and the passions involved, we do in fact make true and false judgments,
yet only through an appeal to reason it can be decided which is what. The
dialectic of the Forms yields only true judgments, for in performing its

6. My interpretation differs on this important point from that of R. Demos, de-
fended in his article Partly so and partly not so, «Mind» N.S. 69 (1959) 51-56. De-
mos proceeds from his examination of ordinary expressions like partly so and part-
ly not so which also occur in attribute-statements in Plato to conclude that they make
trouble for the law of contradiction. He tries to show that these expressions allow
for indeterminateness, and insofar as Plato made use of them he gave no satisfactory
answer to the issues they raise. Thus Plato found himself obliged to admit contra-
diction in the area of attribute-statements, as when we assign a predicate to an em-
pirical study (53). And concludes that the law of contradiction applies (without ez-
ception) to no language except that of mathematics; tn short, it applies only to
what Plato called the realm of transcended forms. At least in the kingdom of ordi-
nary language, the law of contradiction is far from being an absolute dictator; at
best its authority is partly that of a reigning and partly that of a ruling monarch
(56). Criticism of the arguments used in support of this position must be reserved for
another paper.
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highest tasks reason proceeds without encumbrance from sensations. Just
as perceptual judgments depend on reason for the clearing of seemingly
contradictory representations, which when removed restore order in doza
(60Ea), so the sensible objects depend on the Forms for whatever structure,
regularity and cohesiveness their processes display’.

The first clear formulation of the principle of contradiction is given
in Republic 436 b, where Plato uses the principle to prove the tripartite
nature of the soul :

It is plain that the same thing won't be willing at the same time to do or
suffer opposites with respect to the same part and in relation to the same thing.
So if we should ever find that happening in these things, we'll know they weren’t
the same but many®.

The context in which the passage occurs intends the formulation to apply
to things capable of £é0élelv such as the soul and its parts. Here, it forces
the conclusion that the soul has parts. Other passages indicate that he
meant the principle to extend to external as well as internal events®.

Aristotle gave the principle its definitive formulation in Metaphysies
1005 b 20-23:

The same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not belong to the
same subject and in the same respect.

In order that we may understand why Aristotle regards the principle
of contradiction a cornerstone in his discussion of the nature of existence,
we must consider the following : what science examines this principle, what
kind of principle it is, what method is appropriate, why it is necessary
to refute the views which deny it, what sustains its truth, and why know-
ledge of its foundations involves a certain kind of science. In presenting Aris-

7. Consider, for instance, the passage at Republic 523 a-524 e.

8. Afjlov 611 tabtdv tavaviia moiwelv f| maoyewv xatd tavtdv ve xai npdc tab-
tOv obk &0elinoer Gua, dote dv mov ebpiokopev &v abroig tadra Tiyvopeva, elcod-
peba 61t ob tadrov fijv dhha mieio. The translation is by A. Bloom, The Republic of
Plato, New York, Basic Books 1968, 115. It is more accurate than Corford's (The
Republic of Plato, Oxford 1945, 133), P. Shorey's (in the Loeb edition) and H. D. P.
Lee’s (The Republic, Baltimore, Penguin Books 1955, 187), which either omit or alter
significantly &0eAnioel. The context intends the formulation to apply to cases exhibi-
ting £0éAewv such as the soul and its parts.

9. Other versions of the principle are given at Theaetetus 188 a, Phaedo 102 e
and 103 b, Sophist 230 b and Republic 602 e.



Akadnpuia ABnvwv / Academy of Athens

On Aristotle’s Principle of Contradiction 273

totle’s views on these topics, our analysis will have to limit itself only to
such aspects of his thought as bear directly on the issues involved. A few
preliminary remarks are needed to set the context of his thinking on the
subject, along with a few observations that indicate some points of differ-
ence with Plato’s approach.

It should be noted that like Plato, Aristotle was fully aware how the
denial of the principle of contradiction follows from the acceptance
of Protagoras’ doctrines (Metaphysics 1009 a 6-12, 1008 a 31-34) and
the Heracleitean view of universal flux (1010 a 10-15). The Protagorean
position carries with it not only a rejection of the existence of intelligible
entities, but also that of any significant distinction between qualitative and
quantitative change. That Aristotle argues that the theory leads to the para-
doxical conclusion all is rest need not be discussed for the moment'®. Aris-
totle sides with Plato in claiming that no meaningful analysis of the problem
of change can be conducted without some conception of fixity and limits.
Aristotle explicitly states that the intention of the theories which deny the
principle of contradiction is not to deny the existence of the sensible world.
The problem is that while affirming its existence they identify it in a way that
makes existence hopelessly indeterminate and the seeking of truth about it
a chase of flying game (1009 b 13-38, 1010 a 33-35).

