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Aristotle’s De Interpretatione 8 is about
Ambiguity

Susanne Bobzien

My goal in this paper is to show that, contrary to the prevalent view, in his De
Interpretatione 8, Aristotle is concerned with homonymy; more precisely, with
homonymy of linguistic expressions as it may occur in dialectical argument. The
paper has two parts. In the first part, I argue that in Soph. el 1753917625
Aristode indubitably deals with homonymy in dialectical argument; that De
Interpresatione 8 is a parallel to Soph. el. 175°39—17625; that De Interpretatione
8 is concerned with dialectical argument; that, hence, De Interpretatione 8, too,
deals with homonymy in dialectical argument. In the second part I discuss
objections that have been put forward against the view that De Interpretatione 8
is about homonymy and demonstrate that they do not succeed.

1. HOMONYMY IN SOPHISTICAL REFUTATIONS
17 AND DE INTERPRETATIONE 8

In chaprer 17 of his Sophistici Elenchi (or Sophistical Refutations), Aristotle makes
the following remarks about fallacies of homonymy:

If nobody ever made two questions into one question, the fallacy based on homonymy
and amphiboly would not have come about, but either a refutation or no refutation. For
how does asking whether Callias and Themistocles are musical differ from <what one
might ask> if both, though being different people, shared a single name? For if the name
indicated' more than one thing, <the questioner> asked more than one question. Now, if it
is not right to ask to be given without qualification one answer to two questions, it is clear
that it is not proper to answer without qualification any homonymous <questions>.

(Arist. Soph. el 175°39—17625, my italics)

Myles Burnyear has been a source of inspiration for me for many years, both through his boundiess
expertise and enthusiasm in ancient philosophy and as a friend, and I am pleased to dedicate this
paper to him.

! I translate 37Adw by ‘indicate’ and onpaivw by ‘signify’, but I believe that Aristotle uses them
interchangeably in the passages I discuss; see below n. 11.
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Aristotle here gives some explanation about the ‘fallacy based on homonymy and
amphiboly’. In modern terms, these are, roughly, the fallacies that come about
as a result of either lexical ambiguity or ambiguity of phrases.2 The example
Aristotle uses is one of lexical ambiguity only, but what he says may be applied,
mutatis mutandis, to structural ambiguities, too. There can be absolutely no
doubt that in the passage quoted Aristotle discusses homonymy: he mentions
homonymy three times.?

In the passage, Aristotle’s explanation of the fallacy of homonymy works by
analogy. He starts with the assumption that someone who asks ‘Are Callias and
Themistocles musical?’ puts forward two questions. These are, we can confidently
assume, the questions ‘Is Callias musical?” and ‘Is Themistocles musical?’. So here
we have what Aristotle seems to regard as an obvious case in which two questions
are asked with one sentence.4 And he states that a questioner in a dialectical game
who asks ‘to be given without qualification one answer to two questions’, i.e.
who demands the answerer to answer without qualification either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to
‘Are Callias and Themistocles musical?” does something that is not right. All this
Aristotle appears to take as given in the passage quoted.

Aristotle then draws the analogy by moving from sentences with two subject
expressions to sentences with one, ambiguous, subject expression of the kind
that occurs in fallacies of homonymy. Imagine that the questioner asked, ‘Is
Callias musical”’, but there are actually two Calliases present, one musical
and one not. Call the musical one Calliasy,, the unmusical one Callias,.
Then we have a ‘homonymous question’, potentially leading to a fallacy of
homonymy.5 Aristotle argues that here, too, we have two questions asked
with one sentence, since the name (‘Callias’) signifies more than one thing
(Soph. el. 176a2). These two questions are ‘Is Callias musical?” and ‘Is Callias
musical?’, where in one question ‘Callias’ signifies Calliasy,, and in the other
question ‘Callias’ signifies Callias,. Aristotle draws the conclusion that, hence,
in this case, too, the questioner does something wrong, if he demands the
answerer to answer without qualification either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to ‘Is Callias
musical?’.

Thus, according to Aristotle, if, as in the case of fallacies of homonymy, we have
as a premiss or as a conclusion a question sentence that contains an ambiguous
term, the questioner has asked more than one question: two questions if the term
has two significations, three questions if the term has three significations, etc.

2 Sometimes Aristotle seems to use ‘amphiboly’ (dugeBoAia) in a wider sense, where it also
covers cases in which we have an (obscured) lack of specificity; f. e.g. Rb. 1407*33-9, where the
Delphic Oracle is unspecific about whose realm Croesus is going to destroy if he crosses the Hades.

3 The third time is at the end of the secton, at Soph. el 176*15.

4 Aristotle has a test for whether what is asked with one question sentence is two questions. If
we could give different answers to whether Callias is musical and whether Themistocles is musical,
there must be two questions in the one sentence (e.g. Soph. el. 17729-15).

