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ABSTRACT

This work critically examines Aristotle’s statements regarding truth in relation to what
does not exist, and defends a cohesive interpretation of Aristotle on truth and non-
existence against contemporary commentators. Aristotle speaks of what does not exist in
various contexts within his works, and questions about things that don’t exist arise at
every level of the structure of reality Aristotle lays down in Chapter One of De
Interpretatione. Aristotle refers to things, affections of the soul, and statements as truth-
bearing. However, the ways in which each is said to be true or false suggests that
Aristotle applied the notion of “truth” more strictly at some times than at others. In the
following chapters | examine what Aristotle conceives of as non-existent; how it is
possible to speak about these things; the apparent contradiction between the Categories
and De Interpretatione regarding what is true to say of what does not exist; how fictional
entities are conceived and to what exactly it is that words that signify the fictional refer;
Aristotle’s correspondence theory of truth with regard to what does not exist; the
definition of truth as applied to non-standard truth-bearers (objects, perceptions and
phantasia); and how Aristotle avoids the contemporary problem of “empty” terms. This
work, as a whole, finds a great amount of complexity in Aristotle’s concept of truth,
evidenced by his accounting for what does not exist. What does not exist does not in fact
cause much trouble for Aristotle, either with respect to how they are objects of thought, or
with respect to the utterances that can be made about them, or with respect to the truth of
those utterances.
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Introduction

At several points in Aristotle’s corpus, he refers to things that do not exist. What
“does not exist” is not simply nothing, but includes, for Aristotle, things that no longer
exist or do not exist yet (an example to which Aristotle refers several times is Socrates),
constructions of the mind (the infamous goat stag), as well as things whose existence is
precluded due to impossibility. These are things about which we are able to think and
speak, though in a strict sense of “existence”, they do not exist. While there is currently
no single work looking specifically at how to interpret Aristotle’s concept of truth in
relation to things that don’t exist, the problem is mentioned by various authors coming at
it from various angles. What the problem is, exactly, also depends on the vantage point of
the commentator. Any interpreter of Aristotle’s philosophy of language is almost
obligated to say something about his views on things that don’t exist. For how is it
possible to speak of what does not exist; to what are we referring? Interpreters of
Aristotle’s theory of thought will at some point need to account for how it is possible to
think of what does not exist, the origin of such a thought, and perhaps the ontological
status of the thought itself. Anyone who engages in the study of Aristotle’s reputed
realism will come across the problem of how a real relation—perception, thought—can
exist between an existing subject and something that does not exist. When these problems
are approached from within the context of a more primary object of study, the proposed
solutions are often cursory, resulting in a conception of things that don’t exist that is

meant to be consistent with the broader concern which is the author’s focus. However, it
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seems to me that there is a need for an examination that takes Aristotle’s views on things
that don’t exist as the primary focus; otherwise, the interpretations become skewed to a
particular vantage point, while possible inconsistencies with other aspects of Aristotle’s
thought are never fully accounted for. An interpreter attempting to integrate Aristotle’s
views on things that don’t exist into an interpretation of Aristotle’s view of linguistic
reference, for instance, probably will not go into much detail as to how he thinks it is
possible to think about the non-existent, and the interpreter concerned with the relational
nature of thought does not seem to worry about evaluating the truth-values of declarative
sentences.

The present work compiles what Aristotle has to say about truth in relation to
what does not exist, and forms a cohesive interpretation of what is said about truth in
relation to things that do not exist. Aristotle speaks of what does not exist in various
contexts within his works, and questions about things that don’t exist arise at every level
of the structure of reality Aristotle lays down in Chapter One of De Interpretatione.
There, Aristotle describes a relationship between things (zpdyuota), affections of the soul
(madnpato Tiic woxfic), and spoken and written language.® 1 will be referring to all of the

contexts in which Aristotle says that something “does not exist”, and sorting them out

! 16a3-9, Ackrill translation: “Now spoken words are symbols of affections in the soul, and written marks
symbols of spoken sounds. And just as written marks are not the same for all men, neither are spoken
sounds. But what these are in the first place signs of—affections of the soul—are the same for all; and what
these affections are likenesses of—actual things—are also the same.” Aristotle’s Categories and De
Interpretatione: Translated with Notes and Glossary [London: Oxford University Press, 1963]. All
translations are, unless otherwise noted, taken or modified from those available in The Complete Works of
Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation, Jonathan Barnes ed. [Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1984]. All references the Greek text of the Categories and De Interpretatione are from Categoriae et Liber
De Interpretatione, Oxford Classical Texts, ed. L. Minio-Paluello [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008]. "Eoti puév obv Ta &V i 9Vvi] TV &V Tf| Yyoyf] Tednudtov cOpPolia, Kai té ypapousvo tédv &v i
@OV kol Homep 008E YpaupoTa TG To oTd, 0058 poval ai oTai OV pévTol TadTa oNuEin TpOTMY,
TOOTA TEGT TadqpATe THS WuyTic, Kol GV TadTo OHoIdIaTH TPdyIaTa 0N TadT.
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along the way. For instance, Aristotle speaks of what does not exist in the Categories,
where he claims that the truth of a statement is secondary to the existence or non-
existence of a state of affairs: “For it is because the actual thing exists or does not exist
that the statement is said to be true or false.”” Again in the Categories, Aristotle explains
how a one-true-one-false principle for corresponding affirmations and negations applies
to what does not exist, stating that ,“For take ‘Socrates is sick’ and ‘Socrates is not sick’:
if he exists it is clear that one or the other of them will be true or false, and similarly if he
does not; for if he does not exist ‘he is sick’ is false but ‘he is not sick’ true.”® (The “one-
true-one-false” principle for corresponding affirmations and negations in the case where
their common subject does not exist is a topic for Chapter 2). But he also speaks of non-
linguistic representations of things that do not exist, for instance in the Metaphysics:
“There are things which exist, but whose nature it is to appear either not to be such as
they are or to be things that do not exist, e.g. a sketch or dreams; for these are something,
but are not the things the appearance of which they produce in us. We call things false in
this way, then ... because the appearance which results from them is that of something
that does not exist.” This is a topic for Chapters 3 and 5.

In various places in different texts, Aristotle refers to all of these—things,

affections of the soul, and statements—as truth-bearing. However, the ways in which

% Categories, 4b8-10: 1@ yap O mpdypa elvar i puf elvar, 100t koi 6 Aoyog GANONC fi wevdig eivon Aéyetat
% Categories 13b29-33: 10 yép vooeiv Zokpatn Koi 1O [ vooelv Takpdtn, dvtog te adtod eavepdv &Tt 1o
gtepov aT®V AANBEG 1 Wweddog, Kai U HvTog OLOImG TO HEV YOp VOGETY [T dvTog Weddog, TO 6¢ pi| VOoElV
aAn0éc

4 Metaphysics, 1V.29, 1024b21-26: 10 8¢ doa 6Tt pev dvia, TEPLKE ],strm QotvesOat fj pf o1 €6ty fj & pn
gotwv (olov M oklrypapio kol T Evomvia: TadTa yop EoTL péV T, GAL" 00y oV Eumotel TV pavtaciav)- —
npdypata pev ovv yeudi obtm Adyetat, ... 1@ TV A’ adTtdV eavtaciov ur 6vtog etvar Greek text from
the Metaphysics from W.D. Ross, Aristotle s metaphysics, 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1924 (repr.
1970 [of 1953 corr. edn.]


http://www.tlg.uci.edu/help/BetaManual/online/SB1.html
http://www.tlg.uci.edu/help/BetaManual/online/SB1.html
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each is said to be true or false suggests that Aristotle applied the notion of “truth” more
strictly at some times than at others. In light of these differences, the traditional
conception of Aristotle as a correspondence theorist requires careful examination. This
work, as a whole, finds a great amount of complexity in Aristotle’s concept of truth,
evidenced by his accounting for what does not exist.

In what follows I will proceed on the assumption that there is a general
Avistotelian theory of the relationship between things, thought, and language that can be
consistently applied. That is, I will begin with the working hypothesis that Aristotle offers
a broadly consistent view across his various works and posit an inconsistency between
Aristotle’s texts only if it seems absolutely necessary. I draw on the work of many
interpreters of Aristotle, with various and diverse concerns. The goal of this work is,
however, not to criticize any particular author, but to take what has been said in various
contexts, refocus and revise the interpretive work on Aristotle with an eye to providing a
clear and coherent account of Aristotle’s views on truth in relation to non-existence: what
things that “do not exist” are (or not), how they are thought about, how they are spoken or
written about, and how any of the previous (things, thoughts, linguistic representations)
can be said to be true or false.

Because Aristotle’s references to things that don’t exist occur in various contexts,
the topics of my chapters are also diverse. That is, if | am to end up with an interpretation
of what Aristotle has to say about truth in relation to things that don’t exist, it is also
necessary to provide a more general account of the contexts in which things that don’t

exist arise as a concern. For instance, what is true to say of something that does not exist
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is dependent on a more general notion of truth, one that is dependent on a notion of
combination (Chapter Three); and how things that don’t exist are signified (symbolized)
by words is dependent on how anything comes to be symbolized by a word (Chapter
One). Over the course of these discussions | refer to many authors working on these
particular problems. However, no one arises as a central figure around whose work my
interpretation is to be grounded. Rather, I refer to these authors to aid in the development
of my own interpretation.

Aristotle’s claims about truth and non-existence demonstrate the nuance of his
thought on many topics—ontology, psychology, language, and their interdependence. In
contemporary literature, Aristotle is often referred to in terms suggesting that his work is
a philosophical precursor to our more advanced contemporary theory. While it is easy to
reject an ancient philosopher’s musings on a topic of contemporary interest on the
grounds that they come off as in some way antiquated, | argue that taking such a
dismissive attitude to Aristotle’s thinking is to underestimate the significance of certain of
his remarks. Consider, for instance, a passage | refer to in Chapter 3, which relates what
does not exist, thought, language, and truth: “It is not true to say that what is not, since it
is thought about, is something that is; for what is thought about it is not that it is, but that
it is not” [De Interpretatione, 21a32-3]. In a single sentence, Aristotle dismisses a theory

that has appealed to many more recent philosophers, according to which the object of

® For instance, this view appealed to Meinong, whose ontology attempted to account for non-existent
objects. Meinong’s view was influenced by Brentano’s descriptive psychology (see Marek, “Alexius
Meinong”, entry in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). Brentano’s descriptive psychology, I argue
(in another work), assumes a misinterpretation of “the perception that we perceive” in Aristotle, one that
leads to his concluding (in Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint) to the irreality of the intentional
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thought, simply by being an object of thought, can be said to exist, and also gives an
enthymematic argument for this refutation: the object of thought that does not exist is,
when the thought is not mistaken, thought of as not existing; granting existence to the
object of thought would contradict the thought of it as not existing; therefore, the thought
of something that does not exist does not grant existence to that thing. Such an argument
seems both interesting and relevant, not only to Aristotle scholarship, but to the
philosophical community generally. And there are many such brief, underappreciated,
contemporarily relevant arguments to be found in Aristotle’s remarks about what does not
exist, which provide evidence of a systematic philosopher aware of the implications of his
statements.

In Chapter One | approach Aristotle’s views on truth and non-existence from the
perspective of his theory of language. In De Interpretatione 1, Aristotle defines truth as a
function of combination and separation. There, he specifies both that the term “goat stag”
is significant, and that it is neither true nor false when nothing further is added (16a16-
18). | defer discussion of the topic of combination, and whether it is necessary or
sufficient for truth, until Chapter Three. In the first chapter | focus rather on how a term
becomes significant according to Aristotle, and to what a term refers; that is, the
fundamental considerations of a theory of language that can possibly hope to allow
language to refer meaningfully to a goat stag. The fact that names and verbs “signify
something” (onpaivet tt) distinguishes the noises of animals from the basic elements of

human language. This capacity of names and verbs to signify is specified by Aristotle to

object (and, in fact, all objects). He revises this view in the Appendix to the same book, introducing the in
recto, in obliquo distinction of mental reference.
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be a matter of convention (katd cuvOfknv), which indicates a rejection of any natural
relationship between a name or verb and what it signifies. The conventionality of
language is the precondition for a language capable of symbolizing what does not exist.
Furthermore, what is symbolized is not required to exist in nature as a thing. The
significance of “convention” itself is of utmost importance, since, as the etymology of the
term suggests, it implies a “putting together”. The question is: what is put together with
what, on Aristotle’s account? I argue that Aristotle’s usage of the term does not indicate
an agreement between persons as to the meaning of a term, but rather a putting together
of the term and its referent (this is how a name becomes a symbol, or gains significance).
Only one agent capable of such an act is required for Aristotle’s concept of “convention”.
Aristotle’s theory of language, when so understood, provides the necessary basis for the
expression of things that don’t exist; the significance of a term is imposed upon the
natural, material component of language by a subject capable of producing such things,
and this is only possible if the significance of terms is conventional in the way specified.
What this term symbolizes is an affection of the soul; the distinction between what exists,
in a strict sense, and what does not exist is whether or not this affection of the soul has a
presently embodied material correlate in the realm of things, of which it is a likeness.
Chapter Two focuses on a specific problem often noted in the existing literature
on Aristotle. When speaking of things that do not exist, a so-called contradiction between

the Categories and De Interpretatione is often cited, on the problem of whether we can
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infer existence from truth, and vice versa.® In the Categories, Aristotle asserts that if
something does not exist, only denials made about it will be true; whereas in the De
Interpretatione he claims that we cannot infer from the truth of an affirmation that its
subject term exists. In this chapter | resolve this apparent contradiction. Specifically, |
argue that the thesis to which commentators have claimed Aristotle is committed based
on the Categories 13b26-36—that is, that, given a true predication, existence is
assured—mneither is the main point of the passage nor is stated in such a way as to directly
contradict what Aristotle later says at De Interpretatione 21a25-33. | take these two
passages to refer to any statement in which the subject term does not exist. | conclude that
a resolution of the apparent contradiction is achieved by recognizing the asymmetry of
the relation Aristotle is expressing; that is, if we know that the subject term does not refer
to anything that exists, we may attribute truth-values to certain declarative statements,
but, given truth-values only, we may not infer existence or inexistence. This solution is
indicative of a logic that is not context-invariant. For Aristotle, in order to evaluate the
truth of a conditional claim, we must know the exact nature of an implication; when we
know the nature of the implication, we can rephrase the conditional claim in a more
precise, categorical form.

In the third chapter I examine Aristotle’s claim in De Interpretatione 1 that truth
and falsity have to do with combination and separation. There are various senses in which

we could interpret this claim. We might, for example, think that any combination, by the

® For example, in J.L. Ackrill, Aristotle’s Categories and De Interpretatione; Christopher Kirwan,
Aristotle’s Metaphysics Books Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon [Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1971]; and
M. Wedin “Aristotle on the Existential Import of Singular Sentences” Phronesis, Vol. 23, No. 2 (1978), pp.
179-196.
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mere fact of its being combined, demands that that thing have a truth value; on this view,
combination is a sufficient condition for something to bear a truth-value. Alternatively,
we might think that combination is a necessary condition for something to have a truth-
value, but insufficient. Aristotle’s views on fictional entities, which exist as a result of
combinations in thought, provide an important test case for settling these issues. In De
Interpretatione 1, Aristotle claims that the term “goat stag” itself has no truth value; it
requires something to be added in order to be truth-evaluable. However, in the
Metaphysics (at 1V.29, 1024b17-26), Aristotle gives examples of false things that do not
involve predications (e.g., an image whose subject does not exist). These claims, | think,
can be reconciled by recognizing that by giving examples of false, existent things,
Aristotle is not equating the non-existent with the false (contrary to Paolo Crivelli’s
interpretation of the same passage).’” The sort of combination that is required for
something to have a truth-value is dependent on a particular relation between a name and
a verb, such that something is said of (Aéyetat) something, something is said to belong to
(vmapyet) something, or something is predicated of (katnyopeitat) something; while
combinations in thought, for instance, which result in our being able to think of a fictional
entity, do not themselves have a truth value, despite being combinations that have no
likeness in reality. The observations in this chapter also serve to support those of Chapter
2, where | suggest that it is possible to make true statements about things that don’t exist.
The fact that we can make true statements about things that don’t exist is explained by

homonymy.

" Crivelli quotes this passage in Paolo Crivelli, Aristotle on Truth [Cambridge University Press: New York;
2004], pp. 46-47.



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

In the second half of the dissertation | turn to a more explicit discussion of
Aristotle’s views on the nature of truth, insofar as they are relevant to things that don’t
exist. Chapter four deals with the correspondence theory of truth and the question of
whether Aristotle held a view that could reasonably be labeled as such. | examine the
textual evidence various scholars have used to support terming Aristotle’s notion of truth
a “correspondence” theory, and attempt to define what exactly is meant by the term
“correspondence”. When we take into account the various types of objects to which
Aristotle applies the word “truth”, the exact nature of “correspondence” becomes elusive.
I conclude that when the term “correspondence” is applied to Aristotle’s theory of truth, it
indicates what we might call (and what Patterson does call) a “weak” sort of
correspondence.® An example of such a “weak” notion of correspondence is that
described by Crivelli as “correspondence-as-isomorphism”. This definition of
correspondence is far from the strong correspondence theory that proposes that we look at
what exists and what is true as independent, and attempt to locate a correspondence
between them.? The term “correspondence”, when applied to Aristotle’s theory of truth,
denotes a relation of isomorphism between a truth-bearer and what exists, where truth is
dependent on what exists. Given that Aristotle accounts for what does not exist, the

question arises again as to what corresponds to what when a term in a statement refers to

8 D. Patterson, “What Is a Correspondence Theory of Truth?” in Synthese, Vol. 137, No. 3 (Dec., 2003),
421-444,

® The strong correspondence theory that | am arguing against, as characterized by Patterson, assumes that
what exists and what is said about it are independent insofar as they can be described and analyzed
separately, and then compared. | argue that it is wrong-headed to do so insofar as what exists and what is
said are related: one already depends upon the other, as language symbolizes affections of the soul that are
likenesses of things. Therefore, to compare them as if they were entirely distinct is already to err. The
definition of “independent” I am using here denotes a lack of inter-relation; and when | say that what exists
and what is said about it are not independent, | mean that what is said cannot be described distinctly from
(i.e., without reference to) its dependence on what exists (insofar as it is a symbol of what exists).

10
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something that does not exist. To what would this statement correspond? | argue that the
correspondence between what does not exist and what is said about it is an imprecise way
of speaking about the correspondence between the concept of a thing that does not exist
and what is said about it; the goat stag, for instance, can be nominally defined, and though
it does not exist, the concept of it does, and can be properly used as a term in a true
predication.

In the fifth chapter I distinguish between the various objects to which Aristotle
applies the notion of truth, and examine how the term is applied in relation to each of
these objects. Aristotle uses the term “truth” in relation to all of the following: objects,
perceptions, phantasmata, and statements. The truth of statements (or assertions) is the
type of truth most commonly referred to when scholars are discussing Aristotle’s theory
of truth, and the most amenable to a correspondence definition. Aristotle, however, uses a
broader definition of truth when referring to phantasmata, perceptions, and objects. Here
| undertake an examination of the truth relation with regard to non-standard truth-bearers,
looking at, for example, what is it upon which the truth of a phantasma depends. The
conclusion here is a refinement of the definition of correspondence of the previous
chapter. On the view I defend, Aristotle applies a broader definition of truth to non-
standard objects that means something more like “accurate representation”. I reject the
interpretation according to which, when Avristotle describes simple objects as true, he

means nothing more than that they exist; that is, the interpretation Crivelli proposes in

11
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Aristotle on Truth.® On my account, there is no correspondence (a dependence relation)
between a thing and itself, and therefore something’s existence is not equivalent to its
truth (which is defined as correspondence). Instead, | argue (with Caston) that the simple
object is called false only by synecdoche,* as the cause of something else that is false.
The final chapter (Chapter 6) examines contemporary attempts to account for
“empty” terms in Aristotle. What an empty term is, is not clearly defined; we might say
that the “empty” term is one that does not refer. However, what we mean by “reference”
here is ambiguous, and that ambiguity is the source of the problem when we talk about
empty terms in Aristotle. Crivelli attempts to resolve the problem of empty terms in
general by comparing the example of “goat stag” to that of the “man and horse” example
of De Int. 18a23." However, his solution ignores the distinction between terms having
kath’ hauto significance and terms that do not, to which I referred in Chapter 3 and on
which I here expand. Charles attempts to define the relationship between the “goat” and
“stag” elements of the compound by supplying the relation “being the offspring of*. B3
However, again, if something is the offspring of two things, those things have kath’ hauto
significance, whereas “goat” and ““stag” in the compound term *“goat stag” do not.
Noriega-Olmos attempts to resolve the problem by splitting a goat in half (that is, as the
referent of the term “half-goat” in his supplied nominal definition of “goat stag”: a half-

goat half-stag animal), and then decides that “half-goat” is not a property of any kind, for

10 “In the case of simple objects, DTF takes on the following form: an affirmative simple belief, or
assertion, concerning a simple object is true when and only when this simple object is true, i.e., when and
only when it exists.” Crivelli, p. 19.

' | have adopted this term as it is used in Victor Caston’s paper, “Why Aristotle Needs Imagination”
Phronesis, Vol. 41, No. 1 (1996), pp. 20-55, p. 51.

12 Crivelli claims that an empty term is essentially a composite term in disguise. (Crivelli, 159).

3 David Charles, Aristotle on Meaning and Essence, [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000], p. 89.

12
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half of a goat would not be a substance but a chunk of matter.** | argue against the idea
that there is nothing we are referring to when we say something is “half-goat”. I have
consistently maintained that Aristotle can account for so-called “empty” terms; by
replacing the term with its definition we might make accurate and true statements about a
goat stag. For the term is only “empty” if by “empty” we mean that it refers to a
contemporarily defined material, extramental object. On my view, it refers to something
that does not exist; however, it does refer, as the term symbolizes an affection of the soul.
In my mind the term “empty” would mean that there is absolutely nothing at all to which
the term refers. In a strict sense of the word, then, the term “goat stag” is not “empty”’; for
it has significance, and is capable of being (at least nominally) defined, and has material
and form. The class of extramental material things to which the universal might be
thought to refer is empty, but the term is not. In short, the contemporary problem of the
empty term in Aristotle is not reflective of the three-tiered structure of reality defined in
De Interpretatione 1. The problem with “empty” terms is that they refer to what does not
exist, and this is evident in the definition of the problem itself—since a term is considered
“empty” for the reason that its referent is not a pragma. However, for Aristotle, the
referent of no word is a pragma. Rather, it is an affection of the soul which may or may
not be a likeness of a thing.

In this work as a whole, | show that things that do not exist do not in fact cause
much trouble for Aristotle, either with respect to how they are objects of thought, or with

respect to the utterances that can be made about them, or with respect to the truth of those

 Noriega-Olmos, Simon, Aristotle’s Psychology of Signification [Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013], p. 72.
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utterances. Where contemporary scholars in the philosophy of language might like to
interpret Aristotle as holding a naive view, an imposition of modern theories onto
Aristotle’s work only leads to misinterpretation. If there is a coherent explanation of how
things that don’t exist can be integrated into Aristotle’s theory of truth, the theory as a

whole looks more sophisticated and more defensible from a contemporary standpoint.

14



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

Chapter One: The Conventional Aspect of Language and
Naming What Does Not Exist

In this chapter I will examine Aristotle’s notion of language. I will explain how, on his
view, it is possible to speak of things that don’t exist, and how we go about imposing
significance on otherwise insignificant sounds.

The goal of this dissertation as a whole is to provide a cohesive interpretation of what
Aristotle has to say about truth and non-existence. This will involve explaining how
Aristotle thinks it is possible for there to be a term which has no extramental referent.
While this is a concern throughout the dissertation, here I will look specifically to
Aristotle’s views on the nature of language for insight. In order to figure out how it is
possible to speak of what does not exist, we must first determine how Aristotle thinks it is
possible to speak at all, or what it means to speak as opposed to merely making sounds.
Then we must determine how he thinks it is possible to combine a sound with a
signification in a way that leaves room for what we observe to be obviously true, namely
that certain terms are “empty.” To put the question in Aristotelian terms, we must
determine how a name can be a symbol of something that does not exist. (I call into
question the characterization of such terms as “empty” in Chapter 6.) As I will show, an
Aristotelian conception of language does leave room for speaking of things that don’t
exist.

The first chapter of Aristotle’s De Interpretatione describes a relation between things,

affections of the soul, and spoken and written sounds. According to this passage,
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affections in the soul (raOfpota tiic Wyoyiic) resemble things (mpdypata). These affections
of the soul are symbolized in a spoken language by vocalizations (things in vocalized
sound—sta v 1 ewvij), which are symbols (coppora) of those affections of the soul.
Written marks are symbols of vocalizations. Aristotle states in this passage that the things
(in nature), as well as the affections in the soul that they produce, are the same for all
people. Vocal and written symbols of these things are not.

Now spoken words are symbols of affections in the soul, and written marks

symbols of spoken sounds. And just as written marks are not the same for all

men, neither are spoken sounds. But what these are in the first place signs

of—affections of the soul—are the same for all; and what these affections
are likenesses of—actual things—are also the same.*

In what follows, | will be focusing on part of this statement of the relation
between nature, thought and language in De Interpretatione. Specifically, I will focus on
(1) the problem of what constitutes a spoken language, (ii) how words come to be symbols
of affections of the soul, and (iii) the possibility of finding linguistic expression for what
does not exist. For this discussion I will draw on Aristotle’s statements concerning the
difference between the types of sound produced by humans and animals, as for Aristotle
only certain sounds qualify as part of a spoken language. Consistently with his statement
that vocalizations are not the same for all people, Aristotle suggests that vocalizations
become symbols of affections of the soul by convention. I will examine how far this
notion of convention extends, and whether there are limits to the arbitrariness introduced

by labeling spoken language as conventional. I conclude that while there is no natural

1 16a3-8, Ackrill. "Ectt pév odv T &v i @avii TV &v T yuxf madnudtoy copBola, kai td ypagdpeva
TOV €V Th PoVvi]. kol domep 00OE Ypappote Tact Td AT, 0V0E oval ol avTal- OV PéVTol Tadta onpeia
TPOTOV, TOOTA TEGT TadqpATe THE WoxTic, Koi GV Tadta Opotduata Tpdypuata fdn TadTd.
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relationship between a particular word and what it symbolizes, it is natural for humans to
communicate by speech, and also natural that we produce vocalizations, which Aristotle
distinguishes from sounds; whereas animal sounds may reveal something, vocalizations
in addition signify, in the sense of being a symbol (a sign) of something. By adding the
notion that vocalizations are the matter of a spoken language, we can identify this
naturalistic element of Aristotle’s theory of language while maintaining that language is
conventional; the differentia that defines spoken language is that it is significant, while
affections of the soul become symbolized by particular, significant words by convention.
The conventional aspect of spoken language allows for speaking of non-existent entities,
but the translation of katd cuvOrknV as “by convention” introduces some modern
associations that do not apply to the symbolization of affections of the soul by words.
Where we might associate “convention” with agreement between a group of individuals,
the translation more applicable to Aristotle’s concept of linguistic signification is, I argue,
that of a “putting together”, i.e., putting together the linguistic sign with what it

signifies—no groups of people are required.

Spoken Language and the Noises of Beasts

Aristotle states in the Politics:

Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man is the only animal who
has the gift of speech.’®

16 1253a9-10, Jowett. 0v0&v Yap, O Papév, pév 1| eHoIC TOLET: Adyov 88 pdvov Bvopemoc Exet TV (V.
Here Jowett translates Aoyog as “speech”, but it may equally refer to “language” (there are, as well, many
other seemingly less-fitting translations of the word). Since Aristotle refers directly afterward to animal
noises, [ believe the translation as “speech” or “spoken language” is justified.
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In defining what is necessary for a sound to qualify as part of a spoken language,
Avristotle frequently refers to the difference between the sounds produced by non-human
animals and those produced by humans, to emphasize what he sees to be the differences
between a word and a noise. *” 1 will be looking in particular at two passages, one from
the De Interpretatione and one from the Poetics.

In the De Interpretatione at 16a26-9, Aristotle defines what it is to be a name
(6voua). Here he differentiates a name (a composite significant sound not involving the
idea of time™®) from the inarticulate sounds of beasts (dypéppotot wogor). In this passage
he implies that symbolization by convention is necessary for a composite sound to be
called a name—that the fact that it may “reveal something” (dnio¥oi 1) does not alone
qualify a sound as a name.

I say ‘by convention’ because no name is a name naturally but only when it

has become a symbol. Even inarticulate noises (of beasts, for instance) do

indeed reveal something, yet none of them is a name.**

An immediate conclusion to draw based on this statement would be that the difference
between animal sounds and human language is that human language includes significant
terms such as names (symbolizing affections of the soul); i.e., human language reveals
real subjects, predicates and their relations by symbolizing the affections of the soul

which are supposed to be likenesses of things. Animal sounds do reveal something (tv),

but not something that would allow the sound to qualify as a name, or part of a

7 In the History of Animals 535a29-b2 Aristotle suggests that what is required for language is that an
animal have lips and a tongue; here “language” is translated from dwéAextoc. The consequences of this
difference extend beyond the bounds of the present work.

'8 16a19-20. See also 1457a11

19 16a26-9, Ackrill. To 8¢ katd cuVORKNY, 6Tt PHGEL THV OVOUATOV 0VSEV EoTtv, AL’ GTay yévnTal
ocopPorov: £mel Shoboi v Tu kai ol dypdppatol yoeot, olov Onpinv, Gv 00dév oty dvopa.
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language.?’ Revealing something, on my interpretation, is different from signification, as
signification is the indication of something (for instance, an object), while animal sounds
do not indicate in the same sense. We may infer from an animal sound, for instance, that
the animal is in pain, but the sound itself is not a signification of the proposition, “I am in
pain!”, nor even a symbolization of the concept ‘pain’. Something becomes a symbol not
only by revealing something, but also by signifying something by convention.?*

The fact that Aristotle describes the sounds of animals as “inarticulate” might
make it seem as though this description should exclude a mere sound from inclusion in a
language. Ackrill makes the observation:

Aristotle only weakens the force of his remark by mentioning inarticulate noises,

that is, such as do not consist of clearly distinguishable sounds which could be
represented in writing. For someone could suggest that what prevents such noises

20 At Politics 1253a10-15 Aristotle states: “And whereas mere voice is but an indication of pleasure or pain,
and is therefore found in other animals (for their nature attains to the perception of pleasure and pain and
the intimation of them to one another, and no further), the power of speech is intended to set forth the
expedient and the inexpedient, and therefore likewise the just and the unjust.”

2! This interpretation is rejected by Simon Noriega-Olmos in Aristotle’s Psychology of Signification who
maintains that signification and revealing something are synonymous, and also synonymous with
symbolization. But he later insists that what is signified is a thought, rather than a perception or phantasia.
If animal sounds reveal something, and this is equivalent to signification, then by this conception animals
must have thoughts, which is a distinctly un-Aristotelian concept. With regard to the passage here, Noriega-
Olmos claims, “The point of the passage is that even forms of vocal sound that do not entail communication
indicate something. However, the passage does not say, nor does it imply, that among vocal sounds
intended for communication (e.g. mating-vocalized sounds of frogs, the singing of birds, and human
language) some simply indicate and some signify. Aristotelian testimonies, as a matter of fact, contradict
such a view, showing that the two terms are interchangeable and synonymous...” (p. 60). And later, “T have
claimed that Aristotle states that affections of the soul are the same for everybody because the affections he
has in mind are thoughts, and thoughts, contrary to other affections, e.g. phantasiai, are the same for
everybody insofar as they grasp what things are” (p. 134). That animals do not think, according to Aristotle,
is evident in De Anima, for instance where he claims at 414b16-19 that thought is exclusive to man or
something superior to him: “Certain kinds of animals possess in addition the power of locomotion, and still
others, i.e. man and possibly another order like man or superior to him, the power of thinking and thought.”
(évioig 8¢ mpOG TOVTOIG VTLAPYEL KOL TO KATA TOTOV KIVITIKOV, £TEPOIG OE KO TO S10VONTIKOV T€ Kai VoG,
olov &vOpdmo1g kai €1 Tt TolodTov Etepov EoTwv {f TyudTEPOV.) I maintain neither that revealing something
and signification are identical in meaning, nor that Aristotle means “affections of the soul” to refer only to
thoughts in this book.
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from counting as names is not that they are natural rather than conventional signs,

but precisely that they are inarticulate.*?
In this passage, the word translated as “inarticulate” is aypaupatotr. Here Ackrill has
interpreted the word to include the implication that inarticulate sounds are those that
could not possibly be written. | agree that Aristotle is distinguishing human language
from animal sounds based on a qualification of “articulateness.” | question, however,
whether something must be writable in order to be articulate. The word aypdppatot
seems to derive from ypapupo, a term that usually denotes a letter, something drawn, or a
written character, and it seems to be this connotation that Ackrill is using when he makes
the connection between a sound’s being “inarticulate” and its being unwritable. This
definition of aypaupatot as “unwritable”, however, would introduce an inconsistency
into Aristotle’s theory of language. When we recall that written language is a
symbolization of spoken language, and that symbolization is achieved through
convention, it would seem odd to conclude that a sound cannot qualify as a vocalization
only because it is unwritable. Spoken language is supposed to be prior to and symbolized
by written language.”® We could posit that on Aristotle’s view the potentiality to be a
written language is an essential characteristic of any spoken language, but I find no

support in the text for attributing such a bold and controversial claim to Aristotle.

2 Ackrill, 117.

2 Apostle, remarking on the first chapter of the De Interpretatione, states: [16a4] “This statement seems to
suggest that spoken expressions among men precede written expressions, and hence that the latter are used
as substitutes for the former. A sign of this is observed in children, for they first learn to speak and then to
write.” Hippocrates G. Apostle, Aristotle’s Categories and Propositions (De Interpretatione) [Grinnel: The
Peripatetic Press, 1980], p. 98.
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Instead, I believe we should look to other uses of ypdpupa in the Aristotelian
corpus. Zirin mentions a use of ypaupa that seems to avoid this conclusion. Speaking of
the vocalizations of animals that Aristotle writes of in the Parts of Animals, he writes:

The term ypappo—Ietter—is here used in a phonetic sense; it obviously

refers to the minimal unit of vocalization, and therefore is synonymous with

0T01x8Tov.24
Zirin is here equating the word ypaupa with another word that Aristotle uses to refer to a
base element of language, the ototygiov. The word otoyyeiov (“element”) is used in the
Poetics, for instance, to indicate the most fundamental unit of diction, and is also
translated as “letter” by Bywater.25 A otorgeiov, however, does not have the same
connotation of being writable, as it is used to refer to a part of spoken language.

The question of what constitutes the difference between sounds and vocalizations
becomes more complicated when we compare the phrasing of our passage in the De
Interpretatione (Gypappator woeot) to that used in the Poetics to describe the sounds of
animals. In the De Interpretatione, Aristotle seems to distinguish between sounds
(v60ou), produced by animals, and vocalizations (pwvai), produced by humans. However,
in the Poetics, the sounds of animals are also vocalizations (pwvai). There, they differ

from the vocalizations that constitute a part of language not in that they are inarticulate

and therefore incapable of becoming names (6vopa), but rather because they are

% Ronald Zirin, “Aristotle’s Biology of Language”, Transactions of the American Philological Association,
Vol. 110 (1980), pp. 325-347, p. 337.

% In translating the sentence at 16a27, Zirin avoids using the phrase “inarticulate sounds” by replacing it
with “unspellable noises”.
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undivided or indivisible (&wipetor).?® So we are now faced with the question of whether
animal sounds are differentiated from human sounds (on Aristotle’s account) on account
of their being undivided or indivisible, or on account of their being inarticulate, or
whether these qualifications are, in fact, equivalent (or at least related).

When Avristotle discusses the sounds of beasts in the Poetics, he uses otoiygiov to
refer to the element of language that animal sounds are not. Although also sometimes
translated as “letter” (e.g., by Bywater), ototygiov seems to be used here to refer (as the
discussion is, after all, about diction) more specifically to the most basic element of a
vocalization. In this passage, the undivided or indivisible vocalizations of beasts
(&draiperor emvai) fail to count as “letters” or “elemental sounds” (otoygia), which are
stated to be the indivisible sounds necessary to constitute a compound sound. From this
distinction, it seems that Aristotle is claiming that the undivided sounds of animals lack
the potentiality of a letter to become a combination (a syllable— cvAiapn), a
consideration that we should take into account prior to considering what could constitute
a name (which adds the distinction of being significant composite sound). But in the
Poetics letters (ototyein) are defined just as those indivisible sounds that come together to
form composites. As a result, the distinction between animal and human sounds on the
basis of divisibility doesn’t seem to indicate an essential differentia between animal
sounds and human language. Aristotle differentiates between letters and the indivisible

sounds of animals by stating that

% «Since the word ‘@diipstov’ has two senses, i.e., may mean either ‘not capable of being divided’ or ‘not
actually divided’...” 430b6-7 (10 & ddaipetov Enel Srydg, 1 duvduer fj Evepyeiq) De Anima Greek text
from W.D. Ross, Aristotle. De anima. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961 (repr. 1967).
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A letter is an indivisible vocalization, not any one but one from which a composite

vocalization naturally arises.”’
If we are only looking at the sounds themselves, then this qualification (the potential to
become a composite vocalization) does not differentiate between the sounds of humans
and of animals, since the potential to become composite is not yet actual.?® But the sounds
of animals and the otoyyeia that constitute a spoken language still differ in that it is
possible to combine ctotyeia into an articulate composite vocalization, which can then
gain significance. The point is, even when we are looking only at the kind of sounds that
may or may not constitute a language, the sort of sound that constitutes a language is
restricted by the qualifications of articulateness and the potential to form composites.
These composite sounds gain significance by convention, my topic for the following

sections.

Symbolization, Conventionalism and Naturalism

The underlying problem of what it is to be a significant sound is how it comes to be that a
sound gains significance. In the De Interpretatione, Aristotle clearly states that the
symbolization of affections of the soul by vocalizations is achieved through “convention”
(ovvOnkm), contradicting the idea that the vocalized sound is in any way connected by
nature (@boet) to that which it symbolizes.?® Deborah Modrak examines extensively the
natural and conventional aspects of Aristotle’s theory of language in Aristotle’s Theory of

Language and Meaning. In considering this distinction, Modrak claims that Aristotle has

27 1456b22-3, translation modified from The Complete Works based on a suggestion by David Hitchcock.
otoyelov puv obv 6Ty oV ddtaipetoc, 00 mioa 3¢ AL’ €€ fig mépuke cuvleT YiyvesOat eovA.