On the positive side Plato and Aristotle agree on the presence of fixi-
ty in the world of sensible existence although each has his own explanation
about it. For Plato the fixity is ultimately due to the separate Forms but
lacks the eternality they have. For Aristotle the fixity is due to (a) the per-
sistence of the essential structure each existent has throughout its duration
and (b) the constant termini that delimit the changes it undergoes (Physics
224 b 1-16). Change for both Plato and Aristotle implies the presence of
permanence. Whereas Plato asserted the existence of separate and perma-
nent entities, the Forms, which are the ends of change (Philebus 54
c-d, 53 d-e, Phaedo 75 b), Aristotle regarded them as immanent princi-
ples defining the essential structures of things and the limits of substantial
change (Physics 224 a 34-b 13; Metaphysies 1015 a 10-11, 1069 b
35-1070 a 4). The convergence of their views on the fundamental demand
which recognizes grounds for fixity and the delimitation of all changes
occurring in the sensible world shows that both philosophers subscribed
to ontological positions allowing for the possibility of false statements and
affirming the material truth of the principle of contradiction. If Protagoras
is right, the implications of his position are devastating, for the invalidation

10. See on this, Metaphysics 1010 a 35-b 1 and 1063 a 17-21.
18 SIAOZOPIA 2
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of the truth claim of the principle of contradiction carries with it the down-
fall of every ontology, including Protagoras’ own, if it can be said that he
had one. The controversy, therefore, when seen in this context, marked
the highest crisis the philosophical mind encountered in antiquity.

One of the main tasks of metaphysics is to establish such truths as the
principle of contradiction. However, since the principle is regarded a funda-
mental truth it is impossible to infer it from other truths without begging
the question. Since no direct proof can be given in the case of axioms,
inquiry must proceed in the indirect way by exposing the paradoxes that
follow from the denial of the truth of the principle. In fact this is precisely
the method Aristotle follows in Metaphysies I'. Certain technical points
need to be mentioned lest Aristotle’s procedure be misunderstood. To ask
for direct proof of an allegedly true statement requires that the statement
be produced as a conclusion in one of the valid syllogistic schemata. This
procedure of demonstrative reasoning does not apply in the case of the
inquiry which seeks to establish such fundamental truths as are employed
and presupposed by all other inquiries that secure their truths syllogisti-
cally. The principle of contradiction, applicable as it is to every kind of
inquiry, from physics and biology to ethics and poetics, is employed with
equal force in the case of metaphysical inquiry, one of the functions of which
is to discuss and establish this principle.

In fact, it is not possible for metaphysics to proceed with any of its
analyses without assuming the truth of the principle. It may be objected that
Aristotle 1s begging the question at this higher level, but it must be obser-
ved that he anticipated the charge of circularity in two ways: first by arguing
that the nature of inquiry and the architectonic of scientific knowledge can-
not and do not require demonstrative proofs of the principles they use;
secondly, by distinguishing carefully between the logic of proof and the
psychological basis of the cognition of principles. The position which he
took on the problem of how we become aware of universals and form
general statements and principles (cf. Posterior Analytics B 19; Meta-
physies A 1-2, and De anima I') makes it clear that for Aristotle the
problem of certainty cannot be decided solely in terms of the demands

11. Aristotle regards anyone who would demand that the principle of contradic-
tion be demonstrated ignorant of the fundamentals of scientific reasoning. The demand
leads to infinite regress: 1006 a 5-10.



Akadnuia ABnvwv / Academy of Athens

On Aristotle’s Principle of Contradiction 275

raised by an uncompromising theory of proof in the sciences. The nature of
perception as the background for induction (énaywyn ), leading to the intuitive
apprehension of principles by nous, is what establishes and validates the
principles. In the last analysis, however, it is the nature of existing things
that sustains the truth of all principles.