5 Aristotelian homonymy covers both cases in which one proper name has more than one referent
and cases in which one common noun has more than one meaning.
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Aristode’s De Interpretatione, chapter 8, is a close parallel to the Sophistici
elenchi passage, with the non-essential differences (i) that instead of proper names
we seem to have common nouns, and (ii) that the focus is on statements rather
than on questions:

But if one name is assigned to two things which do not make up one thing, there is not
a single affirmation, nor is there a single negation.é Suppose, for example, that someone
assigned the name cloak to horse and to human being; then a cloak is white would not
be a single affirmation. For to say this is <then> no different from saying a horse and a
human being is white, and this is no different from saying a horse is white and a human
being is white.” So if these last <affirmations> signify more than one thing and are more
than one <affirmation>, clearly the first also signifies either more than one thing or else
nothing—for it is not the case that some human being is a horse. (Arist. [nz. 8 18218-26,
my italics)

Again, Aristotle argues by analogy from a sentence with two subject expressions to
a sentence with one ambiguous subject expression. Someone states the sentence
(S1) ‘A horse and a human being are white’. By stating (S1), that person makes
two affirmations: ‘A horse is white’ and ‘A human being is white’. This is so,
because (S1) signifies more than one thing; it signifies both that a horse is white
and that a human being is white. Hence (S1) is more than one affirmation: it is
two affirmations.

The case to be explained by analogy is this: It is assumed that someone has
determined that the word ‘cloak’ is to mean both horse and human being. Now
suppose someone states the sentence (S2) ‘A cloak is white’. Then there are
two alternatives. The first is that (S2) signifies more than one thing: it signifies
both a horse and a human being. And by stating (S2), the person makes two
affirmations: (A1) ‘A cloak is white’ and (A2) ‘A cloak is white’, where in (Al)
‘cloak’ signifies a horse that is white and in (A2) ‘cloak’ signifies a human
being that is white. Alternatively, (S2) signifies nothing. For the only other
possibility would be that (S2) signified some kind of horse~human compound
that is white (a case of ‘two things that make up one thing’, -Jnz. 8 18°18).
But such compounds don’t exist, and the second alternative can hence be
dismissed.

Thus, if read as a parallel to Soph. el. 17539-176%5, De Interpretatione 8 is
about homonymy of expressions, and in the clause ‘one name... given to two
things which do not make up one thing’ (/##. 8 18a18) Aristotle talks about
lexical ambiguity. Moreover, this interpretation is internally consistent and makes
perfect sense of the entire passage.

6 ] agree with Weidemann (1994: 222), that ‘nor is there a single negation’ (098¢ dwdgaots pia)
from 18221, which is rightly excised by Minio—Paluello, was most probably originally placed after
‘affirmation’ (kaTd¢paots) at 18*19.

7 The text is ambiguous between (a) ‘“A horse is white and a human being is white”’ and

(IR

(b) * “A horse is white” and “A human being is white”’.
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The interpretation fits the immediate context of the passage from De
Interpretatione 88

It is sometimes assumed that De Interpretatione 8 cannot be about homonymy,
because in chapters 7, 8, and 9 Aristotle introduces three exceptions to the
Semantic Principle of Excluded Middle (SPEM), that of contradictory pairs
of statements exactly one is true and one is false, and the first and the third
exceptions introduce types of statements that can be differentiated at least in part
syntactically (indefinite statements in De Interpretatione 7, and future contingents
in De Interpretatione 9), whereas homonymy is a pragmatic feature. It can occur
in any type of statement and you can’t find out from looking at the structure of
a sentence whether it contains a lexical ambiguity.

But Aristotle is fully aware that what he discusses in De Interpresatione 8 is of a
different kind than what he discusses in Chapters 7 and 9. The result in Chapter 7
is (i) that for particular, universal, and singular statements, necessarily one of a
contradicrory pair is true and the other false; but (ii) that this does not hold for con-
tradictory pairs of indefinite statements like ‘(a) human being is white’, ‘(a) human
being is not white’; they can both be true (/. 18°8—12) at the same time. This
result, i.e. (i) and (ii), is based on the assumption that in the pairs of contradic-
tories, exactly one affirmation is contradictorily opposed to exactly one negation
(Int. 17b37-40, 18*8-9: cf. Inz. 18*13-14, 18218-19). Call this the singu-
larity requirement for SPEM. At the beginning of De Interpretatione 8 Aristotle
explicates the singularity requirement,” and then discusses cases in which this sin-
gularity requirement s tacitly violated: that s, cases in which, syntactically, it looks
as if we have exactly one (ula) affirmation opposed to exactly one (sia) negation,
but nonetheless this is not so. These are (or at least include) cases of homonymy.

Thus we can understand the clause that concludes De Interpretatione 8, which
follows immediately after the passage quoted above:

Hence in these <affirmations and negations>,° too, it is not necessary that the one of a
contradictory pair is true and the other false. (Inz. 8 18*26-7)

8 This section is boring and may be skipped without much loss.
5 The first sentence of Int. 8 does not introduce a new topic, as the medieval chapter division
and Adkrill’s translation may make one think. (Ackrill (1963) suppresses the connective particle
‘58’ in 18212.) Rather, with ‘but single are those affirmations and negations which ...” (uéa &
éomt kardpaats kal dmdpaats 7 ...) Aristotle picks up ‘a single’ (1) from the beginning of the
previous sentence: ‘a single (uia) affirmation is contradictorily opposed to a single (uia) negation’.
Thus all of frs. 8 is, in a way, a gloss on Int. 1828—9. (Perhaps the 8¢ in 18*12 picks up the pév
from 1828, and we don't have a pév ov? I owe this suggestion to Jonathan Barnes.)