% This potential is, however, necessary for the production of composite sounds, i.e., names and verbs.

% 16a19, 16a26
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found a compromise between the doctrines of naturalism and conventionalism. However,
she restricts the naturalistic element to the pre-linguistic, stating that there is a natural
connection between the affection of the soul and what it represents in nature, but a
conventional connection between the affection of the soul and its symbolization by
language:
In the De Interpretatione, Aristotle chooses to negotiate a compromise
between the two rejected alternatives. The relation between written and
spoken words is conventional, as is the relation between spoken words and
the mental states that are the vehicles of meaning; different languages
correlate different sounds with the same intentional content and the same
sound with different contents. Notwithstanding, the relation between the

mental state and the object it represents is natural—the same for all
humans—and reference is secured by resemblance.*

This way of understanding Aristotle’s view does indeed seem to be supported by the
introductory chapter of the De Interpretatione. However, the close tie between what is
natural and what is the same for all humans is not alone sufficient to explain the
naturalistic element I am suggesting exists within Aristotle’s theory of language. What
Modrak says here is correct, as far as it goes, but she overlooks a further way in which
language is “natural” on Aristotle’s view. While here Modrak puts the naturalism of
Aristotle’s account of language more into the realm of mental representation, my
interpretation puts the naturalistic component of Aristotle’s account of language more

squarely in the realm of linguistic representation. Working with the same definition of

% Deborah Modrak, Aristotle’s Theory of Language and Meaning [Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001], p.4.
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“natural” (what is the same for all humans), I specify in addition that it is natural for
humans to signify using sound.**

What it is to be conventional, on the other hand, is already tied in with what was
said regarding the sounds of animals, for the sounds of animals are not significant by
convention, and their vocalizations do not have the same potential to be significant as the
vocalizations made by humans; they are inarticulate and unable to come together as a
composite. It would seem, therefore, that to identify what kind of sounds can qualify as
part of a spoken language requires (as a matter of ontological priority) that particular
sounds have the potentiality to become significant. But we must define what it means to
be “conventional.”

In the De Interpretatione at 16a26, Aristotle opposes convention to nature, stating
that no name is a name naturally but only when it has become a symbol (as cited above).
When looking to define convention, therefore, we should look first towards Aristotle’s
definition of nature. In Physics I1.1, Aristotle’s definition of nature hinges on the idea that
a thing’s nature is a principle of change or rest contained within the thing:

... nature is a principle or cause of being moved and of being at rest in that
to which it belongs primarily, in virtue of itself and not accidentally.*

Avristotle uses this definition to differentiate natural things from artifacts on the basis that

artifacts require an external source of change, or an agent (“None of them has in itself the

%! The assumption that what is the same for all humans is equivalent to what is natural for humans could be
easily contradicted by identifying some thing [anything] that is the same for all humans not because of their
nature, but accidentally, e.g., the spurious claim that it is part of human nature to live on the earth.

%2 192b20-3, Hardie and Gaye. d¢ obong tiic pvoeng apxiig TIvog Kai oitiog Tod kiveloat kol pepelv &v &
VIAPYEL TPDOTOS Ko’ adTo Kal pn katd cupPefniog
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%3 The distinction between a naturalistic theory of

principle of its own production
language and a conventional one, I claim, is similar. If a word were to have a natural
relationship with what it symbolizes, the thing would, in some sense, be the cause of its
own symbolization. But with Aristotle’s conventional theory of language, the word has a
conventional relationship with what it symbolizes. So when Aristotle denies that names
arise naturally, we may suppose that this means that a name does not of itself come to
symbolize an affection of the soul, but only by the action of something else (an agent). De
Interpretatione 16a26 supports this view, as this passage implicates convention as the
cause of a word’s becoming a symbol.

That words are symbolic by convention rather than by nature is also supported in
the De Interpretatione by the idea that spoken and written languages, unlike the affections
of the soul, are not the same for all people (in different cultures and in different times, or
in the same culture at the same time). Aristotle appears to reason as follows: because
there exist different words for the same thing, there is no natural connection between a
particular word and what it symbolizes. This also allows for Aristotle to claim in the
Poetics that other types of names are referential, such as metaphorical or coined terms, in
addition to foreign words:

Whatever its structure, a noun (6vopa) must always be either the ordinary

word for the thing, or a strange word, or a metaphor, or an ornamental word,
or a coined word, or a word lengthened out, or curtailed, or altered in form.>

%3 192b29-30, Hardie and Gaye. The idea of telos is also evident when referring to a particular thing’s
nature: “For what each thing is when fully developed, we call its nature, whether we are speaking of a man,
a horse, or a family.” 1252b32-3, Politics.

%4 1457b1-3, Bywater. émav 8¢ Svopd ot f kbprov fj yYAdtro fj petagopd § k6opog i memomuévov i
gmekteTopuévoy 1 venPNUEvoY T EEnAhayuévov.
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So if there is a place for naturalism in Aristotle’s theory of language, it does not seem to
be in some kind of natural connection between a particular word and its referent. This
relationship is conventional. And the fact that this relationship is conventional should
indicate a difference between animal sounds and a name—that is, in order for a species to
participate in communication by a language, it must be capable of establishing the right
kind of relationship between word and referent by convention, in the sense | will later
define.

But we might yet find a place for naturalism in Aristotle’s theory: we might still
consider that it is natural for human beings to symbolize affections of the soul by names
in general, so that while particular symbols are not naturally linked to their referents, the
act of symbolization is natural for human beings. In addition, there is the trivial claim that
it is natural for these conventional symbols to be sounds; that is, it is natural for human
beings to have language and to communicate by sound, for it is certainly natural and not
conventional that humans have the requisite organs for speaking and hearing articulate
sounds. Zirin summarizes the physiological requirements of producing voice, relying
again on De Anima 11.8.

Voice cannot be present in animals which do not have the organic structure

necessary for its production, and, in addition, no sound can be considered

voice unless it is set in motion by the yoyn and is accompanied by a mental

image.*

Here Zirin proposes to interpret Aristotle as making three claims about human language:

that it is natural for a human being to have an organic structure necessary for

communication by language; that human beings also have a soul capable of setting in

3 Zirin, 335.
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motion a vocalization; and that the vocalizations that constitute human language
correspond to a mental images (i.e., signify). The first two of these qualifications seem to
be shared by humans and non-human animals alike: both are endowed with the organic
structure and type of soul necessary for producing sounds. The difference between
whether these sounds “reveal something” or “signify” is the third qualification. That the
organic structure is not accidental but, according to Aristotle, is for the purpose of
communication by language is supported by his discussion of the faculties of the soul in
the De Anima:

If then Nature never makes anything without a purpose and never leaves out

what is necessary... it follows that, had they [here Aristotle is differentiating

plants and animals with regard to locomotion] been capable of originating

forward movement, they would have possessed organs necessary for that

purpose.

It would seem that in addition to an animal’s being capable of producing
vocalizations as indicated, in order for the sounds produced to qualify as language, there
must also exist a conventional relationship between particular vocalizations and what they
signify. It seems it is a human capacity to impose significance on particular sounds such
that they may constitute a language. Aristotle contrasts a name (which is a symbol) with
the animal sounds that only “reveal something”; symbolization (signification) seems to be
a distinctly human capacity. The next problem I turn to is whether there are any

restrictions to this capacity, i.e., to what extent the conventional nature of language

introduces arbitrariness into the creation of language.

% 432b21-25, Smith. Translations De Anima, unless otherwise noted, are modified from Aristotle,
Aristotle’s De Anima Books II, I1I, D.W. Hamlyn ed.[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968]. €i o0v 1
@Uo1G UTE TOLET paTny unbev unte dnoieinet Tt TAV AvayKaiov, TANV &V T0iC TNPOUAGC Kol £V Tolg
ateléov, T 8¢ TowdTa TOV {OmV TéAewn Kol 00 anpdpatd oty (onpeiov 8 8Tt €oTl yevynTikd Kol Gy
gyt kol pBicy) —doT’ slysv av kai To dpyavikd pépn Tic mopeiag.
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Convention, Restriction, and Arbitrariness

We might be tempted to take the terms “spoken language” and “written language” and
assume that the genus of these is some overarching “language”, of which “spoken” and
“written” are the differentiae.®” But from all that Aristotle has to say concerning spoken
language discussed above, it would seem that the definition of “language” specifies that it
is a subset of the more general class of sounds and graphics: there are vocalizations, some
of which constitute a spoken language (and analogously, there are written marks, some of
which constitute a written language). A spoken language may rather be defined as a
system of “significant vocalizations”, vocalizations being the genus in this definition (and
therefore the matter of the definition of spoken language®®), and significance providing
the differentia between all vocalizations (including the ones of animals) and those that
constitute a spoken language.

If it is true that vocalizations are the material of a spoken language, and that it is
natural that humans communicate using vocalizations (as do animals), then it would seem
that the material of a language is natural, while significance is attributed to sounds by

convention, differentiating between the sound and the word. This, | believe, is what Arens

%" The difference would indicate which of the terms in the definition indicates a larger class from which a
smaller class is differentiated, the genus and the differentiae, or the matter and form.

% For Aristotle’s definition of the relationship between matter and form, genus and differentiae with respect
to definition, see Metaphysics VI1I11.6, where Aristotle explains how the unification of matter and form,
genus and differentiae ensure that a definition refers to single thing: “But if, as we say, one element is
matter and another is form, and one is potentially and the other actually, the question will no longer be
thought a difficulty. For this difficulty is the same as would arise if ‘round bronze’ were the definition of
cloak; for this name would be a sign of the definitory formula, so that the question is, what is the cause of
the unity of round and bronze? The difficulty disappears, because the one is matter, the other form.” (Ross,
1045a23-30)
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suggests when discussing a name as conventional, though he does not expand on his use
of the word “materially”:
The word or name or onoma is not wholly a product of nature—only
materially—, but a product of the human will, whether of an individual or of
a community: being conventional it is arbitrary.*
Setting aside for the moment Arens’ association of “conventional” with “arbitrary”, I
would like to consider the question of whether there is a limitation on what vocalizations
may come to be symbols of affections of the soul. The possibility that there might be a
natural limitation to the sort of vocalization that might become spoken language is
suggested by Ackrill’s comment regarding the passage at 16a3 (De Interpretatione 1).
Of course it is not true that all men meet the same things or have the same
thoughts. Nor would the mere fact that different words are equally capable
of expressing a given thought be enough to prove that words are significant
only by convention, not by nature. (The choice of material for an axe is not a
matter of convention; the nature of an axe’s task imposes limits. Yet there
may be a variety of materials any of which would do—though not every
material would do. Thus the possibility of different people’s using
differently made tools for the same job does not show that it is purely a
matter of convention how a tool for that job is made.)*
While Ackrill’s argument may show that it is not arbitrary what material can possibly
become symbolic, I don’t think it shows that it is not a matter of convention. Certainly,
we may impose a limitation on the material of a language by saying that it must provide

the potential for communication (and so limit the material to what can be produced by

one human and interpreted by another, i.e., vocalizations and written signs).* Where

% Arens, Hans, Aristotle’s Theory of Language and its Tradition [Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing
Company, 1984], 38.

O Ackrill, 113-4

“! “Language consists, on the material side, of the combination of sounds called “letters” (ypépporTa)
produced in voice by lips, teeth, tongue, and other organs; and, although other animals than man can utter
indivisible sounds and have voices, man, and after man some birds, are peculiarly equipped to utter letters.”
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convention seems to come into the picture, however, is not at the level of material, but of
the word. The analogy to the axe would fit*? if we were concerned with arbitrariness in
the material of a spoken language—vocalizations—but where arbitrariness comes into the
picture would not be here, but where convention is introduced. Noriega-Olmos also
reduces arbitrariness to a result of the conventional aspect of language:

This analysis of convention shows that the relation between the phonetic

material and the significatum of a linguistic expression is conventional, and it

is conventional in the sense that it is arbitrary in saussurean sense, i.e.

dependent on human choice. To the surprise of the modern reader, who is

accustomed to the idea of language as a social phenomenon, Aristotle in De

int. is not interested in explaining how this convention comes about and how

language is determined and institutionalized by human society. He does not

explain whether the convention at stake is an explicit agreement sealed at a

given time or place, or an implicit and spontaneous agreement.*®

| think we may immediately dismiss the idea that the particular word chosen as a

symbol is completely arbitrary. It is already limited by all of the other features of names
that were dismissed as being definitive, but are still necessary, i.e., the name must be a
divisible, articulate sound.

Convention as the Precondition for Linguistic Representation of Non-
Existents

The preceding discussion has identified a conventional relationship between a name and

an affection of the soul to which the name refers; the act of establishing the conventional

McKeon, Richard, “Aristotle’s Conception of Language and the Arts of Language” in Classical Philology,
Vol. 41, No. 4 (Oct. 1946), pp 193-206, 201.

*2 To apply this analogy at the level of the significant name, we would have to say rather that for any
particular job, the choice of axe is conventional—the choice that we would make would be between
particular axes, all of which are suited to the job, just as we choose particular words, any of which may
symbolize whatever it is we want them to symbolize (including words that are ordinary, foreign,
metaphorical, etc.). So the restriction that Aristotle recognizes on the material of any composite being does
not indicate that the relation between the material and form of a language is natural and not conventional.
** Noriega-Olmos, 169.
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relationship endows the name with significance. In order to determine what Aristotle
means in this context by “convention,” and how he thinks words gain significance, it will
be useful to consider what happens when a name refers to a non-existing subject. Given
that an affection of the soul is supposed to be a likeness of a thing, and it is an affection of
the soul that is supposed to be represented by a name in language, how is it possible that
we are to able to significantly refer to non-existing subjects? In these cases, a word seems
to have a meaning but no referent, if a referent is supposed to be something materially
existing. However, Aristotle states confidently that “goat stag” does signify something
(16a16). Thus the question to be answered is how the combination of concepts referred to
by the term “goat stag” comes to have significance independent of the terms of which it is
comprised and, more generally, how convention allows us to speak about things that do
not exist.

Speaking of things that do not exist seems to be the direct converse of that
scenario wherein we questioned whether the particular word is constrained by its material
element, divisible spoken sounds. Whereas in the former situation the question was
whether the material of the thing was limited by the thing’s intended use, now this latter
scenario asks whether, given the prerequisite materials, we may impose significance upon
a sound such that that sound may be used for another purpose than that for which it seems
best fit—that is, whether there are limits on the conventional relationship preventing us
from extending spoken language to express non-existents. | see no reason why there

should be.
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In the preceding section we saw Arens equating the conventionality of language to
its being produced by a human agent.l intend here to support and defend this comparison.
Since Avristotle sees no natural connection between the particular word and its referent, it
seems that the act of naming is just the imposition of significance on linguistic material
(vocalizations). In this way the word is an artificial construct, created by convention. The
preceding discussion of the matter of a spoken language led to the conclusion that for
Aristotle vocalizations do not naturally combine to form specific words. If vocalizations
do not naturally combine to form specific words, an agent is required to perform that
function. It seems, therefore, that for Aristotle the process of establishing the referent of a
word by convention (and by “referent” I mean whatever is signified by the name) is
precisely the difference between our being able to make sounds and our being able to
create names. The conventional aspect of a spoken language is precisely the addition of
signification to particular sounds, i.e., of the sounds becoming symbols, by the imposition
of significance by an agent. In this way, vocalizations are those types of things which
“cannot exist apart from some one who has the art of making them.”**

The faculty for making a sound significant is important to explain the way in
which non-existents come to be represented in language. There is a difficulty introduced
by Aristotle’s three-tiered structure of the representation of reality from De
Interpretatione 1. It might seem that if affections of the soul can only be likenesses of

things, this should exclude our having affections of the soul without a material correlate.

However, it seems safe to assume that not all affections of the soul are passively received

“ Metaphysics, 1034a18 81i 10070 Td pév 00K EoTat &vev 10D £xOvVTog TV TEVIY
Ta 0¢ ot
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from perceptions of things. It is possible (as | examine in Chapter Five) to have false
perceptions, as well as false phantasiai, and Aristotle speaks of thoughts (66&au) of things
that don’t exist at 21a32-3. Affections of the soul that are not passively received
likenesses of external objects are precisely those that are necessary for the linguistic

representation of non-existents.*

What “Does Not Exist”

Taking the above considerations into account, | propose a provisional account of the
nature of things that do not exist according to Aristotle, one that explains how it is
possible on his view to think and speak of such things. We must take as given that for
Aristotle a term referring to something that does not exist does not refer to nothing (as the
most extreme example of non-existence), or else it would be impossible to refer to any
particular non-existent subject. Rather, what Aristotle means when he says that something
does not exist falls out of the distinction between affections of the soul that are passively
received (for example, by perception), and those which are constructions of thought. That
is, the difference between existence and non-existence for my purposes will be that the
referent of a subject term labeled “non-existent” has no presently materially embodied
correlate thing (mpdypota) of which it is a likeness. While this seems like a convoluted
way of saying that something that does not exist does not exist, we are in fact restricting
existence to the extramental world, and imposing on Aristotle a more limited definition of

einai than he himself would maintain (considering his discussions concerning being “said

*® As an extension, we might make the claim that if there were no affection of the soul which any given
name symbolized, then the word would not express a non-existent subject but would instead be nonsense,
however well formed.
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in many ways”). However, with regard to things that “don’t exist”, it seems that Aristotle
is using the term in only one way, that which | have just specified.*

Simon Noriega-Olmos, in Aristotle’s Psychology of Signification, suggests a
slightly different solution to the problem of how we refer to things that don’t exist. My
definition here suggests that a term symbolizes an affection of the soul, but that an
affection of the soul need not necessarily be a likeness of a thing. Noriega-Olmos prefers
a schema whereby, instead of excluding things that don’t exist from the class of
pragmata, we instead interpret pragmata as including not only extramental referents, but
also abstractions and things that exist only in the mind. He states,

npdrypo can be construed as including not only external objects but also the
formal aspect of concrete objects that thoughts grasp, as well as objects that
only exist in the mind. This construal does not restrict linguistic signification
to the forms of concrete objects such as a rock, a chair, etc., and has the
advantage of including among the significata of linguistic expression abstract
entities (e.g. numbers, virtue, etc.), non existent entities such as goat stag (De
int. 16a15-16) and states of affairs such as those indicated by verbs (e.g. to
walk).*

However, my definition provides for the most consistent interpretation of Chapter One of
De Interpretatione 1. If we were to interpret the term pragma as including things that
exist only in the mind, the objects of thought would, in the case of what does not exist, be
double. For if we admit a non-existent pragma, then the affection of the soul which is a
likeness of it would (on Aristotle’s view) have to be something besides it, or else a

superfluous conceptual device. That is, if a name symbolizes an affection of the soul that

resembles a pragma, and if the pragma and the affection of the soul are identical in the

“® The fact that Aristotle is using einai in this way when referring to things that don’t exist implies that it is
possible for those things to have some kind of being other than material instantiation, a theme picked up by
later authors and open to interpretation.

" Noriega-Olmos, pp. 124-5.
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case of objects that exist only in the mind, then we are either met with the problem of
how something can be double and a likeness of itself. Alternatively, we can dismiss one
of the mental object’s incarnations as superfluous. I prefer the latter option, for my
interpretation of a pragma as an external object avoids this overly complicated and
problematic ontological consequence. To solve the problem of how it is possible to
signify what does not exist, | argue that, in general, a word signifies (symbolizes) an
affection of the soul, taking De Interpretatione 1 as authoritative on this matter. The
account of signification | end up with does not in fact contradict Noriega-Olmos’
conception of the signification of language, for he also is of the opinion that what is
signified by a word does not necessarily exist in the external world. The difference
between our conceptions is only a difference of what is referred to by the term pragma.
Even though there would not be language without the existence of things,
given that the existence of things is for Aristotle a condition sine qua non for
human thought, strictly speaking the place where significata are—as we have
seen—is in the intellect, and significata need not correspond to things in the
external world.*®
As | see it, if there is no requirement for what is signified by a word to exist in the

external world, we have no motivation for defining mental objects as pragma, and

therefore no reason to introduce self-referential entities into our ontology.

By Convention (kata cuvOnknv)
In the preceding discussion, | compared the symbolization of an affection of the soul by a

word to the creation of an artifact. This demands another look at what is meant by

*® Noriega-Olmos, 126.
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“convention.” As we will see, this has some very interesting implications for how best to
understand the phrase “by convention” in the context of Aristotle’s theory of language.
When the modern reader encounters the phrase, the immediate question that comes to
mind is how many people it takes to establish such a convention. The mention of different
peoples having different names for things also confuses the matter, as the modern reader
assumes a modern definition more akin to a societal convention. However, the preceding
discussion moves us further away from the modern conception of convention and toward
a slightly different conception. This becomes apparent when we take into account the
etymology of the term. This new definition puts the notion of agreement implied by the
word “convention” at the level of things, as opposed to people. That is, what comes
together and agrees, in the creation of linguistic signs, is not a group of people agreeing
that this term should refer to that object, but the linguistic sign and what it signifies.
ocvvOnkmv derives from cuvtiOnui, a verb comprised of tin, meaning “to put”
or “to place,” and prefixed by cuv-, meaning “with” or “together with,” such that the
compound indicates a putting or placing together. The problem that arises is a confusion
of what it is we are placing together when we symbolize an affection of the soul by a
word. The modern usage of “convention” (from the Latin verb “convenio”) brings to
mind an agreement between people, such that a first glance interpretation of Aristotle’s
theory of language would be that words become symbols when people agree that a
particular word should symbolize a particular thing. However, a more natural construal of
Aristotle’s assertion that something becomes a name when it becomes a symbol is that it

becomes a name when it is put together with its referent. This interpretation easily allows
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for groups of people to use the same words to denote the same things (which, after all, is
what allows for communication); the public dimension of language is, | speculate, a
natural result of speakers attempting to communicate with one another most efficiently,
I.e., by agreeing to use one term or another to denote a specific thing. But | argue that this
is not what Aristotle has in mind when he speaks of the creation of linguistic signs by
convention.

Intervention by an agent is required for the putting together of a name and its
referent, and this is the difference between a natural theory of language and a
conventional one. In short, the name and its referent are not naturally linked but must be
put together by an agent.*® This requires an agent capable of putting things together in an
unnatural way (in the sense that they are not naturally together, as opposed to “unnatural”
in the stronger sense of being contrary to nature). More specifically, what the agent does
IS to put together a linguistic sign with what it signifies, in such a way that a sound
becomes a name.

This interpretation eliminates the question of how many people it takes to in order
for there to exist a convention. For a name becomes a symbol when it is put together with
a referent, and this requires only one agent capable of doing such a thing. The modern

usage of “convention”, on the other hand, would introduce an unnecessary difficulty into

** Noriega-Olmos would support my construal of convention to this point, though he does not go so far as to
identify significant words as artifacts: “The common feature ‘human consent’, which is what strictly
speaking defines convention and all kinds of convention, indicates that convention is a human choice, and
that ‘conventional’ things are things caused by humans, so that convention, in the last analysis, is a form of
‘human agency’, and things that are conventional are a ‘product of human agency’. As a matter of fact,
among the Greeks the problem of what is by convention (cuvOnknyv / xatd cuvBnknv) is inseparable from
the problem of what is by nature (¢p0oet, kot OGY), i.e. what is not produced by human intervention.”
Noriega-Olmos, 142.
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Aristotle’s theory of the development of language; for if the convention were between
people and not between a name and its referent, Aristotle’s notion of symbolization would
become incomprehensible. Consider, for instance, the naming of an object, recalling that
a name becomes a name when it becomes a symbol. If objects are named by convention
in the modern sense (of agreement between people), then more than one individual would
be required to name any object; that is, a name would be a symbol only when multiple
people agree that a particular name is a symbol for a particular thing. I see no evidence
that this is Aristotle’s view. The idea that multiple agents are required to make a
particular word meaningful can only mean that each agent provides some indispensable
contribution to the process of naming that either individual alone cannot attend to. This in
turn would mean that individual persons have different capabilities conducive to
symbolization, which would have to work in tandem during the symbolizing process (if
any name is to exist). I see no evidence of such a view in Aristotle’s work. If we take into
account Aristotle’s comments that symbolization is by convention, then we can rightly
exclude the interpretation that the convention is between people. The convention is rather
between the name and its referent.

The associated meanings of “symbolization” and “convention” are also noted by
Noriega-Olmos, though he does not (as | do in a previous section) identify convention as
the cause of a symbolization (symbolization only “suggests” convention). He refers to the
etymology of “symbol”, a result of an agreement between persons. This footnoted

passage in fact adds to his ultimate minimal definition of “convention” which requires, as
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does mine, only the intervention of a human agent (as opposed to many) in whatever is to
exist “by convention”.

YHuporov from the verb cuufdiiw, which means ‘to throw together’ or

‘unite’, is a nomen rei actae that originally meant ‘something thrown

together’, ‘something united’ in reference to the two halves of an object (e.g.

aring or a seal) that were separated so that when brought together they could

be used as recognition tokens of the identity of partners in a contract or treaty.

This meaning strongly suggests convention because the two halves cannot be

recognized as identifying the persons involved, unless there is a previous

agreement that the possessors of each half are the contract partners.>
I prefer to maintain the associated word meanings of “convention” and “symbol” without
carrying over the notion of a previous agreement between parties. That is, as something
“thrown together”, the symbol is a result of a convention, a “putting together”, that is, the
putting together of what is united (a name and its referent).

| conclude that the conventional aspect of language that allows for the expression

of non-existing things reduces to an imposed agreement between a name and its referent,
which Aristotle terms symbolization, and which is possible only if there exists an agent

capable of putting together things which do not naturally occur together. Only one such

agent is required.”*

Conclusion

Since vocalizations are common to humans and animals, and there doesn’t seem to be any
definitive difference between human sounds and animal sounds, | conclude that the

sounds themselves do not indicate any essential differentia that allows for a definition of a

%0 Noriega-Olmos, 55, footnote112.
%! The function by which humans are capable of combining concepts [in the soul, so as to create concepts of
fictional entities] is an interesting parallel which will be discussed in Chapter Three.
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spoken language, i.e., language is more than sound. What defines language, on the other
hand, is that words are not just significant but significant by convention; significance by
convention defines spoken language as language (differentiated from sound). Hence the
defining differentia, the form or actuality of language, is convention, though to
communicate by significant composite sounds is natural. By identifying convention (the
ability to “put together”) as an ability of the soul allowing an agent to make particular
sounds significant, non-existents may be expressed by language. The resulting definition
of “non-existence” specifies that the referent of a subject term defined as non-existent has
no present material embodiment that is its likeness and serves as its cause. Further, |
interpret Aristotle’s definition of the conventional aspect of language as reducible to the
process of symbolization by which terms are put together with their referents.

These concerns will prove important when, in later chapters, | go on to interpret
what Aristotle has to say about what it is true to say of things that don’t exist. What it
means not to exist, for Aristotle, has broad implications that will factor into what it is
possible to say of fictional entities, things that no longer exist, or things that do not yet
exist. “Not to exist” has the connotation that an “empty” term has no extramental material
existence. But the fact that the term exists at all indicates that is a symbol of something.
The term itself exists, and it signifies a content, which also exists. The content, however,
has no “thing” of which it is a likeness, outside of the affection of the soul which the term
signifies; and neither do the term or its content “exist” as pragmata—aotherwise the goat

stag would exist.
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In the following chapter, | will examine two specific remarks Aristotle has made
on non-existence and its relation to truth. Whereas commentators have noted the seeming
incompatibility of Aristotle’s remarks in the Categories and De Interpretatione with
regard to whether we can infer the truth of a statement given the existence of that to

which it refers, and vice versa, | dissolve this apparent contradiction.
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Chapter Two: Truth and Existence in the Categories and De
Interpretatione

In the previous chapter, I looked at Aristotle’s theory of language, along the way
explaining what it means for something to not exist, and how it is possible to speak of it.
Now I turn to a very particular consequence of Aristotle’s theory of truth with regard to
what does not exist—that we may infer the truth value of a statement if we know that
something does not exist, but we may not infer that something exists if we only have a
true statement about it. I have not yet looked at why a statement is said, according to
Aristotle, to have a truth-value, and why other sorts of combination (like the term ‘goat
stag’) do not. This is a problem for Chapter 3, as it arises for fictional entities
specifically—one particular sort of thing that does not exist. The problem I deal with here
applies to things that don’t exist more generally, and not fictional entities in particular. So
for the moment we must take for granted what Aristotle says in De Interpretatione 1, that
the term ‘goat stag’ has no truth value unless ‘is’ or something else is added; that is, that
statements have a truth-value while terms do not. (The particular examples of things that
don’t exist referred to in this chapter—Socrates and Homer—are indeed less problematic
than a combination term such as ‘goat stag’, as they are intuitively conceived of as
unities—that a goat stag is also a unity still has to be argued.)

In this chapter | will offer a resolution to the apparent contradiction between
Categories 13b26-36 and De Interpretatione 21a25-33. Whereas in the Categories
Avristotle seems to rule out the possibility of a true affirmative statement whose subject

term does not refer, the passage from De Interpretatione forbids inferring knowledge of
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the existence of the subject from a true affirmative statement (e.g., “Homer is” from
“Homer is a poet”). After considering previous attempts to attribute the difficulty to the
so-called ambiguity of eivau (the existential and predicative uses), I determine that a better
resolution to the apparent contradiction is achieved by recognizing the asymmetry of the
relation Aristotle is expressing, i.e., that given non-existence we may attribute truth-
values to certain declarative statements, but given truth-values we may not infer existence
or inexistence.

My resolution suggests that when forming rules for logical consequence we must
take into account the nature of the situation the logical claims intend to express; precisely
that inferences relating claims asserting existence to claims asserting any other predicate
present a unique problem for the formation of rules of logical inference. These scenarios

present a foundational problem to any logical system intended to be context-invariant.

The Problem as it Stands

According to traditional interpretations®?, at Categories 13b26-36 Aristotle makes
the claim that in order for an affirmation to be true, the referent of its subject term must

exist. The passage in question reads:

52 See, for instance, Wedin, M. “Aristotle on the Existential Import of Singular Sentences”. This
interpretation is required if the contradiction is to be a contradiction at all, as it has been many times
interpreted. Ackrill notes in his commentary, “Does Aristotle maintain that the non-existence of the subject
always makes an affirmative statement false and a negative one true, or does he have in mind only singular
statements? How, in any case is this view to be reconciled with the contention at De Interpretatione 21a25-
8 that ‘Homer is a poet’ does not entail ‘Homer is’?”” Ackrill, J.L. Aristotle’s Categories and De
Interpretatione”, p. 111. Kirwan notes the passage from De Interpretatione as possibly inconsistent with
that of the Categories in Kirwan, p. 118. Owen takes the De Interpretatione passage as primary, and
therefore denies that Aristotle infers existence from true statements in G.E.L. Owen, “Aristotle on the
Snares of Ontology”, in New Essays on Plato and Aristotle, R. Bambrough ed., [Routledge and Kegan paul,
London, 1965].

44



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

But with an affirmation and negation, whether something exists or doesn’t

exist, one will always be false and the other true. For take ‘Socrates is

sick’ and ‘Socrates is not sick’: if he exists it is clear that one or the other

of them will be true or false, and similarly if he does not; for if he does not

exist ‘he is sick’ is false but ‘he is not sick’ true. Thus it would be

distinctive of these alone—opposed affirmations and negations—that

always one or the other of them is true or false.*®
This passage suggests that should a subject term fail to refer, all affirmations concerning
that subject will be false, but all denials will be true. This view both confirms and denies
some of our basic intuitions. We would like to say that if Socrates does not exist, then
anything said about him would not be true; for the predication is supposed to reflect
reality, and you cannot affix a quality to a non-existent subject. This is what Aristotle
seems to be saying in the case of affirmations. However, in the case of denials, Aristotle
says rather that if something does not exist, then we may yet form a true statement
concerning that something, namely if that statement is negative. This appeals to another
of our intuitions: if Socrates is non-existent, he’s definitely not sick. Assigning a truth
value of “true" to this statement affirms that if something is non-existent, certainly
whatever quality we attempt to apply to it will not hold; and if no quality holds of it, any
particular quality will not hold (assuming that non-existent entities cannot have real
qualities). When examining this passage, it is important to recall that “Socrates is sick”

and “Socrates is not sick” are contradictories, which for Aristotle means that it is always

the case that one is true and the other false. Aristotle intends, in this passage, to show that

%3 13b27-36 &7l 8¢ ye Tiig KaTapaoEmS Kol THS Amopaceng Gel, £av Te 7| £6v T pui 7, O pév Etepov Eoton
yebdog 0 O¢ ETepov AANBEG: TO Yap VOOETV ZmKpdtn Kol TO [ VOoelv Zokpdrn, 6vtog te adTod Qovepov
611 10 Etepov adTOV AANOBEG T webdog, kai pr 6vtog OHoimG: TO HEV YOp VOOETY Un dvTog Weddog, TO 68 un
VOGETY GAN0Ec: Hote £mi povov TovTeV 1810V dv £ 10 del Bdtepov ovTdv aANn0Ec | weddog eivan, 860 (g
KOTAQOOIS KOl ATOQAsIS AVTIKELTOL.
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this definition of contradiction applies even to non-existent subjects. These considerations
lead to an interpretation of Aristotle as holding that, with respect to non-referring terms,
only negations may be true, while affirmations never are.

In this passage from the Categories, it seems that Aristotle is claiming that in any
true affirmation the subject term refers to an existing subject. However, a passage from
De Interpretatione would seem to contradict the passage from the Categories, and to lead
to a different interpretation of how Aristotle deals with non-referring terms. This passage
reads:

For example, Homer is something (say, a poet). Does it follow that he is,

or not? No, for the ‘is’ is predicated accidentally of Homer; for it is

because he is a poet, not in its own right, that the ‘is’ is predicated of

Homer. Thus, where predicates both contain no contrariety if definitions

are put instead of names and are predicated in their own right and not

accidentally, in these cases it will be true to speak of the particular thing

even without qualification.>
This passage seems to indicate that the truth value of “Homer is a poet” is not dependent
on Homer’s existence. Aristotle explains this by claiming that in this case the particular
predicate “is a poet” is being applied accidentally to the subject term. Even so, if we take
the above interpretation of the Categories to heart, it would seem that since “Homer is a
poet” is an affirmation rather than a denial, the truth-value should exactly depend on his

existence: if Homer does not exist, then “Homer is a poet” should be false. The particular

example used in the Categories parallels in form that of the De Interpretatione exactly;

% 21a25-31. Gomep ‘Ounpodg £oti T1, 0lov TomTHG: &p” 0OV Kol 0Ty, fj 0] KaTd cLUBEPNKOC. Yap
Katnyopeital 1o €6ty Tod Opnpov: &t yap monthg 0Ty, AL’ 00 Kob’ avTod, KoTnyopeitatl Katd ToD
‘Ounpov 10 €ottv. HoT’ &v dooug Katnyopiong Wite Evavtiotng EVesTy, £av A0yot avt’ dvopdtov AéymvTa,
Kol kaf’” avTa Kotnyopijtot Kol pun katd cupuPepnioc, &nt todtmv 10 Ti Kol ATAdg aAnbes Eoton gimelv.
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for “is sick” and ““is not sick” seem also to be non-essential predicates where Socrates
(who is, like Homer, an individual) is concerned.

Let’s take a moment to see why this is so, for it requires a particular inference to
be made from what is actually said. In the Categories, Aristotle is asking what can be
derived from the true statement of the non-existence of an individual—i.e., given that a
name does not refer, what are we to say about the truth-value of simple affirmations and
denials in which this name is the subject term? In the De Interpretatione, Aristotle is
asking what can be derived from a true predication—i.e., whether given a true
predication, we can derive existence. The difference between these scenarios is the
asymmetrical relation between existence and predication. The former passage states that,
given non-existence, we can form true denials; the latter states that, given true assertions,
we cannot infer existence. We might think these passages are dealing with distinct
scenarios, if not for the seemingly essential relation between existence and affirmation
that, while not explicitly stated, is easily derived from what Aristotle has to say in the
Categories; namely that the existence of a referent for the subject term is a precondition
of that affirmation’s truth. For where the predicate is affirmed, Aristotle assigns truth only
to affirmations where the referent of the subject term exists.

William Jacobs interprets these passages as not as contradictory as tradition might

tell us.> Rather, he claims that if a subject term fails to refer, a predication will fail to be

% “Since an assertion, in order to be an assertion, must assert either that one thing belongs to one thing or
that one thing does not belong to one thing, should the subject fail to refer, then there will not be anything
to which we can assert the predicate belongs. In other words, should the subject of a sentence fail to refer,
the sentence will be neither true nor false and hence will not be an assertion.” William Jacobs “Aristotle and
Nonreferring Subjects” Phronesis, 24, (1979) pp. 282-300, p. 286.
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an assertion. Using this interpretation, he asserts that, concerning whether Homer is a poet
or not,

Rather than asking whether “Homer exists” follows from “Homer is a

poet,” this passage merely notes that because being a poet is an accident of

Homer, “Homer is a poet” may be true or false.”®
While Jacobs highlights here the importance of the type of predicate applied to Homer in
asserting whether his existence follows, applying his interpretation of the passages in
combination requires, as Scott Carson notes, that he take a very technical definition of
how Aristotle uses the present participle of einai in the Categories, one that doesn’t seem
to be reflected anywhere else in the corpus.®’

Still, we might find support for Jacobs’ interpretation in the Posterior Analytics,
where Aristotle restricts knowledge to existing entities. For instance, we may take the
passage at 92b5-8 to say that it is impossible to make an affirmation about a subject
whose existence has not been established. This passage reads:

For it is necessary for anyone who knows what a man or anything else is to

know too that it is (for of that which is not, no one knows what it is—you

may know what the account or the name signifies when | say goatstag, but

it is impossible to know what a goatstag is). *®

And again at 93a20:

% Jacobs, 289.

> «Jacobs appears to be claiming that Socrates’ being what he is is part of the attendant circumstances that
would make assertions of his sickness or wellness true or false. But this would require that the Greek word
@v, the present participle of the verb “to be”, have the technical meaning “essence”.” Carson, Scott,
“Aristotle on Existential Import and Nonreferring Subjects” Synthese, Vol. 124, No. 3 (Sep., 2000), pp.
343-360, p. 346.