The absence of proof in the context of the logic of demonstration pre-
sents no threat to the claim of truth for the principle of contradiction when
approached from the point of view of ontology. Nor can the charge of cir-
cularity be levelled against metaphysics on the basis that, being an inquiry,
it both uses and defends the truth of this principle. Aristotle conceived
of sophta not as the demonstration but the study of the principles and
causes of 10 Ov. Part of its subject matter are the essential attributes of
all existents, including sameness, contrariety, otherness, genus, species,
whole, part, unity and perfection (Metaphysics 982 b 9, 1003 a 26). The
conception of metaphysics that makes the quest for logical certainty a
fundamental part of its program is totally alien to Aristotle as it is to Plato.
Be that as it may, there are other special problems that must be considered
in Aristotle’s approach. On the whole, Metaphysics defends the
principle of contradiction with the aid of Eleyyoc and indirect proof. In
the remarks that follow we are more concerned with the place of refutation
in the method of metaphysics than the details of the attack against the philo-
sophers whose views imply the denial of the principle.

Actually, the purpose of the Eleyyoc is to discredit alternative ontolo-
gies of the sensible world. Aristotle is not simply content to show that such
alternative positions fail to do full justice to the facts but, more importantly,
they fail to qualify as ontological inquiries precisely because they render
unintelligible the domain they claim to study. And this is a paradox of the
first order. But first, a few remarks on Aristotle’s metaphysics must be
made here. The science of being qua being while it studies existents and
the attributes that belong tc them by virtue of their own nature, is not a
demonstrative science claiming that it can deduce syllogistically such attri-
butes from the fact of a being. Metaphysics as the science of principles and
common attributes of all existents is not a rival to the psychology of percep-
tion nor is its intention to replace it. Its subject matter is given, not de-
duced. Any science, he declares, starts with definitions (6piopoi) and hy-
potheses (UmoOfoelg), i.e. undemonstrated definitions of all relevant terms
and unproved assumptions about the existents that such terms denote.
Both are principles (dpyai). In the case of metaphysics, the definitions
must be of such terms that denote attributes existents must possess regard-
less of what special inquiry investigates them. Such terms, pervasive to
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all science but not treated by them, except in incidental ways, are form,
matter, substance, accident, quality, quantity, potentiality, actuality, unity,
plurality, and the like. Part of the business of metaphysics is to remove
misconceptions about such key terms, and that is why £leyyoc plays so
vital a role. The hypotheses of metaphysics, no less than those of the special
inquiries, denote existents and their most general traits. In a very broad
sense, the principle of contradiction may come under the class of hypothesis,
as in Posterior Analytics 71 a 13, since it also points to 11 £éoti. But,
more technically speaking, it is one of the axioms, that is, common to
all inquiry and of the widest universality; better known without qualifica-
tion; extending to all beings without exception ; non hypothetical, in Plato’s
sense (Republic 510 b). Being «the most certain of all principles» (Me-
taphysics 1005 b 22-23), not only is it used by all special inquiries in
that they cannot proceed with their tasks without presupposing the truth
of the axiom, but no £€Leyyog can ever succeed without it, including the case
of Eleyyog that seeks to establish the principle in Metaphysies T.

The main thrust of the Eleyyoc 1s directed against all ontological and
epistemological positions which invoke the primacy of indeterminateness.
Here again Aristotle learned his lessons well from the teachings of Plato.
It should be noted in advance that while pursuing the Eleyyoc, Aristotle
cannot avoid introducing cardinal doctrines of his own. It is not enough to
say that his indirect proofs of the principle of contradiction exposes the
paradoxes of the alternative views. The paradoxes make sense on the condi-
tion that the positions that generate them run counter to certain theses which
can be shown to be integral to such positions or in conflict with certain true
statements the relevance of which cannot be overlooked without loss of
philosophical credibility. Aristotle misses no opportunity to carry his attack
beyond the exhibiting of the internal inconsistencies of his opponents. Often
the boundaries between his appeal to logical and ontological considerations
seem blurred. This can be readily understood since logic and ontology for
him are not to be regarded as completely separate disciplines. But the point
is that much of his refutation through the use of indirect proof is carried
out through a screening of the implications of opposed views against doc-
trines of his own. The correctness of his own theses is not what concerns
us in this paper, but the fact that he makes use of them in the ELeyyog is.
Since our purpose is not to examine the logical merits of the refutation, we
must restrict our discussion to the identification of the doctrines used in
the course of the ELeyyog, without trying at the same time to systematize them.