10 Whar is the antecedent of ‘these’ (which is in the feminine, radrais (Ins. 8 18*26))? The
context requires it to pick up ‘affirmations and negations’ from 18°19. It is sometimes assumed that
the immediate antecedent of ratrais is ‘these’ (afray) in Inz, 18224, since it is the closest feminine
plural. But this can’t be. Let us assume by hypothesis that atrat is the antecedent of ravTass. This
raises the question: what is the antecedent of abra:? The answer depends on how one takes (i) éo7w
tmos Aevkds kai ZoTw dvBpawmos Aevkds (18%23) from the preceding sentence (18321-3):
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~Any statement that contains a homonymous subject expression (or predicate
expression, for that matter), is a possible exception to SPEM. Take the syntac-
tically contradictory pair (A3) ‘Every cloak is rational’ and (N1) ‘Some cloak is
not rational’.11 According to De Interpretatione 8, each is two statements; (A3) is
owo affirmations, and (N1) is two negations. One of the affirmations is true, one
false, and one of the negations is true, one false. It is quite unclear what semantic
value that gives to (A3) and (N1), if any, in Aristotle’s eyes. But we can rule out
that Aristotle regarded either of them as true. Hence, SPEM doesn’t hold for the
syntactica]ly contradictory pair (A3), (N 1). However, as statements like (A3) and
(N1) violate the singularity restriction, they had effectively already been ruled
out as candidates for SPEM in De Interpretatione 7. All Aristotle does in chapter
8 is to make such cases explicit.

De Interpretatione 9 begins thus:

With regard to what is and what has been it is necessary for the affirmation or the negation
to be true or false. And with universals taken universally it is always necessary for one to
be true and the other false, and with particulars too, as we have said. (Int. 8 18°28-31,
trans. Ackrill)

I De Interpretatione 8 were on a par with chapters 7 and 9, and had introduced
simply another case of exceptions to SPEM on a par with those in chapters 7

(a) If one takes it as one utterance, abrau must refer to this utterance together with (ii oTw
trmos kai dvBpwmos Aevkds from 18%22.

(b) If one takes it as two utterances, separated by kal, afras either refers solely to these two
utterances (distributively), or to them together with (i1).

Regardless of whether (a) or (b) is correct, afrau refers to the analogon of the analogy Aristotle uses
in Int. 8.

This fact can be used to show the absurdity of the hypothesis that the immediate antecedent
of Tatrais is abras. Aristotle introduced (i) and (ii) to draw an analogy; by contrast, (iii) is the
example for the kinds of statement that are the ropic of Int. 8, i.e. the statements in which dveiv &v
Svopa keiray, €€ dv uij éow &v. ‘And it would be absurd if, instead of drawing a conclusion about
what the topic of the passage is, Aristotle drew a conclusion abour the analogon he introduced in
an example in order to elucidate the topic of the passage.

airas is hence not the immediate antecedent of TavTais. What is it, then? Aristotle’s conclusion
in the dore clause should be about the topic of Inz. 8, i.e. the statements in which dveiv & dvoua
xeiras, & dv i éorw &v. Therefore I suggest that Aristotle speaks loosely, and that the immediate
antecedent is 7 mpddTy (18°25), whose immediate antecedent in turn is the illustrative statement
(iii). Aristotle speaks loosely in so far as he uses ‘Hence, in the case of these, too, it is not the case ...’
(doTe o)’ &v ravraws) as short for saying ‘Hence, in the case of statements like this one, too, it
is not the case ... . Read in this way, the radras of Int. 8 1856 fits perfectly with the rest of the
passage [nz. 8 1818--27.

11 Aristotle’s own choice of ‘A cloak is white’ (if that was his choice) is unfortunate, in so far as
it is an indefinite statement, and SPEM does not hold for it anyhow. If we read, instead, ‘Cloak is
white’ and “Cloak is not white’ (with cloak as a generic), we don’t fare much better. First, Aristotle
would have changed how he understands indefinite statements quite suddenly and without warning.
Second, both his examples, ‘Human being is white’ and ‘Horse is white’ (/nz. 8 18%23) would be
blatantly false, which goes against the almost universal practice in ancient logic of using illustrative
statements that are true. The quirky interpretation that Aristotle uses ipdriov as a name (‘Cloaky’)
fares best here.
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and 9, this sentence would be evidently false. For what Aristotle has shown in
chapter 8 implies that even for universals taken universally there are exceptions to
SPEM — take the example of (A3) and (N1). However, if, as I suggest, chapter 8
is an extended gloss on ‘pia’ from chapter 7, there is nothing odd with the first
sentence of chapter 9. Aristotle simply picks up his thought from before his little
detour. Statements with homonymous expressions have been excluded because
they violate one of the requirements for SPEM, not because they are exceptions
to SPEM.

The immediate context of the controversial passage from De Interpretatione 8
hence fits nicely with the assumption that Aristotle discusses linguistic homonymy

in that passage.