%8 92h5-8. avéyin yap oV £id0Ta T Ti EoTtv EvOpomog fj G 6TIODY, gidévar kai STt EoTty (TO yap ph dv
oVdeig 01dev & T1 &otiv, AL T pév onpoivel 6 Adyog fj 10 Svopa, dtav ginm Tpayélapog, Ti 8 éoti
TPOYELOPOG GOVVATOV E10EVaL).
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... foritis imsgossible to know what a thing is if we are ignorant of
whether it is.

The trouble with taking these passages as evidence that Aristotle wants to exclude
assertions concerning non-existent subjects from the class of affirmations is that the
discussion revolves exclusively around the definition of the essence of a thing. While it
may be true that it is impossible to define a thing that does not exist, presumably we may
still make assertions®® concerning the concept. For Aristotle, the term “goat stag” signifies
something (ti onuaivet), though nothing with an essence (for the simple reason that it
does not exist). It seems | could make an obvious objection to the idea that no assertions
can be made about a goat stag, if only I specify that my affirmations and negations are
about the account (Adyoc) of goat stag rather than its essence (ti €oti). The affirmation
would, however, be excluded from what Aristotle defines as a definition (0piopéc). If
only something with an essence can have a definition, then it would seem that properly
applying an essential predicate (or, one might infer, a predicate essential to the subject) to
a subject should indicate its existence. (A definition is distinguished from an
account—the term ‘goat stag’ would have an account but no definition.) The difference

between a definition and an account of the significance of a name (which we find in

%%93a20. advvarov yop eidévor ti éottv, dyvoodvtag ei Eotwv. This raises an interesting question concerning
things which we cannot be certain continue to exist—critically endangered species, the local businesses in
our hometown, friends we haven’t heard from in a while, etc. With these examples we have the certainty
that they at some point did exist, and should we find that they no longer exist, assertions we made in the
present tense become true only in the past tense (e.g., “Roxanne’s Book Shop has friendly staff” becomes
“Roxanne’s Book Shop had friendly staff”). In both assertions we have had the experience necessary to
ascertain the qualities of the subject about which we claim to have knowledge. In this chapter I focus on
subjects that are either truly said to not exist or about which no claim of existence can be made; to demand
we have continuous demonstration of a thing’s existence is to limit our possible subjects to things which we
are either currently perceiving or that are somehow outside of temporality. | don’t think Aristotle would
endorse this limitation.

% Assertions are differentiated from statements by the quality of having a truth value.
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Posterior Analytics) seems to be exactly that the former applies to something existent and
the latter does not.

If therefore, the definer proves what a thing is or what its name signifies,

then if a definition has nothing at all to do with what a thing is, it will be

an account signifying the same as a name. But that is absurd.®

The question is now whether we can in any meaningful way make an affirmation
with a subject term that does not refer, given that any such assertion would be excluded
from defining its essence.

It is tempting also to take as evidence against Jacobs’ interpretation Aristotle’s
seemingly straightforward explanation of assertions made using non-referring subject

terms from the De Interpretatione at 16a11-18.

For falsity and truth have to do with combination and separation. Thus
names and verbs by themselves—for instance ‘man’ or ‘white” when
nothing further is added—are like the thoughts that are without
combination and separation; for so far they are neither true nor false. A
sign of this is that even ‘goat stag’ signifies something but not, as yet,
anything true or false—unless ‘is’ or ‘is not’ is added (either simply or
with reference to time).%

This passage serves to emphasize that the addition of a predicate to a subject term
coincides with the statement as a whole acquiring a truth value. That is, according to
Aristotle, a statement with a truth value is an assertion, whether the referent of the subject
term exists or not, and it is the particular combination of subject term and predicate that

decides the truth value. On Jacobs’ account, since a statement with a non-referring subject

81 Post. An. 92b26-28. Ei éipa 6 dp1lopevog detkvooy fj Ti éotv § Ti onpaiver todvopa, i iy Eott pndoapdg
70D Ti €0TLv, €l Gv 0 OPIGHOG AOYOG OVOLOTL TO aVTO onpaivev. AL’ dtomov

62 16a11-18. mepi yip ohvOeoty kai Siaipesiv £oTt 1O YeddOg e Kai T GANOEC. Ti Pév oDV OvOpaTa adTd Kol
10 pYpoTe Folke T Gvev cuvBEcEnG Kai Stonpéoemg vorpatt, olov o dvOpomog i Aevkdv, dtav pn
poctedi] T 0UTE Yap weddog olte AANOEC Tw. onuelov 8’ 0Tl ToDdE" Kol Yap O TPayEANPOG ONUAIVEL UEV
1, 00T 3¢ GANOEC T Weddoc, &dv ) TO sivan | p| sivan TpooTedii fi AmAdC 1 Katd xpovov.
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term would fail to be an assertion, the statement “a goat stag is”” should not be an
assertion.

We might argue that De Int. 16a11-18 refers only to statements of the existence of
non-referring subjects. On the other hand, if the phrase is construed as predicating
existence of the subject, then the same problems apply. We might again call upon
Aristotle’s explanation of why “Homer is a poet” does not predicate existence, and turn
again to the distinction between accidental and essential predication. The Posterior
Analytics seems again to enlighten us concerning the accidental predication of existence
within some other affirmation. In differentiating between nominal and causal definitions,
Aristotle describes the difficulty in moving from one to the other based on the accidental
predication of existence in nominal definition:

Since a definition is said to be an account of what a thing is, it is evident

that one type will be an account of what the name, or a different name-like

account, signifies—e.g. what triangle signifies. And when we grasp that

this is, we see why it is; but it is difficult to grasp in this way why a thing

is if we do not know that it is. The explanation of the difficulty has been

stated already—that we do not even know whether it is or not, except
accidentally.®®

In this passage Aristotle again makes a statement concerning the relation between
accidental predication and existence; specifically, that even if we know what a name
signifies, if the assertion stating what a name signifies only predicates existence
accidentally, then existence is not assured. The last part of this quotation mirrors the view

of the De Interpretatione passage in that existence is only predicated accidentally; but

83 92h29-35. Opiopodg 8 &metdn Aéyetan lvon Aoyog Tod Ti 8oL, pavepdv 611 6 pév Tig Eotan Adyog Tod Ti
onuaiver to dvopo {f Adyog Etepog dvopatddng, otov ti onpaivel [ti dot] Tpiymvov. dmep Exovieg d11 Eott,
{nrovpev d1a ti EoTv: yaAemov & oVtmg £oTi AaPelv 6 un {opev 6t €otv. 1 8 aitia glpnTon TpdTEPOV THG
yoAemdTnTog, 6TL 008 €l Eotwv 1j un| Topev, AL | katd cvpPefnrog.
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here it seems clearer that it is the mode of predication rather than the predicate that
determines whether existence can be inferred.

The difference between accidental and essential predication will be important in
determining whether there is a difference between particular affirmations concerning non-
existent subjects; that is, between affirmations that attribute existence and affirmations
that predicate something else. That is, it must be determined whether existence is
predicated essentially in the phrase “a goat stag is” and accidentally in the phrase “a goat
stag is a hoofed animal”. If the type of predication depends not on the form of the
affirmation but on the predicate itself, existence is predicated no more essentially in the
former case than in the latter, as existence is not an essential predicate for anything. That
is, iIf we take the definition of what a thing is as the genus and final differentia, and a
definition is supposed to describe the essence of a thing, there seems to be no room for
“existing” as part of a definition. Therefore, while we may take existence to be a
necessary condition for definition, it adds nothing to a definition and does not itself
describe anything’s essence.®
There is good evidence to suggest that Aristotle did not distinguish between

predicating existence alone and predicating anything else in Metaphysics V.7. In this

chapter, he gives four possible senses of being, none of which are meant to distinguish

% Here I follow Scott Carson, where he states, “First, Aristotle would not have regarded existence as a
property of any sort, let alone of an essential sort. An essential property is what makes a thing what it is, but
existence is common to everything and does not count as a principle of differentiation.” Carson “Aristotle
on Existential Import and Nonreferring Subjects”, p. 354. Existence for Aristotle is rather an activity,
“Socrates is” would be an assertion of the same form as “Man runs”. If we were to predicate existence in
the manner of a property, it would take an analogous form to a statement such as “Man is a running thing”;
existence is, however, a special case, for we are ascribing not only the potential to engage in an activity but
a constantly actualized activity.
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existence from any other predicate (as, for the purpose of this argument, anything more
essential). Again, existence is stated to be a prerequisite for possible true affirmations:
Thus when one thing is said in an accidental sense to be another, this is
either because both belong to the same thing, and this is, or because that to
which the attribute belongs is, or because the subject which has as an
attribute that of which it is itself predicated, itself is.*®
Charles Kahn, in a detailed study of how the verb einai is used in Greek texts, cites
Metaphysics V.7 as evidence that the most fundamental use of the verb ‘to be” without
predicates is not to denote existence at all, but rather to denote that something is true or is
the case.®® In a later work on the same subject, Kahn seems to implicitly prefer the
converse of the traditional interpretation of the passage from the Categories. Kahn’s
interpretation seems to me to be clearly preferable and better supported by the text. On

this interpretation, rather than extracting existence from predication, Aristotle stresses that

existence is not simple but that ‘to be’ is already to be something.®’

A Reformulation

Most of the preceding considerations surrounding the connection between non-existence
and truth for Aristotle have depended upon our formulating the problem as one of being
able to infer existence from predication, e.g., “Homer is” from “Homer is a poet”. Given

that this is exactly what the De Interpretatione seems to forbid, it makes sense that this is

% 1017a20-3. 1 pév odv katd cvpPePnrodc elvar Aeydpeva obte Aéyetat fj S10TL T ovTd GV

Bppo Ymapyst, fi 611 dvit éxetvo Dmapyet, fi 6T adTd E6TV @ VIAPYEL 0D 0HTO KT yopsiTaL:

8 «These remarks are intended to render plausible my claim that, for the philosophical usage of the verb,
the most fundamental value of einai when used alone (without predicates) is not “to exist” but “to be so”,
“to be the case” or “to be true”.” [250] Kahn, Charles, “The Greek Verb ‘To Be’ and the Concept of Being”
Foundations of Language, Vol. 2, No. 3 (Aug., 1966), pp. 245-265

87 “In their [Plato and Aristotle’s] view to be is always to be a definite kind of thing.” Kahn, Charles, “The
Verb ‘to be’ and the Concept of Being” in The Logic of Being, S. Knuuttila and J. Hintikka eds, D. Reidel
Publishing, Dordrecht, 1986, p. 22.
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often used as the starting point for discussions of existence and truth in the literature on
Aristotle.®® However, a simple restatement of the problem makes this formulation and
Aristotle’s statements in Categories only apparently contradictory. The two texts rather
warn us against committing two independent mistakes when attempting to relate
existence and truth. What Aristotle does in the Categories is to assert that, irrespective of
whether the subject of a predication exists or not, for any affirmation and corresponding
denial one will be true and the other false; whereas in the De Interpretatione he seems to
be concerned with the possibility of inferring existence based on a true affirmation. That
iS, where in the De Interpretatione Aristotle does seem to limit our ability to extract a true
statement about existence from a predication, the Categories describes the converse
situation, where existence or inexistence of a subject is given and what we may then truly
predicate of it is limited.

Borrowing a symbolization from Michael Wedin, the situation we are facing given
Categories b27-33 is that Aristotle implies that given an affirmation, existence is implied.
That is, precisely, that
Fa > (3x)(x=a)*

However, this interpretation of the passage seems rather far from how the passage reads.
The symbolization as given does seem to directly contradict the passage from De

Interpretatione; however, reading the passage and symbolizing directly, this formula does

% See, for instance, Russell Dancy, “Aristotle and Existence” in The Logic of Being, Knuuttila and Hintikka
eds., D. Reidel Publishing, Dordrecht, 1986, p. 57; David Charles, “Aristotle on Names and their
Signification” in Companions to Ancient Thought 3: Language, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
1994, p. 54; and Michael Wedin, “Aristotle on the Existential Import of Singular Sentences”, p. 179.

% Here I preserve Wedin’s notation for consistency, p. 179.
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not accurately reflect what Aristotle actually says in the Categories. Once again, the
passage Wedin takes himself to be symbolizing reads®:

But with an affirmation and negation one will always be false and the

other true whether something exists or not. For take ‘Socrates is sick’ and

‘Socrates is not sick’: if he exists it is clear that one or the other of them

will be true or false, and equally if he does not; for if he does not exist ‘he

is sick’ is false but ‘he is not sick’ true.
The first sentence is simply a statement that for any corresponding affirmation and denial,
one will be true and the other false, with the qualification that this rule applies to both
existent and non-existent entities. The second sentence only seems to reaffirm that idea.
This passage (I propose) is best interpreted precisely as a pair of rules of inference whose
conditions present us with a dilemma scenario of both existence and inexistence, and
whose consequents lead us to accept that in any state of existence, the rule applies. Since
Avistotle is here defining the condition for placing truth values on statements, the passage
is best represented by a metalinguistic translation. That is, precisely:

For any name v, if the subject to which v refers exists, then for any predicate o,

either o, is true and ~o, is false, or o, is false and ~q, is true.

and

For any name v, if the subject to which v refers does not exist, then for any
predicate o, either o, is true and ~o, is false, or ¢, is false and ~, is true.

What Aristotle does next is to explain how, despite the impossibility of being able to
construct a true affirmation about a non-existent subject, this “one true and one false” rule

applying to corresponding affirmations and denials holds; for the other disjunct (that is,

% Wedin translates this passage as: ... with an affirmation and negation one will always be false and the
other true, whether he exists or not. For take “Socrates is sick” and “Socrates is not sick;” if he exists it is
clear that one or the other of them will be true or false, and equally if he does not; for if he does not exist
“he is sick™ is false but “he is not sick” true.” Wedin, 179. The difference in translation does not have an
immediate effect on the symbolization.
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the negation) is true. For this Aristotle depends on our being able to correctly infer
negations from statements of inexistence, or:

For any name v, if the subject to which v refers does not exist, then for any
predicate o, o, is false and ~g, is true.

The problem we run into when attempting to symbolize this claim is that it is the very
rule that Aristotle is here arguing for that would allow us to render a denial and a false
affirmation as logically equivalent claims; our modern conventions of symbolization
render them equivalent, though here we might be looking at an instance of a more general
problem—that is, symbolizing the claims made by ancient philosophers in a way
compatible with our modern conventions. With modern logic, we are only able to
symbolically represent the falsity of an affirmation (It is not true that Socrates is sick) as
equivalent to a denial (Socrates is not sick) if we assume that for any corresponding
affirmation and denial one is true and the other false. If we attempt to take an instance of
the claim expressed above in the metalanguage, and symbolize only what Aristotle states
to be true, we may yet only claim to derive the contrapositive of how Wedin symbolizes
what he sees to be the claim of the passage in the Categories:

~(3x)(x=a) > ~Fa"*

™ If we also wanted to account for the statement that Aristotle takes to be false, we must take the “one true,
one false” principle for affirmations and denials as an assumption. In this way we would end up with a
redundant element in our symbolization, due to the equivalence between “It is false that Socrates is sick”
and “Socrates is not sick”, both of these elements being symbolized nowadays as ~Fa. If we take this
equivalence as an assumption, the proper instantiation would be ~(3x)(x=a) > (~Fa&~Fa). For sources
supporting the equivalence of the metalinguistic assertion “Fa is false” and the symbolic “~Fa”, see Irving
M. Copi and Carl Cohen, Introduction to Logic, 12 ed. [Pearson: New Jersey; 2005], p. 312 and Richard T.
W. Arthur, Natural Deduction, [Broadview: Peterborough; 2011], p. 61. Graeme Forbes uses the negation
symbol to represent both an affirmation including a “not” and an affirmation prefaced by “it is not the case
that”; he states additionally that “the effect of prefixing ‘it is not the case that’ to a sentence is to reverse
that sentence’s truth-value. This fact exactly captures the meaning of ‘it is not the case that’, at least as far
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The error that previous authors seem to have made is to eliminate one of the disjuncts
prior to stating Aristotle’s assertions in their full complexity. If in fact we did symbolize
what Aristotle claims in the Categories, we would have to take an instance of the
principle in its entirety, and that is that whether something exists or not, for any
affirmation and denial where that something is the subject one is true and the other false.
We would then end up with the very cumbersome statement:

[@X)(x=a) vV ~(3x)(x=a) ] o [(Fa &~~Fa) Vv (~~Fa &Fa)]

This monstrous statement looks absurd to the modern logician, for the reason that it is a
tautology that something either exists or not, and because it is redundant to claim that
something is true as well as being not false. But this is what Aristotle is claiming. So it
seems we can either reject the contradiction based on the impossibility of applying
modern logical rules to ancient statements, or at the very least we can conclude that
whatever is stated in the Categories that contemporary authors claim is contradictory to
the De Interpretatione is only a supporting claim to Aristotle’s main point that becomes
so weird when stated symbolically; that the one true and one false principle of
corresponding affirmations and denials applies to both existent and non-existent subjects.
The truth of statements of the form ~(3x)(x=a) > ~Fa serves only to support that. Further,
| want to claim that to assume that this is the contraposition of the claim denied in the De
Interpretatione is to misidentify the point of that passage as well. That is, I intend to show

that the De Interpretatione does not deny that Fa > (3x)(x=a).

as logic is concerned, and we want to define our symbol ‘~’ so that it has this meaning.” Graeme Forbes,
Modern Logic, [Oxford University Press: New York; 1994], p. 46.
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In any case, the contraposed statement whereby Aristotle would allow us to infer
existence from predication is not the immediate point of the passage from the Categories.
Aside from having to apply the intermediate steps of contraposition and double negation
to get from ~(3x)(x=a) o ~Fa to Fa o (3x)(x=a) (in order to render the passages
contradictory), Fa o (3x)(x=a) does not seem to be what is denied in the De
Interpretatione. While Aristotle does not explicitly deny the possibility of contraposing
the conditional, he implicitly limits us from doing so based on the type of predication
involved in the statement of Fa and whether it is essential or accidental. With an
accidental predication, we are not given that Fa o (3x)(x=a); what Aristotle warns us
against is simplifying an accidental predication (Fa stated alone), where the “is” is

included in a statement such as “is a poet”, to form a derivative statement of existence.

Accidental Predicates and Accidental Predication

Inferring sentences such as “Socrates is not sick” from statements concerning Socrates’
non-existence is not the main message of the passage from the Categories. However,
Aristotle does in fact require this conclusion as support for the claim that the “one true
and one false” principle for corresponding affirmations and negations holds in cases
where the subject term does not refer. Therefore we must examine this supporting claim
and what previous commentators have seen as Aristotle’s denial of the transposed form of
its exemplification in the De Interpretatione. The reasoning that Aristotle seems to
provide us with for this denial is apparent in his claim that in the phrase ‘Homer is a poet’

the ‘is’ is predicated accidentally of Homer.
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Dancy, while denying that the passages contradict each other and making an
important point concerning the nature of the ‘is’ in the predication “Homer is a poet”,
locates the accident in ‘is’ in the nature of the predicate itself. On this line of reasoning,
Aristotle is not denying that “Homer is” follows from “Homer is a poet”, but is only
asserting that it does not follow by simplifying (or truncating) the predication. On this
point, | completely agree. However, Dancy goes on to make the claim that if the phrase
were instead to include some essential predicate of Homer’s, then the same truncation
would be possible.

The second reason for avoiding making Aristotle deny the entailment is

that there is a very simple argument in favor of it, based in part on the De

int. passage itself. Homer is a poet. But poets are, after all, human; so they

are men. So Homer is a man. But there the ‘is’ is a ka0’ o016 ‘is’, and we

can simplify. So Homer is.”

But this will not do. Earlier in the work, Dancy accuses modern philosophers of language
of focusing all of the ambiguity of a phrase on a single word, particularly the ‘s> It is
exactly this ‘is’ which seems to be the problem for Aristotle, and I would disagree with
Dancy’s theory that the difference is one of the particular predicate tacked on to “Homer
1s”; that is, the ‘is’ in “Homer is a man” is applied in virtue of itself no more than it is in
the “Homer is a poet”. Again, the ‘is’ is supplied in virtue of the essential predicate.

There does seem to be some sense behind assuming existence based on attributing

an essential predicate to a subject, and this seems to be based on Aristotle’s restricting our

attributing an essence to something existing. Therefore, it would seem that if something

2 Dancy, p. 67.
" Dancy calls this the “fallacy of the magnifying glass’. He later concedes much to locating the ambiguity
of the phrase on the word ‘is’ in his ultimate interpretation.
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essential is truly predicated, this should guarantee the existence of the subject. However,
it has been questioned whether applying essential predicates to a subject might guarantee
its existence (specifically those predicates supplying a nominal definition™). In any case,
my contention is that it is not the particular predicate that introduces ambiguity into the
copulative ‘is’, but rather the mode of predication.

On my interpretation, we can trace the difficulty to the word ‘is’; however, this
feature of introducing ambiguity is not peculiar to the word ‘is’ alone, but functions as
with any other word that may be used either independently or dependently (modifying
some other predicate)’. Rather than point to the difference in predicates applied to
Homer, | would maintain that the syntactic parallel between the predication of an essence
in “Homer is a man” and the predication of an accident in “Homer is a poet” causes the
‘is’ in both phrases to be applied accidentally. The situation parallels that which Arisotle
introduces earlier in the De Interpretatione, in discussing the good cobbler (on this point |
follow Wedin exactly). Aristotle states that while someone may be good and a cobbler, it

does not follow that they are a good cobbler.”® This is because the ‘good’ in the phrase “X

™ Demoss and Devereux point to 72a18-24 and 76a32-6 in support of the idea that a definition does not
assure the existence of the thing defined. David Demoss and Daniel Deveareux, “Essence, Existence, and
Nominal Definition in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics II 8-10” in Phronesis, 1988 vol. XXXI11/2, p. 142.
Bolton suggests that 92b5-8 has led interpreters to deny that nominal definitions have existential import.
Robert Bolton, “Essentialism and Semantic Theory in Aristotle: Posterior Analytics, I, 7-10” in The
Philosophical Review, LXXXV, 4 (October 1976), p. 522.

" We might note a difference between these two examples: where the “good” in the phrase “good cobbler”
has a difference in meaning to “good” simpliciter, the “is” in “is a poet” seems to be closer in meaning to an
“is” said of itself, as both indicate something’s being. The “good” in the phrase “good cobbler” specifies
what kind of cobbler someone happens to be; if someone “is a poet” therefore, perhaps the “is” specifies
what kind of poet they are—precisely, an existing one. But this would mean that existence is a property of
the same sort as “good”, which I have claimed Aristotle denies. The point I’m making is not that words
with dependent meanings help us to identify kinds, but only that their independent meaning cannot be
assumed when the word is being used for some other purpose—in the case of “Homer is a poet”, to connect
the subject and predicate.

76 20035-6.
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IS a good cobbler”, rather than specifying a predicate independent of and in addition to
‘cobbler’, instead serves as a modifier to ‘cobbler’.”” On my interpretation, the ‘is’ in
“Homer is a poet” functions in much the same way, and so we can no more infer that
“Homer is” given that “Homer is a poet” than we could infer the singular statement
“Homer is good” were he a good cobbler.” In short, rather than applying some special
ambiguity to the word ‘is’, Aristotle has previously recognized the difference in usages of
particular words as dependent or independent and warns us against haphazardly switching
between them. This seems to be the point of De Interpretatione 21a25-8.

In short, the ‘is’ that indicates ‘is a poet’ is predicated accidentally of Homer;
there is a difference between predicating an accidental property of Homer and predicating
accidentally some (any) property of Homer. This is not a difference in the particular
predicate, but in whether the ‘is’ is essentially or derivatively predicated—that is, either
as the predicate of a singular statement or as dependent on some other predicate. This
interpretation has the advantage of being consistent with the difference between
accidental and essential predication as Aristotle describes it in Metaphysics V.7. Here
Avristotle’s distinction between ka8’ a0t and katd cupPepniog predication does not rely
on the difference in the particular predicate, but rather on how and to what type of subject
a predicate is applied. Those things said to be in their own right are applicable directly to

the subject term, and things said to be in an accidental sense are attributed not to the

" This example, wherein one term could be used independently or as a modifier should be contrasted with
other examples where both predicates may be applied to the subject as two distinct singular statements, e.g.,
“Socrates is a white man”.

"8 Consider also the case where the copulative ‘is is left unstated. In this case “Homer is a poet” would
correspond to “Homer good cobbler”. While the derivative predicates may not be taken alone, those
predicated essentially may be. In the former example, Homer is a poet, whether an existing one or not; in
the latter, he is a cobbler, whether he is good (in an absolute sense) or not.
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subject but to one of its attributes’. This is the reason why Wedin rephrases “accidental
predication” as derivative predication.®® While ‘being a poet’ is an accidental attribute of
Homer, in the phrase “Homer is a poet” it is not predicated accidentally but in its own
right. It is only existence, or the ‘is’, that is predicated accidentally, or derivatively. This
type of predication is likened to no predication at all in the Posterior Analytics, where
Aristotle states that such predications are useless for demonstration and then chooses to
focus on more illuminating predications, including those with accidental predicates
(predicated non-accidentally).®

So it is the difference between predicating accidentally and predicating an
accidental attribute that saves Aristotle’s claim that a predication does not entail
existence. Yet the transposed statement—namely, that inexistence entails the
impossibility of forming a true affirmation—remains valid, for in those types of statement
there is no difference in the way existence or any other predicate is applied. That is, while
the simplification from “Homer is a poet” to “Homer is” is denied, the expansion from
“Homer is not” to “Homer is not x” may be conducted without restraint. The relation is
asymmetrical; for in the former situation what Aristotle is claiming is not ~[Fa o
(3x)(x=a)], but that Fa is not a compound claim of existence and predication, such as

would be subject to a valid simplification. It is itself simple.

¥ An example of accidental predication would be “The musical thing is white”.
% Wedin, 182
8 See Posterior Analytics, 1.22 83a15-24.
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Justifying the Asymmetrical Relation

If in fact Aristotle intended to describe to us an asymmetrical relation between truth and
existence, then there should be some reason why we cannot transpose the conditional that
tells us that if something does not exist, all affirmations where that thing is the subject are
false. Alternatively, we would have to assume that the problem is the result of an
oversight on Aristotle’s part. This latter option seems like an interpretive path that is too
easy to follow, and we should make every attempt to account for the reasoning behind
such little oddities as that with which | have been dealing before giving up and blaming
Aristotle.

At this point then | will assume that, despite the different motivations behind these
two passages, there is yet some dissonance between them, regardless of the contextual
differences to which | have ascribed the apparent contradiction. This dissonance results
from our automatic cognition of the conditional statement from the Categories as two
conditionals. Now we might at this point want to look at how Aristotle’s logic tells us
conditional statements function as a part of an argument, and what can be inferred from
them; but there are no conditionals in Aristotle’s logic. And the fact that there are no
conditionals in Aristotle’s logic is also not the result of some naivety on his part, for he
dismisses them as possible premises explicitly and, it seems to me, with good reason.®?

In the Prior Analytics Aristotle dismisses outright the hypothetical syllogism,

discounting it as a syllogism; for, as he reasons, something necessary follows from the

82 Many thanks to David Ebrey for the ideas inspired by his presentation “Why are there no conditionals in
Aristotle’s logic?” at the Marquette Summer Seminar in Aristotle and Aristotelianism, June 20, 2012.
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conditional premises, but the class of things that are necessary is larger than that of
syllogisms. Thus he states:

We are misled in cases like these by the fact that something necessary

results from what is supposed, because a syllogism is also necessary. But

‘necessary’ is more extens'ive than ‘syllo_gism’: for_ every syllogism is

necessary, but not everything necessary is a syllogism.

It seems here that Aristotle takes a harsher line with the use of conditional statements than
does modern logic, where we often see universal statements expressed in the form of
conditionals. As conditionals, however, the problem is that the relation between the
antecedent and consequent in a conditional statement is unspecified, and that if the
relation were specified, the conditional would be translatable into (for Aristotle) a proper
categorical statement suitable for use in a syllogism. Aristotle uses conditionals in both of
the passages under discussion, and the unspecified relation is that between existence and
truth-values.

Now our concerns become many: for we must ask immediately if we can
legitimately conclude something necessary, even if Aristotle did not think it resulted as
the conclusion of a syllogism; we must ask whether these conditionals can be reformed
into proper categorical statements and whether the contradiction is resolved; and what is
missing from these statements that Aristotle left out by expressing them as conditionals.
In order to avoid being misled, Aristotle asks that we decompose our statements into

terms. The categories implied by the problem as I have been discussing it are “non-

existent subjects” and “true affirmative statements”. Expressed as a categorical statement

8 47a32-5. Anatdpeda & &v T0ig T0100TO1G S1d TO Avarykaioy Tl cupPoively £k OV Keévav, 6Tt Koi 6
GLALOYIOUOG GvayKaidv €Ty, Eml TAEOV 08 TO avarykaiov fj 6 GLALOYIGHOG
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in the modern way, the problem as interpreted by the tradition would need to be
reformulated as, “Nothing that does not exist is the referent of the subject term of a true

8 According to Aristotle’s rules of conversion, this is a convertible

affirmative statement
statement. It converts to “No referent of the subject term of a true affirmative statement
does not exist”, which is what Aristotle is claiming in the De Interpretatione to be an
invalid inference. Another valid reformulation would be, “If Socrates does not exist,
‘Socrates is sick’ is false and ‘Socrates is not sick’ is true.” The most straightforward
generalization of this reformulation would be two conjoined universal statements: “Every
singular affirmation whose subject-term refers to something that does not exist is false”
and “Every singular denial whose subject-term refers to something that does not exist is
true”. More work is required to get out of these categorical statements what the De
Interpretatione denies (that Homer may not exist even though he is a poet).

Now we might point out that Aristotle’s examples are not universal statements, for
his examples are particulars (though we may extract universal statements from them by
assuming our terms are infinitely substitutable). Particular statements do not convert in
the same way, and are similarly asymmetrical depending on whether the statement is
affirmative or negative (for if some X are Y, some Y are X; but if some X are not Y we
cannot infer that some Y are or are not X). This to me seems like it would be a very

interesting way of dealing with things, but I think the more correct way is just to

recognize that particular examples give us what Aristotle wants us to pick out in the first

8 Other reformulations are defensible.
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place (to avoid being misled)}—and that is a middle term. Instead of reforming
conditionals as statements, we must reform them as syllogisms.

The syllogisms we would need would take as premises just what Aristotle wrote
in the Categories and De Interpretatione. For instance, if we are given a true statement
about whether something exists or does not, we can infer a multiplicity of true
statements—we can infer that if (P) Socrates does not exist, it is true that (C1) he is not

sick, (C2) nor is he well,*°

(C3) nor is he a wallaby. But when we are given no assurance
of existence, we cannot infer anything beyond what we are given—(P) Homer is a poet,
and that’s all. If Homer is a poet, it does not follow that he is. What we can note,
however, is that from this Aristotle concludes that we may speak of particular things
without qualification. This will become important when we move away from these two
particular non-existing individuals to speak of non-existing universals in the next chapter
(particularly, a non-existent species).

Perhaps the only certain relation we may extract is that the dependence relation
between truth and existence is one-way: truth-values depend on existence, and not the

other way around. The conclusions we form from the conditional statements as given

cannot be part of a syllogism because they lack the causal connection between premises

8 Things that do not exist, unlike things that do, are not subject to the same rule of contraries, that one must
hold if the other does not, Aristotle affirms in the Categories 13b12-35, e.g., for an existing subject, one of
“Socrates is ill” or “Socrates is well” must hold, as must one of “Socrates is not i1l and “Socrates is not
well”. However, if he does not exist, both contraries do not hold: “Socrates is not illI” and “Socrates is not
well” are both true.
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and conclusion that defines a syllogism.® As Aristotle states in the Sophistical
Refutations,

For the conclusion ought to come about because these things are so, and
this does not happen where the premises are not causes of it.%’

And also in the Prior Analytics:

I mean “by these things being so” that it results because of these.®
Therefore in the construction of a proper syllogism, if we are to use either truth or
existence as a premise, it would have to be a cause of the conclusion.®® We can do this
when we have existence as a premise, but we cannot if we only have truth. To reverse the
situation would be to confuse the priority of existence to truth. This missing premise

would be an excellent reason why Aristotle might express an asymmetry in the treatment

of statements about non-existent subjects.

Conclusion

| have argued that the thesis to which commentators have claimed Avristotle is committed
based on the Categories 13b26-36—that is, that given a true predication, existence is
assured—is neither the main point of the passage nor stated in such a way as to directly
contradict what Aristotle later says at De Interpretatione 21a25-33. Rather, where in the
Categories Aristotle presents us with an argument as to how, given corresponding

affirmations and negations, the principle that it is always the case that one is true and the

8 These references were pointed out by David Ebrey in his treatment of conditional statements in general,
which | here apply to the specific so-called contradictory conditionals.

87 168b22-4. ST yip 10 cvpmépacpa “Td TodT elvar” copfaively, Smep ovK NV &v TOIC Avartiolg

88 24b20-21. My 8¢ o1 TadTa glvor TO Sid TodTo GLPPaivEV

8 How exactly something is a cause of something else is a topic of much discussion, especially with
Aristotle’s expanded notion of causality as compared to our modern notions.

67


http://www.tlg.uci.edu/help/BetaManual/online/Q.html
http://www.tlg.uci.edu/help/BetaManual/online/Q.html

Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

other false applies equally well to sentences with existent or non-existent subjects, the De
Interpretatione provides us with a restriction on simplifying already simple statements.
Even if we attempt to reform these conditional statements into proper categorical form, no
direct contradiction can be found, though it becomes clearer that the asymmetrical
relation of truth to existence is the result of a unidirectional dependence relation whereby
truth depends on existence but not existence on truth.

This conclusion is a direct statement of a sort of correspondence theory of truth
(that is, an Aristotelian sort). What “correspondence theory” means is a broader concern

reserved for Chapter 4.
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Chapter Three: Fictional Entities: Truth as a Function of
Combination and Homonymy

This chapter looks at one particular type of thing that doesn’t exist, the fictional. The
most common example cited by commentators as Aristotle’s example of something that
does not exist is the goat stag. This is a complex concept constituted by thought,
combining the features of a goat and a stag. The trouble arises for contemporary
commentators, | shall argue, when they start to mix up the type of combination required
for something to have a truth-value and the kind of combination the goat stag is—a
complex concept. These commentators often explain Aristotle’s views on non-existent
things and the possibility of making statements about them with reference only to the goat
stag, However, their interpretations are skewed by the idea that a goat stag is a
combination in thought and therefore (according to some conceptions) a possible truth-
bearer. For example, Paolo Crivelli’s interpretation of Aristotle’s views on empty terms (a
subject of Chapter Six) treats empty terms as a combination of the same sort as the
combination of “horse and man” referred to by the name “cloak”—but this is not the
same sort of combination.”® Noriega-Olmos’ interpretation of the goat stag claims it is
problematic because of its nominal definition, which he claims is dependent on the absurd
claim that there exist some such thing as a half-goat, as well as a half-stag, each
themselves bits of matter, which must combine.** But again this is the wrong sort of

combination.

% Crivelli, 174. 1 will go into depth about the problems with this conception in Chapter 6.
° Noriega-Olmos, 72.
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This chapter will serve the very important purpose of explaining what kind of
combination the goat stag is, how it is thought, and what relation that thought has to a
declarative statement where that thought is the referent of the subject term. This requires
a more general description of complex concepts, and a careful consideration of what sort
of combination it is that has a truth-value, according to Aristotle. It might seem (as Scott
Carson claims®) that a combination of concepts not corresponding to a combination of
things would give rise to a false subject term, in that the term itself refers to a
combination of concepts that has no extramental correlate (such as the goat stag).
However, the same term, referring to the combination of concepts that is a goat stag, is
stated in the De Interpretatione to have no truth value unless some predicate is added.
(The combination of subject and verb is, for this reason, stated to be the shortest form of
discourse in Plato’s Sophist; whereas strings of nouns do not qualify, for they have no
truth-value). The possibility of true and false singular terms also arises in the Cratylus as
the premise for a naturalistic theory of word meaning. I will use these discussions to
distinguish between combinations giving rise to a fictional entity and those having a
truth-value. On my interpretation of Aristotle, how combinations are formed is relevant in
determining whether we need to attribute a truth-value to them; a combination such as
“goat stag” has no truth value in itself, whereas a combination such as “man runs” does.
The difference is in the kinds of things combined and the relation between these things. In
a truth-evaluable statement, the terms are related in such a way as to describe a relation

holding between the subject and predicate (an “interweaving”). There is a particular sort

% See Carson, “Aristotle on Existential Import and Nonreferring Subjects”.
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of combination that does this: the combination that is required for something to have a
truth-value is dependent on a particular relation between a name and a verb, such that
something is said of (Aéyetor) something, something belongs to (Vndpyet) something, or
something is predicated of (kotnyopeitar) something. This is Aristotle’s definition of a
proposition®® in Prior Analytics 1.1.

The problem can be summarized as that of locating where falsehood is introduced.
For Aristotle, can an inexistent object itself be described as false (as Crivelli claims in
Aristotle on Truth, based on the passage cited below)? Or is falsehood introduced only
when we attempt to predicate anything of a subject term whose referent does not exist?
Avristotle seems to make contradictory claims on the subject of whether a thing itself can
be described as false. In the Metaphysics Aristotle describes a thing (npaypo) as false if it
is a combination that does not or cannot exist. The following passage in the Metaphysics
seems to indicate how Avristotle might think that a thing itself can be a bearer of truth:*

We call false (1) that which is false as a thing, and that (a) because it is not

put together or cannot be put together, e.g. ‘that the diagonal of a square is

commensurate with the side’ or ‘that you are sitting’; for one of these is

false always, and the other sometimes; it is in these two senses that they

are non-existent. (b) There are things which exist, but whose nature it is to

appear either not to be such as they are or to be things that do not exist,

e.g. a sketch or a dream; for these are something, but are not the things the

appearance of which they produce in us. We call things false in this way,
then,—either because they themselves do not exist, or because the

% | use the “proposition” translation of tpdtacic here, as I am discussing the preconditions for a linguistic
construction to have a truth-value. While Robin Smith translates cpdtacic as “premise” in the Hackett
translation, | want to avoid the connotation that what is described here is what can be assumed to be true (as
the term “premise” connotes), rather than the basic condition for having a truth-value at all.