In Chapter 4 Aristotle undertakes to probe into the difficulties involved
in the denial of the principle and consider a position, extreme, to be sure,
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that does exactly that. His target seems to have been the school of Megara.
The position maintains (a) the same thing can be and not be, and (b)itis pos-
sible so to judge. The implication is that the principle of contradiction holds
neither in logic nor in ontology. One can disprove the position if its supporter
can be brought to affirm or deny a statement which has some meaning both
for himself and some others. Once this much is admitted the opponent must
assume the burden of proof, for to make a statement is to employ reason
despite his denial. If the opponent refuses to make a statement he can
be said that he is not intelligently in touch with himself. The cardinal
point here is that every judgment must have a definite meaning. The
seven indirect proofs that follow are founded on this Aristotelian rule.
A judgment which does not meet this condition is ambiguous'. Words
have definite meanings, and although single words like ts can have a number
of meanings they cannot have an infinite number of meanings, for then
discourse would be impossible. The most we can do with the statement
x is and is not the same thing, where the meanings of is become in-
finite, on the assumption that is not what is intended, is to declare it ambi-
guous (xa®’ dpwvopiay, 1006 b 18-19).

It is quite evident, then, that it is impossible for Aristotle to proceed
with his indirect proofs and make a case against his opponents on the grounds
of inconsistency without the rule of meaning. Since the conditions for observ-
ing the rule demand acceptance of the principle of contradiction, the refu-
tation is valid only on Aristotelian principles and not by virtue of paradoxes
following exclusively from the opponents’ views. This much is admit-
ted, but not fully acknowledged by Aristotle when he points out that his
opponent will refute himself once he had made a statement which has met
the rule. The case is very interesting because it shows two things : (a) the
belief that words have infinite meanings is per tmpossibile irrefutable,
and (b) either the belief is not a philosophical thesis at all or, if it, is it
must be capable of reformulation according to the rule of meaning. Hence
the paradoxes that follow from the view stated in 1005 b 35-36, make sense
only when the consequences are seen as incongruous with basic Aristote-
lian truths. It would make sense, then, to say that the aporetic method in
his M_taphysics as it applies to the refutations in I' is hardly pure case
of indirect proof.

The fact is that Aristotle uses a great number of doctrines in his refu-
tations. He immediately introduces the doctrine of essence and attributes

12. For the detection of ambiguity technical suggestions are found in Topics,
15. See also De interpretatione passim.
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which, he claims his opponents not only ignore but insofar as they can be
said to have a theory about attributes it is one that makes all attributes,
including the essential ones, accidental. Next he mentions the necessity of
an original substratum (Omoxeipevov) for accidents to inhere in and the
logic that governs the statements about accidents'®. Along with the above
comes the crucial principle of ousia:

There must be something which denotes substance. And if this is so, it has
been shown that contradictories cannot be predicated at the same time'd,

The second proof, which shows that if all contradictory statements
are true of the same subject at the same time, the plural character of the
sensible world and all the differentiated existents that belong to distinct
classes in it collapse, for one must conclude that all things are one. His
doctrine of the existence of differences of degree in the nature of things is
used in the seventh proof. The sixth proof is also of particular interest since
t rests on Aristotle’s view that truth in judgments of value involves the
same in judgments of fact.

Another set of basic beliefs is given in chapters 5 and 6, where he re-
futes Protagoras. Once again the paradoxes that result from the denial of
the principle of contradiction make sense only when understood in conjunc-
tion with beliefs about the world which Aristotle holds to be true. As for
Protagoras’ own position, the implication is that it makes the world unintel-
ligible since it leaves everything indeterminate. In carrying out his refutation,
Aristotle appeals to the following truths about the world : (1) Things may
have contrary qualities, but do so only potentially, not actually. (2) There
are certain unchangeable substances which are not subject to generation
and destruction. (3) Things maintain their essential identity while under-
going changes. (4) The distinctive types of change are not reducible to one
kind'®. In attacking the Protagorean theory of knowledge he draws from
his own views on the nature and functions of the senses the following :

13. The denial of an original Omoxeipevov makes accidents form an infinite re-
gress, and this is impossible. An accident of an accident can be properly handled only
when both accidents belong to the same subject, but both must be brought back to
ousia.