The differences between Soph. el. 175*39-176%5 and Int. 8 18218-26

We still need to explain the four differences between the parallel passages from
Sophistical Refutations and De Interpretatione, and why they are immaterial for
the question as to whether Aristode deals with linguistic homonymy in De

Interpretatione 8.1

(i) Proper names versus common nouns

In the Sophistici Elenchi passage Aristotle uses proper names as examples for
homonymous expressions. In De Interpretatione 8, arguably, Aristotle uses a
common noun in his example. Does this give us reason to doubt that De
Interpretatione 8 is a parallel to Soph. el. 17539-17652 It does not. First,
although at some point Aristotle becomes aware of the difference, he often lumps
proper names and common nouns together in one category: names, ovdpaTta
(e.g. Int. 1 and 2). Second, Aristotle’s notion of homonymy equally covers
common nouns and proper names. Third, we have examples with common
nouns of fallacies of homonymy in the Sophistical Refutations, and nothing in
175391765 suggests that what Aristotle argues there is restricted to those
fallacies of homonymy that contain a2 homonymous proper name.

(ii) ‘are’ (elow) versus s’ (EoTw)
In Soph. el., Aristotle uses ‘are’ in the analogon, whereas in De Interpretatione he

uses ‘is’:13

12 | discuss three of these differences in this section. A fourth difference is that in fns. 8 Aristotle

restricts consideration to ‘things which do not make up one thing’, but in Soph. el. 17 there is no
such clause. T discuss this restriction below together with the prevalent view. A fifth difference is
whereas in the De Interpretatione

that in the Soph. el passage Aristotle uses ‘to indicate’ (3nAdw),
passage he uses ‘to signify’ {oquaive). This difference is not significant, however, as is shown by
the fact that in several parallel passages in Soph. el. Aristotle uses ‘to signify’, and in Inz. 17°16 he
uses ‘to indicate’. (These passages are quoted below.)

13 Here, I disregard distinctions () and (jii), as they seem irrelevant to (ii).
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or how does askm§ whether Callias and Themistocles are (elow) musical differ
' from ... (Soph. el. 175°41-176%1)
For to say this is <then> no different from saying a horse and a human being is
(§orw) white, and this is no different from saying a horse is white and a human being is
white ... (In. 18%22-3)

Does this matter? First, there is a natural explanation for this difference from
the direction in which Aristotle presents the argument. In the Soph. el. sentence,
Aristotle works from ‘a and b are F to ‘c is F’, where ‘¢’ has two significations.
In the De Interpretaione sentence, Aristotle works from ‘c is F’ to ‘a and b is
F. Thus he may have simply opted each time for the minimal change from one
sentence to the next, without intending anything different. Second, we have four
different syntactic structures, (a) to (d):

() elow xkal y F xand yare F (explanandum)
. (b) éotwxkaiy F xandyisF (explanandum)

(<) orw x F kat éorw y F xisFandyisF (explanandum)
-~ {d) éorizF zisF (explanans)

In De Interpretatione Aristotle works from (d) via (b) to (c). In Soph. el. he works
from (a) directly to (d), although (d) is not explicitly given. Rightly or wrongly,
Aristotle assumes that both (a) and (c) are evidently saying two things, and that
(b) and (c) are evidently equivalent, and argues from there that the explanans,
100, is saying two things, if not evidently so. So although (a), (b), and (c) may all
differ in some important respect, this is not germane to the point that Aristotle
is making.14

(i11) Affirmations versus questions

In Soph. el. 175°39-176°5 Aristotle considers homonymy in questions. This is
s0, because in the Sophistici Elenchi he discusses fallacies directly as they occur
within the dialectical game, where every premiss and conclusion is asked by the
questioner, and the answerer is expected to reply.!> By contrast, in De Inter-
pretatione Aristotle generally considers not questions but declarative statements
(Adyor dmodavricol, dmépavoeis), and their two basic types, affirmation and .
negation. Does this mean that in De Interpretatione Aristotle is not discussing
dialectic? Certainly not. As C. W. A. Whitaker has shown in great derail, in De
Interpretatione Atistotle discusses affirmations and negations with dialectic at least
in the back of his mind.6 Dialectic is not all questions. Rather, dialectic is cru-
cially concerned with truth-evaluable items. For Aristotle, truth-bearers, at least

14 The context in Soph. el. strongly suggests that Aristotle parses (a) ‘x and y are F' as x is F and
yisF’, or*“xis F” and “y is F*’, and thus that he takes it to be equivalent to (c).

15 For dialectic at Aristotle’s time see e.g. Smith 1997, introduction.

16 Whitaker 1996: passim. However, Whitaker, following Ackrill, believes that the passage quoted
does not cover homonyms. I consider his arguments below. :
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those relevant to dialectic discourse, are linguistic items (Arist. /uz. 16*9-11,