% This passage is discussed in Crivelli, Aristotle on Truth. He uses it as the basis for his interpretation that
“Aristotle distinguishes two kinds of objects that are true or false: composite objects and simple objects,”
(p. 3). Since his interpretation of where truth and falsity occurs is not a result of combination, I reserve it for
a future chapter.
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appe%Eance which results from them is that of something that does not
exist.

| return to discuss this important passage below. For the moment, I note that Aristotle
discusses a similar topic in De Interpretatione, but appears to arrive at a different
conclusion about whether a non-existent thing can itself be described as false. There
Aristotle again relies on the concept of combination and separation to explain where truth
values come to be applicable to a combination of terms. However, in De Interpretatione,
Aristotle states that the combination of goat and stag (which seems to be exactly the sort
of thing which does not exist) acquires no truth value unless a predicate is added. Where
the goat stag is introduced, Aristotle explains that “falsity and truth have to do with
combination and separation.”® However, in this case, Aristotle does not indicate that the
term ‘goat stag’ itself is false, as we might expect given the definition of false pragma
given above. Rather, he states that “even goat stag signifies something but not, as yet,
anything true or false—unless ‘is’ or ‘is not’ is added.”®’

The passage from the Metaphysics appears to give fodder to the argument that if
“goat stag” is divisible, then the term itself should have some kind of truth or falsity to it;
5,98

Scott Carson supports this kind of idea in “Aristotle on Meaning and Reference

However, it seems unclear exactly where he wishes to place the falsehood of the goat

% Metaphysics, 1V.29, 1024b17-26 Td yeddog Aéyeton GAov pév TpOToV GG Tpdypo weddoc, kai ToHTov 0
HEvV 1@ Ui ovykeioBan §| advvarov sivar cuvtediivar (Gomep Aéystan O TV SIGUETPOV ivar GOLUETPOV T} TO
o6& koffobor TovTOV YOp Yeddog TO UeV del TO 68 moTé: oUT® Yap ovk Gvta Tadta), T¢ 68 doa 6Tl pHeEV
&vta, méEQuke pévrol gaivecOat fi ui) oid Eotv fj & i) oty (olov 1) oxtaypagio kol Té Evimvia: TadTa yop
EoTL L&V T1, BAL” 0VY OV EUTOIET THV QavTacioy): —mpdypate Hev ovv yevdii obtm Aéystan, 1 6 un sivar
oOTOL | TG THY G’ odTdY PavTaciov i) dvrog eivor:

% De Interpretatione 16al1: mepi yop ovvBeoty kai dtoipeciv £oTt 0 WeddC Te Kod 1O GAN04C

%" De Interpretatione 16a16-18: kol yip 6 TpayEAaQOC onuaiver pév T, obmm 8¢ GANOES f weddog, v pi T
givan §| pn eivon Tpootedi

% Scott Carson, “Aristotle on Meaning and Reference”, History of Philosophy Quarterly, Vol. 20, No. 4
(Oct., 2003), pp. 319-337.
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stag.*® At times it seems he wants to claim that the term “goat stag” itself has a truth-
value. Supporting the claim that a single term can have a truth value is the notion that a
goat stag is a likeness of reality insofar as goat and stag are, yet that the combination as
such (prior to any sort of predication) represents nothing real. If we assume that falsehood
is the result of a combination that represents nothing in reality, then falsehood would be
introduced into our thinking at the moment our thought comes to misrepresent reality;
that is, when the concepts ‘goat’ and ‘stag’ are combined to form the concept ‘goat stag’:

When we attempt to combine them in thought (noésai, 417b24) in ways

that do not match up to the external reality that we are trying to represent,

the result is falsehood, a mismatch between our mental representation of

the external world and the actual ontological complexity of that world.'®
Slightly later in the argument, however, Carson seems to backpedal, asserting that a goat
stag is, rather than a falsehood itself, simply a falsehood waiting to happen:

As soon as we attempt to “‘combine” this new conception with anything

else we run the risk of falsehood, for every affirmation about “goat stags”

will fail to refer and hence, be false. Denials about goat stags will be true,

however, because a denial, for Aristotle, is simply the affirmation that a

certain combination does not exist.'**
This quote introduces the difficulty I have just examined in Chapter 2—precisely that it

does seem possible, on Aristotle’s account, to make true affirmations about non-existent

subjects.'® In addition, it introduces the problem | am now attempting to solve: the

% Crivelli, on the other hand, equates falsity and non-existence, such that even simple terms—and simple
things—can be false. But his argument does not depend on the notion of truth and falsity being the result of
combination, and so is reserved for a future chapter.

190 Carson, “Aristotle on Meaning and Reference” , p. 334.

1%L Carson, “Aristotle on Meaning and Reference”, p. 335.

192 This interpretation necessarily brings up the common modern interpretation of Aristotle as claiming that
any affirmation with a non-existent subject will “fail to refer” and therefore be false. With the
considerations of the preceding chapter, | argue that it is only possible to identify a failure to refer if the
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difference between a combination of thought such as the goat stag and the kind of
combination that results from predicating one thing of another. If we take De
Interpretatione 1 as authoritatively stating that the term “goat stag” is itself neither true or
false, then it is truth-valueless on Aristotle’s account. In short, the fact that we call a thing
false (as Aristotle states in the Metaphysics) does not mean that Aristotle believed that
“true” and “existent” are equivalent (nor are “false” and “non-existent”), and they cannot

be predicated interchangeably of things.

A False Thing or a False Term?

Perhaps the most important distinction to recognize, when attempting to answer the
question of whether a term may be false, is the distinction between this term and the thing
which is its referent. Whereas Aristotle seems to be discussing the problem of false things
in the passage from the Metaphysics quoted above, in the De Interpretatione it is the term
which he denies to have a truth value.

The examples Aristotle gives of a way in which a thing (mpdyuo) may be false are
of two sorts: existent things (or states of affairs) and non-existent things (or states of

affairs). % The fact that Aristotle distinguishes here between non-existing false things and

information that the subject term does not exist is given. If the ontological status of the referent of the
subject term is unknown, then we cannot say it fails to refer, so “Homer is a poet” continues to be true, and
we cannot conclude therefrom that “Homer is”. Further, in this chapter I will argue that it is not the subject
term that fails to refer—for the notion that it does is dependent on an interpretation of Aristotle that
specifies that words refer directly to things, which is contradicted by De Int. What a subject term refers to is
a concept (an “affection of the soul”), which exists as much as and in the same way that a thought does, and
we can make true affirmations about this concept.

1031 specify both things and states of affairs here because, as [ have been using ‘pragma’ (as a result of my
reading of De Int.), it is whatever an affection of the soul is a likeness of (while the name or verb refers to
the affection of the soul). This definition of pragma does not exclude states of affairs. In the Metaphysics,
the pragmata Aristotle speaks of seem to be more like states of affairs than individual things. | assume that
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existing false things is evidence that he is not confusing the notion of falsity with non-
existence. The first set of examples, those referring to non-existing false things, includes
the example of the commensurability of the diagonal with the side of a square, and the
example of someone not currently sitting. While the former is an example of an
impossible situation, the latter is an example of a possible but not currently exemplified
situation. The second set of examples (a sketch or a dream) includes existing things which
represent non-existing things. Whereas the dream or sketch itself exists, its content—that
which it represents --does not. This is what makes it “false”. We might think the content
of a dream is much like a narrative: events or situations are presented (by the imagination,
or by description, in the case of a narrative) that either correspond or don’t to an actually
existing state of affairs.

We can note also that Aristotle’s examples of non-existing false things in the
passage from the Metaphysics are less objects than states of affairs. As | have stated, |
don’t believe the passage is evidence that an object (mental or otherwise) can be false,
unless combined with another term and in a certain way. Aristotle gives no example of an
object that does not exist, but supplies all of the necessary components of an impossible
or presently not existing state of affairs which an affirmation could (falsely) describe—
that the diagonal of the square is commensurate with the side, or that you are sitting. |
argue that the most interesting part of this passage is that it implies that Aristotle’s use of
pragma must include not only objects but also states of affairs. This shouldn’t prove to be

a problem when we consider his usage of the term in the De Interpretatione, where names

the term is used inclusively by Aristotle to speak of both individual things and states of affairs, and
therefore contributes to the confusion as to whether things themselves can be false.
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and verbs are symbols of affections of the soul which are likenesses of those pragmata,
for I see no reason to exclude states of affairs from that structure. What the Metaphysics
passage indicates is, on my interpretation, the source of the confusion as to whether a
thing can be false—for here a ‘thing’ is either an object or a state of affairs, both of which
may be combinations, but combinations of different sorts.

The possibility of a false name is discussed in Plato’s Cratylus at 387c-d, where
Socrates argues for a naturalistic interpretation of language based on the possibility of
true and false names. Over the course of the argument, Socrates leads Hermogenes to the
assertion that not only statements are true, but also their parts, including names, relying
on the assumption that anything that is said may be true or false. Already we should note
the distinction between this definition and that of the Sophist 262b-c, where the definition
of what is said is based on the qualification of it having a truth-value, and is as a result
concluded to be a combination of terms. (As will be discussed below, whether we reason
that things or combinations have truth-values depends on whether we begin by assuming
that whatever is said has a truth-value, or by assuming that anything with a truth-value
contributes to discourse).®* In the Cratylus, Socrates gets Hermogenes to agree to the
premise that things that are said are either true or false; he then applies the true-false
distinction to names in support of a naturalistic theory of language of the kind that
Aristotle rejects in the De Interpretatione.

Is there a part of a statement that’s smaller than a name?

104 Whereas Hermogenes assumes that anything said has a truth value, Aristotle specifies in the Categories
that not anything said has a truth value, but only things said in combination, which is in line with the
Sophist’s line of reasoning. Categories, 2a7-10 émaca yop dokel katdpooi firor GAndng f wevdng eivar,
6V 8¢ Kot undepiov cLUTAOKTY Aeyopévav 0088V obte dAN0EG obte YeddoG oTiv, olov dviponog,
AEVKOV, TPEYEL, VIKQ
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Hermogenes: No, it is the smallest.

Socrates: In a true statement, is this smallest part something that’s said?
Hermogenes: Yes.

Socrates: And, on your view, this part is then true.

Hermogenes: Yes.

Socrates: And a part of a false statement is false?

Hermogenes: That’s right.

Socrates: So isn’t it possible to say a true or a false name, since true or
false statements are possible?

Hermogenes: Certainly.

Socrates: Now using names is a part of saying; since it is by using names
that people say things.

Hermogenes: Certainly.

Socrates: And if speaking or saying is a sort of action, one that is about
things, isn’t using names also a sort of action?

Hermogenes: Yes.

Socrates: And didn’t we see that actions aren’t in relation to us but have a
special nature of their own?

Hermogenes: We did.

Socrates: So if we are to be consistent with what we said previously, we
cannot name things as we choose; rather, we must name them in the
natural way for them to be named and with the natural tool for naming
them. In that way we’ll accomplish something and succeed in naming,
otherwise we won’t.®®

105 The text as given interjects a passage from 385c-d into 387c-d. | follow the organization of the
translation by C.D.C. Reeve in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John Cooper [Hackett: Indianapolis; 19971, pp.
105-6. The corresponding passages from the Greek text are as follows (from J. Burnet, Platonis Opera, vol.
1. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1900 (repr. 1967).

385¢5 {ZQ.} "Eotiv odv 811 Aéyeig Adyov GpikpdTepov pudplov dAko ) dvopa;

{EPM.} Otx, dAra todto GpIKpOTATOV.

{ZQ.} Kai todto [6vopa] Gdpa to tod dAnbodg Adyov Aéysta,

{EPM.} Nai.

{ZQ.} Anbég ye, doc ong.

{EPM.} Nai.

{ZQ.} T 8¢ t0d yevdouvg udpov ov Yeddog;

{EPM.} ®npi. (15)

{ZQ.} "Eoctwv dpa dvopo, weddog kai dAn0eg Aéyewy, einepkai Adyov;

{EPM.} Ilig yap ob;

387¢6 {ZQ.} Ovkodv 10D Aéyey popilov 1o dvoudlev; dtovopdalovteg yap mov Aéyovst Tovg Adyoug.
{EPM.} ITGwvv ye.

{ZQ.} Ovkodv Kkoi 10 dvopdle mpdtic [tic] éotv, elmep Koi 0 Adyewv Tpa&ic Tig v mepi t& mpdypora; (10)
{EPM.} Naoi.

(d) {ZQ.} Ai 8¢ mpaceic dpdvnooy iy od TPog HUbC oD, dAL’ adTdv Tva idlav edoty Exovoar;
{EPM.} "Eott tadro.

{ZQ.} Ovkodv kai dvopaotéov [¢otiv] § méQuke TO Tpdypata dvopdlewy te kai Ovopdlesat kai ¢, GAL’
ovy T} &v uelc PovAnddpey, ginep 11 T0ig EPmpocdey péAAel OLOAOYODHEVOV Elvar; Kol obTm piv &v TAéov TU
Tooipey kal ovopdloley, GAAmG 08 ov;
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This argument is intended to support the conclusion Socrates is arguing for, that there is a
correct way to name things, and therefore that a name is a natural rather than conventional
symbol of a thing. Given Aristotle’s clear rejection of this theory in the De
Interpretatione (as discussed in Chapter 1), it seems reasonable to suppose that he would
also reject the premise on which the argument is founded: that a name, or what is stated
here (but not in the Sophist) to be the smallest part of what is said, itself is either true or
false.

In summary, though it might be thought, based on the examples of things (e.qg.,
dreams) representing non-existent things, that for Aristotle a single term could be
considered false, a term seems to be something of a different kind. | have argued in this
section that Aristotle’s discussion of false things in the Metaphysics does not indicate that
he believed that a term not stated in combination with something else could be false.
While it may seem that it is possible for a term to itself be false, based on what he has to
say about impossible or not existing combinations, this interpretation of Aristotle does not
cohere with his theory of language in general. It makes sense that Aristotle would reject
the idea that a term could have a truth value when stated alone, as Plato uses this
possibility as a premise for the argument that words have a natural relationship with their
referents, a theory dismissed in the De Interpretatione. At this point it seems that
combination is a necessary condition for the attribution of a truth value to a linguistic
utterance; however, it is not sufficient. The combination of “goat” and “stag” that gives us

the term ““goat stag” is not, as we saw in the De Interpretatione, itself false. As
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clarification we might note that Aristotle explicitly mentions sketches as an example of a
false object, and it is as the subject of an artistic work that the example of the goat stag
arises in Plato (in the Republic 488a1-6). Aristotle refers explicitly to the sketch itself as
an existing, false thing, which is false because the thing represented does not exist. Again,
the goat stag itself is not false, but non-existent; and while the sketch exists, its falsity is
dependent on the non-existence of its subject as it appears (not the falsity of its subject);

the thing in the sketch appears differently than what the thing depicted is like.

Combining Objects in Thought

In the previous section | defended a standard interpretation of Aristotle that states that a
single term cannot have a truth-value unless combined with another appropriate term—a
verb, in the case of a noun, or a noun, in the case of a verb. The combination “goat” and
“stag” in “goat stag” is no exception to this rule, though it is a combination and represents
nothing in reality (such that someone might think it possible for it to be false). It follows
that, in the cases of thought and language, Aristotle deems combination necessary but not
sufficient for something to have a truth value. Yet while the combination of goat and stag
yields no truth value for the term itself, it remains to be explained how we can think and
speak of combinations without considerations of truth and falsity arising—that is, what
kind of combination is insufficient for attributing a truth-value to that combination. The
difference I'm describing, between combinations that are false and those that are not,

marks the distinction between the “fictional” and the “false”. Fictional combinations are

79



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

not the states of affairs that Aristotle termed false;'* a fictional entity is a combination of
thoughts (an affection of the soul) that is not a likeness of any sensible reality but that
combines affections that are each likenesses of real things. That is, the term “goat stag”,
itself a combination of terms, is used to represent another type of combination—a
combination of thoughts which when combined is a unity but which is the likeness of no
extra-mental thing.

Simon Noriega-Olmos interprets an “affection of the soul”, as Aristotle refers to it
in De Interpretatione, as indicating a thought only (as opposed to a perception). It is for
this reason that he must account for an affection of the soul being the same for all with
reference to thought. His conclusion is that there are no simple thoughts of things that do
not exist.

Simple thoughts either grasp the essence of an object or do not grasp it. For

that reason there are no ‘false’, i.e. wrong, thoughts. Thoughts are proper

representations or no thoughts at all.*%’
This is, however, inaccurate. The thought of a goat stag grasps no essence whatever, since
it is supposed to represent something that does not exist, and therefore there should be no
thought of it. However, we can think of a goat stag, a thought which Noriega-Olmos
claims is both a unity and signifiable, something our “cognitive apparatus” creates—a
representation that grasps no essence:

Moreover, if we consider that we signify non-existing entities such as goat

stag, it appears that (d) our cognitive apparatus has the power to create objects

of signification that are ‘something and one’, and that (e) the things that ‘are’
need not be the forms of substances and external objects. It appears that what

105 A state of affairs, which Crivelli includes as a kind of object, is not false either, on my account. (See
Chapter 5)
197 Noriega-Olmos, Footnote 235, page 129. This will come up again in Chapter 6.
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is available for us to signify is what is in our soul and that a thing in the soul,
qua significatum, is a ‘something’ that is ‘one’.**®

There is something we are signifying by the term “goat stag”, and it is a
combination we create, i.e., a fiction. If what names and verbs signify is an “affection of
the soul”, as according to De Interpretatione 1 all spoken words do, then the thought of a
goat stag (i.e., the thought ‘goat-stag’) is an affection of the soul. In Chapter 1, | argued
there must be a faculty responsible for such combinations in order for there to be terms
which signify something not existing. Here 1 will attempt to provide an Aristotelian
account of how that is supposed to happen.

For an explanation of how objects come to be combined in thought, I turn to the
De Anima. Here Aristotle repeats what we see in both the Categories and De
Interpretatione, that truth and falsity have to do with combination. In De Anima 111.6
Aristotle applies the concept of falsehood directly to thoughts:

The thinking of undivided objects is among those things about which there

is no falsity. Where there is both falsity and truth, there is already a

combination of thoughts as forming a unity.®
What Aristotle states here supports what | asserted in the previous section: that
combination is necessary for the attribution of a truth value to thoughts and assertions.
However, as | read the text, combination into a unity does not necessarily result in a truth-
evaluable entity. An affirmation is a unity insofar as it is thought of as an affirmation,

rather than distinct, unrelated terms. But most importantly, we must note that the

combinations produced are productions of thought, analogous to combinations of being,

1% Noriega-Olmos, 67-8.
19 De Anima 430a27-28. ‘H pév odv 1@V Stapétemv voneig v tovtoig mept & odk E6Tt TO Weddog, &v ol 88
Kai 10 yebdog Kol 10 dAnBég ovvBeaic Tig 110M vonudtov domep &v vty
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for as Aristotle adds: “And that which produces a unity is in each case the intellect.”"*° If

the object of thought were already a combination (i.e., were it a representation in thought
of a real combination), the intellect would not be required to unify it (we might perceive it
already as a unity).

As a conclusion to the section, Aristotle explicitly lays out the difference between
thinking and asserting. Whereas affirmations and denials are always either true or false,
thinking about something is not itself asserting. Thus, if we think (doxéw) of a goat with
features of a stag, we do not thereby assert that such a thing exists.

Affirmation is the saying of something concerning something, as too is

denial, and is in every case either true or false: this is not always the case

with thought: the thinking of the definition in the sense of what it is for

something to be is never in error nor is it the assertion of something

concerning something; but, just as while the seeing of the special object of

sight can never be in error, seeing whether the white object is a man or not

may be mistaken, so too in the case of objects which are without matter.***

Distinguishing between thoughts and assertions leaves open the possibility for
thought to form combinations which do not themselves have a truth value. It also allows
us to distinguish between the thought and the thing which is thought about with respect to
their existence. Aristotle considers in the De Interpretatione whether a non-existent thing
may gain some kind of existence by being an object of thought and decides that it does

not. This assertion, in fact, follows directly after Aristotle’s discussion of the phrase

“Homer is a poet” from the De Interpretatione:

119 De Anima 430b5 10 8¢ &v Tol0dV EKacTOV, TODTO O VO,

1 De Anima 430b26-30 £o11 &’ 1) pHév QAT TL KATA TIVOC, GoTEp Kai 1| Amdeaots, kol dANONS § weudig
niica: O 88 vodg o0 mdc, GAL’ 6 oD i €611 KoTd TO T |V £ivon dANONG, kol 0¥ Ti Katd Tvog GAL’ domep 1O
opav Ttod 1dlov aAnBég, €1 8° AvBpwmog TO AevKOVT 1| un, 00K AANBES del, obtmg Exet doa dvev DAng. (Here
we may assume that Aristotle’s use of the term “matter” does not refer to conceptual matter, since anything
thought would have conceptual matter.)
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It is not true to say that what is not, since it is thought about, is something
that is; for what is thought about it is not that it is, but that it is not.**?

On my view, this passage supports an interpretation of Aristotle that explains how a
concept can be a combination (e.g., goat stag) without a truth value. Aristotle believes
that we can have a concept of something that does not exist, without thereby making the
assertion that the non-existent thing that that concept represents does not exist. For it is
not true that all combinations are assertions. We can both think and speak an assertion,
and those thoughts or utterances will be true or false, but it is possible to think a
combination without making an assertion. We can think of something as not existing, and
this is not equivalent to making an assertion that the thing does not exist. The passage
indicates, on my view, that the fact that it does not exist is somehow contained in the
concept for Aristotle. The fact that something does not exist is combined in the thought of
something fictional, due to our awareness of the fact that we are just making something
up.113 We can therefore make the inference that on Aristotle’s account, even if a
recognition that the thing does not exist is included in the concept itself, it is still not a
combination of the same sort as an assertion—it still does not have a truth-value. For if
the goat stag can be thought about at all, and if, as the passage implies, this thought

includes a notion that it does not exist, it still requires (by De Int. 16a16-18) that

something be added to the term referring to the thought in order for it to be true or false;

12 De Interpretatione 21a31-3: 0 8 pf v, 611 SoEacTov, 00K GANOES eimetv v T S6Ea yip adToD 0OK
£ov 011 EoTv, AAL OTL 00K EOTIV.

3 This does not mean that what we have made up is thereby precluded from ever existing. We
conceptualize things that may exist or not; and we may in fact bring the thing we conceptualize into
existence in some cases (not by thinking of it, but by producing it). The difference between a concept that
has non-existence included in it, and that which does not, is how the concept comes to exist—as a result of
a combination in thought, or as a result of the passive reception of some already existing unity.
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the thought of a thing that doesn’t exist is not exempt from these considerations. That is,
we must distinguish between a thought of something that does not exist as non-existent,
and the thought “X does not exist”.*** Only in the latter case might we think falsely.

At this point it might be objected that the thought that something does not exist is
exactly what is supposed to be included in our concept of it: does this not mean that we
have already made an assertion by thinking about it? | would say no. Rather, this example
is better compared to the type of assertion Aristotle warns us against in De Interpretatione
Chapter 11, where we attempt to predicate an opposite of a subject, from which a

contradiction follows (the specific example is where we call a dead man a man**®

). If we
attempt to make an assertion that a goat stag exists, that assertion predicates an opposite
of part of our concept of a goat stag, from which a contradiction follows, and the
affirmation is therefore false. As Aristotle claims, an assertion is contradictory if, when
we replace names with definitions, the contradiction becomes evident. We can think of a
goat stag and include in that concept a notion that it does not exist, prior to our making an
assertion that it does not exist. When we attempt to combine “a goat stag” with either “is”
or “is not”, the former will be false as a result of contradiction, as a matter of definition:

the thought that a goat stag exists is equivalent to the assertion “A combination of goat

and stag that does not exist exists”. This assertion (that we may think or speak) differs

Y47 have retained Ackrill’s translation of 86&a in 21a31-3 as “thought”, though it might also be translated

as “judgment”. If there is a judgment about something that does not exist, this may indeed qualify as an
assertion; however, the term as it is used here doesn’t seem to imply any definite statement predicating
inexistence of something. The LSJ also lists “mere opinion”, “conjecture” or “notion” amongst the possible
translations of 86&a. These terms point to something indefinite in the thought of something that does not
exist, which | take to mean something prior to a definite judgment, or assertion (thinking of something as
non-existent, as opposed to thinking “X does not exist”).

15 21a21-23: AN Stav HEV £V T() TPOCKEWEVE® TV AVTIKEIHEVMY TL EVOTLAPYY 01G EMETAL AVTIPAGLC, OVK
aANOEc GALYL yedSog, —olov TOV TeBvedta divOpomov dvBpwmov simeiv,
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from the definition of goat stag I have here supplied: “a combination of goat and stag that
does not exist”. The definition is not yet an assertion, though it specifies non-existence.™°
Applying this distinction to the difference in combinations | wish to explore,
between those that introduce a truth value and those that do not, the falsity of an
affirmation in which the subject term has no existing referent is, contrary to Carson’s
account, not an actualizing of the potential of the subject term itself (the “falsehood
waiting to happen”), only applicable to the combination. That is, the falsehood of the
assertion is properly a relational quality of the assertion; the subject term is in no way
false itself. Carson asserts that “Denials about goat stags will be true, however, because a
denial, for Aristotle, is simply the affirmation that a certain combination does not exist.”
As quoted above, he derives this from the fact that a combination of goat and stag does
not exist, implying that the denial will be true because the subject term fails to refer. On
my view, the introduction of falsity instead occurs when we add a predicate to a subject
that does not exist, prior to which there is no nascent form of falsity in the subject term.
As I quoted from Carson above, “When we attempt to combine them in thought (noésai,
417b24) in ways that do not match up to the external reality that we are trying to
represent, the result is falsehood.” He in fact describes the possibility of falsehood as
being introduced as soon as something becomes a matter of convention, or “up to us” M
On my view, we can combine concepts, and we can have a combination in thought that

does not match up to external reality, but the concept is nonetheless not “false”. It

118 Just as to define a bachelor as an unmarried man does not indicate that when we think of a bachelor, we
thereby make the assertion that he is unmarried. We simply think of him as unmarried. The thought of the
definition of bachelor (“unmarried man”) is not equivalent to the thought, “X is an unmarried man.”

1T Carson, “Aristotle on Meaning and Reference”, 334.
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signifies something that does not exist, but this does not constitute falsity; the falsity of
assertions in thought or language requires that there be a combination of thoughts (terms)
of a certain type in a certain relation (subject and predicate). We saw Aristotle’s views on
denials and things that don’t exist already in Chapter 2, where I examined Aristotle’s
considerations of non-existent subjects in general. It seems that a non-existent subject
formed by combining objects in thought is not a special case in this regard, as it would
have to be if the falsehood were instead introduced by the combination of concepts or
terms that constitutes the subject. If it is our intent to avoid making false affirmations, we
have not yet gone wrong where that particular combination fails to represent any existing
object, but only when some predicate is added.

In this section | have distinguished between combinations in thought forming
concepts and combinations forming assertions, denying that combinations in thought
represented by a name themselves may have a truth value, and restricting our application
of a truth value to assertions, which seem to be combinations of another sort. A question
that arises immediately is whether it is simply the manner in which the things are
combined that determines whether they have an associated truth value, or whether we
must also account for what type of things come to be combined. Where objects are
combined in thought (I have argued), they are simply a complex object—there is no
assertion being made by recognizing this. Nor is the difference in combinations just the
difference between things thought and things said; for it is completely possible to think

false things.
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| have argued that not all combinations in thought are assertions. If this is right the

considerations raised in Chapter 1 become salient. It seems most plausible that if things

come to be combined in thought, the combination takes place prior to the naming of that

combination by the process of symbolization discussed earlier. Therefore, the term “goat

stag” is a single, complex term, as opposed to a combination of terms, for it intends to
express only one thing, that thing being a combination formed by thought. In this
particular case, each part of the word is significant, but not significant kath " hauto. (I wi

expand more fully on what it means to be significant kath’ hauto in Chapter 6.) If the

elements of the compound term do not signify kath’ hauto, then the word representing the

combination concept cannot be an affirmation, for only one thing is signified; the
combination of terms in “goat stag” is no longer composed of two independently
significant terms, as they would have to be if they are to be compared to an affirmation.
As Aristotle claims in De Int.:

A name is a spoken sound significant by convention, without time, none of

whose parts is significant in separation. For in Kallippos the ‘ippos’ does

not signify anything in its own right, as it does in the phrase ‘kalos ippos’

(beautiful horse). Not that it is the same with complex names as with

simple ones: in the latter the part is in no way significant, in the former it

has some force but is not significant of anything in separation, for example

the ‘boat’ in ‘pirate-boat’.118

The combination word is no more an affirmation than the concept itself. In short
the difference in kinds of combinations | am here describing does not reduce to the

difference between thoughts and words. In addition, the kinds of terms combined would

18 De Interpretatione 16a19-26: "Ovopa pé&v 0DV £0TL POV GNUAVTIKT Kol GLVORKTY Gve xpdvov, fig
UNdEV HEPOG 0TI ONUAVTIKOV KEYMPIGUEVOV- &V Yap T KAAMTTOC 10 1o 000&v kab’ adTod onuaivet,
domep v 1@ AOY® T® KoAOG Tnmog. o0 Uiy 008’ domep €v Toilg anAoig dvopacty, oUTes Exet Kol &v

101G TEMAEYEVOLS €V EKEIVOLC LLEV YOpP OVOOUDG TO PEPOG GIUAVTIKOV, &V 88 ToVTOIG BovAeTan pév, GAN’
0VSEVOC KEYMPIGUEVOV, 010V &V T ETAKTPOKEING TO KEANC.
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both be names, which when combined do not give rise to anything true or false (a topic
for the following section).

In the next section | will examine what the difference is in the kinds of terms
combined, where some give rise to concepts of inexistent things, and others give rise to

assertions involving truth and falsity.

The Kinds of Terms Combined

Aristotle’s examples of combination in the Categories Il give only the combinations of a
name (6vopo) with a verb (pfjua). Differentiating between things said in combination and
those not, Aristotle gives ‘man’, ‘ox’, ‘runs’, ‘wins’ as things said without combination
and ‘man runs’ and ‘man wins’ as thing said involving combination. However, what
happens when ‘man’ and ‘ox’ are combined (with no intermediary ‘is’), or ‘runs’ and
‘wins’, is left unstated. More generally, the combinations of dvopa-6vopo and pipa-pripo
are excluded from discussion, and so we must infer what his having left them out
signifies. It seems that by excluding examples of this sort from explanation, Aristotle is
implicitly excluding juxtapositions of terms of the same type from being combinations of
the relevant kind; two terms of the same type juxtaposed would not be a combination with
a truth-value. | take this as providing some insight into how certain combinations are
formed; that is, the process by which the mind combines goats and stags, or how the artist
represents them in an image, and how they are different from predications; here we have
juxtapositions of terms which seem to be precursors to complex terms—where “goat” and
“stag” are juxtaposed prior combining to form the elusive “goat stag”. In the previous

section | argued that when, for instance, a complex term is formed from other terms, the
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parts of the term signify nothing kath’ hauto, as they would in separation. In a
juxtaposition the parts do signify kath’ hauto, as they are yet distinct terms; however,
their juxtaposition does not (or should not, on Aristotle’s account) give us cause to label
them true or false, since they do not form a subject-predicate relation.

Let us consider the “goat” + “stag” and why it would be excluded from being a
combination of the same sort as ‘man runs’ or ‘man wins’. The purpose of this exercise is
to eliminate the possibility that, were “goat” and “stag” to retain their kath’ hauto
significance when combined, the combination could be considered an assertion. In the
Cratylus a name was included amongst things which are said (such that if anything said
has the quality of being either true or false, and a name counts as something said, then
names themselves must be true or false). However, Aristotle does not agree with the
implications of such a conclusion, likely because of his disagreement (as I have argued)
with the premise that anything said must be true or false. In the Sophist, Plato presents a
different view, considering the smallest part of discourse (that having a truth value) to be
a combination of a certain sort. Taking into account the construction of a language |
discussed in Chapter 1, Aristotle doesn’t seem to carry over the same relation that Plato
describes, relating the smallest part of language or discourse and the having of a truth
value. What he does seem to carry over from Plato is the particular type of combination
required for something said to be true or false, which Plato discusses in the Sophist.
Where Aristotle in the Categories provides only combinations of nouns and verbs as
examples, in the Sophist Plato has The Stranger explicitly exclude nouns or verbs spoken

in succession (or, juxtaposed) from constituting discourse:
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29 ¢c 99 ¢¢

Stranger: For instance, “walks,” “runs,” “sleeps” and the other verbs which
denote actions, even if you utter all there are of them in succession, do not
make a sentence for all that.

Theaetetus: No, of course not.

Stranger: And again, when “lion,” “stag,” “horse,” and all other names of
those who perform these actions are uttered, such a succession of words
does not yet make a sentence; for in neither case do the words uttered
indicate action or inaction or existence of anything that exists or does not
exist, until the verbs are mingled with the nouns; then the words fit, and
their first combination is a sentence, about the first and shortest form of
sentence.'*

29 ¢c

This passage ascribes a certain fitting together of nouns with verbs (or, perhaps, a
‘weaving together’, sumploké) that noun-noun and verb-verb juxtapositions do not have.
The shortest form of discourse, as Plato describes it here, is the combination of a noun
and a verb, which asserts something of something. Now the possibility of truth is
dependent on a fitting together of terms that represent a fitting together of things, as
discussed earlier with respect to false non-existent states of affairs. The notion of truth
here seems to be dependent on how discourse is supposed to express a relation existing in
reality between what is signified by a subject term and what is signified by a predicate
term. Neither verb nor noun alone indicates a state of affairs, nor do juxtaposed nouns or
juxtaposed verbs. Consequently, reference and truth seem to raise different issues. The

juxtaposition of the terms “goat” + “stag” is not an interweaving in the way that would

119 Sophist 262b-c tr. Nicholas P. White in The Complete Works. Modified on David Hitchcock’s
recommendation.
{ZE.} Olov “Budiler” “tpéysr” “kabevdet,” kod @AM doa mpdfelc onpoivel prpato, K&V TavTa Ti¢ £pe&iic
adt’ ginn, Adyov 00OV TL pdrAov dmepyaletat.

{®EAL} 1&g yap;

{ZE.} Ovxodv kai néhy dtov Aéynton “Aéov” “Erapoc” “inmoc,” oa T OVOOTO TV TAC TPALEIS o
TPOTTOVIOV GVOUAGHT, Kol KOTA TOOTIV OT) TV GLUVEXELOY 0VOEIC T
ouvEoTn AdYog: 0bdepiay Yap obte oVTwg 00T’ ékeivarg mpd&y ovd’ dnpasiov 00dE odciav Gvtog 0vdE un
6vtog dnhol td povnBévTa, Tpiv v Tig Toig OVOHUCL TO PriATa
Kepaon. tote 8’ fprocéy te kal Adyog €yEveto gVOVG 1 TPMTI GLUTAOKT, GYXESOV TV AOY®V O TPATOG TE
Kol GHUKPAOTOTOG,
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indicate anything to belong to anything. This juxtaposition of terms lacks a truth value not
value simply because there are no goat stags, but because it does not express a relation of
the sort expressed by the combination of noun and verb. The juxtaposition of “goat” and
“stag” is not an interweaving, nor does it become an interweaving when the terms lose
their kath’ hauto significance by being combined into unity, as in the single term “goat

stag”.

The Origin of the Goat stag; Fictional Entities and Images

A recurring theme in the discussion of fictional entities concerns the distinction between a
representation and what is being represented. As noted, we might entertain the idea that a
representation is false if the object represented does not exist. Among the examples
Aristotle notes in the Metaphysics is a sketch: “There are things which exist, but whose
nature it is to appear either not to be such as they are or to be things that do not exist, e.g.
a sketch or a dream.” Here Aristotle calls the sketch a false thing, as it is something that
itself exists but represents something that does not exist. There is a sense in which we
might say that something is a “true” representation, if it is an especially accurate likeness
of something. However, there are many ways in which the sketch (by the very nature of
its being a sketch) falsely represents what exists: for instance, Socrates may have aged
since his portrait was painted; he may have died, while the sketch presents him as living;
and in any stage of Socrates’ life, never was he two-dimensional. This point is of
particular interest because of the single mention of a goat stag within the work of Plato.
Plato mentions a “goat stag” in the Republic as an example of how we might

combine experiences from many sources in order to construct a unified image. Thus it
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seems the combining of features of various things in an artistic representation is a direct
analogy to how we combine affections of the soul that are likenesses of things to form a
concept of something which itself is not a likeness of a pragma:

Socrates: What the most decent people experience in relation to their city

is so hard to bear that there’s no other single experience like it. Hence to

find an image of it and a defense for them, | must construct it from many

sources, just as painters paint goat stags by combining the features of

different things.'*
This analogy helps explain how the soul goes about combining concepts to form
representations of non-existing things. Additionally, the ontological attributes of a
fictional entity might well be indicated by this analogy to images.

What is clear in this passage from Plato is that the image produced is not the result
of a passive reception of images of objects that somehow become intermingled; rather,
the placing together of features of different objects is a result of the activity of the

artist.*?

When a subject forms a combination term, significant sounds lose their
significance as a new significance is imposed; when a painter paints a goat stag, they take
elements from a goat and a stag as matter and mix them into a new form, that of a goat

stag.'? But in order for a painter to paint a goat stag, the concept must already be in the

120 pJato, Republic, 488a1-6 obtm yap yahendv T TEHOC TAV EMEKESTATOV, O TPOC TUS TOAEIS TEMOVOAGLY,
®ote 000’ EoTiv v 00OEV AAAO TO10DTOV TEMOVOOG, AAAN JET €K TOAM®Y 0OTO cuVayayelv gikdlovta Kal
dmoLoyolpevov DIEP odTAY, 010V 01 YPupTic TPayEAGPOVS Kai Té TODTA UETYVOVTES YPAPOVCTY.