14. Metaphysics 1007 b 16-17: Eotar dpa 11 xai oboiav onuaivov. Ei 6& tolto,
dédeiktan 611 @dOvatov Gua xarnyopelobar tac dvtipaoels.

15. What is meant here is that qualitative change cannot be reduced to quantita-
tive change. Qualitative change in this connection is used in the sense of generation
and destruction, that is, essential change, xatd td &ldog, xata tv oboiav. For qual-
ity in the sense of essential difference, see Metaphysics 1020 b 14, cf. Categories 3 b
20 and Sophistici elenchi 178 b 37.
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(1) Not all appearances are true'®. (2) The senses yield veridical appearances
about their proper objects. (3) No single sense contradicts itself at the same
object, nor at different moments with regard to the object itself'?. (4) The
sensible objects exist even when there are no sensing beings; the objects are
unokeipeva —substrata— with sensible properties which are the objective
causes of sensations. (5) Sensation i1s not its own object ; hence, the scepti-
cism of the subjectivist is not an arguable position’®.

Aristotle’s concern in refuting Protagoras is a very serious one, and
justifiably so. For, if the Protagorean position is philosophically sound in
any conceivable way, the principle of contradiction must be surrendered, in
which case none of Aristotle’s ontological and epistemological theses can
be true. It will not do for Aristotle to have his doctrine declared true on
Protagorean grounds, to wit, that all judgments are true, including Aristot-
le’s own. To yield on this point is tantamount to saying that one theory
of knowledge is as good as any other, and one ontology as true as any other.
If that were in fact the case, all ELeyyoc would be but idle play on words
and philosophical inquiry a sophisticated game of intellectual preferences
with no significant consequences. If Protagoras is right, the paralysis of
logos follows.

It has been correctly said that Aristotle is fighting the indeterminate on
several fronts'®. To which we must add : so is Plato. However, even a lim-
ited attempt to discuss their analyses of determinate being would necessarily
take us beyond the length of a single paper. Suffice it to say that in Aristot-
le’s case I have given elsewhere a fuller discussion of how the principle

16. See Metaphysics 1010 b 1 ff. why this is so. The belief that all appearances
are true rests on the assumption that all things are relative and hence nothing is self-
existent. It is also shown that the belief involves a confused theory of sensation. Aris-
totle’s own position is that things do not in fact appear with contradictory attrib-
utes to the same sense and in the same respect, manner and time.

17. According to Aristotle, if different sensations are reported the difference is
due either to a change in our own condition or a change in the object. For instance,
we are not mistaken about the quality of sweetness ; if a glass of wine no longer tastes
sweet, either the wine has turned sour or we have become, say, ill.

18. This is presented in Metaphysies 1010 b 30-1011 a 1.

19. A. Edel, Aristotle, New York, Dell Publishing Co. 1967, 89. Edel points out
that the principle of contradiction reveals a multitude of roles. It is a principle of
(i) demonstration, (ii) significance, (iii) limitation of meanings, (iv) essence, (v) pragmatic
utility and (vi) determinate order in existence, 90-91. He recognizes the richness in Aris-
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of contradiction requires for its understanding the theory of categories and
contraries and how his entire analysis of opposition presupposes that
theory®.

Our main goal in the present paper has been to exhibit in general outline
the dialectic and basic tenets Plato and Aristotle employed in their defense
of the truth of the principle of contradiction, together with an examination
of the consequences they thought its denial has for philosophical inquiry.
Any attempt to go beyond these limits would have carried us too far
afield. Thus, nothing was said about modern approaches to the principle
of contradiction as a law of thought or a law of logic, as it came to be called
in modern times. It appears that the classical formulations and solutions
of the relevant problems have lost none of their significant features. Recent
controversy on the nature of the principle reflects what new anomalies
philosophy must face as the result of interpetations suggested by the metho-
dology of the sciences and linguistic theories. The implications they have
for metaphysics constitute a problem that has engaged the attention of
many thinkers®!. Since they concern directly the possibility and nature of
metaphysics, it would seem that the issues which Plato and Aristotle raised
on the subject are still with us.