16°33—1723). Thus, statements (dmddavaets), in particular affirmations and ! Hon
negations, are the entities tha are either true or false. In the context of dialectic, ~ This resu
affirmations and negations qua truth-bearers enter in at least four ways: First, of expre:
they are the answers to dialectical questions. For example, if the question is ‘Is expressio
animal the genus of human?’, the possible answers are the affirmative statement ‘ use amb
‘Animal is the genus of human’ and the negative statement ‘Animal is not 3 or (ii) t
the genus of human’. ‘Yes’ and ‘no’ are abbreviations for the affirmative and metapho
negative answer respectively.1” Second, Aristotle also sometimes says that what . one signi
is said in a dialectical question is ‘true’ or ‘false’.’® We can assume that what ; to the b:
is, in this sense, said in a question could be expressed by the corresponding clear thas
affirmative statement if the question is in positive form and by the corresponding bank dot
negative statement if the question is in negative form. Third, we can imagine an 0 2 mor
entire fallacy explicitly put in declarative sentences rather than questions— for institutic
instance, when someone tries to solve it by himself, at his leisure, without my minc
being subjected to questions. Aristotle mentions this possibility for example at would h:
Soph. el. 177*6—8. Fourth, the questioner may at any point give a summary Aristotle
of the premisses admitted up to then, and this would be done in the form of Howe
affirmative statements rather than questions.!® Even if Whitaker’s conclusion : ordinary
that De Interpretarione is all abour dialectic may be a little too narrow, there COntext «
can be no doubt that elements from dialectic are sprinkled throughout the which
work, and that De Interpretatione would have been useful for participants in themself
dialectical games. can smu
Thus, we can conclude, in De Interpretatione 8, Atistotle may well discuss and pury
cases of homonymy as they would occur in dialectic; and that is first and particula
foremost, in fallacies of homonymy. He holds that in dialectic, (i) someone that the
using a homonymous expression when putting forward a question sentence may which. i
ask two questions,2® and (i) someone using 2 homonymous expression when intentiot
stating a declararive sentence may make two statements—either two affirmations which w:
or two negations.2! He discusses (i) in Sophistici Elenchi 17 and (ii) in De ordinary
Interpretatione 8. by comp
Aristo
17 Cf. e.g. Whitaker 1996: 101. 18 e.g Top. VIII 7 160°25. for wher
19 We find this frequently in Plato’s dialogues. 20 Cf. also Top. 160%23--9, quoted below. than on¢

21 Thus, for Aristotle, one statement is more than one statement (more than one affirmation or
more than one negation), and one question is more than one question. How can this be? Statements appears |

as well as affirmations and questions are linguistic items; but evidently the one statement that is

two statements (two affirmations or two negations) must differ from those two, since it is subject to
different rules of individuation from the latter. For the same reason, the one question that is two 2 (Cf.e
questions must differ from those two. We could say that by putting forward one question sentence also why ir
the speaker asks two questions; and &y putting forward one declarative sentence the speaker makes eral pheno
two statements (affirmations, negations) or states (affirms, negates) two things. We could think of inwhich h
the sentences as grammatical items, the statements (affirmations and negations) and questions as 23 Cf. ¢
semantic items (that have a certain grammatical form). This fits the fact that Aristotle mostly talks be refuted.
as if it is the latter who are (or correspond to) truth-bearers. But Aristotle is not consistent on this 24 The
or not an :

point, and we are left with a muddle.
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'Homonymy in ordinary discourse versus homonymy in dialectic

* This result suggests that we cannot infer that what Aristotle says about homonymy

of expressions in De Interpretatione 8 is what he thinks about homonymy of
expressions generally. (Nor can we rule it out.) In everyday life, people normally
use ambiguous expressions in such a way that either (i) the non-linguistic
or (ii) the linguistic context disambiguates the expressions. Moreover (iii),
metaphors, poetry, and deliberate deception aside, speakers will intend exactly
one signification of a homonymous expression. (i) When I state (S3) ‘'m going
to the bank’ and wield a cheque that needs to be deposited, this will make it
clear that ‘bank’ refers to a monetary institution. (ii) When I state (S4) “The local
bank doesn’t sell Euros’, the linguistic context makes it clear that ‘bank’ refers
to a monetary institution. (i) Each time I intend the signification ‘monetary
institution’, and presumably the notion of the verge of a river doesn’t even cross
my mind. It seems at least possible that Aristotle thought along these lines and
would have taken (S3) and (S4) each to be just one affirmation, especially since
Aristotle’s logic mostly deals with oral statements as primary truth-bearers.22
However, I am not here concerned with Aristotle’s view on homonymy in
ordinary discourse. Regardless of whether he thought that in ordinary discourse
context disambiguates, in dialectic the situation is different. Dialectic is a game
which the questioner has won when he has led the answerer to contradict
themself. And although sophistry is not allowed officially, if the questioner
can smuggle it in unnoticed to produce a contradiction, he will, to all intents
and purposes, have won the game.?3 Fallacies of homonymy and ambiguity are
particularly useful for this purpose. And here we have the—interesting—case
that the questioner may put forward a statement and leave it deliberately unclear
which, if any, is the intended meaning. Most probably, the questioner has no
intention one way or the other, since the response of the answerer may determine
which way the argumentation takes. In addition, dialectical discourse differs from

‘ordinary discourse in that both linguistic and non-linguistic context tend to be,

by comparison, impoverished.

Aristotle himself never comes quite clear about what he takes to be the criterion
for when a speaker who uses a homonymous expression in a sentence asks more
than one question or makes more than one statement. Mostly speaker intention
appears to be irrelevant.24 But there is evidence in Aristotle’s logical writings that

22 Cf. e.g. Int. 1. If, in Inz. 8, Aristotle doesn’t discuss homonymy in general, this fact may explain
also why in /nt. 8 Aristotle does not state that he discusses homonymy. He is not interested in the gen-
eral phenomenon of homonymy, but in a specific phenomenon that we can observe in certain cases
in which homonymous expressions are used, as we encounter it—among other things—in dialectic.