121 plotinus also takes recourse to a discussion of art and the cause of its imagery, concluding that the cause
of the image is the artist as opposed to the thing represented. “To begin with the image and archetype: If
we are reminded of an artist's picture we observe that here the image was produced by the artist, not by his
subject; even in the case of a self-portrait, the picture is no "image of archetype," since it is not produced by
the painter's body, the original represented: the reproduction is due to the effective laying on of the
colours.” Enneads V1.4.10 trans. McKenna.

122 Aristotle describes the various ways in which things can come together in Metaphysics V111.2.
According to his description, the potential or matter is that from which the combination substance is
composed, and the form or actuality is some other differentia. The matter of the complex concept ‘goat
stag’ would be the components, the concepts of ‘goat’ and ‘stag’, and the combination comes to be when
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mind of the painter. In this way, the possibility of painting goat stags is dependent on
there existing the capacity of the soul to abstract material from perceived objects and
combine it in new ways.

What we need to keep clear is the difference between the existence of the image
and the existence of the thing. Aristotle claims that sketches are false things if “the
appearance which results from them is that of something that does not exist.”, In other
words, the sketch is false because its subject appears to be other than how it actually is.
Having been represented in a sketch does not give the subject existence, just as being
thought about does not give the object of thought existence. The sketch exists, and the
thought exists, but on Aristotle’s account there is no special mode of existence for the
content of a sketch or a thought that we can attribute to this content simply by virtue of its
being represented. The concept of existence that Aristotle is working with does not allow
for our attributing existence to a thing because it is represented in an image. We may
combine concepts in thought and even include the non-existence of the thing in the
concept, but this is no kind of affirmation, and has no truth-value. How then can an image
of a non-existing thing be false, if a thought about it is not?

The falsity of an image is particularly problematic only if we consider thoughts to
be images; however, the two are not quite analogous. For, as | argued above, for Aristotle
the non-existing thing is thought of as non-existent. When it is represented in an image,

on the other hand, the accompanying non-existence is not included in the representation.

these are combined in a particular way, as a house is “bricks and timbers in such and such a position”
(1043a7-8) and a harmony is “such and such a blending of high and low” (1043a10). Full quotation
(1043a7-12): olov &i 0080V déot Opicachat, EHrov { Aibov M1 keipevov époduev, kai oikiov mAivOoug kai
Evho O3 keipeva (1} 11 kol 1o oD Eveka én” &vimv Eotwv), €1 88 kpvoToAdov, D Tem YOS fi TEMVLKVOUEVOVY
@31 ovppavia 8¢ 6&Eog kai Bapiog HIEIG Toladi: TOV adTOV 3€ TpOTOV Kol £mtl TAV GAA®V.
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The sketch, unlike the thought, is a visual representation, and the non-existence of what is
visually represented must be inferred, rather than represented. Thus a sketch might
represent an animal that is part-goat and part-stag, but it is unable to additionally signify
this animal’s non-existence except indirectly.** A complex thought, on the other hand,
can include non-visual predicates (such as non-existence), assuming that we know what a
goat stag is, and that we know it doesn’t exist. But this is just to say that we have grasped
an accurate definition of a goat stag, to the extent that we can think of it at all.*** Having
this clear concept is much like being given the premise that something does not exist, for
we cannot think or speak the assertion that it does exist without contradicting ourselves.
The image represents a state of affairs in much the same way an assertion would;
it is a visual expression of a state of affairs, where an assertion is a linguistic expression
of a state of affairs,’® and both allow for fiction in the sense that we do not know whether
they correspond to anything existing extramentally unless we have previously observed
what is represented or have some other evidence for its existence. If the representation
does not correspond to anything existing, the representation is false in both cases, on
Aristotle’s account. And if we were to apply my conclusions from Chapter 2 to an image,
this would result in our being able to assert, given the knowledge that the subject of the

image does not exist, that the sketch is false. Conversely, given a representation of a

123 On this definition, the only definitely false things to say about a goat stag are that it is not part-goat, not
part-stag, or that it exists. All other affirmations have an uncertain truth-value, as | argued in the previous
chapter, for instance, “a goat stag is in a flowery field”, in which case the “is” does not necessarily denote
existence, and the flowery field does not necessarily correspond to a real location.

124 That is to say, things which we are uncertain about regarding their existence do not prove to be counter-
examples to my point, for our thought of them is unclear. I’m thinking specifically of things which we’ve
heard of but never seen, things referred to in casual conversation we’ve never heard of before, or anything
else about which we have no clear thought to which what we’ve heard refers.

125 On my account, a linguistic expression represents an affection of the soul that is a likeness of something
existing; where that something exists, the affection of the soul and what exists are identical in form.

94



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

thing, we may not assume the subject’s existence (and this seems self-evident). In short,
the reason why we cannot attribute existence to something represented in an image is akin
to the reason why we cannot attribute existence to the subject of an affirmation.

Aristotle does provide us with some indication of how the existence of a thing and
the existence of its representation are related. The concept of an image once again arises
in Aristotle’s definition of the concept of homonymous being in the Categories. If we are
to attribute any kind of being to the subject of the image, its being would be only
homonymous to the being of the thing itself:

When things have only a name in common and the definition of being

which corresponds to the name is different, they are called homonymous.

Thus, for example, both a man and a picture are animals. These have only

a name in common and the definition of being which corresponds to the

name is different; for if one is to say what being an animal is for each of

them, one will give two distinct accounts.**®
The concept of homonymous being provides us with a reason to support Aristotle’s
assertion in the De Interpretatione, explored in the previous chapter, that we may not
infer the existence of a thing from a true predication about it. For there it seems evident
that Aristotle’s notion of simple existence implies a materially existing thing. However,
the “is” of a predication truly proves ambiguous. Therefore if the “is” of a predication is
homonymous to the “is” of existence, Aristotle is right to warn against truncating a
predication to acquire an affirmation of simple existence.

In the context of our present discussion, the distinction has arisen several times

between the existence of the thing and the existence of its representation; for whereas the

126 - e ’. . d PYe r ’ < \ \ o ’ ~ 5 s

Categories 1al-5 Opmvopo Aéyetar @v dvopo Lovov Kowvdv, 0 68 Katd Tobvopa Adyog Ti|g 00ciog
£tepog, olov {Bov 6 te AvOpmmOog Kal TO YEYPOUUEVOV: TOVT®V Yap dvopa LOVoV KoV, O 38 Kot TOOVOLL
AOYOG Ti|g 00c10G ETEPOg: €V YOP Ao TIG Ti E6TV VTV EKATEP® TO (DM givar, dtov Ekatépov Adyov
AmodMGEL.
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sketch of a goat stag exists, the goat stag does not. So, met with the painting that Plato

used as an example, it would be true to say that the painting is an animal;**’

the goat stag
depicted, however, is not. The way in which a goat stag would exist (if it did exist) is as
an animal in a spatio-temporal material world (as a pragma). The way in which its image
is an animal is homonymous to how a living thing capable of perception is an animal. If
we are thinking of an animal as a kind of pragma, then it is true that the goat stag is not
an animal, for it does not exist. As an image, the goat stag is an animal. In both subject
and predicate we have homonymy, and it is that homonymy that allows us to speak truly
when we make affirmations about something that doesn’t exist; if, for instance, we look at
a painting of a goat stag and say, “Well, that goat stag is just peachy!”. T.H. Irwin
suggests something similar in his paper “Homonymy in Aristotle”, using Aristotle’s
example of why we might call a sculpted or painted hand a hand:

Most people will agree with his view that painted and sculpted hands—

understood in the way suggested—are not real hands. To explain why we

say of such things “That’s a hand,” but do not believe they are real hands,

homonymy may be useful; if we assume the normal definition of hand, we

are simply expressing a belief that we know, in Aristotle’s view of

representations, to be false. Homonymy saves us from self-contradiction or

repeated deception.*®

The result of Aristotle’s discussion of homonymy is that he does not attribute

existence, even homonymously, to a non-existent thing. Rather, a more subtle distinction

must be made. Given that what we might say about the representation is homonymous to

what we might say about the thing represented (knowing that the thing represented does

27 t&ov is, in fact, homonymous in Greek, referring to either a living being or an image.

128 Irwin, T.H., “Homonymy in Aristotle” in The Review of Metaphysics, VVol. 34, No. 3 (Mar., 1981) pp.
523-544, p. 541-2.
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not exist, while the image does), what we are describing is that situation Aristotle
described in the Metaphysics, wherein the preconditions are met for describing that

representation as false.

The Problem of Homonymy

Avistotle describes the problem with homonymous terms in the Sophistical Refutations
IV. Here homonymy is described as a linguistic way of producing illusion. It is by
homonymy (also ambiguity, combination, division, accent and form of expression) that
“we might fail to mean the same thing by the same names or accounts”.*?°

This serves to show only that Aristotle recognizes that homonymy allows us to express
something other than what is the case, by taking advantage of homonymy in a way that is
problematic. A word is homonymous in the sense that, if it is possible to accurately
interpret a word in two ways, the word must have a double-meaning. The affection of the
soul symbolized by the term “goat stag” (that is, the complex thought of something part-
goat, part-stag that does not exist) includes the notion that it does not exist. However, the
use of the term by the speaker may not coincide with the comprehension of the term by
the listener. For example, I may utter a true assertion “a goat stag is an animal” (using
“animal” as a shorthand for what I mean, which is “fictional animal”), while they may
understand a false assertion “a goat stag is an animal” (by assuming that by “animal” I
mean an existing genus indicating extramental objects with the faculty of perception). So,

when I speak the phrase “a goat stag is an animal”, it is perfectly reasonable for the

listener to assume that by this I mean there exists such an animal as a goat stag amongst

129 sophistical Refutations 165b29-30 tocavtoydg Giv T0ig adToic dSvOpast kai Adyolg uf Tadtd SNAGCaLLEY.
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the pragmata which is a possible object of perception. But this is false. And it is not what
| mean. So it seems quite possible for an affirmation consisting of the same words to be
both true and false; but this is a result of homonymy. For instance, the statements “a goat
stag is an animal” and “a goat stag is not an animal” are not opposite if by the former
‘goat stag’ I mean the subject of an image and by the latter [ mean an animal that by

130

definition doesn’t exist.”™ Aristotle specifies in De Interpretatione 6:

| speak of statements as opposite when they affirm and deny the same

thing of the same thing—not homonymously, together with all other such
conditions that we add to counter the troublesome objections of

sophists.*®!

The truth of the two statements depends on our being able to replace the terms

with their definitions. And when we do that, they become two different affirmations.

Conclusion

Having examined the relation between truth and falsity and combination in select
passages from Avristotle and Plato, I conclude that for Aristotle combination is a necessary
rather than sufficient condition for attributing to something the quality of truth or falsity
in the strict sense Aristotle uses for assertions; combinations in thought, for instance,
resulting in our being able to think of a fictional entity, do not have a truth value, despite

being a combination that has no likeness in reality. Rather, whether something has a truth

B30 Irwin presents a similar example: “While we may be persuaded that there is something odd about
“That’s a finger and that’s a finger,” said of a painted finger and a living finger, we probably find nothing
odd in a similar remark about a dead and a living finger. Aristotle argues that what we say is true, but only
if we admit the same sort of homonymy as we admitted for painted fingers. What we say cannot be true if
the same correct definition of finger is substituted for both occurrences of “finger”; for a finger is
essentially part of a living organism performing its functions.” Irwin, p. 542.

31 De Interpretatione 17a34-7 Aéyo 8¢ avtikeicOon Tiv 10D ahTod Kartd Tod adTod, —ui dpevipng 8¢, Kai
60 GAA0 TOV TO0VTOV TPocdloptlopedo TPOG TAG COPIOTIKAG EVOYANCELG.
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value or not depends on what kinds of things are combined and the way in which they are
combined. Whereas Plato relates having a truth value to being a part of discourse,
Avistotle distinguishes between things said and things having a truth value using the
necessary condition of combination. In discussing the notion of an image in relation to its
subject I conclude that Aristotle’s notion of existence precludes attributing (extramental)
existence to the subject of an image, just as we may not attribute existence to the subject
of an affirmation based only on the truth of the affirmation—the existence of the thing
represented in words or images is not guaranteed. That is, the fact that something is
represented gives it no kind of existence. That something that does not exist is represented
leads Aristotle to define the representation as a false thing; and whatever we might say
about what is represented is homonymous to what we might say about the thing (whether
it exists or not). The fact that we can make true statements about things that don’t exist is
explained by homonymy. We must recall that the truth of affirmations is dependent on
our being able to replace the subject and predicate terms with their appropriate definitions
and then confirm some kind of correspondence between what is and what is said.
Substituting the appropriate definitions, I can make the true claim, “a goat stag is an
animal”.

A fictional entity—that is, a complex concept created by thought—is not itself
false, nor is the term which refers to it. Neither combination is of the sort required to be
truth-evaluable. We can think about a goat stag, and think of it as not existing, and not
thereby have made a judgment “a goat stag does not exist”. The relation between a noun

and a verb, and the actual relationship that the form of a predication is meant to express,
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is not identical to the relation between the material components of a complex concept
(“material” here meaning those things which are combined). The observations from
Chapter Two apply here, as even if we were to say that ““A goat stag is an animal”, we
might not attribute existence to it, for unless we already know that the goat stag to which
we are referring does or does not exist (that is, whether we are speaking of an image, or of
the concept, or anything else), we cannot infer from the affirmation that a goat stag exists.
We cannot infer existence from a statement; “is” is only accidentally predicated. In
Chapter Six, I will return to the problem of kazk’ hauto significance in order to refute

Crivelli’s (and others’) interpretation of empty terms.
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Chapter 4: Correspondence Theories of Truth

Aristotle’s statements about things that don’t exist raise the problem of whether Aristotle
adheres to anything like the correspondence theory of truth, which is often attributed to
him.* The basic tenet qualifying a theory of truth as a correspondence theory is that on it
a statement is true if and only if it corresponds to something that exists. It therefore seems
problematic to claim that we can make a true statement about anything that does not exist,
for there is nothing to which the statement might correspond. | believe Aristotle avoids
this problem by holding that the correspondence relation, in speaking of non-existent
things, is not between language and external objects, but between language and the
concept (e.g., it is possible to make both true and false statements about some general
concept of a goat stag).'*®

The relation of correspondence, however, is a strange one that is never made
explicit in Aristotle, “correspondence” being a word modern scholars have used to
describe the relation Aristotle invokes. In this chapter I argue that Aristotle’s theory of
truth can be described as a correspondence theory, if by this label we denote only the

weak claim that the truth values of truth bearers depend on their standing in some kind of

agreement relation to reality. As for what this agreement is, Crivelli’s concept of

132 For instance, by Paolo Crivelli in Aristotle on Truth; Christopher Long in Aristotle on the Nature of
Truth [New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011]; Patterson in “What Is a Correspondence Theory of
Truth?”; M.V. Dougherty in “Aristotle’s Four Truth Values”, British Journal for the History of Philosophy,
Vol., 12, No. 4, (2004), pp. 585-609; C. Shields “Review of Aristotle on Truth”, Philosophical Review, Vol.
119, No. 2, 2010, 243-246; and Jack D. Davidson in “Appearances, Antirealism, and Aristotle” in
Philosophical Studies: An International Journal for Philosophy in the Analytic Tradition, Vol. 63, No. 2
(Aug., 1991), pp. 147-166.

133 To speak of a goat stag, it is not a necessary condition that different speakers should have identical
concepts of what a goat stag is. For the concept to exist, however, we must assume that there is some unity
or similarity between individual conceptions, such that they may be all called concepts of a goat stag.
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“correspondence-as-isomorphism” proves useful. This concept can also be expanded to
include the looser definition of truth Aristotle ascribes to the non-standard truth bearers |
discuss in the next chapter (something more like “accurate representation”). A difficulty
in Crivelli’s analysis presents itself, however, when he attempts to explain how objects
themselves can be true or false. In this chapter | demonstrate the difficulty in applying a
correspondence definition of truth to objects In the following chapter, I will go into detail
about the stricter and looser uses of “truth” in Aristotle. On the view | will defend in that
chapter, the definition of “truth” Aristotle uses depends on whether he is talking about
things, perceptions, images, thoughts, judgments, or statements.

Aristotle never calls his theory of truth a “correspondence” theory. In order to
determine what a correspondence theory is, and whether Aristotle holds one, I first
examine the modern concept of a correspondence theory of truth (with occasional
references to Aristotle so that the salient points are highlighted). I next attempt to define
what recent Aristotle commentators mean when they talk of a correspondence theory of
truth. Then I determine if Aristotle’s theory of truth does in fact meet those requirements.
I conclude that Aristotle’s theory of truth qualifies as a correspondence theory only in a
very weak sense. This will lead to a definition of possible truth-functional relata that
includes things that don’t exist. I therefore maintain that it is possible, according to
Aristotle, to make true statements about things that don’t exist, in the way earlier
specified—for example, that a goat stag is part-goat and part-stag, and that Homer is a

poet.
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Defining “Correspondence”

Any concept of correspondence demands that we conceive of two things in relation to
each other. If there is a correspondence between a statement and something existing, a
basic correspondence theory labels that statement as true. Truth, in this sense, would
therefore be a relational property of a statement describing its correspondence to a state of
affairs. Conceiving of truth as a relational property, a statement may become true or false
depending on what it signifies and how that changes (for instance, when Socrates is
sitting, “Socrates is sitting” is true; when Socrates gets antsy and stands up, “Socrates is
sitting” is false, and “Socrates was sitting” is now true). This property of the truth-values,
that they are capable of changing without any change to the utterance (considered
syntactically), is well described by Paolo Crivelli, in Aristotle on Truth. The truth-value’s
potential to change without any change to the thing of which it is a property (the
statement) leads Crivelli to describe the change in the truth value of an utterance as a
“mere Cambridge change”, by which he intends to describe a change that does not occur
as the result of any change to the object itself, but only to the relation in which it
stands.'®*

The problem with Crivelli’s interpretation is that he applies this idea of a mere
Cambridge change not only to the truth of statements, but also to states of affairs. On my

account, states of affairs are not truth-bearers, for Aristotle. Nevertheless, the

characterization of truth as a relational property seems a promising one, for the

134 Crivelli goes on to assert that the properties involved in a Cambridge change are not genuine properties.
It follows from his account that, if existence and truth are equivalent for objects and states of affairs,
existence is no more a genuine property than truth. “Now, properties involved in a ‘mere Cambridge
change’ are not genuine properties. It follows that truth is not a genuine property.” Crivelli, 183.
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observation that specific truth-values may change without any change to that of which
they are a relational property seems undeniable, and this part of Crivelli’s account I
wholeheartedly endorse. However, in the case of statements about things that don’t exist,
we would have to allow for those things that don’t exist to be relata, at least on the
assumption that every relation must have (at least) two relata. Otherwise, where a
perception or utterance is related to something that does not exist, the existence of that
relation comes into question, and it would be impossible to say anything true or false
about something that does not exist. But, as | examined in Chapter 2, Aristotle describes
all negative statements where the subject term refers to something that does not exist as
“true”; for if Socrates does not exist, he is not sick, neither is he healthy. If it is possible
to say anything true or false of something that does not exist, such statements have to
exist in relation to something, given that for Aristotle (as | argued in Chapter 2, when
discussing the possibility of true statements about non-existents) truth is dependent on
existence: if truth is a relational property, and it is possible to make true statements about
what does not exist, then what does not exist must have the potential to be a relatum.

There are various definitions of a correspondence theory of truth in the recent
literature, some more helpful than others. For instance, Christopher Long describes
correspondence according to etymology:

The etymology of the term ‘correspondence’ is instructive in this regard:

‘cor-° is equivalent to ‘com-,” which means “together,”, and ‘respond’ is

from the Latin respondere, to answer. Correspondence describes the site of

ontological encounter in which things respond together with one
another.*®

% Long, p. 22.
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I note this only as evidence of the range of possible definitions of a correspondence
theory, for the idea that there is a location at which a statement and a state of affairs
“ontologically” encounter one another and together respond (implying that they have
agency) is nonsensical—there is no site where statements and the things they describe
meet up and have response parties.

Douglas Patterson seems to have something else in mind when he attempts to
describe what is common to all correspondence theories, namely that:

As | use the terms, a substantivalist account of truth is a theory on which

truth is treated as a property that can in particular play certain explanatory

role in serious theory. A correspondence theory of truth is a substantivalist

theory that in particular treats this property as consisting in a relation

between its bearer and something else, which relation in addition can be

considered one of “correspondence”, candidate proposals in the literature

being certain causal relations or indication relations, or relations of

“picturing” or other sorts of isomorphism, and so on. ™
This definition leaves open what could possibly qualify as the definition of the
correspondence relation. It seems accurate to say, however, that it is a relation of some
sort, and, for Aristotle, should specify at least causal dependence, since for him the way
things are is the cause of the statement’s being true or false. This facet of the relation we

know from Aristotle’s assertions regarding the relation of truth to existence, for instance

at Categories 4b8-10: “For it is because the actual thing exists or does not exist that the

13 patterson, p. 422. Patterson attempts in this paper to establish that neither Tarski nor Aristotle were
correspondence theorists in the strong sense he defines, and therefore, he concludes, in no interesting sense.
It seems to me that his strong sense of correspondence contradicts any intuitively valid concept of truth we
might hold, and while bolder claims tend to perhaps be more interesting, sometimes interesting means
inaccurate. That is to say, I don’t believe Patterson has proved that Tarski’s or Aristotle’s definition of truth
is in any way suspect, but only that they do not meet his proposed standard for a strong correspondence
theory, as they probably should not.
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137 (To see why this is so we might refer back to the

statement is said to be true or false.
later part of Chapter 2, where | looked at the asymmetrical dependence relation between
truth and existence). But dependence does not yet entirely account for the additional
significance of “correspondence”, and so the definition of the relation must be
expanded.™*® Patterson suggests causal relations (a good place to start, in my opinion),
indication relations, “picturing”, etc. as candidates.

Before | attempt to pin down the kind of relation between truth-bearer and reality
that Aristotle might have had in mind, and to ask whether this in fact deserves the name
“correspondence”, | should also note a difference here between strong and weak
correspondence, as defined by Patterson:

On the weak conception of correspondence a theory is a correspondence

theory if according to it truth depends on extra-linguistic fact... Strong

correspondence, by contrast, requires that truth be explained in terms of

some general characterization of the structural relationship that obtains

between a sentence and the world when it is true; this will require, at the

very least, some perspicuous yet general characterization of the structure of

sentences, some perspicuous but general characterization of the “structure”

of worldly correlates such as facts, and some view about when such

different entities can have the same structure.**

It seems that Aristotle does hold to a weak correspondence theory on this definition, for
he does believe that the truth of a statement is dependent on the way things are. But if that
is all a correspondence theory entails, it seems not to require that in addition to this

“dependence” we also call it a “correspondence”; the term “correspondence”, when used

in Patterson’s weak sense, becomes vacuous, stating only that truth depends in some way

B2 yop 10 mpdrypa ivon fj pi) elvar, 100to Koi 6 Adyog dAndng { weudig elvon Aéyeton

138 Other conceptions of correspondence not only signify something in addition to dependence, but might
eliminate dependence from the conception of correspondence altogether; for instance, if we were to
conceive of correspondence as a symmetry of independent existing things.

139 patterson, 425.
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on extra-linguistic fact. If this is all “correspondence” entails, then the term
“correspondence” additionally signifies nothing conceptually useful over and above
“dependence”. If this is so, then we should not call Aristotle’s theory a “correspondence
theory”, either to avoid adding insignificant terms, or to avoid introducing significant but
potentially misleading terms.

By contrast, the stronger conception of correspondence Patterson describes does
not seem Avristotelian, for it demands a specific and definite description of the general
characterization of the structure of sentences independently of what they are intended to
describe. That is, Patterson demands in the passage above that there are independent
structures of world and statements and the possibility that they correspond; looking at
sentence structure as directly analogous to world structure demands that there be
something out there which we are directly describing, for instance, by “and”. I can see no
strong correspondence being possible in a linguistic theory that attributes varying levels
of significance to different syntactic elements. Aristotle’s theory appears to have been of
this kind. For instance, in the Poetics, Aristotle claims that articles have no significance:
“An article is a non-significant sound marking the beginning, end, or dividing point of a
sentence.”*° Since Aristotle ascribes a difference in the significance of different syntactic
elements (as some are insignificant, some are significant but not significant kath’ hauto,
while others are significant kath’ hauto), a strong correspondence theory of truth is not

something he would have subscribed to. For example, based on his discussion of the

140 poetics, 1457a5-6: &pBpov &’ ot pavi Gonpog fi Aoyov apyiv fj Téhog § Stopiopudv dnroi. Note that
Aristotle uses dniow here as opposed to onuaive, a distinction I discussed in Chapter 1. It is possible, for
Avristotle, for a word to show something without properly signifying.
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“good cobbler” in De Interpretatione (which I discussed in Chapter 2), it seems that for
him the structure of the sentence is dependent on the significance of the individual terms
of which it is constituted. But if this were Aristotle’s view, the syncategorematic elements
of language would have nothing to correspond to as their corresponding relata. As
evidence for this conclusion | would ask the reader to consider the possible correspondent
of “however”, “though”, “on the other hand”, etc. Later in this passage, Aristotle states,
“A sentence is a composite significant sound, some of the parts of which have a certain
significance by themselves.”**! The fact that there is a structure of relative significance
between the parts of a statement makes the application of a strong correspondence theory
difficult, for the reason that there would have to be an analogous property of relative
significance in the state of affairs the sentence describes, prior to its comparison to the
statement, and corresponding to it (if the statement is to be true).

More immediately, a strong correspondence view cannot be Aristotelian because,
for Aristotle, language is a symbolization of an affection of the soul (which is a likeness
of a thing); language as well as affections of the souls are already ontologically dependent
on what exists, which precludes beginning an evaluation of truth by positing that beliefs
and statements are independent of things that are. We already saw how, in De
Interpretatione, Aristotle works his way up to a linguistic theory by proceeding from
words that signify things to combining those words in particular ways. But the
combinations required of these words are not independently determined, but always

dependent on the structure of a world. The strong definition of a correspondence theory

141 1457a23-4
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here seems to require something other than a subject attempting to signify an affection of
the soul through various sounds or graphics. In addition, it seems to require a
“perspicuous but general characterization of the structure of sentences” before it is
determined whether that structure corresponds to the structure of the world. That is,
Patterson characterizes the strong correspondence theory as demanding a perspicuous yet
general characterization of the structure of facts, independent of the perspicuous yet
general characterization of the structure of reality. Patterson presents this idea of a strong
correspondence theory by contrast to a weak correspondence theory, which is
characterized only by the qualification that truth is dependent on existence. However,
names and verbs are not significant prior to (or, independent of) their function as a
conventional symbol, for Aristotle. And if sentence structure is conventional and intended
to symbolize a world from its conception (as it is for Aristotle), then the dependence of
language on existence is already embedded in the grammar, and cannot be considered
independently of the world structure which it is supposed to be later measured against in
order to discern correspondence. I argue that under such definitions of “weak” and
“strong”, Aristotle’s correspondence theory is decidedly weak. (Of course, other
definitions of “weak” and “strong” correspondence theories may result in the
interpretation of Aristotle | propose to constitute strong correspondence.)

Modern correspondence theory has developed more nuance than a weak
correspondence theory of the sort Patterson describes. This is a result, according to

Herbert Keuth, of the traditional correspondence theory’s being vulnerable to the liar
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antinomy.** Tarski attempted to resolve the liar antinomy by banning from a well-
constructed language terms signifying semantic properties of components of that
language (not just truth values of its sentences, but also relations like denoting and
signifying). Truth, as Tarski claims in “Truth and Proof”, is defined well enough by the
statement “p” is true iff p, where p is any declarative sentence.'*® However, this type of
correspondence theory extends well beyond the kind of simplistic version we could
plausibly ascribe to Aristotle. If Aristotle did subscribe to a correspondence theory that is
vulnerable to the criticisms that come to light in face of the liar antinomy, it seems it
would be possible to defend him. (For if the truth of the sentence is dependent on an
existing state of affairs, statements of the sort of the liar antinomy would have no definite
state of affairs on which their truth-value would depend.) But in any case, the kind of
linguistic maneuver Tarski employs seems entirely foreign to Aristotle, just as Tarski
intended; for he claims that Aristotle’s definition of a correspondence theory of truth in
the Metaphysics “leaves much to be desired from the point of view of precision and
formal correctness.”*** He picks on Atristotle in particular for being too specific, insofar as
Aristotle’s description of truth as “saying” of what is “that it is” would result in the
mutilation of sentences; Tarski believes that ramming common sentence structures into
this framework would be difficult without “forcing the spirit of the 1anguage”.145 As far as

being a candidate for a correspondence theory of truth which Aristotle might hold, |

142 Herbert Keuth, “Tarski’s Definition of Truth and the Correspondence Theory,” in Philosophy of Science,
Vol. 45, No. 3 (Sep., 1978), pp. 420-430

143 Alfred Tarski, “Truth and Proof” in Scientific American, June 1969, pp. 63-70 and 75-77. Also see
Patterson and Keuth.

144 Tarski, “Truth and Proof”.

145 Tarski, “Truth and Proof”.

110



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

believe that any one that involves this kind of linguistic maneuver can be safely

146
d.

eliminate In Tarski’s words, he believes that he has “supersede[d] the Aristotelian

formulation while preserving its basic intentions.”**’

Looking at these modern definitions of correspondence theory, I think some more
general claims can be made about correspondence theories of truth and whether Aristotle
holds one. If anything is meant by the term “correspondence” in these theories, it adds
something positive (e.g. for Long, responding together with each other, or on Patterson’s
definition of strong correspondence, a structural symmetry between world and language)
in addition to the dependence relation Aristotle describes. These conceptions of
correspondence are not the dependence relation that Aristotle describes when he says that
something is true if it says of what is that it is. If Aristotle is properly called a
“correspondence” theorist, then it is only a weak (by the standard of modern philosophy)
version of correspondence. In the following section, I turn to those who claim Aristotle’s
theory of truth is a correspondence theory, examine what textual support there is for this
claim, and ask what is reasonable to conclude based on this textual support.

Textual Support for Ascribing to Aristotle a Correspondence Theory of
Truth

In order to determine whether Aristotle’s theory of truth is a correspondence theory, I turn

to the recent literature claiming that Aristotle does hold a correspondence theory, and

148 For a more complete discussion of whether and how Aristotle responds to the liar antinomy, see Paolo
Crivelli, “Aristotle on the liar”, in Topoi, Vol., 23, No. 1, (2004), pp. 61-70.
47 Tarski, “Truth and Proof”.
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examine the textual evidence cited in support of this statement. M.V. Dougherty ascribes
a simple correspondence theory to Aristotle:
When the division or combination of subject and predicate corresponds to
a division or combination of a state of affairs (ta pragmata), the
proposition is held to be true, and when there is a non-correspondence, the
statement is held to be false.**®
Dougherty gets this theory from looking at Metaphysics 1051b2-9, De Interpretatione
19a33, and Nicomachean Ethics 1098b11-12, which I will discuss in turn. The first of
these three passages is the following:
The condition of this in the objects is their being combined or separated, so
that he who thinks the separated to be separated and the combined to be
combined has the truth, while he whose thought is in a state contrary to
that of the objects is in error. This being so, when is what is called truth or
falsity present, and when is it not? We must consider what we mean by

these terms. It is not because we think that you are white, that you are
white, but because you are white we who say this have the truth.*°

This passage echoes some of the observations | made in the third chapter about
combination and truth, namely that for Aristotle (i) combination is a precondition for
attributing a truth-value to something (at least in language and thought), (ii) truth is
dependent on existence, and (iii) thinking something does not make that thing exist. Here
Aristotle refers explicitly to true thoughts as well as true statements. It doesn’t seem to

make a difference whether one is talking about a belief or about a statement; the truth

148 Dougherty. p. 590.

149 Metaphysics 1051b2-9. todto 8” &mi TdV Tpaypdtov £0Ti 16 ovykeichot fj SupiicOar, Hote GAndeder pév
0 10 dupnpévov oidpevog dinpiicbot kol T cuykeipevov cuykeichat, Eyevotatl 08 0 Evavting Exmv i T
npdypata, Tt EGTv 1 0VK £0TL TO AANOEG Aeydpevov | weddoG; ToVTO Yap GKENTEOV Ti AEyouEV. 0D Yip d1d
10 Nudc olesOot NG og Aevkov eivar €1 60 Agvkdg, ALY 16 TO 62 eivor Aevkov NUETS oi pavTeg TodTo
aAnBevopev
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conditions are identical.**® On the basis of this passage, it does seem that Aristotle
subscribes to a correspondence theory of truth in the “weak” sense specified by Patterson,
according to which truth depends on how things are. However, this passage provides no
support for attributing to Aristotle a “correspondence theory” in the stronger sense.
Dougherty does not develop the exact relation of correspondence, relying on a footnote to
these three passages in Aristotle (the first of which is above). The introduction of the term
“correspondence” to signify an agreement between divisions and combinations in subjects
and predicates and states of affairs is unjustified, without specifying what the additional
notion of correspondence entails (i.e., the topic of this chapter).

The second passage Dougherty cites is from De Interpretatione:

... statements are true when they are similar to things... ***
This statement is pulled from a larger one in the text, in the context of Aristotle’s
discussion of the sea battle in De Interpretatione 9. Aristotle uses this claim to support the
idea that if what exists now admits of contraries, then it is not necessary that one or the
other of those contrary (or contradictory) states of affairs already exist or not exist. Cut
apart in this fashion, it seems to be a basic statement of how truth depends on existence,
with the added condition that the statement and state of affairs are similar. As I argued
above, this similarity is to be expected, if a statement or belief is about something that
exists. That is, given that the representation (in language or thought) is causally dependent

on things that are, and is in its inception intended to be representative, the structural

150 Hamlyn also refers to this passage, making the comment, “This at least makes clear that the truth of a
proposition is dependent on the facts, although Aristotle uses no general word like ‘fact’.” Hamlyn, D.W.,
“The Correspondence Theory of Truth,” The Philosophical Quarterly, Vol., 12, No. 48 (Jul., 1962), pp.
193-205, p. 194.

51 De Interpretatione 19a33: £t dpoing oi Adyot dAnoeic Homep Té TpdypoTa
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similarity between the representation and what it represents occurs as a natural result of
the fact that the representation is of what is being represented. It is not an accidental
similarity noted after the fact, i.e., if the representation and what is represented were
assumed independent and then compared. Hence, it shows only that Aristotle subscribes
to a correspondence theory of truth only in the weak sense of correspondence.

The final passage Dougherty uses is this one, from the Nicomachean Ethics:

... for with a true view all the facts harmonize, but with falsehood truth
quickly disagrees. ™

When taken in isolation, this passage seems if anything to support attributing to Aristotle
a coherence theory of truth, rather than a correspondence theory (due to the terminology
of “harmonizing” used in conjunction with “disagreeing™).*>® However, this passage is,
like the one above from De Interpretatione, also taken out of a larger context. When we
take into account this context, we see that the harmonizing occurring here is between “our
conclusion and our premises” and “what is commonly said”. As far as providing textual
support for attributing to Aristotle a correspondence theory of truth, this passage seems
the least useful so far.

J. Davidson quotes some of the same passages,™* but also adds several more to the

list as evidence that Aristotle held a correspondence theory of truth. Notably, these

152 Nicomachean Ethics 1098b11-12. 1@ piv yap dAn0ei mvta cvvidet o Onapyovia, T 88 Wwevdel Toyd
dwpovel taAndéc. Greek from I. Bywater, Aristotelis ethica Nicomachea. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894
(repr. 1962) vmapyovta might be better translated as “that which already exists” or “that which really
exists”. “mavta Td Vrapyovta”, translated as “all the facts”, would therefore apply if what exists is
equivalent to a “fact”, though in common usage “fact” is often used to denote a statement that is true or
false, rather than what exists.

153 Other translations of cuvédet, “harmonize™ are “agree with”, “accompany (as with a musical
instrument)”, or “sing together”, which hardly help to eliminate the poeticism evident in this statement of a
theory of truth.

154 ). Davidson, “Appearances, Antirealism, and Aristotle”.

114



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

include a famous passage from the Metaphysics that seems to provide the strongest
evidence for the existence of a correspondence theory in Aristotle:

This is clear, in the first place, if we define what the true and false are. To
say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say
of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true; so that he who
says of anything that it is, or that it is not, will either say what is true or
what is false.'*®

This is the most often quoted passage of Aristotle’s used to support the idea that he

maintained a correspondence theory. However, it does not support attributing such a view

1 MetaphySICS 1011b24- 29. dfjlov 6 mpdTOV pHEV oplcausvmg i 10 a?»nesg Kol yeddog. O pev yap Aéyew
ro dv ) elvon § 1O pR) OV elvon yeddoc, T 8 1o dv sivar kad 1O un ov un sivon GAn0éc, Hote kai O Aéywv
givan §| pr aAn0svoet 1 wevoetor: GAL’ obte 1O dv Aéyetan pr etvor fj etvor odte 1o pny 8v. Christopher
Shields notes two similar passages from Plato in his “Review of Aristotle on Truth”. These are from
Cratylus and the Sophist. Greek text is from J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. 1. Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1900 (repr. 1967). Cratylus 385b5-9:

Socrates: Then some statements are true, while others are false?

Hermogenes: Certainly.

Socrates: And those that say of the things that are that they are, are true, while those that say of the things
that are that they are not, are false?

Hermogenes: Yes.

{ZQ.} Odkodv €in av Aoyog aAnO1g, O 3¢ Wevdng;

{EPM.} ITavv ve.

{ZQ.} Ap’ odv odtog ¢ v Ta Svta Aéyn d¢ EoTtv, AANnOMC:

0g 8’ v g ovk EoTLV, YELONG;

Sophist 263a11-b10:

Visitor: We also say that each piece of speech has to have some particular quality.

Theaetetus: Yes.

Visitor: What quality should we say each one of these has?

Theaetetus: The second one is false, | suppose, and the other one is true.

Visitor: And the true one says those that are, as they are, about you.

Theaetetus: Of course.

Visitor: And the false one says things different from those that are.

Theaetetus: Yes.

Visitor: So it says those that are not, but that they are.

Theaetetus: | suppose so.

{ZE.} ITowdv 84 yé tivé popisv dvorykoiov EKaoTov sival TiV Adymv.

{©EAL} Noi.

{ZE.} Tobtmv 51 moidv Tva EKATEpov QoTéoV sivay;

{OEAL} Tov pév ywevdij mov, tov 8¢ aAno.