totle’s treatment of the principle but states that it is possible to take issue with it
in many if not all of his interpretations. It is difficult to understand what Edel means
by interpretations and in what ways they differ from what calls roles. The criti-
cal issues he thinks call for attention are stated in the following: Purely within de-
monstration there has been controversy about the possibidity of formulating
many-valued logics. With respect to essence and accident, there are other
modes of specifying meaning, of a looser sort, than his theory of definition al-
lows. With respect to the fixity in existence, the Heraclitean tradition may have more
evidence than the partisans of fizxed order have believed —in any case, this is a problem
of physical evidence. It is perhaps in dealing with the structure of system and com-
munication that Aristotle’s principle is most impregnable. Even three-valued
logies may require a two-valued metalogic somewhere up the scale—if a propo-
sition is given three possible values, then it either has a given one or them or it doesn’t.
Communication requires some degree of determinateness in symbols. Action requires
determinateness, too —although perhaps less than some of our cultural systems have
embodied in their peremptory demands. .. All these are different issues requiring
their own formulation of modes of solution 91-92.

20. See my Aristotle’s Theory of Contrariety, London 1957, esp. chapters 4 and 6.

21. E. Mesthene, On the status of the laws of logic, «Philosophy and Phenome-
nological Research» 10 (1950) 354-373. In agreement with Aristotle but without ap-
pealing to his ontological doctrines, Mesthene defends the principle of contradiction
against recent interpretations which reduce it to an inductive generalization at best or
a merely conventional logical rule. Discovery of what exactly is the source, the sta-
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H APXH THEZ ANTIDAXZEQY KATA TON APIZETOTEAH
ONTOAOI'IKH OEMEAINEIE KAI TTAATONIKEXZ TTHI'EX THE
[Mepiinyc.

‘O "Apiototédng Bewpel G Epyo tiig @rhocogiag v Epevva tdv dp-
1OV TV dvrov kai tdv émotnpdv, cvvends 6& kal v Pefatorarny macdw
Ty apydv, TV apynv ¢ ‘avupaoeac.

Ixonog tiic mapovong peiétng elvar va £Eetdaon 10 mpodPinpa tiic Qi-
Loocogikiic Oepelidoens tiic apyiic tfic avnipaceng xata tov [Midrova
Kal tov 'Aplototédn, eldikdg £v oyéoel mpOg TOV Eleyyov 1@V EMNTOCE®V
moL cuvakolovBobv v dpvnowv tijg apyfic avriic. 'Epappdlovrag 11 dia-
rektik) pébodo, 1diwg ota Mera ta quowa I', 6 'Aprototédng viobetel
kai npoekteivel 1@ mopiopata tob mAiatovikod Osatrijrov. Té6co 6 ITha-
tov 600 kal 0 "Aprototédng katédetEav 6t | dvroloyikn) BEoig mov PAé-
nel TV mpaypatikodtnta ¢ aidvio yiyveobal, aiper kabe Evvola otubepod-
™NTO¢ Kai wpoodiopiopol, Kai xatadnyel avanotpenta eig dpowv tiig ap-
1iic tfic avnipdoenc. TMupaderypa, 6 oyxetikiopds tod INportaydpa (xai tod
‘Hpaxieitov), mob ¢Oaver oty axpaiav BEoiv va apvijtar v dvvatdtnra
yevddv kpicemv. Mia tétowa Oewpia Oy poévov avatpéner kabe Paon av-
Tikelpevik@y akloloyfoeov, dhra kai arociond tov Prlocopiko Adyo xai
thv Epevva.

Baoixkd péinpa 1dv 600 peyarov griocdpov anéfn n dvroroyikn xai
EMIOTNUOAOYIKT] AmoKatdotaols tiig AVTIKEINEVIKOTNTOS TV mpoodiopt-
oudv thv mpaypdrov xai tdv xpicewv 1ol aichnrol xdéocpov, TdV peta-
Boldv xai tdv xiviioewv tdv dvrov. Mé 1 Oeopia t@v 'I5edv 6 ITAdtov
Elvoe 10 mpoPAnpa tiic oxéoews uerafoliijc xai elvar ota aiobnrtd, xabog
Kai 10 mpoPinua tijg Aoyikiig tdv kpicswv. ‘O EmoTnpoloylKOs GYETIKI-
opog tob Iportayoépa mepropilel 1 yvooiakn dpactnpiotnta ota aichn-
1@, Kai tavtoypoveg dnihdver thg 6ieg ol xpioeig elvar ainbeic.