23 Cf. Arist. Soph. el. 17 175a39—41, where Aristotle notes that we have to beware of seeming to
be refuted.

24 There is one passage, Soph. el. 178278, where ‘listener decoding’ seems to matter to whether
or not an answerer has been refuted.
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it is a sufficient condition for a case of ambiguity in which someone makes two
statements simulraneously by stating one declarative sentence?? when (i) we have
an ambiguous expression in the statement and (ii) it is unclear to the listeners
which of the two possible significations of the ambiguous expression, if any, is
intended by the speaker.

Here are some passages from Sophistici Elenchi chapters 17 and 19 and from
Topics VIIL 7 which support the point that Aristotle believes that in some fallacies
of homonymy and amphiboly the questioner simultaneously asks two questions,
and that in those cases two things are said simultaneously with the question
sentence. In Sophistici Elenchi 19 Aristotle begins with some general remarks

about such fallacies:

(1) Now, of the refutations that depend upon homonymy and ambiguity some have one of
the premise-questions with more than one signified thing ... e.g. ... in the <argument>
that the one who knows does not understand <what he knows> one of the premise-
questions is ambiguous. (2) And that which is said in two ways is in the one case <true>
and in the other it isn’t; and that which is said in two ways signifies something that is and

something that is not. ... (Soph. el. 177*9-15)

In (2), Aristotle picks up on what he said at Soph. el 1753917618 (quoted
above)—that is, that the questioner asks two questions in one, and that the
ambiguous expression has two ‘signified things’ at the same time. The first
clause of (2) makes sense only if we assume that with the phrase ‘is in one case
<true> and in the other it isn’t’ (67 pév ... 67¢ &’ ...). Aristotle intends the two
ways in which the thing is said; or more precisely, these two ways as they are
simultaneously signified when the premiss question is uttered. For only then is
it reasonable to say that one is (true), the other isn’t26 This is confirmed by the

way the passage continues:

(3) Whenever <that which is said in several ways>%" lies in the premise-questions, it is
not necessary to begin by denying that which is said in two ways; for argument is not for
the sake of this, but through this. (4) At the beginning one should reply concerning that

which is said in two ways, whether it is a word or a phrase, in this way, that in one sense

25 Or in which someone asks two questions simultaneously by putting forward one question
sentence.

26 If Aristotle had meant to use ‘67¢ pdv ... 67¢ §..." temporally, to be translated as ‘at one
time.... at another time..." or similarly, then we would have expected him to say that both are
<true>: i.e. at one time, in one context, one of the two things said in the question sentence is
(true), at another time, in another context, the other is (true); that is, that Aristotle would have
alerted us to the fact that ambiguous expressions have different meanings in different contexts. But
Asistotle does not say that. Thus ‘67¢ pév ... ¢7¢ §..." must here be used non-temporally to pick
out the two things said by the two questions asked with one question sentence; only then does what
Aristotle says make sense, fit the context, and comes out true. (Aristotle makes a similar point at
Top. 160°26, using émi 7 pév ... émi 71 &5 of, also Arist. Soph. el. 177*21—2; both passages are
quoted below.)
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it is so, and in another not so, (5) for example that speaking of the silent is possible in
one sense but not in another. (Soph. el. 177218-23)

“The premiss here is ‘Speaking of the silent is possible’ (cf. Soph. el. 4166°12-14).

This is a case where it is unclear to the listener which signification, if any, the
questioner is intending, and the context does not disambiguate.28 Hence it falls to
the answerer to disambiguate: that is, to say that the premiss has one signification
that makes it true and another that makes it false. Thus evidently Aristotle takes
the premiss to have two significations at the same time.2® Two short passages
from Sophistici Elenchi 17 confirm that Aristotle discusses cases of homonymy
and ambiguity in which one premiss has two significations at the same time:

Now, if it is not right to ask to be given without qualification one answer to two
questions, it is clear that it is not proper to answer without qualification any homonymous
<questions>. (Soph. el. 176*3-5)

This passage implies that homonymous questions may have two significations
simultaneously. For otherwise one could give one answer without qualification.

Now, if one should not give a single answer to two questions, it is evident that in the case
of homonyms one should not say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ either; for the one who says <that> has
not given an answer, he has merely spoken. (Soph. el. 176*14—16)

This passage, too, implies that homonymous questions may have two significa-
tions simultaneously. For otherwise, by saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ the answerer would

have given an answer. Finally, a passage from the T opics corroborates the same
point:

If <the answerer> understands the question, but it is said in several ways, then ... if what
is said 4, <said> in one way, false and, <said> in the other, true, he should indicate that
it is said in several ways, and thar in one it is false, in the other true. For if he makes the
distinction only later, it is unclear whether he saw the ambiguity at the beginning, (Tsp.
160°23-9) )

Here Aristotle discusses a case of fallacy of ambiguity (76 dupiBodov) in which
only one question is asked, and it is said in several ways (i.e. it is ambiguous), and
this one question simultaneously has two significations—or is two questions, as

%8 In fact, we may have some sort of ‘second-order’ intention: the questioner may intend that
their intention is unclear to the answerer.