{EE.} Aéyer 8¢ adtdv O pev andng ta dvto g Eotv TEPL GOD.

{®EAL} Ti prv;

{EE.} 'O 6¢ o1 yevdng Erepa OV Sviov.

{®EAL} Noi.

{EE.} Ta un évt’ dpa g Gvto Aéyet.

{OEAL} Xyedov.

{EPM.} Nai
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to him in any strong sense.’*® There is no mention of correspondence here; any notion of
correspondence in this passage is implied by the reader’s identifying what Aristotle says
with some familiar notion of correspondence, and we should be wary of how this could
lead to misinterpretation. The passage as written does not explicitly mention any specific
relation between what is and what is said; it gives a definition of truth on which the truth
of a statement depends on how things are, but there is nothing to indicate that there is a
correspondence relation between statements and things, such that if the things and the
statement are in this relation the statement is true, and if the things and the statement are
not in this relation the statement is false. Adding this (correspondence) relation to what is
said here tends to connote other conceptions than an unspecified isomorphism (I gave
several examples of these other conceptions in the previous section). This passage gives
the impression that if what we say happens to be the case, the statement is true. This does
imply that truth is dependent on existence, so that what we say is true if it happens to be
the case (a weak definition of “correspondence”).™®” But it does not imply that Aristotle
had anything in mind like (say) a structural correspondence between propositions and

states of affairs.

158 On this passage, Hamlyn remarks, “There is nothing about correspondence here, and little perhaps that is
illuminating either.” (Hamlyn, 194)

" This also brings up the interesting problem of how and if Aristotle’s theory of truth can be described as
verificationist, such that correspondence would be the test whereby we could determine if it is accurate to
say that something is true or false. While Hamlyn explicitly denies this, Dougherty specifies that if there is
correspondence, a proposition is “held to be” true, whereas if there is not correspondence, a proposition is
“held to be” false. This verificationist correspondence theory would hold that, in order to tell if a sentence is
true, we must look to the things. But Aristotle’s statement here does not give us any indication of how to tell
whether a statement or true or not. It tells us whether a statement is true or not. It doesn’t seem to matter
whether we know a statement is true or false, just whether it is. Hamlyn sums up the problem nicely: “The
statement ‘A proposition is true if and only if it corresponds to the facts’ is not an answer to the question
‘How do we know when a proposition is true?’” (Hamlyn, 198). This epistemological problem is distinct
from the problem of defining true and false statements, as how a statement (or thought) is true or false is
distinct from whether we recognize it to be or not.

116



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

Turning to the Categories, we find additional nuances in Aristotle’s concept of

truth:

For it is not because they themselves receive anything that statements and

beliefs are said to be able to receive contraries, but because of what

happened to something else. For it is because the actual thing exists or

does not exist that the statement is said to be true or false, not because it is

able itself to receive contraries.'®
There are two major points to take from this passage. The first is a reiteration of the idea
that the truth of statements is dependent on actual things. The second gives us something
new to say about Aristotle’s concept of truth, which is that the truth of a statement does
not change of its own accord, but only when the things to which it refers change. Crivelli
takes this to mean that Aristotle believes truth is not a genuine property, or that his theory

is closer to a ‘minimalist’ theory of truth.*

Of course, if the truth of a statement is
dependent on how things actually are, then if those things change, the truth of the
statement may also change in some relevant way. (The truth of “Socrates is a man” does
not change if he changes location, but only if his manliness changes.) If we accept this
minimal dependence between what is and what is said, it seems that truth must be a

relational property for Aristotle; for if a property can change without any change to that of

which it is a property (the statement), then that property is a relational property.

158 Categories 4b6-10. 6 yap Adyoc kai 1 86Ea 00 T oD Td déyeobai TL AV évowt{u)v sivan SekTikd Aéyeton,
ahhon T mepi ETepov TL 10 maOg yeyevijohon —1( yap TO Tpdypa glvan {f pn elvan, 00T Kai O Adyog
a?»neng | weudic slvan Aéyeton, o0 T anTdV Sextucdv slvar Tdv évavtiov. One might argue that the usage
of etvan in this passage is better translated in the veridical sense than in the existential; however, this would
make the passage read as if Aristotle is supporting the view that something is true because a thing (mpdyua)
is true; truth would be dependent on truth as opposed to existence. I argue against this (Crivelli’s)
interpretation in what follows.

9 Crivelli, Aristotle on Truth, p. 31.
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Relations, according to Aristotle, “are spoken of in relation to correlatives that
reciprocate” [Cat. 6b27]. The idea of reciprocation is explicitly defined further on in the
Categories with specific regard to the reciprocity of truth and existence:

For there being a man reciprocates as to implication of existence with the

true statement about it: if there is a man, the statement whereby we say

that there is a man is true, and reciprocally—since if the statement

whereby we say that there is a man is true, there is a man. But whereas the

true statement is in no way the cause of the actual thing’s existence, the

actual thing does seem in some way the cause of the statement’s being

true: it is because the actual thing exists or does not that the statement is

called true or false.*®
Here again, Aristotle states that truth is causally dependent on actual things, and specifies
the reciprocity condition of being a relative. The distinction noted here between relational
reciprocity in general and causal reciprocity in particular recalls the discussion of Chapter
2. There I discussed how it seems Aristotle contradicts his own claim that reciprocity is a
necessary quality of relation, by specifying in De Interpretatione that the truth of “Homer
is a poet” is no assurance of the existence of Homer. To solve this difficulty, we need
only recall that the problem with asserting existence from a true statement is that the “is”
is accidentally predicated of a subject in a true affirmation, and therefore the statement

cannot simply be truncated to “Homer is”. That Homer is is still not a result of there being

a true statement about him.

190 Categories 14b14-22. 10 yap eivon GvOpomov GvTloTPEPEL KoTd THY TOD Elvat GKOAOVONGY TpOS TOV
6An0fi mepi avtod Adyov- €l yap Eotv dvOpwmog, dANOTC 6 Adyog @ Aéyopev dTi EoTiv dvOpmmOg Kol
AvTIoTPEQPEL YE, —El Yap GAndNg 0 Adyog @ Aéyopev 81t Eotv dvOponog, oty GvOpomog— EoTt 88 O piv
6AN0Tc Adyog ovSaude oitiog Tod eivor TO TPdyuo, TO PéVToL Tpdypa poivetal Tog oitov Tod sivan dANOH
TOV AOYoV- T® Yap lvon TO Tpdypo §j i 6ANnONc 6 Adyoc fi wevdng Aéyetoi.
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Crivelli on Correspondence-as-Isomorphism

According to Crivelli, Aristotle’s theory of truth “can be regarded as a correspondence
theory of truth in that it can be regarded as taking the truth of an assertion to amount to a
relation of isomorphism to reality.”*®" On Crivelli’s view, this isomorphism is not
between the structure of the statement and the structure of some state of affairs. Rather,
the state of affairs is considered a single object isomorphic to the assertion as a whole.
This makes Crivelli’s interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of truth similarly applicable to
all simple and complex things (pragmata), “mental items. .. and linguistic items™®. This
allows Crivelli to claim—contrary to my interpretation in Chapter 3—that for Aristotle
the existence of a thing is equivalent to its truth. However, as | argued in Chapter 3, since
Avristotle describes false, existent things in Metaphysics, 1V.29, 1024b17-26, Crivelli’s
interpretation must be rejected.
But first let’s unpack what Crivelli takes “correspondence-as-isomorphism” to

mean. Crivelli asserts that the correspondence-as-isomorphism theory of truth describes a
theory meeting three specific conditions:

... first, it provides a classification of beliefs (assertions); second, it maps

one-to-one the classes of beliefs (assertions) onto characteristics that can

hold of the item or items a belief (assertion) is about; third, it states that a

belief (assertion) is true when and only when the characteristic on which

the class it belongs to is mapped holds of the item or items it is about.*®®

Crivelli adds soon after that there is a stricter conception of a correspondence theory of

truth, which Aristotle also holds:

181 Crivelli, 129.
182 Crivelli, 45.
183 Crivelli, 23.
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Aristotle’s theory of truth is a correspondence theory of truth also

according to a different, stricter conception. This is because Aristotle’s

theory of truth describes each class of beliefs, or assertions, in such a way

that each belief, or assertion ‘mirrors’ the characteristic on which the class

to which it belongs is mapped.'®*
Crivelli’s “correspondence-as-isomorphism” description of Aristotle’s theory of truth, I
believe, is tenable, at least when applied to beliefs and assertions, for it describes just that
there is an isomorphism between a belief or assertion and what exists. This adequately
accounts for the combinations I defined as truth-bearing in the third chapter, where | used
the term “interweaving” to describe both the relation between subject and predicate and
those things to which they refer. When these are related in ways that mirror one another,
a correspondence relation holds between what is and what is said. The addition of
“mirroring” to this definition is descriptive not only of linguistic truths but also of the
looser definition of truth I argue that Aristotle applies to perceptions and phantasmata in
the next chapter (more like accurate representation, or a mirroring between the content
and the cause of a mental representation). This definition of Crivelli’s is, however,
revised later on in the book, where he expands the definition to include not only beliefs
and assertions, but all “composite and non-composite items”; while Crivelli claims that
the later definition can cover predicative assertions as well as existential (the condition to
which Tarski claimed Aristotle’s correspondence theory could not hold), it results in a
circularity where truth is defined according to truth, and falsity according to falsity.

Crivelli writes:

The definition can then be paraphrased as follows: ‘To say of a (composite or
non-composite) item which in fact “is” in the sense of being true that it “is

184 Crivelli, 24.
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not” in the sense of being false, or of a (composite or non-composite) item

which in fact “is not” in the sense of being false that it “is” in the sense of

being true, is false; to say of a (composite or non-composite) item which in

fact “is” in the sense of being true that it “is” in the sense of being true, or of a

(composite or non-composite) item which in fact “is not” in the sense of being

false that it “is not” in the sense of being false, is true.’ 1%

Crivelli is here thwarted by his commitment to the idea that simple objects as well
as their representations have truth-values. While | believe we can expand the
correspondence-as-isomorphism definition of truth to representations as well as beliefs
and assertions, we must stop short of simple objects.'®® If Crivelli’s interpretation of
Aristotle’s definition of truth is intended to apply to all of objects, mental items, and
linguistic items, then it is, in effect, describing a relation of truth to truth, as opposed to a
relation of truth to existence. In his description of correspondence-as-isomorphism,
Crivelli makes the truth of beliefs and assertions dependent on a “mirroring” of what
exists. However, by equating existence and truth in the case of objects, Crivelli makes the
truth of beliefs and assertions just a mirroring of the truth of a thing. But if the quality of
the thing is identical to the quality of the belief or assertion, | see no mirroring at all,
assuming that a thing’s being itself is not equivalent to its “mirroring” itself. Crivelli is

committed to the theory that being = truth even so far as to say that the being of a state of

affairs is a similar relational property to the truth of a statement, such that the being or

1 Crivelli, 135.

1% Crivelli’s definition here would also allow for individual words (assuming they are “items” to have a
truth-value, despite Aristotle’s assertion at De Interpretatione 16al1 that they do not: “even goat stag
signifies something but not, as yet, anything true or false—unless ‘is’ or ‘is not’ is added”. Signification by
a word is not a “mirroring”, in the sense that a word would correspond to an object and therefore be true or
false. In the case of beliefs and assertions, it is the relation between subject and predicate that is mirrored or
corresponds, or doesn’t; i.e., the difference between saying of what is that it is, as opposed to that it is not.
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not being of a state of affairs might change without any change to the state of affairs
itself.

For whatever arguments show that an assertion can be true at one time and

false at another without changing should be transferable to states of affairs

and thus establish that a state of affairs can ‘be’ in the sense of being true

at one time and ‘not be’ in the sense of being false at another without

changing.*’

In order to support this interpretation, Crivelli has to distinguish between the
constituents of the state of affairs and the state of affairs itself. He uses the example of
someone seated getting up, in such a way that it is not the state of affairs that gets up, but
the individual.*®® The absurdity of the idea that a state of affairs could itself get up or not
makes this interpretation seem prima facie a good one. But it isn’t. According to
Aristotle, we must always be able to replace our terms with their definitions to avoid
mistakes of homonymy, and in the case of these states of affairs, Socrates-sitting-down
and Socrates-standing-up, the difference is obvious. In the case of statements, on the
other hand, the syntactic complex, “Socrates is sitting down” has not changed from one
situation to the other, though its truth or falsity has. In the case of states of affairs, it
really is the state of affairs that changes when one particular state of affairs (for example,

Socrates-sitting) moves from being to not being—what is has changed. Existence is not

an additional predicate on some ideal state of affairs which is at times exemplified and at

17 Crivelli, 197.

168 ««__the change responsible for the assertion or belief that somebody is seated being true at one time and
false at another is the getting up, and what gets up is not a state of affairs but the individual to which the
assertion or belief refers,” (Crivelli, 197). Crivelli maintains that the state of affairs ‘Socrates is seated’ is
composed of the individual ‘Socrates’ and the universal ‘seated’. The negative predication concerns the
same state of affairs, (Crivelli, 12). The truth of a predication about the state of affairs depends on whether
the state of affairs is or is not combined, (Crivelli, 12-13). He uses this to posit that, “a state of affairs can
‘be’ in the sense of being true at one time and ‘not be’ in the sense of being false at another without
changing,” (Crivelli, 197).
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times not; there is no ideal state of affairs Socrates-sitting in addition to a particular man,
Socrates, who is sitting. The interpretation stating that there is makes a state of affairs
just like a natural kind, which, according to Crivelli, exists always.'®® Thus Crivelli is
committed not only to the (already contentious) view that for Aristotle natural kinds exist
eternally, but also to the unappealing view that for Aristotle states of affairs have
basically the same ontological status as natural kinds.

Shields, in his review of Crivelli’s book, makes note of but does not develop the
oddity of thinking of Aristotle’s theory of truth in this way, and notes that if it is possible
that states of affairs themselves have truth values, it would be difficult to think of
Aristotle’s theory of truth as one of correspondence:

Consider the state of affairs of Socrates-being-seated-on-a-leather-sofa.
To many today it will seem a kind of category mistake to call this state of
affairs true or false, or even to assess it for truth or falsity. Socrates-being-
seated-on-a-leather-sofa seems a certain sort of structured entity, a
complex pair of individuals and a nonsymmetric relation. Because such a
complex is nowhere assertoric, it would seem odd to inquire whether it—
the state of affairs, not a report of it—is true. Here Aristotle’s theory of
truth, if he may be said to have a theory of truth, will strike some modern
readers as odd at best; and it ought to strike them, for the same reason, as
unsuited to be co-opted as a forerunner to the correspondence theory.*"”
But this oddity is resolved if we do not consider objects (including states of affairs,

maintaining Crivelli’s inclusion of states of affairs as kinds of objects) to have truth

values, a topic for the following chapter.

189 Crivelli, 19.
170 Shields, 244.
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Correspondence and Things that Do Not Exist

When we consider Aristotle’s correspondence theory of truth in relation to things that
don’t exist, the question quickly arises: to what does the truth-bearer correspond? If truth
is dependent on existence, and truth and falsity are determined by a correspondence (or
isomorphism) relation to what exists, then it would seem impossible that anything should
be true that refers to something that does not exist. But | argue that Aristotle avoids this
problem by holding that the correspondence relation, in speaking of non-existent things,
is not between language and external objects, but between language and an affection of
the soul. As a result, for Aristotle, it is possible to make both true and false statements
about some general concept of a goat stag; about the putative goat stag pragma, however,
it is only possible to make true denials—defined as a statement denying something of
something, where the latter something is a goat stag.”* That is, as | argued in Chapter 3,
it is possible to make true simple and complex statements about a goat stag, provided we
disambiguate “goat stag” to signify either the putative pragma or the concept.

In Chapter 2, | referred to a similar line of argument with regard to predicative
assertions where the subject term refers to something that does not exist (without there
specifying the correspondence relation that was to hold). It is impossible, on that
interpretation, for the statement to have any truth-value at all. Effectively, what that

interpretation says is that if there is nothing to which the predication corresponds, then it

"1 To be clear, the concept of a goat stag does exist; the goat stag does not. When | say that a goat stag does
not exist, | mean that there is no extra-mental animal, the goat stag. What a goat stag is, is a concept; what it
is not is an animal running around in the world. As regards complex statements, for instance, “If there were
goat stags, they would have antlers”, we would have to take each statement form on a case-by-case basis to
determine what can be truly and falsely stated concerning something that does not exist. In this case, we
would want to refer to Aristotle’s discussion of conditional statements to which I referred in Chapter 2.
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can have no truth-value whatever, for truth is a matter of correspondence. | argued
against this interpretation, stating that the referent of the subject term is not a mind-
independent thing that does not exist, but rather a thought, which does exist (though it is
a thought of something that does not exist). The thought, | argued in Chapter 3, is a
construction of the mind, a combination of simple thoughts into a complex thought that
has no external exemplifier.

Although it may seem that for Aristotle a truth-bearer depends on what does not
exist for its truth, it does not. When Avristotle speaks of things that do not exist, we should
interpret him to mean things that do not exist in the ordinary sense, that is, as external,
mind-independent material objects. The truth-bearer does not directly depend for its truth
on a thing of this kind (which, after all, does not exist), but rather on the thought—which
does exist.

As | discussed in the first chapter, names and verbs signify affections of the soul.
It seems plausible, therefore, that Aristotle’s notion of truth in language and thought
would not skip the mediation of the external world by thought and perception, in such a
way that the truth of a statement would depend directly to an external thing (pragma)—it
does not. The truth of a perception or thought, on the other hand, depends on its
accurately representing—exemplifying an isomorphic correspondence relation with—the

pragma.'’> Where what is thought or perceived is identical to what exists (that is, in the

172 \Where there is no pragma, i.e., in the case of something that does not exist, it is not possible to have an
accurate perception or simple thought of it. Such perceptions and thoughts would be false. As | have argued
in previous chapters, however, the term “goat stag” itself is not false unless something is predicated of it. It
is possible, therefore, to have a term that is not false symbolizing what is impossible to perceive except
falsely—that which does not exist. This is a mere linguistic confusion. The term is judged to be false on a
different standard than is the perception.
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case where what is thought or perceived does exist and is accurately perceived or
thought), whether we measure the assertion against the things or the thought does not
matter, as they should be identical. If, however, the assertion refers to something that
does not exist, the divide between its putative existence as a pragma and its real

existence as a concept makes itself clearly evident. There is a thought of a goat stag about
which | can make true or false statements, whereas there is no goat stag about which |

could do the same.'”®

Conclusion

In this chapter I have reviewed several modern definitions of “correspondence” applied
to a correspondence theory of truth, and examined the textual evidence for the
interpretation on which Aristotle holds a correspondence theory. While there are many
definitions of a “correspondence” theory of truth in modern philosophy, Aristotle’s
correspondence theory seems to represent only a weak version at most. It qualifies as a
“correspondence” theory in a weak sense since it does make truth dependent on
existence; but we should be wary of attributing additional implications of the word to
Aristotle’s theory. In the end, Crivelli’s “correspondence-as-isomorphism” interpretation
of Aristotle is most tenable in the original formulation, when he describes it as being
applicable to beliefs and assertions. | suggest (and will argue in the following chapter)
that it is also applicable to the looser definition of truth Aristotle applies to mental

representations. However, Crivelli’s commitment to the idea that existence is equivalent

173 When I make the claim, for instance, that “a goat stag has four legs”, I am speaking truly of the concept
of a goat stag, one that has four conceptual legs. To attribute extramental material legs to the concept of a
goat stag would be to speak falsely.
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to truth in the case of simple objects leads him to expand the definition to be applicable
to all composite or non-composite items. In so doing, he negates the “mirroring” aspect
of his own definition.

My discussion of Crivelli’s correspondence-as-isomorphism interpretation of
Aristotle’s theory of truth has brought us back to the original question I proposed to
answer in this chapter—precisely, to what does something true correspond, if
correspondence is the qualification that defines something as true? On Crivelli’s account,
if something does not exist, this is equivalent to saying it is not true. | argued that if
existence is equivalent to truth, then the relation of a statement to what exists would be
identity with respect to the property of truth, and not correspondence. On Crivelli’s
interpretation, it seems that Aristotle is going to run into trouble by defining existence as
equivalent to truth, and then defining truth in terms of correspondence-as-isomorphism. |
argue that it is Crivelli and not Aristotle who has this difficulty; for we should not
interpret Aristotle to mean either that existence is equivalent to truth or that objects have
a truth value.

Applying the correspondence theory of truth to assertions about what does not
exist allowed me to further specify what exactly is to correspond to what when we claim
that a correspondence relation exists between what exists and a truth-bearer. In the next
chapter, I consider to what Aristotle applies a concept of truth (i.e., what he counts as
truth bearers), and argue that with regard to non-standard truth-bearers (the most
common truth-bearer discussed heretofore being beliefs and statements), he is actually

using the term “true” with a looser connotation, to mean something more like “accurate
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representation”. Where simple objects are called truth-bearers, this is only because of

their causal role in determining the truth of other things.
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Chapter Five: Aristotle’s Theories of Truth
The problems examined in the previous chapter revolved around the correspondence
theory of truth: what “correspondence” connotes, whether Aristotle’s theory of truth fits
that description, and what is supposed to correspond to what on this model. The guiding
questions were: (i) did Aristotle hold a correspondence theory of truth? And (ii) when one
says true things about what does not exist, to what does the truth-bearer correspond? This
is not only a problem for truth-bearing statements and judgments, but also for other truth-
bearers. Aristotle also uses the terms “true” and “false” with respect to objects,
perceptions and phantasmata. How does non-existence relate to the truth or falsity of
these truth-bearers?

In this chapter, | focus on Aristotle’s treatment of non-standard truth-bearers:
objects, perceptions and phantasmata. While the truth-conditions of statements and
thoughts of a certain type (judgments involving subjects and predicates) are often
discussed, his views about truth with regard to objects, perceptions, and imaginations are
less often considered. On close examination, these latter examples of truth-bearers don’t
seem to exemplify the theory of truth that might be extracted from Aristotle’s text if we
were to look only at the definition of truth applicable to combinations in thought and
language. In fact, as | will show, there are notable differences among the ways in which
Aristotle speaks of truth with respect to the various truth-bearers he identifies. As a result,
the notions of truth applied to objects or perceptions are not subsumable under the same
definition of truth as that which applies to subject-predicate combinations in language and

thought, nor (I will argue) are the definitions of truth applied to objects and perceptions
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consistent with each other. Aristotle uses a looser definition of truth with regard to the
non-standard truth-bearers, which is something more like “accurate representation” in the
cases of perception and phantasmata. With regard to objects, I reject Crivelli’s
interpretation that holds that Aristotle believed that truth and falsity are identical to

existence and non-existence.

Truth with regard to Objects

I begin with Aristotle’s views on truth with regard to objects. Under the category of
objects I include simple and complex objects and also include (as a complex object) states
of affairs. According to Crivelli, there are “certain objects whose nature is neither mental

17 \which are truth-bearers according to his interpretation of Aristotle.

nor linguistic
Among these objects are immaterial substances, possibly material substances,'”® and
states of affairs. For all of these objects, Crivelli claims we should interpret their truth or
falsity as equivalent to their existence or non-existence. In chapter 3, I argued that
existence is not equivalent to truth with regard to objects or things (pragmata), for it is
possible to have false things that exist. In maintaining this view, | disagree with the view
of Crivelli. It will therefore be useful to begin my discussion by highlighting the main
problems with Crivelli’s account. The specific point on which I disagree with Crivelli is
with regard to whether objects (of any sort) have a truth value that is equivalent to their

existence, for Aristotle. | include states of affairs here as objects, maintaining Crivelli’s

definition of them as such. Crivelli defines a state of affairs as follows:

' Crivelli, 3
175 Crivelli is very carefully non-committal on whether material substances can be true or false, focusing
mainly on states of affairs.
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A state of affairs, as it is conceived of by Aristotle, is best understood as an

object corresponding to a complete present-tense affirmative predicative

assertion, and as being composed of the objects signified by the assertion’s

predicate and subject. '
Where | argued that there is a correspondence between the interweaving of things (that
represented by a subject and a predicate) and the interweaving of terms (the subject and
predicate), to call the former true is again to turn Aristotle’s theory of truth into an
identity theory; truth would correspond to truth. | maintain the distinction that one is true
(the assertion), while the other simply exists (and existence is not equivalent to truth).

As evidence that Aristotle believes objects to have a truth value, Crivelli cites
Metaphysics, 1V.29, 1024b17-26. As | argued in chapter 3, the first set of examples of
possible false objects Aristotle cites more closely resemble states of affairs than simple or
complex objects. Of these states of affairs, some are false sometimes (your sitting), and
some always. The example Aristotle gives of a thing that is always false is the diagonal’s
being commensurate. In this example the falsity of the object is due to its being excluded
as a possible existent. The example of something that is false sometimes is your sitting.
From this example alone, it seems, Crivelli derives his view that for Aristotle there is
such a thing as a false state of affairs. However, as | argued in the previous chapter, with
a correspondence-as-isomorphism theory of truth, there cannot be such a thing as a false
state of affairs. In any case where truth is meant to be equivalent to existence, as Crivelli

contends, we will end up with a circular definition of truth (where truth depends on truth,

as opposed to existence).

178 Crivelli, 5
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In the previous chapter | argued that there is no correspondence between an ideal
state of affairs (of the eternal, Platonic type, e.g. the state of affairs Socrates-sitting-down)
and what actually is going on in the world at the moment. The corollary to this argument
is that states of affairs are not truth-bearing in the same way as a statement about them
would be; if truth is a relational property, and there are not two relata, truth considerations
are thereby precluded at the level of states of affairs. This conclusion can be similarly
applied to simple and complex objects.

Mark Wheeler is similarly suspicious of Crivelli’s treatment of states of affairs as
having truth values. In his review of Aristotle on Truth, he states:

The chief problem in Chapter I, however, is Crivelli’s proposed ontological

scheme. Among objects, in addition to simple immaterial and composite

material substances, Crivelli argues that Aristotle posits composite “states-

of-affairs” that bear truth and falsehood, exhibit modal properties, and

serve as objects of propositional attitudes. He relies on Metaphysics, 5.29,

1024b17-21, and 10.10, 1051a34-1051b17 for this claim, and it is the

weakest point in the book. Crivelli’s abstract, propositionally structured

states-of-affairs do not resemble any of the familiar denizens of Aristotle’s

ontology, and the textual evidence he offers is insufficient, leaving it

unclear how they would fit into Aristotle’s general semantic theory.'”’

Mentioned also in the Metaphysics passage are objects that represent as existing
things that do not exist, as well as existing things that by nature appear as things are not;
in this sense an object may also be called false. But the fact that these objects exist to
represent is evidence that their existence and their truth (or falsity) are not the same

property. The examples Aristotle gives there are those of a sketch and dreams. What he

means by falsity there is, | argue, that the representation is false (but existing), while the

" Review of Aristotle on Truth by Mark Wheeler, Journal of the History of Philosophy, Vol. 44, No 3,
July 2006, 469-470, p. 469.
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represented object does not exist (but is not false). The example of the sketch fits the first
of two alternatives mentioned by Avristotle; it appears differently than what the thing
depicted is like. Caston uses this passage to note that Aristotle’s most general notion of
truth seems to depend on a divergence of content and cause. And while he states that the
cause can also be called false, it can only be so called by synecdoche, i.e., it is called false
even though it is not a proper truth-bearer, but rather something that does not exist.

We also find Aristotle appealing more generally to the divergence of cause

and content to explain falsehood. In Metaphysics 5.29, for example, he says

that a scene-painting or a dream are both “something, but not what they

produce a phantasia of”” (11, GAL 0Oy OV &umolel TV avtaciovl024b23-24),

and for this reason can be called false. Scene-paintings and dreams produce

mental states that are not about themselves, but about something quite

different, thus splitting content and cause. Accordingly, the resulting states

will often be false; and their causes can be called false by synecdoche.!™
The difference between calling the object false and its representation false is that the
representation is distinguished from the object by the fact that it has a content, and this
content can diverge from its cause. I agree with Caston’s interpretation that the truth-
bearer in these cases is called false where the content of the mental state caused by the
sketch or dream does not exist. Where the content and cause are identical in form, e.g., if
a sketch accurately depicts something that does or does not exist, the representation is
true in a very qualified sense. We may say, for instance, that a portrait is a true likeness of
Socrates. But the example of the sketch as a false object highlights how this particular

form of representation is always false in many respects; for instance, it depicts Socrates

sitting when he is, in fact, long dead. Unlike the sketch, on the other hand, an object itself

178 Caston, Victor, “Why Aristotle Needs Imagination”, p. 51.
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has no content whatsoever; its content cannot, therefore, diverge from its cause. The
object simply exists.

In Chapter 3, | examined Aristotle’s concept of truth with regard to truth as a
function of combination and separation. There, | argued that Aristotle takes combination
or separation (of a particular sort) to be a necessary condition to describe something as
true or false. Other things, for instance simple objects, were precluded from being truth-
bearers for failing to meet this qualification. The theory of truth | was speaking of there is
that which is most often discussed, for it maintains the common notion that proper truth-
bearers are subject-predicate combinations (in thought or language). However, saying that
an object (or thing) is true precludes maintaining this definition of truth generally. This is
because objects (most obviously, simple objects) do not exemplify the kind of
combination Aristotle requires for truth considerations (under the general theory earlier
examined) to be applicable. If we are to have an Aristotelian theory of object truth at all,
it seems object truth would have to be a very special case—in the sense that the truth of
an object is markedly different from the truth of a statement. And it is not only that the
truth of an object is proportionately simpler relative to the simplicity of the subject
matter; rather, there is no mirroring or correspondence of an object unless it is one of the
special objects Aristotle mentions, which are representative of something else (a sketch or
dreams). An object with no represented content has nothing to mirror. The concept of
truth as a relational property is inapplicable at the level of objects, as is the concept of
truth as a function of combination and separation, as is the concept of truth as a

convergence of content and cause. The only qualification left on which to measure the
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truth and falsity of objects is their existence. However, the passage from 5.29 indicates
that Aristotle conceives of false, existent things, which would not be possible if truth and
existence were equivalent. Aristotle, as | have argued previously, does not equate truth
and existence.

We therefore have two options when faced with the passage from the Metaphysics
that suggests that Aristotle thought objects can be true or false: (i) to declare that it is a
blip in the system (Aristotle was confused, the editors did something wrong, etc.), and
that on his considered view there really is no such thing as a false object, or (ii) to define
“truth” as it is used there as markedly different from the general Aristotelian theory of
truth—that often described as a correspondence theory, and applied to combinations of a
particular sort. Caston proposes the most reasonable solution, which | ultimately support:
if we call an object “false,” this is a synecdoche of our calling its representation false.
This is not to say that Aristotle was confused, but that he applied the notion of truth most
loosely to the case of objects. It is improper to call an object false in a strict sense, since it
is the representation of the object that is false. Aristotle does not consistently apply a
strict sense of “truth” or “falsity”. My further discussion in this chapter supports the
conclusion that Aristotle used the notion of truth more or less loosely, depending on the
kind of truth-bearer to which it is applied. If a thing is describable as false, that does not
mean that a perception of it is false, that a thought about it is false, or that a statement
using it as the subject or predicate is false, for the notions of truth and falsity applied at
any one level here are significantly different from those applied at another level. In the

following section, I argue that Aristotle’s notion of truth with respect to perceptibles also
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differs significantly from the notion of truth he applies to objects, as well as to that he

applies to statements and thoughts.

Truth with respect to Perceptions

According to the first chapter of De Interpretatione, affections of the soul are likenesses
of things. However, the extent to which a perception is a likeness of a thing depends on
what kind of perception we are talking about. Where their truth and falsity are concerned,
special perceptibles are very different from common perceptibles, which are again
different from incidental perceptibles. Aristotle claims that our perceptions of common
perceptibles are most likely to be false, incidental perceptions next most likely, and
special perceptions least likely. Aristotle summarizes their respective liability to be true
or false in De Anima at 428b18-26:

Perception of the special-objects is true or is liable to falsity to the least

possible extent. Secondly {there is the perception} that those things which

are incidental to these objects of perception are so; and here now it is

possible to be in error, for we are not mistaken on the point that there is

white, but about whether the white object is this thing or another we may

be mistaken. Thirdly {there is perception} of the common-objects which

follow upon the incidental-objects to which the special-objects belong (I

mean, for example, movement and magnitude); and about these then it is

most possible to be in error in sense-perception.*”
The first line of this quotation is, I believe, potentially misleading. We should not

interpret the second qualification on the perception of the special objects of sense (that

they admit the least possible amount of falsehood) to indicate that Aristotle is stepping

179 428b18-25 1 aicOnoig TdV pév idiov andnc €otwv fj 811 dAiyIoTOV EX0V00 TO WeDSOG. SevTEPOV 88 TOD
ooupepnrévar Tadta <6 cvuPéPnke Toig aicOnToic™> Kai Evradba 710N Eviéyetal donyendesbat dTtL Lev yap
AEVKOV, 0V YebdeTL, €1 0 TOUTO TO AEVKOV T BAAO TL, YevdeTaL. TpiTov 6& TV KOWVAV Kol ETOUEVOV TOTG
cvpBepnkocty oig vmapyet o it (Méyo 8 olov kivnoig koi péyedog) [6 copBéPnke Toig aictntoic]- mepi &
pudAiota 1ion oty dmotnOfjvar Kot v aicbnow
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back from the original claim, which is that the perception of the special objects of sense is
never in error, or always true. Aristotle states repeatedly elsewhere that perceptions of the
special objects of sense are never in error, never false or always true.'®® That these
perceptions “admit the least possible amount of falsehood” should not connote to us that
Avistotle believes there is still some miniscule amount of falsehood sneaking into our
perception of special sensibles; this would entail that Aristotle believe in such a thing as
degrees of truth, which is an insupportable interpretation. Rather, these perceptions are
the least likely to deviate from strict accuracy.

Caston dismisses the second part of this statement as inexplicable, at least on the
assumption that we have a “pure” case of sensation:

[Aristotle] begins by repeating the position he maintains elsewhere (including

earlier in the chapter: 427b12, 428all), namely, that sensation is always true.

But he adds the qualification: "or it has falsehood to the least possible extent"

(R 611 OAiy1oTOV EYOoVca TO Weddoc). Provided that we have a pure case of

sensation, unadulterated by other mental processes, this qualification is

inexplicable on Aristotle's account: sensation always corresponds to its
181
cause.

180 See, for instance, De Anima 418a11-12 “I call special-object whatever cannot be perceived by another
sense, and about which it is impossible to be deceived” Aéyw &’ 1d1ov pév 6 pun évdéyetar £Tépa aicOnoet
aicOdveshar, kai mepi & un évdéyetan dmatnOijvar; De Anima 427b11-13 “for perception of the special-
objects is always true and is found in all animals” 1| p&v yap aicbnoig T@v idiwv dei GANnOMg, Kol Tdov
omapyet Toig {moig; De Anima 428b27 “The first is true as long as perception is present” xoi 1 pev Tpd™
napovorg T aictnoewmg aAndng; Metaphysics 1010b1-3 “Regarding the nature of truth, we must maintain
that not everything which appears is true. Firstly, even if sensation—at least of the object special to the
sense in question—is not false; still appearance is not the same as sensation.” wepi 8¢ tijg dAnOeiag, Mg oV
AV 10 Pavopevov aAN0BEg, TpdTov PV 6Tt 008’ <ei> 1) aicOnoig <ur> yevdng Tod ye idiov €otiv, GAA’ 1)
eavtoocio 00 TawTtov Tf) aichnoet. See also De Sensu 442a29-442b13, where Aristotle discusses Democritus’
view that all objects of sense are objects of touch.

181 Caston, p. 53. Caston differentiates the “pure” sensation with that adulterated by other mental processes
(phantasia). On Caston’s interpretation, sensation “always corresponds to its cause” as long as other mental
processes do not get involved. I infer that in such cases (for Caston’s interpretation) it is not the sensation
that is inaccurate; inaccuracy is introduced when the other mental process interferes. | agree.
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As | see it, this qualification is not here contradicting the statement that the perception of
special sensibles is always true; rather, it explains two different senses in which the
perception may be thought to be false. Where Aristotle maintains that it is impossible to
perceive the special sensibles falsely, I believe this is a result of his maintaining that it is
impossible to be mistaken about the sensible as the sensible, a distinction he gives
explicitly in Metaphysics IV.5, where he states that “not even at different moments does
one sense disagree about the quality, but only about that to which the quality belongs”.*®
Falsity is introduced when the perception is supposed to correspond to the object; that is,
error is introduced where the perception presents itself as an accurate representation of
the object, when in fact it is not. In these cases, perception of a special sensible is least
likely to deviate from strict accuracy, when compared to perception of the common and
incidental sensibles. In this way it is possible that the perception of a special sensible is
always true (in that the sense never disagrees with itself about the quality, i.e., in an
absurd case where one perceives accurately green and inaccurately blue), but sometimes
false (i.e., the sense may disagree with itself about that to which the quality belongs, for
incidental perceptibles are also perceived via proper senses). For instance, | might
perceive green, but falsely perceive that the son of Diares has changed his hair colour.
While an individual proper sense may not disagree with itself, the perceptual system
(special perception, common perception, and incidental perception) may be in conflict.
The object is the second relatum in the correspondence relation that we would expect to

see, if perceptions are truth-bearers (and they are). The sliding scale of falsity with regard

182 Metaphysics, 1010b20-1
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to perceptions is to be interpreted as the frequency with which one falsely perceives
something to hold of an object; the frequency of false perceptions of common and
incidental sensibles is higher than the frequency of false perceptions of special sensibles.

Irving Block introduces two possible theories for why Aristotle would characterize
our perceptions of the different kinds of perceptibles as having this sliding scale of falsity,
and then rejects both of those theories. The first is the “sense-datum interpretation”. On
this interpretation, Block explains, Aristotle is distinguishing between perceptibles
according to whether they are merely apprehended or involve judgment in some way.*®®
The second theory is what he calls the “material-object interpretation”, on which what we
perceive is not just the sense-data, but the material-object. Block rejects both of these
interpretations and substitutes what he refers to as a “teleological” theory of perception,
whereby true perception is defined as normal, and the resulting hierarchy of the truths of
perceptions is determined by how natural it is for our senses to perceive different kinds of
perceptibles (i.e., by how far other objects deviate from the telos of the individual senses,
whose final causes are to perceive the special sensibles).