'O IMhdrov dvayvopilet TNy ntpaypatikétnta 1Gv alodntdv, aiia oxL
YOpic Ovroroyikolg mpoodlopiopons. Zuveyiler v npoonabeia 1ol Ilap-
HEVidn va cvAldfn 1o Ovrwg Ov, yopic 6pmg xal va Lrotipnon T TpoPin-
pata tob Bétouvy ol onpacioloynoelg Tob aiodnrod koé6ocpov. Ol Aboelg mob

tus and the operations of these [logical principles] is the task of metaphystiecal inquiry.
He defends the thesis that they must enter into any description of the nature of
existence as such, and function as the first principles of intelligible discourse 368. For
a fuller elaboration of his position see his more recent work How Language makes
us know, The Hague 1964. Also, J. Loewenberg, Reason and the Nature of Things,
La Salle, Illinois 1959, esp. ch. 2: «Faith in Reason».
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npoo@épel O IMharwv omnpiloviar otdv adiappnkro deopd perafd "Ovro-
royiag xai I'voorodoyiac.

Mé 1) Oewpia tdv "Idedv 60 IMidrov dév E{Ntnoe va katadikaon ta
aloOnta dg pn Svra §j ¢ dxaralirnroug Qopeig tob yiyvesbar. I'' avtd
koi Omeotnpile pe émysipfipata o611 ol xpiocelg yua ta aiohnra elvar yev-
delc xai dinOeig, &1 8¢ povov ainbeig, 6mwg émpotewve O Ilporayodpac.
Eldika otov Oeairnro Edeile O11 ol kpioeig yia tOv petafintd xoopo dev
Exouv yvoolakn @epeyyvotnta, kai 6t EEaprdvrar v’ adtiv and tn von-
riknv évépyewa. Ta 16w ta aiobnta 6pmg Exovv kai xivinon xai otabepod-
mta. "Arodeikviel 81 pia Bewpia, dnog adtn tod Ipotaydpa, mod Eexivi
and 1ov Omokelpeviopd tijc yvdoemg O006nyel otic £Efjg dvokoAieg : 1) Ov
gEnyel 10 mpoPAnua tob mowob kai tiig aicOnoews” 2) aipet v idwa g
v Oegperiaxn Béowvy, 6t Oheg ol xpioeig elvar ainbeic: 3) advvartel va
nwpoteivn Eote xai pilav Evvola dniotikn otabeporntog ywpig va avro-
drayevobil' 4) aipovrag tiv apyn tiic dviepdoewg aipetkai v onuaocto-
roynowy tijc mpotapyikiic 1ng 0éoceng xai 5) pué v napadoyn tijg amoiv-
tov petafintotnrog 6dnyel of o iooPapi] cvpunepaopata : eite dNAadN
o10 6t 14 mavia Kwvodvral eite otd O6TL Td WaAvra axkivntoiv.

Yoppova pé tov IMidarovae 7| apyn tig avripacemg (oY LEL TPOKEIE-
vov 1000 mepl tdv vontdv 6oo kul mepi 1dv aloOntdv. "H dwakextikn tdv
"18edv pic diver povov dinbeic xpioeig, Evd 1| doknoig 1dv aiodnoewv Emt-
tpénel xai dAnfeic xai yevdeig kpioelg, nod dnocapnvifovrar pévo pe v
gnépPaoiy tob dpbod Adyov.

‘0 'Aprwototédng diEyvooe pé axpifewa v akia tdv nopropdrov tijg
nlatovikiic kpitikiic yia T Ogpeliaxn) Aertovpyia tfig apyfic tijg avri-
paocewgs, tfic Pefatordrns Tdv dpydy. LTig PETAPLOIKES TOL AVAADOELS TTPO-
teivel, yia v diepedvnowy tod GAov Oféparog, tig €Efic mpoinobioels :
1) o émothun Exel dg avrukeipevd g v Epevva tiig &v AOY® apyiic
2) 1i eldovg apy1 elvar adtn® 3) mowd f dppdlovoa pibodog: 4) ool ol Ao-
you oL émiPailovv tov Eleyyo 1@V Bewprdy, mov cuvverayovrat apowv tijg
idlag adriig dpyfic: 5) nég Oepehrdverar | arnberd e kal 6) yrati 1| yvd-
o1g tdv Oeperiov g adnattel v npoPforn mdcg eidikiig npdg tobto &mi-
oThpNG, dNAwdn tfig TpdING PrAocopiag.