2 Cf. Arist. Soph. el. 4 166*12-14: ‘Moreover, “speaking of the silent is possible”; for “speaking
of the silent” has a double meaning, It may mean that the speaker is silent and that the things of
which he speaks are so.’ The passage in Soph. el 19 continues: ‘and that in one sense one should
do what must be done, but not in another; for what must be done is said in several ways’ (Soph.
el. 177°23~4). The corresponding fallacy is ‘Things that must be are good. Evils must be. Hence
evils are good.” In this case, the immediate linguistic context is likely to make the innocent answerer
take the meaning to differ from premiss to premiss. S, there is no way of guessing the meaning(s)
intended by the questioner. The fact that Aristotle wants the answerer to determine explicidy in
which way the ambiguous expression is to be understood in each premiss implies that he thought
that otherwise each premiss might have two meanings at the same time.
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Aristotle would put it. For if it had only one signification when asked, there would
be no reason for the answerer to disambiguate the premiss before answering it.
These quotes taken together support the following interpretation: Aristotle’s
criterion for whether we have two questions or statements in one seems to be
independent of speaker intention. This is further confirmed by the fact that
Aristotle considers the case that we try to solve a fallacy at our leisure without
anybody actually asking the questions (Soph. el. 177°6—8), and thus without
any questioner having any intentions. Rather, at least in the context of dialectic,
a sufficient condition for having two questions or statements in one, with two
simultaneous significations, seems to be that neither the linguistic nor the non-
linguistic context3 disambiguates.3! In actual question-and-answer situations, 2
consequence of this is that the speaker’s intention is unclear to the listeners.

2. THE ARGUMENTS AGAINST THE VIEW THAT DE
INTERPRETATIONE 8 1S ABOUT HOMONYMY

The prevalent view and the challenge it poses to my interpretation

Before I discuss the arguments against the view that De Interpretatione 8 is
about homonymy, I should briefly state what the prevailing view is. The most
famous proponent of this view is John Ackrill. The most recent defendant is
C. W. A. Whitaker. This view assumes that Aristotle wants us to give ‘(a) cloak’
the conjunctive sense ‘(a) horse and (a) human being’, which, however, is not to
be understood as equivalent to ‘(a) horse-and-human-being’;32 the latter we might
characterize as giving ‘(a) cloak’ a unifying as opposed to a conjunctive sense.

30 Interestingly and oddly, Soph. el. 175°15—24 suggests that for Aristotle the non-linguistic
context of our pointing at an object (2 Coriscus) while using a demonstrative phrase (‘this Coriscus’)
does not serve to disambiguate the statement “This Coriscus is musical’ made in the presence of two
Coriscuses.

31 Can the facts (i) that at Soph. el 4 166245 Aristotle uses 67¢ pév ... 67¢ 8’ ... to explain double
signification, and (ii) thar ar Soph. el 4 16620~ 1 he uses 7 ... 7} ... when saying that an expression
signifies two things, be used to rebut my claim that for Aristotle, in dialectical contexts, question
sentences and declarative sentences containing ambiguous expressions have two significations at
the same time? I believe not. Above (in n. 26) I have shown that Aristotle uses oré¢ uév ... oré
§'... non-temporally for double signification. At 166°4—5 he may do just the same. And as in
English the two sentences ‘ “bank” means both “verge of river” and “financial institution”” and
““bank” means either “verge of river” or “financial institution”’ do not usually allow any inference
as to whether the speaker assumes that the word has both meanings at the same time, so for Greek
sentences with ... % ... . (Cf also in the same passage on ambiguity the use of ai...kal ... at
16628 and of kai at 166214 in sentences that contain double signification.) Alternatively, one has to
assume that what Aristotle says about homonymy in Soph. el. 4 at 166*4-5 and 166°20—1 is about
cases like the fallacy with ‘7¢ 8éovra’, in which each premiss could be interpreted as providing
sufficient linguistic context for disambiguation, and the fallacious element comes in only when the
questioner pretends to draw the conclusion. But it is quite unclear whether Aristotle took this line.
32 Ackrill 1963: 130-1.
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Ackrill thinks that on this interpretation, Aristotle’s two ways of understanding ‘A
“cloak is white’ are ‘reasonable’;33 but he doesn’t expand on what the conjunctive
sense of ‘(a) horse and (a) human being’ is. Here Whitaker chimes in and suggests
that ‘a statement about cloak involves making a statement both about man and
about horse’, and that this implies ‘that “cloak” is meant as a word that is
adopted to stand for two separate things misleadingly taken together as if they
were a single unit, such as a horse and a rider’.34

This still leaves me wondering what it is to adopt a word ‘to stand for two
separate things misleadingly taken together as if they were a single unit’. Taking
a horse and a rider as ‘a single unit’ we may state ‘a horse and rider is a pleasant
sight’. But this is not equivalent to ‘a horse is a pleasant sight and a rider is a
pleasant sight’. So that is not the sort of unit that Aristotle can have in mind, as
in this case the speaker doesn’t make a mistake. Let’s try again: taking a horse
and a rider as ‘a single unit’ we may state ‘a horse and rider is jumping over
the fence’. But this is not equivalent to ‘a horse is jumping over the fence and
a rider is jumping over the fence’. So that is also not the sort of unit Aristotle
can have in mind, as in this case, too, the speaker doesn’t make a mistake, Let’s
try again: ‘a horse and rider is white’. This could be equivalent to ‘a horse is
white’ and ‘a rider is white’. What, then, would be the mistake that Whitaker
assumes Aristotle to take the speaker to make? Perhaps that the speaker assumes
that there is one specific whiteness in which the horse and rider share (as it would
be if someone painted a horse and rider white with body-paint), whereas each of
them has their own specific whiteness? I have to admit that both Ackrill’s and
Whitaker’s versions of the prevailing view leave me puzzled.