When all goes well, each organ and organism of nature fulfills its purpose

successfully. So the eye, when working normally, sees accurately, i.e. it

sees the true color of the object.’®
On Block’s interpretation, special sensibles are more likely to be perceived accurately
because it is the nature of the eye to see colour. But this does not explain why our

perception of incidental perceptibles is more likely to be true than our perception of

183 1rving Block, “Truth and Error in Aristotle’s Theory of Perception,” in The Philosophical Quarterly,
Vol. 11, No. 42 (Jan., 1961), pp. 1-9, p. 2.
184 Block, 6.
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common sensibles. If Block wishes his interpretation to be consistent, he would have to
maintain that it is more natural to perceive the son of Cleon than it is to perceive
movement.

But what is more important here is how or in what way perceptions are supposed to
be true, which is with respect to our being mistaken about a perceptible, prior to making
judgments. For all of special, incidental, and common perceptibles are perceptibles; and
perception is, at least, not equivalent to judgment. If there is a correspondence theory of
truth applicable to perceptions, then it seems reasonable that the truth of the perception is
dependent on the existence of the object. The capacity for falsehood does not seem to be
fully explained by the idea of the type of perceptible being less natural to the organ of
sight. In De Sensu, Aristotle instead identifies common sensibles as the most liable to
falsehood for the reason that they are perceived by more than one sense:

For magnitude and figure, roughness and smoothness, and, moreover, the

sharpness and bluntness found in solid bodies, are percepts common to all

the senses, or if not to all, at least to sight and touch. This explains why it

is that the senses are liable to err regarding them.. 18
This whole discussion of the relative truth and falsity of perceptions is only possible if we
take as given that perceptions can be truth-bearing. The truth of a perception is not a
result of combining terms in a manner that properly represents an interweaving of
subjects and predicates in the world. Rather, a true perception is an accurate

representation—e.g., the perception of blue simpliciter. Even with an incidental object of

perception, the complexity of the incidental perceptible is not analogous to the

185 De Sensu, 442b5-8. W.D. Ross, Aristotle. Parva naturalia. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955 (repr. 1970)
YOp Kol oyfjie kol To Tpayd Kol 10 Aglov, €Tt 68 10 0&L Kail TO AUPAD TO €v TOig §yKOLS, Kovd TV
aicOfoedv EoTiy, €l 8¢ PN TacdV, AL’ dyemg e Kol aQfic. 810 Kol TEPL eV TOVTOV ATATOVTOL
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interweaving subject-predicate relation. It follows that, with regard to perception,
Avristotle is using a different definition of truth, where truth is opposed to error or
deception (he also uses the term “false” to denote error or deception; this is just more
evidence that the language of truth and falsity is here being applied differently). True
perception, for Aristotle, is the accurate perception of what is actually there at the present
time. This conception of truth differs from his conception of the truth of beliefs and
statements, as there is no interweaving of the elements of a perception that must
accurately reflect the interweaving of the elements represented.

One interesting thing about truth and perception is that perception is a relative,
according to Aristotle [Categories 6b2]. If Aristotle conceives of perception as a relative,
then we might think ourselves closer to defining a positive relation that could classify as a
kind of correspondence between an object (here a perceptible object) and what is true of it
(a perception). With this relation defined, a true perception could be described as one in
which there is a correspondence between the perceptible as it is and its perception (the
perceptible as it is perceived), and a false perception as one in which there is no such
correspondence. The correspondence is not accidental, for the perceptible is the cause of
the perception. (Later | will argue for the equivalence of the “cause” of a perception and
its “object”.) The perceptible is just what exists, and when it is accurately represented, the
perception is true. And when we seem to have a perception of something that is not
actually immediately present to the senses, the perception is false; the perception is not a
“likeness” of what exists. However, there is a crucial difference: the truth of statements

and statement-like thoughts requires some kind of combination, whereas it is possible to
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misperceive one thing simply, such that a single perception can be false (unlike a single
word).

Now what of the condition I set out in Chapter 3 for the particular type of
combination necessary for something’s bearing a truth value? There, I interpreted
Avistotle to be saying that a combination, and one of a particular sort (the dvoud-pripa

sort), was a necessary condition for something to be a truth-bearer. But in the case of
perceptions, that condition doesn’t seem to be met;*®® a misperception is disanalogous to a
false judgment. Perceiving “green” simpliciter does not automatically entail a judgment
about a subject in propositional form. (Otherwise, perception would be nothing besides
judgment.) While many prominent philosophers have argued that all perceptual content
must have a propositional structure, I don’t see any evidence of this theory in Aristotle. If
a perception (an affection of the soul) is a likeness of a thing (De Interpretatione 1), then
to assert that the perception has a propositional structure would imply that the perceptible
also has a propositional structure. But blue does not have a propositional structure;
therefore neither does the perception of it.

If it is possible to perceive something truly or falsely without putting that thing
into a combination (i.e, without making a judgment about that thing in propositional
form), then the definition of truth used for perception is not that used for thought or
language; rather, there is a looser notion of truth that Aristotle uses for perception that is
more akin to accurate representation. And this makes sense if we consider the fact that

both the object and our way of interacting with the object are different. In the case of

188 |n the case of an incidental perceptible, e.g., the son of Cleon, there is yet no dvopd-pfipo relation.
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perception, the perceiver perceives an object; in thought those objects are abstracted
forms, and in language an affection of the soul is symbolized by a name or a verb. To say
that a perception is true in a different sense than that in which an object or a statement is
true is nothing remarkable; we already assume that an object is blue in a different way
than our thought of something is blue, which is different again from how the word “blue”
is blue; in the latter two cases, the blue is part of the content of the intentional structure,
e.g., when I think “blue sky”. This is not a literalist interpretation of Aristotle—the
thought about something that is blue is not itself blue, which would presuppose that a
thought is corporeal/material. It is blue insofar as its content or cause is blue—blue by
synecdoche, we might say.

One of the arguments | have set out above states that a significant difference
between the notion of truth that Aristotle applies to perceptions and that he applies to
other things is that a simple perception is a possible truth-bearer. In order for there to
exist the possibility of falsehood, some combination would be necessary, were the
definition of truth assumed in Chapter 3 to apply. But I am arguing now that it does not;
the truth applicable to perceptions is distinct. In the next section, | examine Aristotle’s
comments on phantasia and truth. | argue that Aristotle also uses a similar (that is,
broader) definition of truth, more akin to accurate representation, with regard to

phantasia.
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Truth with respect to phantasia

There are what seem to be two conflicting treatments of “imagination”
(phantasia) in De Anima I11.*¥" Specifically, Aristotle seems at one point to exclude an
imagination from having a truth-value, for at 432a10-12 he states, “Imagination is
different from assertion and denial; for what is true or false involves a synthesis of
thoughts.”*® In this statement Aristotle seems to differentiate between imagination and
statements on the basis that assertions and denials have truth-values (thereby excluding an
imagination from being a truth-bearer). However, a few pages earlier, he says something
that seems to indicate that an imagination does have a truth-value. Specifically, at 428a12
he asserts that, “imaginations are for the most part false.”*

For the purpose of this discussion, | will use the indefinite article to refer to some
particular exercise of the capacity of phantasia, i.e., a phantasma, analogous to how a
perception is the result of a particular exercise of the capacity of perception. Aristotle
uses phantasia for both the capacity of imagination as well as an exercise of that capacity.
As an exercise of the capacity, | interpret Aristotle to be using phantasia as a synonym
for phantasma, the internal object of which is a perception. Before | get into how an
imagination can be true or false, | must try to explain what it is, though Avristotle

notoriously never defines “phantasia”. Aristotle ascribes two distinct properties to

imaginations at 429a5: (i) they persist (presumably after the perception has ended) and

187 These are pointed out by Joyce Engmann, “Imagination and Truth in Aristotle” in Journal of the History
of Philosophy, Vol., 14, No. 3, July 1976, pp. 259-265

188 De Anima, 432a10-12: o118’ 1 pavtacio £Tepov PACENG Kai ATOPAGEMS: GUUTAOKT Y VONUATOV
€0Ti 10 AAN0OEG 1) Yeddog.

189 De Anima, 428a12: ai 8¢ gavtaciot yivovror ai mAgiovg yevdeic

144



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

(i) they resemble the perception that caused them. For Aristotle, as a perception is a
likeness of a thing, so an image is a likeness of a perception:

...[imaginations] persist and are similar to perceptions,
TO Eupévey Koi Opoiog elvart taig aichnoeot.

The details of the concept of phantasia in Aristotle’s texts have been a source of
controversy in relatively recent literature, with many scholars contributing to the
commentary on the topics of what phantasia is, what its function might be, and its

190 \What is relevant to

relation to the other functions of the soul (thought and perception).
my discussion here are recent comments on how a phantasma can be true or false. Based
on the bare description of phantasia | have above quoted, it seems that the truth of a
phantasma will have something to do with its likeness to a sensation and with how that
sensation remains in the sense when the object of sense is no longer present.

In De Anima 111.3, Aristotle defines phantasia by demonstrating that there are

functions of the soul that cannot be either perception or thought.** In its most general

definition, phantasia is that which accounts for a set of phenomena that are the result of

190 See, for instance, J. Engmann, “Imagination and Truth in Aristotle”; D. Frede, “The Cognitive Role of
phantasia in Aristotle,” in M.C. Nussbaum and A.O. Rorty (eds.), Essays on Aristotle's De Anima (Oxford
1992), 279-95; K. Lycos, “Aristotle and Plato on ‘Appearing’,” Mind 73 (1964), 496-514; D. Modrak,
“pavtacig Reconsidered,” Archiv fur Geschichteder Philosophie 68 (1986), 47-69, and Aristotle: The
Power of Perception (Chicago 1987), 81-110; M. C. Nussbaum, “The Role of Phantasia in Aristotle's
Explanation of Action” in Aristotle's De motu animalium (Princeton 1978), 221-69; D. A. Rees, “Aristotle's
Treatment of gpavtacig” in J. P. Anton and G. L. Kustas (eds.), Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy
(Albany 1971), 491-504; M. Schofield, “Aristotle on the Imagination,” in G. E. R. Lloyd and G. E. L. Owen
(eds.), Aristotle on Mind and the Senses (Cambridge 1978), 99-141; G. Watson, “pavtaciq in Aristotle, De
anima 3.3,” Classical Quarterly 32 (1982).100-13; M. V. Wedin, Mind and Imagination in Aristotle [New
York: Yale University Press, 1988].

91 As Caston notes, “Imagination, association, memory, expectation, reasoning, deliberation, desire, action,
the passions, and dreams all require the operation of another mental state Aristotle calls “phantasia.” And
this, he goes on to argue in the bulk of De anima 3.3, cannot be identified with either sensation or
conception, or understood on their model. Phantasia and all of the states just mentioned, in contrast, can be
at variance with reality” Caston, p. 41. And as Watson notes, “Aristotle concludes that if nothing else has
the characteristics set out except phantasia, and this is what has been said, phantasia will be a movement
resulting from an actual perception.” Watson, p. 107.
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perception. Phantasmata are impossible without perceptions. Phantasia is like perception
but not identical to it; Aristotle seems to characterize it here as the capacity for movement
(caused by a perception) that has the possibility of bearing truth or falsehood:
But since it is possible when one thing is moved for another to be moved by
it, and since imagination is thought to be a kind of movement and not to occur
apart from sense-perception but only in things which perceive and with
respect to those things of which there is perception, since too it is possible for
movement to occur as the result of the activity of perception, and this must be
like the perception—this movement cannot exist apart from sense-perception
or in things which do not perceive; and in respect of it, it is possible for its
possessor to do and be affected by many things, and it may be both true and
false.'
From this definition, it is clear that the translation “imagination” is overly narrow,
according to our modern conceptions. But to provide a precise definition of the capacity

of phantasia, its function, and its relation to perception and thought,'*®

IS not my present
purpose. My focus is, rather, to establish that for Aristotle a phantasma is true or false in
a way that is distinct from the way in which an object, a perception, a thought or a
statement is true or false.

For a model of how a phantasma can be true or false, Caston’s definition seems

both sufficient and plausible: “Like an echo, the phantasma is only an indirect effect of

the object of perception: the phantasma is directly caused by the sensory stimulation

192 De Anima, 428b10 17: &\ émeldn) Eott kivnBévtog Tovdi KiveicBat Etepov vno 10070V, 1 0¢ Paviocia
Kkivnoic Ti¢ Sokel elvar kai ovk Evev aicBnoemc yivesOar GAL’ aicBovopévorg Kai v aicOnoig Eotv, EoTt 8¢
yivesOar kivnow Ord THg évepyeiog Tiig aicOncemg, kol TavTny Opoiav dvéykm eivon Tfj aicOnoe, &in

av abtn 1 kivolg obte dvev aicHnoewg Evdgyouévn obte pun aicBoavopévolg vdpyey, Kol ToAld kat’

o TV Kol TOLETV Kol mhoyew TO &xov, kol ivon kai Andfi kai yevdi.

193 Watson, for instance, claims that phantasia is responsible for a mutation of sense perceptions that
provide material for thought: “Phantasia must then be involved in the mutation of sense-perceptions into
phantasmata, which are then available for the activity of the intellective soul.” Watson, 109.
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(ofoBnpa), which in turn is directly caused by the object (cioBntov).”*** The truth of a
phantasma will therefore depend on its relation to the sensory stimulation.*®
On Caston’s interpretation, the role of phantasia in Aristotle is to provide him
with the means to account for error, a topic insufficiently addressed by his predecessors:
As he recognizes himself at the outset of the chapter, the content of most
intentional states can fail to correspond to what is in the world; and his
account of sensation and conception precludes just such divergence. But he is
also confident that phantasia can explain the possibility of error, and he
regularly appeals to it in explaining the content of other intentional states.'*®
The possibility of being true and false explains why Aristotle posits phantasia in
the first place. This possibility is an integral part of the definition of phantasmata in
Avistotle, as opposed to an accidental quality of them.
While Caston gives us a solid account of what it means to say that a phantasma is
true or false (i.e., the content diverges from the cause), Joyce Engmann gives a succinct

and plausible account of what is actually going on in the relation between the senses and

the imagination, particularly when we consider the imagination as a truth-bearer. The

194 Caston, p. 48. Cf. Wedin’s definition: “imagination is a movement resulting from an oicOnpa which is
one sort of movemet involved in the activity of perception.” Wedin, Michael, Mind and Imagination in
Aristotle, p. 40.

195 Caston states that divergence between content and cause explains the falsity of a phantasma The
corresponding statement for truth would say that the convergence of content and cause defines the truth of a
phantasma. He also states that the cause of a phantasia is a perception. (See note above.) | must infer (i.e.,
it is a valid logical deduction from Caston’s explicitly stated premises) that on Caston’s reading, the content
of a true phantasma is identical to its cause, i.e., a perception,--not the external world. The phantasma, as
he states, is not caused by the external world; the phantasma is only an “indirect” effect of the object of
perception (the external world); the object of perception (the external world) is not the proximate cause of a
phantasma.

19 Caston, 22. See also p. 42-3: “By construing ‘perceiving’ and 'thinking' more narrowly than his
predecessors, he leaves room for error; and by invoking a new mental state whose content can be false as
well as true and used in other mental states, he provides a basis for explaining error—and content—quite
generally.”
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truth of an imagination, Engmann claims, is dependent on the movement in the sense-
organ resulting from sensation still being present. She states,

Imagination is therefore only true when the original movement in the

sense-organ of which imagination is a continuation is still present, i.e.,

while the perceptible thing which is the content of the imagination, and is

capable of being imagined because it has set up a movement in the sense-

organs, is still present to the senses. This is why most cases of imagination

are false (428a12).%%’
Extrapolating from this theory, we might suppose that the truth of an imagination is
dependent on its corresponding to a perception. But Engmann seems to be making a
stronger statement, which is that it must not only correspond to some sensation, but to a
present or very recent one. And if the content of the phantasma is a perception, and the
perception is the passive reception of a sensible form, then the phantasma might be said
to correspond directly to something in the world; but to speak accurately, we must recall
that its content is not the object in the world but a perception.*® The qualification that
makes an imagination true is not whether it corresponds to a potential perception, but to
an actual present one. As Aristotle states at 428b27, “The first is true as long as

perception is present.”199 “The first” in this quotation is the movement (phantasma)

caused by a proper sensible.?®® While the perceptible is being perceived, the

97 Engmann, 262.

1% An alternative view would be that the phantasma initially has the same content as the perception that
causes it, but then diverges (since it is not responsive to or constrained by an external object that is causing
it, unlike perception). On this view, however, not just the particular content of the phantasma but the kind
of content of the phantasma must change. For if the content of the phantasma is initially something in the
world, and it is liable to change without the world changing, then as the content of the phantasma diverges
from something in the world, so does the object of phantasia generally. I am uncomfortable with this shift
in the possible contents of phantasmata; it seems more plausible to say that that (i) the content of a
phantasma is always a perception, (ii) when the perception is present, the content of the perception and the
content of the corresponding phantasma are identical in form.

199 De Anima 428b27: koi 1) pév TpdT Tapovong Tig aichiceng dANONG

20 The Smith translation supplies, “the first kind of derived motion”.
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corresponding phantasma is accurate. This is how Engmann attempts to account for the
falsity of a dream-image; though it may exist as | dream it, it is still false insofar as it is
not an accurate reflection of a current perception.?*!
Engmann uses these observations to conclude that Aristotle’s treatment of truth
with regard to imagination is different from his “normal” conception of truth, especially
in that,
...1t is possible for simple thoughts, or rather, images, to be true or false,
and the element of assertion which he normally makes to be characteristic
of that to which the predicates “true” and “false” properly apply is allowed
to be absent.?%

Caston agrees that Aristotle uses the terms “true” and “false” in a less restricted sense

when he is talking about phantasmata than when he is talking about assertions:
Aristotle often uses 'false’ in a way that could only apply to propositional
contents, i.e., those contents which involve predication and negation
("combination and separation™)—see esp. De an. 3.6, 430bl-2; Categ. 4, 2a8-
9; De interp. 1, 16a9-16;Metaph. 6.4, 1027b18-19;cf. De an. 3.6, 430a26-28;
3.8, 432al 1; Metaph.9.10, passim. But he cannot have this restricted sense in
mind when speaking about phantasmata, some of which do not involve
predication (De an. 3.8, 432al0-14). Such a phantasma might be true or false
of an object—or perhaps more vaguely, accurately or inaccurately represent
an object - without having full propositional content itself.”*

The truth of a phantasma, contrary to the truth of a statement or judgment, does not

require combination or separation—that is, the definition of truth for phantasmata differs

significantly, in that it requires no propositional content. Here, the way Aristotle refers to

21 Engmann, 264.

202 Engmann, 265.

203 Caston, footnote 53, p. 44-5. I do not believe that Caston is hedging by introducing the word “full” into
this formulation. Rather, it seems to me most plausible that the “fullness” that the proposition would have is
only partially fulfilled by a phantasma; while a phantasma also represents, and while it may represent a
subject or predicate, it does not represent with full propositional structure—i.e., subject and predicate in a
specific relation.
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truth again denotes a broader, looser notion of truth, more like accurate representation.
There are still two things here—the phantasma and its content—such that truth may still
be said to be a relational property for phantasmata and their contents; but a phantasma
does not require combination to be considered a truth-bearer.

One possible objection to this characterization of the truth-bearing mechanism of
phantasia is that the content of a phantasma is not a perception, or that the phantasma
itself does not have a content. It would be, rather, just a movement that happens along
with perception. As Wedin states,

From the fact that imagination or @avtacio occurs only in what is capable of

perception, it does not follow that pavtacio occurs only relative to what is an

object of perception... On the other hand, Aristotle is not imposing the severe

requirement that whatever is an object of the imagination must also be an

object of perception. Indeed, he is not even talking about objects of the

imagination but only about its occurrence relative to objects of perception.®*
But if phantasmata can be true or false, there must be something on which their truth or
falseness depends. This | am claiming is the perception that caused the movement in the
first place. The fact that it is the perception and not the object itself that Aristotle states to
be the cause of phantasia means that the perceptual object is a more direct object of
phantasia than is the external object. On Wedin’s reading, “the perception-induced
movement may be true or false.”?*> However, he also attributes a representational role to
phantasia, specifically in the representation of an object (such that phantasia does have a

content).?%® But he later denies it having a content once again, equating its failure to have

an object with its incompleteness as a faculty of the soul... “imagination has no object at

2% Wedin, 26.

2% Wedin, 27.

206 «p its general [re]-presentational role, imagination will be involved in any intentional act that requires
[re]presentation of an object.” Wedin, 40.
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all. It fails, in short, to satisfy a necessary condition of full facultyhood.”" He dismisses
the mention of objects of imagination at 450a24 as a possible textual corruption,
concluding, finally, that the role of imagination is to represent objects of perception.”®®
We must assume that phantasia, on Wedin’s account, represents objects of perception in a
slightly different way than perception does,?* since it is the role of perception to
represent objects of perception. But Wedin will still run into difficulty if he is here
ascribing identity to the object of imagination and the object of perception. This identity
should indicate that in every case, the phantasma is true when the perception is true.
However, Aristotle claims (as noted above) that the phantasma does not necessarily
correspond to the perception; only in the case of current perceptions is the derived
movement (phantasma) necessarily true. Where correspondence is lacking, so is identity.
(And if there were an identity of objects, according to Wedin’s assertion that a faculty is

defined according to its object, the faculties of imagination and perception would also

207 \Wedin, 58. The texts Wedin uses to support his assertion that for Aristotle a faculty must have an object
only imply this conclusion, at best, those passages being 402b9-16 and 415a14-22. | give here the Hamlyn
translations for the reader’s convenience:

402b19-16: “Furthermore, if there are not many souls but only parts, should we inquire into the whole soul
or its parts? It is difficult too to decide which of these are really different from each other, and whether we
must inquire into the parts first or their functions, e.g. thinking or the intellect, and perceiving or that which
can perceive; and similarly for the rest also. And if the functions come first, the question might be raised
whether we should inquire into the corresponding objects before these, e.g. the object of perception before
that which can perceive and the object of thought before the intellect.”

415al14-22: “Anyone who is going to engage in inquiry about these must grasp what each of them is and
then proceed to investigate what follows and the rest. But if we must say what each of them is, e.g. what is
the faculty of thought or of perception or of nutrition, we must again first say what thinking and perceiving
are; for activities and actions are in respect of definition prior to their potentialities. And if this is so, and if
again, prior to them, we should have considered their correlative objects, then we should for the same
reason determine first about them, e.g. about nourishment and the objects of perception and thought.”

2% Wedin, 62-3

29 He mentions on page 89, for instance, the perception (aicénpa) of a lover, as well as the “phantasma of
the lover”, stating here that imagination in this case is “like a weak perception”. The possibility of a phrase
such as this (the fact that the phantasma is “of” something) indicates that contrary to Wedin’s strong
assertion that phantasia has no object, it in fact does.
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have to be identical—they are obviously not.) I therefore find Caston’s interpretation
more plausible, specifically that perception and phantasia are analogous at least in the
respect that perception has as an object (content) what directly causes it (the aicOntov),
while phantasia’s object is what directly causes it—the aicOnua, or sensory
stimulation.?’® The demand that Wedin makes on Aristotle, that he refer to the object of
phantasia as another sort of “—t6v” (the “@avtactov”, possibly occurring at 450a24,

depending on the editor)**

would only add a superfluous term to what is already
specified to be the aicOnpa, and this term also serves to indicate the close ties between
perception and phantasia.

Wedin’s conclusions on the truth of phantasmata are, on the other hand, sound.
He notes that Aristotle, with regard to phantasia, disregards his own assertions with
respect to truth being a combination of thoughts. Wedin expresses this with the premise,
“If S is true or false, then S involves combination of thoughts™ and then, substituting in a
notion of imagination (that is it not a combination of thoughts), arrives at the necessary

conclusion that, if this premise is true, so is “If S is [an instance of] imagination, then S is

neither true nor false.”?*?> Wedin concludes that,

2191 am, here, equating causality with object, and I believe it is justified only with regard to the intentional
structures | am discussing, e.g.., perception, thought, phantasia. I say “directly” because the perceptible is a
cause of a perception, and therefore the cause of a phantasma in an indirect sense. The cause of a
phantasma, and its content, is the perception. Caston’s conception of Aristotle’s looser definition of truth—
that of a divergence between content and cause—I take to refer to the direct, or proximate cause.

211 Wedin argues: “Aristotle is not sparing with the form. Besides “aictntév” (object of perception),
“vontov” (object of thought) and “opextdv” (object of desire), “pvnuovevtoév” (object of memory) occurs in
De Memoria at 449b29 and 450a24 (and also in Rhetorica 1367a24 and 1370bl1), and “émotmtdv” (object
of knowledge), a favored expression in Categoriae V11, occurs unproblematically in De Anima at 430a5,
431b23 and b27. The “pavtactov”’, on the other hand, makes no uncontested appearance in the corpus.”

212 \\edin, 124.
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Aristotle is only denying imagination the kind of truth or falsity that involves
combination. He is, in other words, denying propositional truth and falsity to
instances of imagination but not, or at least not there, true-of and false-of.?*3
Yet we saw earlier that Aristotle explicitly ascribes the property of being a truth-bearer to
phantasmata; for he states of phantasia that “it may be both true and false” (428al5).

In the case of phantasia, | believe the definition of truth we are dealing with is that
of the Metaphysics 1051b17-25. Since a phantasia is not a combination, the definition of
truth applied to incomposites applies to it (and, similarly, to perception).

With regard to incomposites, what is being or not being, and truth or falsity?

A thing of this sort is not composite, so as to be when it is compounded, and

not to be if it is separated, like the white wood or the incommensurability of

the diagonal; nor will truth and falsity be still present in the same way as in

the previous cases. In fact, as truth is not the same in these cases, so also

being is not the same; but truth or falsity is as follows—contact and assertion

are truth (assertion not being the same as affirmation), and ignorance is non-

contact.?**
This definition for the truth of incomposites, however, does not hold for things that have
nothing to contact. There still must be two things, one that is true or false, and the other
that is contacted or not contacted. Thus we can infer: (1) that there is an object of

phantasia, that which is contacted or not, and (2) that the definition of truth for

perceptions and phantasmata still does not hold for simple objects.

213 \Wedin, 124.

2% Metaphysics, 1052b17-25: mept 8¢ 81 to dovvOeTo, Tl O elvan fj i) lvon kod 10 GANOEG Kkai TO yebdog; ov
Y8p g0t cHVOETOV, BoTe eivol pudv dtav cuykéntal, un sivar 88 éov Supnuévov 1), Homep TO

AEVKOV <TO> EVAOV T} TO AGVUUETPOV TIV SIAUETPOV: 0VOE TO AANOES Kail TO Yeddog Opoimg Ett drapet Kai
én’ éketvov. i Gomep 003E 10 GANOES &l ToVTOV TO AVTH, OVTOG 0VSE TO elvar, GAL’ 6T TO pév dAn0sg
yeddog, TO pev Oryeiv kol pavar GAn0<g (00 yop TanTd KOTAEAo1S Kol @Actg), 0 & dyvoelv un Oryydvew
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Conclusion

In the end, it seems that Aristotle applies the concept of truth differently depending on the
type of thing which is said to be true. The definition of truth for assertions in thought and
language, | believe, was covered well enough in the previous chapters, and the truth of
complex thoughts was examined in detail in Chapter 3. In both of these cases, | have
argued, truth bearers have truth values only when they involve a particular kind of
combination (subject and predicate). With regard to perception and phantasia, Aristotle
uses a looser notion of truth to describe a correspondence between something and its
representation. But it does not make sense, | argue, to extend even this loose notion of
truth to simple objects, for simple objects are that on which every other truth is
dependent. To think of them as having truth themselves would eliminate the basis on
which all other truths in some way depend. For true perceptions correspond to existing
things, true imaginations to perceptions (and thus secondarily to existing things), and true
assertive thoughts and statements to existing things as well (whether they be external
existents or affections of the soul, as in the case of the goat stag). To say that truth is the
same as existence for simple objects only confuses things: then we would have a
relational property where there is no relation (except perhaps that of self-identity). While
perceptions and imaginations might be said to be true in a sense (though in a very
different sense than that in which a true statement is true), their truth is still relational; the
definition of “truth” Crivelli applies to simple objects is not.

It is with regard to attributing truth to simple objects that | believe Crivelli goes

wrong. For he even attributes a truth-value to material substances: “A material substance
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is false... when and only when this material substance does not exist, i.e. when and only
when its form is divided from its matter.”**> The problem with this account is that on it
there doesn’t seem to be any kind of thing that could be false. This would be equivalent to
attributing to Aristotle the independent existence of a species without any instances, and
thus Crivelli skirts dangerously on the border of Platonic territory. Even a thought of
something that does not exist (as a pragma) has matter. The material of such a thought
would be the thoughts from which it is composed. Crivelli is, in essence, charging things
that don’t exist with being false for having the wrong kind of matter. However, Aristotle’s
definition of matter is broad enough to include even the affection of the soul “goat stag”
in the class of material things. Otherwise, anything we define as not existing, in the sense
of being separated from matter, would have to be pure actuality—and then the only thing
that would not exist would be pure form, i.e., an unmoved mover.

The power of the soul to combine thoughts (noemata) makes the thoughts capable
of becoming something else (through combination or separation). That is, thoughts,
should they come to be combined, are the material from which a new thought is
formed?'®, and this form is imposed by some faculty of thought. Thus a goat stag, though
it does not exist in the sense Aristotle means by defining it as not existing (that is, in the
sense of being a pragma), yet has matter and form. In Chapter 3, | described how this
occurs according to Aristotle, i.e., when the thoughts of “goat” and “stag” come to be

combined. Those thoughts provide the material for a new unified form imposed on them

25 Crivelli, 18.

218 This makes Aristotelian concepts sound very much like Lockean ideas. | believe that the comparison
applies, but can only support it here by noting that both philosophers attribute to humanity a capacity to
combine thoughts.
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by the faculty of thought (vodg). Under Crivelli’s definition of non-existence, the only
thing that does not exist is something whose form is divided from its matter; but a thought
(for instance, the thought “goat stag™) has both form and matter. This definition of non-
existence is dependent on an assumption that privileges matter in the common
contemporary sense of the term, and basically claims that what does not exist (as a
pragma) does not exist. As a concept, the form of a goat stag is divided from the material
of a pragma; however, it is yet material. The thought is what is symbolized by the name
“goat stag”, and this symbolization is already assumed to exist if there is to be such a

thing as an “empty” term. It is to the problematic topic of “empty terms” that [ now turn.

156



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

Chapter Six: “Empty” Terms in Aristotle

How can Aristotelian linguistics explain the existence of empty terms, and how do they
function in a truth-evaluable statement? In common recent usage an “empty term” is just
the linguistic correlate of a thing that does not exist—that is, it is the word used to
indicate something that does not exist. At least, that is the definition assumed by the
authors whose views | argue against in this chapter. | argue that these terms are not, in
fact, “empty” for Aristotle, for on his view they do signify. Rather, it is the class referred
to by the term that is empty (i.e., its extension). That is, we need to distinguish, based on
the assertion in the first chapter of De Interpretatione, between what a term signifies (an
affection of the soul) and to what a term refers (the thing, according to the common
conception of reference). In the case of something that does not exist, according to these
definitions, a term signifies an affection of the soul that does not have an extramental
likeness, but the same term does not refer. | believe that the fact that a term signifies is
reason enough to claim it is not “empty.” If, as Aristotle maintains in De Int. 1, a term
signifies an affection of the soul, as opposed to referring directly to an extramental object,
every term should fail to refer (in the modern sense of the term “refer”, which connotes
direct reference to an external object). The whole so-called problem of empty terms arises
from a conception of direct term-to-thing reference that is not Aristotle’s, and so it is
misguided to attempt to provide an Aristotelian solution to it.

I have been using the term “reference” up to this point to describe the relation

between a word and what it points to, which is the affection of the soul it symbolizes (that
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. . . . . . . 217
is, I have been using “reference” as equivalent to “symbolization” or “signification”).

In the first chapter I argued that “to signify something” (onpaivet 1) and “to become a
symbol” (yévnton cdufolov) are used interchangeably in De Interpretatione. | deny that
either of these terms is synonymous with “revealing something” (énAodoi t1), as Noriega-
Olmos claims, (see Chapter 1, footnote 7, quoting Noriega-Olmos, p. 60.) When using the
term “refer”, I use it also interchangeably with “signify” and “symbolize”. My use of the
term coincides with the modern definition in so far as it denotes direct signification of an
object; my use of the term diverges from the modern definition if that modern definition
includes the specification that the object we signify is external and unmediated by
perception or thought. | argue that it is the latter definition that must be assumed in order
to conceive of such a thing as “empty” terms, and that to apply this problem to Aristotle is
essentially to equivocate on the meaning of the term “reference”—as that which specifies
direct signification, it is unproblematic., but as that which specifies direct signification
and additionally specifies the type of object signified, the term becomes inapplicable to
Aristotle.

The account |1 am developing may raise a general concern about the prospect of
solipsism. If Aristotle believes that words signify only affections of the soul and never
refer directly to mind-independent things, then we might accuse him of suggesting that

we can only talk about the contents of our own minds. I theorize that Aristotle can avoid

217 According to Frege, the referent (that which the linguistic sign “designates”) is that which we intend to
designate when we speak (as opposed to an idea of the thing) (Gottlob Frege, On Sense and Reference, tr.
Max Black, The Philosophical Review, VVol. 57, No. 3, 1948, pp. 209-230, p. 214). He then adds the
qualification, however, that this is true “provided such reference exists”. Later, he defines the referent of a
sentence as its truth-value. The nuances of this account can’t be delved into here. Let it suffice to say that
what | am calling the referent is that which is signified by a term.
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this undesirable inference by recalling that the affections of the soul that we symbolize
with language are likenesses of things, in the sense of being identical in form. There is,
therefore, a significant way in which we are referring (indirectly) to the external world
when we speak; that is, by virtue of our referring directly to something identical in form.
By recognizing that the form of the affection of the soul is identical to the form of the
external object (in the case where something exists), Aristotle can avoid the worry of
solipsism.

Aristotle uses the term “signify” (onuoive) in many different contexts throughout
the corpus. It is not only words that signify; he also applies the term to anything that is a
sign of something else. For instance, in the Categories, substances signify a certain ‘this’,
and Aristotle uses “substance” here interchangeably with a word signifying a

219 and what an

substance?®; in the Posterior Analytics, both names and accounts signify,
account signifies is different if the thing exists or does not (see the discussion of nominal
versus essential definitions in Chapter 2); there, he also specifies that it is possible to

signify things that do not exist?®’; In Problems, Aristotle discusses how frogs signify that

218 Categories 3b10-16 Every substance seems to signify a certain ‘this’. As regards the primary substances,
it is indisputably true that each of them signifies a certain ‘this’; for the thing revealed is individual and
numerically one. But as regards the secondary substances, though it appears from the form of the name—
when one speaks of man or animal—that a secondary substance likewise signifies a certain ‘this’, this is not
really true; rather, it signifies a certain qualification—for the subject is not, as the primary substance is, one,
but man and animal are said of many things.

ITéico 8¢ ovoia Soksl TOde TL oNUAIVEWY. €Tl PEV 0DV TAV TPMOTOV 0VCIHY AVaUEIGRATNTOV Kol dANnBéC 0Tty
611 16d€ TL onpaiver dtopov yap kol &v apliud to dNAoduevov EoTiv. £l 6€ TAV dEVTEPWV 0VOIDY PaiveTol
UEV Opoimg 1@ oot Tig Tpoonyopiog T0de Tt onuaively, dtav ginn dvOpwmov i {dov: ob unv aAn0ég ye,
GALG LaAAOV TTO10V GvOpToVv 1| {Hov: o1 unv aAN0Eg ve, GAAQ LAALOV TOLOV TL OTHOVEL,

See also Posterior Analytics, 83a25-35

219 posterior Analytics 92b6-8: “you may know what the account or the name signifies when I say goat stag,
but it is impossible to know what a goat stag is.”

GAAG Ti pev onuaivel 6 Ad6yog 1 0 dvopa, dtav einm tpoayéhapog, Ti d° €oti Tpayéia-

@og advvartov idévar

29 posterior Analytics 92b28-29:
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the season is moist.??* For my purposes, it is important to take away that what does not
exist is properly signified, according to Aristotle, as he states in the Posterior Analytics,
and of which he gives the example of the goat stag in De Interpretatione (the example

(113

used by the commentators I discuss here): “‘goat stag’ signifies something”, in the same
way that “human being” does.??? | argue in favour of the authority of De Interpretatione,
where Avristotle states that what a name signifies is an affection of the soul, rather than the
extramental thing;?? otherwise, terms referring to non-existent things would not signify.
The divergence from this notion by commentators, who hold a concept of
reference such that the term refers directly to an extramental thing, is embedded in the

conception of the problem of empty terms. An examination of how Aristotle explains

For, first, there would be definitions even of non-substances, and of things that are not—for one can signify
even things that are not.

TPMTOV PEV YAp KOl 1) ovSLdV Gv €l Kol TdV [ dviwv: onpaive yap €0t Kol Ta pun dvta.

22! problems 862a10-16: Why is it that those years are unhealthy in which small toad-like frogs are
produced in abundance? Is it because everything flourishes in its natural environment, and these frogs are
naturally moist and so signify that the year is moist and damp? Now such years are unhealthy; for then the
body being moist contains abundant excretion, which is a cause of diseases.

Ao ti yivetal ta £ vooddn, Gtav yévitatl popd TdV pkp®dV Patplyov TdV puvoelddv; 1j 6Tl EkaoTtov
evoBevel év 1] oikeig ydpa THg PVoems; kal TadTa O EVGEL E0Tiv VYpd, dote EmopuPpov Koi Hypov onuaivel
TOV EVIOVTOV YiveaOat. Td 8¢ ToladTo £T1 voomdon EoTiv: Hypaydp T6 cduoTO SVTo TOAD £)EL TO TEPITTOUA,
6 0Tl TAV VOOWV aiTIoV.

%22 De Interpretatione 16a16-18: A sign of this is that even ‘goat stag’ signifies something but not, as yet,
anything true or false—unless ‘is’ or ‘is not’ is added (either simply or with reference to time).

onueiov & éoti Todde: Kai yap O TpayElapoc onuaivel pév i, odrw 88 dAN0EC fi weddog, &av | 1O ivar 7
un eivon Tpootedfi §j amhdg fi Kot xpovov.