‘0O *Aptototédng ooppovel pé tov IMidrove dg npdg 1o 61 kabe and-
nelpa vi diepevvn0di] & aiobntoc xdéopog yopic mpoopuyn ot Evvoleg, ol
Onolec va mpoogépouv otabepdtnra xai Spwr, avroavarpeitar. Xwpig Tig
Evvoleg tfig oboiag xai tdv kowvdv yvopiopdtov 1dv dviov Edpainoig tfig
yvoewne amoPaiver @addvarn. “Yroowmpiler Aowwov O ’Apiorotédne ot
olte tov alobntov xéopov yapaxtnpilel drelpdtne peraPorfic olite xai ol
aioBfosic &k QUoewg otepolivial YVOOLIKTG QEPEYYLOTNTOC.



Akadnpuia ABnvwv / Academy of Athens

On Aristotle’s Principle of Contradiction 283

‘H apyn tfig dvripdoewng éyyvdtal mepi tijs ainbeiog tdv dAlov dElo-
patov yopic N dia va elvar avrikeipevo cvhroyiotikfic anodeifews. Agv-
kpivnoig tiig ainbeiag tiig apyfic abtiic yiverur éppéocws, dniadn dwa tod
eAEyyov thv mapaddiov, 1@ Onoia 1| dpvnoic tng ouvvendyetat. ME ouvé-
newav dnidvel 6 Aprototédng OtL kdbe dvrohoyikn Bewmpia moL aipet THV
apynv tiic avripdoewng Oyt povov avtoavarpeitar Aoyikde, @i kai Ka-
tavtd va 0étn 10 éE@ioyikov tob idiov tob avtikelpévov tfig Epevvng. Ol
napatnphoelg adtég Drodnidvouv Ot 1| Segowvia perald Zogiotdv ag’
évog, xai IMiarovog xai 'Apiototélovg 4@’ £tépov, d&v fitav aniij avri-
yvopia avuinyeov. 'Agopolice oty indotaon kai ot duvvardmra tfig
idwag 1iig PrAocoPiac.

Zta Mera ta guowa, T’ 4, 6 ’Apiototédng éréyyer v Oswpic mov
drateiveral 6t : 1) 10 (6o mpdypa dVvartar va elval xai va pn elvay, 2) 1
gv MOy éxqopa elvar Eémitpenti). "Av dpme 1 Béoic adt ompilerar kai &ri
1fig éhayiotng Paoeswg ainbeiag, kat’ avayknv xataiiyope of dpvnoiv
g apyiic tiic avripaocews 1600 o10 mediov tfig Aoyikiic 600 kai o10 me-
dlov tfig¢ 'Ovroroyiag. "O "Aplototédng &papuoler v &éheyktikn pébodo
ue ovvénela kai dieodikotnta Pacilopevog ¢’ Eva mAfifog puoikdv, yuyo-
AOYIKGV Kal HETAQUOIKAV MOPLORATOV, Kol OAOKANPOVEL TNV EMLYLELPTHA-
toloyia thv Enta eéppécwv amnodeifewv tol aPacipov yapaktijpoc xabe
anomeipug va apbi| 1 apyn tfic avripaocews.

‘H Epesvva tod Béparog xkabriotd gavepov ot 6 IAdrov xai 6 'Apioto-
téing Oyt povov katevonoav kai avripetromioav pé emroygie tig dvoyépeteg
pidc Pabuvtatng mvevpatikiic kpioewg, ano tnv omoia nwépaoce 1| Priocoia
otV KAaowkn Vv Emoyxn, GAra kai xkata tporov €€ Toov onupavtikov Ebecav,
{nak d1d mavrog, 10 mpéPinpua tiic Priocopiag LTO TNV MO dpapatiki Tov
popen. "Av 1| mpotaydperog Béoig yivn anodextn, | mapdlvoig tod Adyou
kobiotatar avamoQevkrn.
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