16b28-30: | mean that human being, for instance, signifies something, but not that it is or is not (though it
will be an affirmation or negation if something is added)

Aéyo 8¢, olov dvBpwmog onpoivel T, GAL’ oy 8Tt £6TIV §| 00K EoTtv (GAL” E6TON KATAPUGIC | TOPAGIC E6v
TL TPooTedT)-

223 Boethius has a similar interpretation in his commentary on De Interpretatione, where he assumes that
names and verbs signify affections of the soul. There he argues that by an affection of the soul, Aristotle
meant only to include objects of thought, rather than both objects of thought and of perception. This
quotation is included as a fragment in The Complete Works of Aristotle: “In his work On Justice he [sc.
Aristotle] makes it clear that nouns and verbs are not sounds that signify objects of perception; he says: ‘the
objects of thought and the objects of perception are from the start distinct in their natures’.” Latin from In
Libro De Interpretatione Editio Secundo in Boetii Opera Omnia ed. J.P. Migne 1891, p. 406. Sensuum
quidem non esse significativas voces nomina et verba in opera de justitia declarat dicens: gboet yap
duveydnoavrote voruata kol o aicOnipata, quae interpretari Latine potest hoc modo: Natura enim sunt
diversa intellectus et sensus.
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complex terms and thoughts, specifically what we use to represent or symbolize things
that don’t exist, results in the conclusion that there is not really a problem here for
Avristotle. Nevertheless, several recent commentators have maintained that empty terms
present some special problem for Aristotle’s account. In this chapter, I examine their

views and show why they are wrong.

Introduction to Empty Terms with reference to Aristotle

“Goat stag” is widely taken to be Aristotle’s primary example of what is often called an
“empty term” (for instance, by Crivelli, Charles, and Noriega-Olmos, whose accounts |
examine in this chapter). What an empty term is, is not clearly defined by these authors;
we might say that the “empty” term is one that does not refer. However, what we mean by
“reference” here is ambiguous. These authors err, I argue, by equating an empty term (in
the modern sense) with a term signifying something that does not exist (in the Aristotelian
sense); that is, by assuming from the outset that “goat stag” is an empty term. In chapter
one, | argued that for Aristotle if we call a term a name (6vopa), that is equivalent to
saying that there is something that it symbolizes (specifically, an affection of the soul). If
we equate reference with symbolization (as | have been doing), then no term that is not
nonsensical would be empty. If by “reference” we mean reference to an external object,
then we skip a step in Aristotle’s account of language; the word would refer directly to an
external object, and not to the affection of the soul which is the external object’s likeness.
Yet on Aristotle’s account, as I have argued it should be understood, meaningful words

always “refer” in the first instance to affections of the soul.
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It could be argued that since the affection of the soul and the external object are
alike, it does not matter to which the word refers; thoughts and external things would be
interchangeable as the objects signified by linguistic expressions. Simon Noriega-Olmos
seems to exemplify this line of reasoning when he declares in a footnote that,

Simple thoughts either grasp the essence of an object or do not grasp it. For

that reason there are no ‘false’, i.e. wrong, thoughts. Thoughts are proper

representations or no thoughts at all. [De an. 430a26-27].*

But here Noriega-Olmos is referring to only a very specific kind of thought (noésis). This
conclusion about simple thoughts excludes the goat stag from being one; for according to
this account, the simple thought of a goat stag would not be a proper representation, and
S0 a goat stag would be impossible to think about. Here the simple thought seems to be
differentiated on the basis that it is the intellectual grasp of the essence of some natural
kind. I argue that the fact that we cannot grasp the essence of goat stag in a single simple
act of noésis does not preclude us from thinking about it in some other sense. Otherwise
(i.e., if there were no thought at all that was not a proper representation), it would be
impossible to think of anything that does not exist.

If we follow the line of reasoning that makes thoughts and extramental essences
interchangeable as linguistic referents, we thereby preclude the possibility of signifying
through language something that has no essence. What we can express in language, |
argue, is for Aristotle a larger set of things than what is grasped in its essence by the
intellect, and this is the natural inference to make when we acknowledge the existence of

terms with nominal but no essential definitions. We do think of things that do not exist. If

24 Noriega-Olmos, footnote 235, 129.
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not everything expressed in language is a symbolization of what is grasped in an act of
noésis, then the two things are not interchangeable as linguistic referents; the problem of
defining what the immediate linguistic referent is for Aristotle is relevant precisely
because thoughts and things are not interchangeable in this sense, and the precondition for
conceiving of the problem of empty terms is the fact that there are thoughts expressed in
language that do not result from an intellectual grasp of an essence.

In chapter three, I argued that the complex term “goat stag” arises from a
unification in thought of the forms of a goat and a stag, making it a complex, unified
thought. I also examined how with complexity we start to add other qualifications to our
subject matter—there, specifically, to differentiate what is fictional from what is true or
false. At the outset, we seem to be tangled up in the problems of sorting out what it is that
is simple, what is complex, what is a unity, and what sort of thing the object of thought is
supposed to be. Surely, the external object is not a simple thing, and as such the thought
of it should not be simple, unless what we mean by “simple” is that it is naturally unified,
as opposed to unified by convention (in the sense of “putting together” [cuv+tiOnui]) in
thought or language). But if something (the referent) is unified, it seems a trivial matter
whether the unification came about as a result of nature or convention (at least as far as
we are concerned). As I concluded in chapter 3, what we signify by the term “goat stag”
is a unity; what is combined is combined in thought into a unity, which we symbolize by

the name.??®

225 Noriega-Olmos agrees that what we signify is a unity, and that the unity is a result of thought (or, the
“cognitive apparatus”): “Moreover, if we consider that we signify non-existing entities such as goat stag, it
appears that (d) our cognitive apparatus has the power to create objects of signification that are ‘something
and one’, and that (e) the things that ‘are’ need not be the forms of substances and external objects. It
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| do not believe that unity is the differentia we are looking for in order to

distinguish between terms that have an extramental referent and those that refer to
affections of the soul only. Nor do I believe there is a clear definition of “simple” we can
use to distinguish empty from non-empty terms. If simplicity is not equivalent to unity,
then the only difference between “simple” thoughts (ones that “grasp the essence of an
object”, on Noriega-Olmos’ account) and complex ones would be that the former refer to
something with an essence—namely, an extramental object. The natural inference from
this would be to define complex thoughts as those that do not grasp the essence of an
extramental object. While | argued in Chapter 3 that what is symbolized by the term “goat
stag” is a complex thought, this in no way means that we can define complexity of a
thought according to the non-existence of what it is supposed to represent; rather,
simplicity vs. complexity is unrelated to whether something has an essence or does not.
There are complex, existent states of affairs which we can accurately represent by a
thought and symbolize in language (consider, for instance, a murder and the term
“murder”); and not all non-existent things represented in thought are complex (for
instance, the example of Socrates in Chapter 2—while surely complex as a person, he is
not complex according to the definition of being a combination of thought).

Simplicity, complexity, and unity of objects referred to (extramental or mental)
are therefore not helpful for defining an “empty” term—for these things do not provide

any way to differentiate terms that are empty from those that are not. Rather, what an

appears that what is available for us to signify is what is in our soul and that a thing in the soul, qua
significatum, is a ‘something’ that is ‘one’.” (Noriega-Olmos, 67-8)
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empty term is seems at first reducible to another expression of the definition of non-
existence | settled on in the first chapter—a term that refers to something that is not
currently existing as a pragma.

But I think we must add a qualification here. If Socrates no longer exists (for the
reason that he is dead), can we really call the term “Socrates” empty? Is the result of
Socrates’ death that his name loses significance? It seems to me that this is the first
indication that what we are calling “empty terms” are not, in fact, empty. We may, rather,
define Socrates while he is alive by a certain set of qualities, and define him after he dies
according to the same set of qualities, adding one more—dead. But a non-empty
definition is not sufficient to declare a term non-empty; the terms in the definition refer to
a real quality of the particular person, Socrates. If we say that the empty term “does not
refer”, we don’t mean that there is nothing that the word signifies; we mean rather that the
affection of the soul that it symbolizes does not represent an external object.

Another way to define empty terms would be to say that the “empty” term has no
essential definition—since the affection of the soul it symbolizes represents nothing with
an essence. An empty term has only a nominal definition. | agree with Noriega-Olmos
where he notes that the nominal definition of an empty term should be unified, as is the
thought it represents.

What is then the kind of unity proper to non-existent things or lexical entities
and things given nominal definitions? Quite obviously it is not an ontological
unity, but a logical or linguistic unity, i.e. a unity to be found in the structure
or syntax of the accounts of ‘triangle’ (what the word signifies), ‘not-man’,

and ‘goat stag’. The question about the unity of ‘goat stag’, therefore, boils
down to the question about the unity of its nominal definition.?*®

228 Noriega-Olmos, 70.
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The question about the unity of “goat stag” does boil down to the question about the unity
of its nominal definition. In what follows I will look at three attempts to define “goat
stag” (as the primary example of an empty term) and the problems with these definitions.
First, Paolo Crivelli construes empty terms in Aristotle as analogous to terms signifying
multiple objects, unified by a connective particle, and argues that this conception of unity
by conjunction differs from the concept of unity necessary for such a word as “goat stag”
to have a unified nominal definition. David Charles’ account builds on Crivelli’s, adding
a relation between those multiple objects rather than a connective particle; and his
account fails for the same reason as Crivelli’s, precisely because there is a disanalogy
between terms with multiple significants and empty terms (no matter how the multiple
significants are related). Finally, Noriega-Olmos’ account gives a nominal definition of
“goat stag” using differentiae he takes to refer directly to extramental existents, and
misses the mark for that reason (the differentiae included in the definition do not, in fact,
refer directly to extramental predicates, for no word does according to Aristotle). He
criticizes his own definition for this reason; however, if we do not conceive of a “half-
goat” (attributed to the concept of a fictional animal) as a goat cut in half, Noriega-
Olmos’ definition (where “goat stag” is a “half-goat, half-stag animal”’) remains plausible
as a candidate for a unified, nominal definition of “goat stag”. The trouble comes, as we

will see, when he attempts to define things that do not exist as linguistic constructions.
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Empty Terms vs. Terms with Multiple Significants: Response to Crivelli

According to some of the scholars who have reviewed Crivelli’s Aristotle on Truth, his
views on how Avristotle might deal with empty terms are the least satisfying part of his
book. Alex Orenstein, for instance, says that “we are to some extent at a loss in discussing
how Aristotle’s theory of truth should deal with empty terms and in particular with empty
singular names.”??” Jean-Baptiste Gourinat attempts to pinpoint the problem with
Crivelli’s interpretation of empty terms, asserting that the particular difficulty Crivelli
runs into is that he seems to go back and forth on whether “goat stag” is an empty term at

a”228

—if the goat stag is a “non-being”, then “goat stag” is an empty term; however,
Crivelli’s interpretation is that the goat stag (as a non-being) is actually two beings in
relation (the term is, similarly, two terms in relation); and two beings in relation are not a
non-being. Crivelli requires the interpretation of the goat stag as a non-being to
distinguish between empty and non-empty terms, which he does, and further, he uses the
distinction in his definition of assertions. In order to understand this dissatisfaction with

Crivelli’s views on this topic, we need first to understand what these views are and how

he arrived at them.

227 Review of Aristotle on Truth by Alex Orenstein, The Review of Metaphysics, VVol. 59, No. 4 (June, 2006)
p. 875-877.

“28 Review of Aristotle on Truth by Jean-Baptiste Gourinat, The Classical Review, Vol. 56, No. 1 (2006) p.
65-66. “A.’s theory of truth is a correspondence theory of truth, a relation of isomorphism between truth-
bearers and states of affairs. Ascribing such a theory to A. is coherent with the thesis that he acknowledges
‘states of affairs’ (hence, its pertinence depends on the pertinence of the previous point) and has as a
consequence that there must be no ‘vacuous’ or ‘empty’ terms: this is endorsed by C., assuming that ‘goat
stag’ is not an empty term, but that sentences mentioning ‘goat stag’ are composite assertions dealing with
two subjects (as in the hypothesis in Int. 8 of someone giving the name ‘cloak’ to ‘horse’ and ‘man’).
However, C. is not at ease, p. 162 n. 39, when dealing with A.’s assertion that goat stag is ‘known as a non-
being’, which rather seems to indicate that ‘goat stag’ is an empty term.”
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Contrary to my interpretation of Aristotle in Chapter 2, Crivelli interprets Aristotle
as holding that an assertion with a non-referring subject term is not an assertion at all.
Using the example of the goat stag as an empty term, Crivelli asserts:

[Aristotle] is probably committed to the view that in every predicative

assertion both the predicate and the subject signify existent items of the

appropriate kinds, i.e. are ‘non-empty’.”*
Using the examples of statements, ‘A goatstag is white’ or ‘A goatstag is a goatstag’,
Crivelli says that:

These utterances are not genuine predicative assertions. Rather, they are

composite assertions, i.e. utterances equivalent to utterances constructed

from several assertions linked by connective particles. In some cases, what

on the surface appears to be a contradictory pair of predicative assertions

will really be a pair of composite assertions which are both false.?*
This view is immediately suspect. For one thing, composite assertions should be genuine
predicative assertions. To say that they are not would seem to imply that they have no
truth-value; however, what Crivelli is describing here is a composite assertion, where two
false assertions are conjoined. Such a statement certainly would have a truth-value (false).
Also, to decompose the subject term into its constituent parts would alter its meaning
entirely, for certainly “a goat stag is white” is not equivalent to saying “a goat is white
and a stag is white”. However, this is just what Crivelli maintains, both in his book and
also in a more recent statement of his view, in 2009, in a chapter in A Companion to
Aristotle:

no utterance of “goat stag” signifies a universal goat stag because there is

no such universal. However, some utterances of “goat stag” signify the
universal goat and the universal stag. Any sentence containing an

229 Crivelli, 159.
230 Crivelli, 153.
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utterance of “goat stag” is semantically complex and is equivalent to a

sentence consisting of two or more sentences which are linked by

conjunctions and concern the universal goat and the universal stag.?**
He comes to this conclusion by analogy with Aristotle’s example at De Int. 18a23. Here
Aristotle is attempting to define what it means to be a single affirmation, and
hypothesizes about what would happen if the subject term of a proposition were not in
fact singular, but indicated more than one subject. In particular, he examines the
possibility that the term “cloak™ actually means “horse and man”, and concludes that in
this case a single affirmation in which “cloak” was the subject term would actually turn
out to be not a singular assertion, but multiple assertions, such that “a cloak is white”
would be equivalent to saying “a horse is white and a man is white”:

Suppose, for example, that one gave the name cloak to horse and man; ‘a

cloak is white’ would not be a single affirmation. For to say this is no

different from saying a horse and a man is white, and this is no different

from saying a horse is white and a man is white.?*
According to Crivelli,

since Aristotle never states that expressions like ‘cloak’ behave differently

from expressions like ‘goatstag’, there is some likelihood in assuming that

Avristotle would endorse a generalization of his remarks about an utterance

of ‘A cloak is white’ that applies to every utterance that looks like a

predicatiglgg assertion whose would-be subject or would-be predicate is

‘empty’.

But this just does not work. The ‘cloak’ example gives us an example of what would

happen if we were to refer to two things by one name. This is more like referring to my

231 paolo Crivelli, “Aristotle on Signification and Truth” in A Companion to Aristotle, Georgios
Anagnostopoulos, ed. (West Sussex: Blackwell, 2009), 89.

%32 18a19-23. olov & T1¢ Ocito Gvopa ipdtiov ftne kol avlpdro, 10 Eotv ipdriov Aevkov, ab ov pia
KoTaeaoic [00dE amogactg pia]- ovdev yap dapépet 010 imeiv 1 Eotv inmog kal dvOpwTog AgVKAG,
70070 &’ 0VOLV dlapépel ToD elmeilv €0ty TTmog Aevkdg Kol EoTv dvOpmmog Aevukog

233 Crivelli, Aristotle on Truth, 175.
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friends Bill and Jane as “a couple” than it is like using an empty term. When we replace
the term “cloak” with its definition, “horse and man”, what we have are two names with
kath’ hauto significance abbreviated by one name. In the case of a complex term,
however, the elements of that complex term have no kath’ hauto significance; Aristotle
repeats this point many times in De Interpretatione and the Poetics. As | quoted already
in Chapter 3:24

A name is a spoken sound significant by convention, without time, none of

whose parts is significant in separation. For in Kallippos the ‘ippos’ does

not signify anything in its own right, as it does in the phrase ‘kalos ippos’

(beautiful horse). Not that it is the same with complex names as with

simple ones: in the latter the part is in no way significant, in the former it

has some force but is not significant of anything in separation, for example

the ‘boat’ in ‘pirate-boat’.*®

In this passage, Aristotle claims that composite parts of words do not signify ‘kath’
hauto ;?*® this indicates to us that there is some positive quality of being ‘in virtue of
itself” which the parts of composite terms fail to exemplify. For Aristotle, this marks a
departure from Plato’s opposition of kath’ hauto to pros allo. In the Sophist, Plato sets up
a distinction between kath’ hauto and pros allo that would lead us to conclude that any
part of discourse must be either one or the other, each defining some definite quality. At

255c the Visitor places these two possible qualities in direct opposition, implying that

anything non-independent would therefore be relative.

234 See also Poetics 1457a31-5 and 1457a12-14.

% De Int. 16a19-26 "Ovopo, puév 00V 0T QmVE GNUOVTIKT KoTd cuvOnKNY Gvev ypdvov, fic undev uépog
€0TL ONUAVTIKOV KEYOPIOHEVOV- &V Yap T@ KaAAManog 10 mtmog 00dev kab’ antd onpaivel, dGonep v 1@
AOY® TG KOAOG (Tog. 0V Py ovd’ domep v 1ol Amhoig dvopaoty, obTmg Exel Kai &v Tolg TEMAEYUEVOLG: €V
EKEIVOLG LLEV Yap 0DOOUADS TO LEPOG OTUOVTIKOV, €V 08 TOUTOIG BOVAETAL HEV, AAA’ 0VOEVOC KEYWPLGUEVOY,
0lov &V T £naKTPokEANG TO KEANG.

2% It is possible to interpret this passage as claiming that the parts of complex terms that would be
significant in their own right if used in separation do not signify in their own right as part of the complex
term. In this case, the composite parts of words still do not signify kath’ hauto.

170



Ph.D. Thesis — C. Elsby; McMaster University - Philosophy

Visitor: But I think you’ll admit that some of those which are are said by
themselves, but some are always said in relation to other things.
Theaetetus: Of course.?’ [Sophist 255c]

Aristotle, on the other hand, makes no such distinction when he attempts to define what it
IS to be kath’ hauto in the Metaphysics, V.18. Rather, he gives several examples of things
which are said to be kath’ hauto, allowing the definition to be just the commonality
between these several examples. We must note here that if a thing has an attribute by
virtue of one of its parts, that thing exemplifies that attribute kath’ hauto, but in a
complex term the parts expressed nothing kath’ hauto. The passage reads:

Therefore ‘in virtue of itself” must have several meanings. It applies to (1)
the essence of each thing, e.g. Callias is in virtue of himself Callias and the
essence of Callias; (2) whatever is present in the ‘what’, e.g. Callias is in
virtue of himself an animal. For ‘animal’ is present in the formula that
defines him; Callias is a particular animal.—(3) Whatever attribute a thing
receives in itself directly or in one of its parts, e.g. a surface is white in
virtue of itself, and a man is alive in virtue of himself; for the soul, in
which life directly resides, is a part of the man.—(4) That which has no
cause other than itself; man has more than one cause—animal, two-
footed—but man is man in virtue of himself.—(5) Whatever attributes
belong to a thing alone and qua alone; hence also that which exists
separately is ‘in virtue of itself’ 238

Crivelli, in order to maintain his interpretation, would have to posit that there exist such
things as assertions where subject terms signify something but not kath " hauto; that is, the

subject term would signify nothing in virtue of itself. | do not believe we have any reason

287 sophist 255¢: {ZE.} AA olpai o6& cuyympelv 1OV Sviov Té pév adtd kad’ odtd, T & Tpdg ko del
AéyeoBa.

{®EAL} Ti &’ ob;

258 MetaphySICS 1022a25 35 dote kai 10 kb’ 0O TO TOAAUYADS 6 avaykn AéyecBat. €v pév yap kad’ avto 10 Tl
v etvon SKOLGTCO olov 6 Kodiag ka0’ avtov Kodiag kol T i fv eivon KodAig: &v 8& dca év 1@ ti dotv
omapyet, olov {Pov 6 Karliog kad’ adtov: &v Yap @ AOY® évomapyet TO {dov- {dov yap 1 6 KaAdiag. €Tt
0¢ gl év abT® 6€dexTon TPAOT® T} TAOV AOTOD Tvi, OloV n EMPAVELN LEVKT) Kae’ €avtny, kai £ 6 GvBpwmog
ke oOTOV- 1) Yap Yoxd HEPOC TL TOD AvOpdTOL, &v T Tpdtn TO Cfiv. ET1 0D pny Eottv dALO aiTiov: ToD yap
avBpdmov oA aitia, TO {DHoV, TO dimovv, AL’ Spmg kad’ avTov dvBpwToc 0 AvOprTog EoTv. £TL doa
HOVE HTAPYEL KOl ) HOVOV 31 odTd KEWPLIGHEVOV KaO® 0vTo
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to think that Aristotle would allow for truth-bearing predications to have subject terms
that either “signify nothing” or only “have some force” but signify nothing in themselves.
Crivelli is aware that the terms composing “goatstag” have no independent significance
when used in a compound term,** but does not factor this observation into his
interpretation of Aristotle on the topic of empty terms.

Empty Terms vs. Terms with Multiple Significants in Relation:
Response to Charles

In Aristotle on Meaning and Essence, David Charles advances an account of Aristotle’s
views on “empty terms” that is essentially the same as Crivelli’s. Charles, however,
provides a more expansive and plausible defense of the account, but one that is still not
adequate.

Charles also uses the cloak example as an analogy to the ‘empty’ term ‘goat stag’;
however, he attempts to explain how it is possible for the components of the compound
term to have independent significance. He does this by positing that the compound term
can be reduced to two significant terms in relation.

Indeed, it is not even clear whether ‘Kallippos’ is used as an example of a
simple name or a compound one. However, his brief remarks suggest that
in compound names the parts contribute to the significance of the
compound whole, which is to be determined by the significance of the
parts plus their mode of combination.?*°

I do not agree that it is unclear whether Aristotle is using ‘Kallippos’ as a compound

name or a simple one. Again, the difference between the ‘cloak’ example and the ‘goat

9 He states in the same chapter, “Every uttered compound noun (like some utterances of “blueberry” and
“goatstag”) is an uttered noun, and therefore has no part that is conventionally significant on its own.”
(Crivelli, “Aristotle on Signification and Truth”, 106.)

#40 Charles, David. Aristotle on Meaning and Essence, p. 88.
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stag’ example is that when ‘cloak’ is replaced with its definition, it becomes two
independently significant terms conjoined. Charles seems to want to assume that
‘Kallipolis’ is a compound name, whereas [ would think that whether it is simple or not
would depend on Aristotle’s definition of the unity. On Aristotle’s account, a name is a
name by virtue of its referring to one thing. There is a single man, Kallippos, to whom the
name refers, and thus it is a name for Aristotle. Similarly, the term ‘goat stag’ is intended
to refer to one thing, and thus, 1 would think, would also be considered a unity by
Avistotle; the single name may be complex, but it is one name by virtue of its designating
one thing. We might think that since it is possible to distinguish parts of the thing that it
would be divisible, and therefore would not meet Aristotle’s definition of unity given in
Metaphysics X. There, Aristotle defines “one” as,

The naturally continuous, the whole, the individual, and the universal. And

all these are one because in some cases the movement, in others the

thought or the formula, is indivisible.?*
If we think that the thought itself is divisible, even into non-significant parts, then we
might have reason to think that compound terms are not unities. But if we demand that
they be divisible into significant parts, then compound terms are not divisible, and
therefore are unities. Here | must refer back to Chapter 1, where | gave the two senses of
“adwaipetov” Aristotle gives in De Anima. At 430b6-7 Aristotle states that “ddaipetov”

may mean either that something is incapable of division, or that it is not actually

241 Metaphysics, 1052a35-1052b1 16 e cuveyic pooet kai 10 dhov, kai 10 kad’ Ekaotov Kai 1o kaddAov,
navto 6¢ TadTa v Td AdlaipeTov gtvan TV pev TV Kivnoy TV 6 Tiv vonow 1j tov Adyov. We might also
translate adwaipetov as “undivided”.
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divided.?** It is obvious that compound terms like ‘goat stag’ or ‘Kallippos’ are not
actually divided, and would therefore be counted as unities. If divisibility demands they
be divisible into significant parts, then they are also indivisible. Even if Aristotle means
here that the thought or the account of something is only undivided (rather than
indivisible), this is still reason to question whether something that is undivided can be
made equivalent to something that is divided.

On Charles’ account, the thought of a goat stag can be divided, so that the
proposition “Goat stags do not exist” more properly states, “It is not the case that there
are animals which are the offspring of a goat and a stag”.?** However, all that Charles has
done here is replace the term with a proposed definition. And to replace a term with its
definition is not to divide it. If providing a definition for a term were equivalent to
dividing it, all terms would be divisible.

The way the division works, in Charles’ argument, is that the thought of a goat
stag is reducible to two or more thoughts in a given relation:

The immediate significance of ‘goatstag’ would be determined by the
content of the compound thought (8), with which it is conventionally
correlated. The content of this thought will in turn be fixed by the thought
contents of simple thoughts 6; and 6, which are placed (by the thinker) in
relation R (e.g. offspring of).%*
This would make sense for the ‘cloak’ example. Two thoughts, horse and man, are related

by a conjunction. In the goat stag example, the component thoughts Charles proposes are

those of a goat and a stag, with a relation of being the offspring of both. On this account,

242 430b6-7 “Since the word ‘adioipstov’ has two senses, i.e., may mean either ‘not capable of being
divided’ or ‘not actually divided’...” (10 8’ ddwaipetov €mel dyy@q, 1| Suvapet i Evepyeiq)

243 Charles, 92.

244 Charles, 89.
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the thought of any individual would be divisible, and our thought of an individual “Bob”
would be equivalent to our thought of “the guy who is the offspring of Ray and Sherry”.
Not only would I argue that the content of the thought “Bob” is not this sort of definition,
| also argue that this is not a division at all, and that Bob is, like Kallippos and the goat
stag, a unity in thought. When combined, the thoughts of ‘goat’ and ‘stag’ lose their kath’
hauto significance in order to form the unity ‘goat stag’; they become undivided and (if
by divisible we mean divisible into independently significant parts) indivisible. The
significance of a term is not determined by the significance of its parts and their mode of

combination. Again, we have no way to distinguish empty and non-empty terms.

Empty Terms vs. Things That Don’t Exist: Response to Noriega-Olmos

Noriega-Olmos’ account of empty terms in Aristotle works from the following definition

of “goat stag” which he attributes to Aristotle:

Ndf.: Goat stag is a half-goat half-stag animal.?*®

After introducing this definition, Noriega-Olmos attempts to show how the
definition of an empty term differs from definitions of non-empty terms, and why
this definition is troublesome.

The trouble with this definition is, however, that it supposes ‘half-goat’ and
‘half-stag’ to be properties, although they are not properties of any kind.
‘Half-goat’, and mutatis mutandis ‘half-stag’, is simply the association of the
substance ‘goat’ with the property ‘half’. That association renders the idea of
a goat considered in its half, something that cannot obtain because a goat
deprived of one of its halves would not be a substance. Such a thing would
not be a half of anything because a half of a goat taken apart from it, in
Aristotle’s ontological terms, would not be anything but a chunk of matter.?*®

5 Noriega-Olmos, 72.
% Noriega-Olmos, 72.
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Thus, Noriega-Olmos proposes a definition of “goat stag”, then criticizes it. The
form of his definition suggests that the nominal definition of “goat stag” combines the
genus “animal” with the differentiae “half-goat” and “half-stag”. This is why, | imagine,
he then takes these terms to suggest properties. But, he declares, “half-goat” is no
property at all. It would be, rather, a substance and a property—for according to Noriega-
Olmos, a goat is a substance, a species of animal, and half is a property. (This itself is
troublesome, for half; if it is a property, is a relational property, on Aristotle’s account,
rather than a quality—there can be no half without reference to something that is halved.)
He finally rejects the existence of a half-goat on the basis that half a goat would not be a
substance, but a chunk of matter.

The final step of Noriega-Olmos’ argument rejecting the “half-goat half-stag
animal” definition of “goat stag” has some obvious difficulties. First, to say that half of a
substance would not be anything is incoherent; he himself states that half of a substance
would be a chunk of matter. (Chunks of matter exist and are not, therefore, “not
anything”). He makes this point in order to affirm that there is no such thing as half of a
substance, to render the term “half-goat” incoherent, for the former term would contradict
the latter (not only does the property not obtain, but it cannot, on Noriega-Olmos’

account®*’

). But his definition relies on the idea that the term “half-goat™ is equivalent to
“half of a goat”—and the goat stag would therefore be something Frankensteined together
from mutilated goat and stag parts. In fact, | can imagine half of a goat; while it is true

that it is not a substance (assuming that a substance is a particular individual whose

7 Noriega-Olmos, 72.
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substantiality depends on its being alive), it is still something. The fact that “half-goat”
symbolizes a chunk of matter rather than a substance does not make the term incoherent.

As noted, Noriega-Olmos defines the term “half-goat™” as equivalent to a “goat
considered in its half”. But this is not normally what we think of when we say that
something is “half-goat”; the term “half-goat” does not, in fact, inspire the thought of half
of a goat. Habitual associations and conventional usage instead have resulted in the term
inspiring the thought of some animal conceived by a goat and something else, resulting in
the animal being genetically half-goat—this is, in fact, the assumption Charles makes
when he defines the goat stag as the offspring of a goat and a stag. The term “half-goat” is
therefore not a substance with a property. Whereas Noriega-Olmos asserts that “Half-
goat... can neither be a substance, nor an ontological property”, this statement is easily
falsifiable—all it would require is some interspecies breeding. The term does not signify,
as he claims, a substance with a property; rather, it signifies some property of the (in the
case of the goat stag, fictional) animal.

Noriega-Olmos uses this example to conclude that the unity of the goat stag is
linguistic rather than ontological; the predicates combined in the nominal definition are
equivalent to the goat stag itself, i.e., the thing is its definition. His conclusion on empty
terms stemming from this argument is that

Empty terms are then combinations of existent entities that do not obtain,
and their definitions present those combinations as if they obtained, as if
the terms of the definiens stood for essential properties of substances.

Empty terms are, therefore, linguistic constructions, products of linguistic
devices and capacities.?*®

8 Noriega-Olmos, 72.
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This seems a rather trivial conclusion—we could define any term at all as a linguistic
construction. I assume that what he means by “empty terms” in the final sentence are,
rather, terms that refer to things that don’t exist (in the sense of “refer” that assumes that
terms refer directly to things). The first part of this definition recalls my argument from
Chapter 3, that the fictional animal goat stag is spoken of homonymously to a goat stag
having an essence (i.e., one that would exist). But here we also have the idea that the goat
stag is nothing besides a name (he claims here that empty terms are “combinations of
existent entities”); earlier I quoted him as saying that there is no thought of something
that does not exist—"“simple thoughts either grasp the essence of an object or do not grasp
it... thoughts are proper representations or no thoughts at all.” According to Noriega-
Olmos, a goat stag is a linguistic construction. This account precludes the prior
combination in thought of something having the properties of both a goat and a stag—the
concept of goat stag, an affection of the soul—and makes the creation of the term “goat
stag” equivalent to the creation of the goat stag itself (the symbol and what it symbolizes
would arise together in the act of naming or defining). However, as | also argued in
Chapter 3, according to Aristotle in every case that which unifies is thought. A goat stag
can be a unity in thought independently of whether some predicates are placed together in

the syntax proper to a definition.

Conclusion

So what is to be done about these empty terms? Can Aristotle account for them at all? |
have maintained that he either can or doesn’t need to, and that by simply replacing the

term with its definition we might accurately make a statement about a goat stag. For the
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term is only empty if by “empty” we mean that it does not refer to an extramental object.
On Aristotle’s account, however, all terms would be empty if we demand that they refer

directly®*®

to extramental reality; terms signify affections of the soul. A term that refers
(in the modern sense) to nothing still signifies something. In my mind the term “empty”
implies that there is absolutely nothing at all to which the term refers; however, this is
only the case if we assume that “reference” denotes the relation of a term to an existent,
unmediated by an affection of the soul. I submit that since, for Aristotle, terms signify
affections of the soul rather than referring directly to extramental reality, no term that
signifies an affection of the soul is empty. Such non-empty terms are significant (even if
the affection of the soul they signify has no extramental thing of which it is a likeness),
are capable of being (at least nominally) defined, and have material and form. The class
of extramental material things to which the term might be thought to refer is empty, but
the term is not (on the usual meaning of the term “empty”). Thus, there are two conditions
that make it possible to construct the true phrase, “A goat stag does not exist”: (1) that the
subject-term signifies and (2) that what is signified has no extramental likeness.

As | have argued, what is immediately signified by a term is, for Aristotle, an
affection of the soul. The concept of reference on which there is a problem of empty
terms makes the term rather directly refer to the extramental object. The definition of a
term as “empty” or “non-empty”, on my interpretation, depends on whether it signifies or
does not—and if it did not signify, it would not be a term (See Chapter 1). The so-called

problem of empty terms, therefore, is really not a problem at all for Aristotle. As I noted

9 1 use the term “directly” in order not to preclude a sort of indirect reference to an external object, which
is referred to indirectly by virtue of its being identical in form to the direct referent.
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in chapter one, for Aristotle a sound becomes a name when it becomes a symbol, and so
every name is a symbol of something. That something renders the term non-empty.

The account of the reference of terms that makes linguistic items directly
correspond to extramental reality (that is, the definition that leads to there being a
problem of empty terms) would seem attractive, if we were to maintain that there is an
isomorphic structure between thought and the extramental realm. But the fact that we can
think of things that don’t exist ought to lead us to question the idea that there need be an
isomorphism between thought and what is thought about. In some cases, what is thought
about does not exist, and to think about it does not give it existence. To maintain that
there is always an isomorphism between thought and what exists, we would have to be
able to identify something that exists corresponding to every thought. That is, we would
either have to admit that goat stags somehow exist in reality or have to deny that we could
have a concept of ‘goat stag’. Both of these options are implausible.

In chapter three, | examined the notion that particular terms are themselves false.
There, | concluded that there is no such thing as a false term, for Aristotle. The
contemporary problem of empty terms looks to be, in the end, a quite similar problem. In
both cases, the qualifiers in question (“false”, “empty”) are used to indicate that the term
has no extramental correlate. And when we attempt to form assertions using terms that
are “empty”, the truth or falsity of the assertion is not already determined by that term’s
“emptiness”. The term “goat stag” is not a falsehood waiting to happen. The nominal
definitions I have examined in this chapter do not, under scrutiny, support the argument

that assertions with an “empty” term as subject or predicate are definitively false. Thus it
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is possible, according to Aristotle, to speak truly of fictional things such as goat stags—

things that do not, in the ordinary sense of the word, exist.
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Concluding Remarks

What does not exist, though it might at first seem to cause trouble for particular
interpretations of Aristotle, in fact provides us with evidence of the consistency of his
thought. In the preceding pages, | have considered interpretations of Aristotle relating to
his theories of language, logic, psychology and metaphysics. When applied to things that
do not exist, these seemingly disparate theories seem to achieve a better unification.

This is most evident, | argue, in the summary of the hierarchy of representations
Aristotle presents in De Interpretatione, chapter one. In my first chapter, I discussed how
it is possible to speak of things that do not exist, which required an outline of how
linguistic representations are dependent on the existence of their referents. In the second
chapter, | showed that the logical inferences we are capable of making with regard to
what does not exist require we differentiate between what is signified by a name, when it
refers to something that does or does not exist—specifically whether what it refers to has
an essential or only a nominal definition. That is, Aristotle’s concepts both of definitions
and of logical consequence depend on the ontological status of what is signified by
names. In the third chapter, | argued for a particular psychological account of how it is
possible to create concepts of what does not exist and to name them. The correspondence
theory of truth I outlined in the fourth chapter is a reflection of how Aristotle’s concept of
truth is dependent on metaphysics, and the different truth-bearers | surveyed in Chapter
five demonstrate the links between his psychology and theory of truth.

Over the course of the preceding chapters | have argued for some controversial

interpretations of Aristotle’s texts. My conclusion that what a word refers to primarily is
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an affection of the soul is certainly not a universally accepted interpretation of Aristotle.
When we take into account what does not exist, however, this conclusion seems
unavoidable. For in the case of what does not exist, a word can only refer to an affection
of the soul, since there is no thing to which it can refer. We are, therefore, faced with two
possibilities: (i) Aristotle held different theories of linguistic signification for what does
and what does not exist; or (ii) when Aristotle seems to speak of signification as a direct
relationship between a word and a thing, this is a shorthand for a more complex theory. |
support the latter interpretation, for the reason that Aristotle never characterizes what
does not exist as an exception to a theory, but rather always accounts for what does not
exist using the established premises of that theory.

I have also argued against the application of some modern concepts to Aristotle’s
thought. Aristotle never speaks of an “empty term”. When we attempt to apply such
modern concepts in interpreting Aristotle, it is imperative that we ensure the same basic
assumptions also apply; for empty terms, we must account for the differences between
Aristotelian and modern conceptions of existence, psychological and linguistic
representation. | have argued that these are, in fact, different. When these differences are
accounted for, the problem disappears.

Taking things that do not exist as the focus of my study—as opposed to the
exceptional case within another focus—has allowed me to (i) bring to light some
otherwise neglected points in Aristotle’s work; (i1) outline the connections between
seemingly disparate Aristotelian theories (metaphysics, psychology, language and logic);

and (iii) provide some fodder for rethinking some basic features of modern interpretations
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of Aristotle. | have demonstrated that things that do not exist are not much of a problem
for Aristotle; his theories are sufficiently nuanced and consistent to account for these
presumed exceptions. As objects of thought, represented in language, we may speak of

things that don’t exist, truly or falsely.
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