No doubt, the prevalent view owes its existence in part to Aristotle’s restrictive
clause at the beginning of our passage from De Interpretatione 8:

But if one name is assigned to two things which do not make up one thing, there is not a
single affirmation, nor is there a single negation. (/nz. 1818-19)

This clause suggests that it is somehow germane to the cloak example that
(a) horse and (a) human being do not make up one thing. Thus I owe the reader
an explanation of how this phrase fits in with my own interpretation, and I may
as well make good on this point here. My explanation goes as follows. Underlying
De Interpretatione 8 is Aristotle’s assumption that there are two ways in which
two things can be called by one name.35 Take the sentence ‘A and B are called
C'. This can in principle be taken in the following two ways:

(1) Here’s one word, ‘C’; it’s a2 name for what is A, and it’s a name for what is B.
(ii) Here’s one word, ‘C’; it’s a name for whar is A and B.

33 Ackrill 1963: 131. 34 Whitaker 1996: 97-8.
35 This is Ackrill’s assumption, too; but I differ in what I think these two ways are. So does
‘Weidemann (1994: 220).
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Both (i) and (ii) are covered by a clause like: * “C” is assigned to A and B’. In
other words, that clause is ambiguous between (i) and (ii). The same holds for
its Greek counterpart. Now, according to Aristotle, (i) is what is typically used
in definitions. For example, ‘human being’ is a2 name for what is rational and
mortal and living; (i) is what we typically find in all other cases.3¢

Aristotle’s course of argumentation in our passage from De Interpretatione 8
is then as follows: he asks the reader to take a case in which both A and B
are called C (e 8¢ Sveiv &v dvoua reirar, Int. 8 18%18), but to set aside those
cases in which A belongs essentially to all Bs or B belongs essentially to all As
@€ &v wh éorw &, ibid.). For the remaining cases it holds that if we have
a statement ‘C is D’, we do not have just one affirmation (00 pia kaTddaow
<08 pla drdpacw>, Int. 8 18*18—19). Aristotle then provides an example
to illustrate those remaining cases (ofov ... 8fjAov 671 kai 7 mpayTy FToOL moAAG,
Int. 8 18*19-25, to be interpreted as suggested above, with reading (i) ). At /nz. 8
18225, Aristotle reverts to reading (ii) and pre-empts a possible objection, which
is: but what if you take “a cloak is white” in way (ii), wouldn’t we then have
just one affirmation?” Aristotle’s retort is that if we take his example in way (iD),
then we have no affirmation, since the subject term would not refer to anything
(A obdev onuaive, 0 yap éotw Tis dvfpwmos immos’—, Int. 8 18%25-6).%7
This is an argument ad hominem; that is, it considers an objection tailored to
Aristotle’s example. And as such, it succeeds.

Had Aristotle’s example been ‘assign the name “cloak” to human being and
walking’, and were we to construct an exact parallel, at /nz. 8 1825 he would have
had to say: in this case, even with reading (ii) we have more than one affirmation,
since on reading (ii) (S5) ‘a human and walking thing is white’ is equivalent to
(S6) ‘2 human being is white and a walking thing is white’. And—if this was
Aristotle’s view38— someone saying this would make (at least) two affirmations,
with the difference to reading (i), that in this case the two affirmations may
apply to the same individual. We know this from De Interpretatione 11, in
which sentences like (S6) are discussed. Thus, with Aristotle’s restricting clause
‘which do not make up one thing’ in place, it holds for all remaining cases
of one name assigned to two things that, whether you choose reading (i), as
Aristotle discusses in Jnt. 8 1821925, or reading (ii), as Aristotle discusses for

36 One might suggest that no one would ever assign the same name to two different (kinds of)
things. Yet, the multiple use of one and the same proper name proves this wrong; and in the case
of common nouns, the Stoics, e.g., are a wonderful counter-example, as their philosophy is full of
terms which they deliberately use in more than one way. In any event, it is irrelevant to Aristotle’s
point whether the one name is assigned to two things or happens to designate two things or to hold
of two kinds of thing,

37 My interpretation requires the dlause ‘o ydp éorw Tis dvfpwmos tnmos’ to explicate 7
obdev onuaive’ only.

38 Inz. 11 20P18—22 rather suggests that Aristotle would consider (S5) equivalent to (S7) ‘a
human being is white and a walking thing is white and the human being and the walking thing are
the same thing’ or something along these lines.
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his particular example in Jnz. 8 18*25—6, you never make exactly one statemen,
‘and never signify exactly one thing. You either overshoot or undershoot. This is

how my interpretation integrates the clause ‘¢¢ dv u1 éorw &',

I now turn to the arguments in favour of the view that in De Interpretatione
8 Aristotle does not discuss homonymy. I will consider Ackrill’s and Whitaker’s
arguments in turn.

Ackrill’s arguments

Ackrill nowhere directly argues for his view. He bases it on the assumption that
in De Interpretatione 8 Aristotle discusses the same issue that he discusses in
chapter 5 and at the beginning of chapter 11.3% However, there is no evidence
for this assumption. In chapter 5 Aristotle does not in any way refer to what he
says in chapter 8; and neither does he give any indication in chapter 11 that he
has discussed before what he discusses there, nor does he give any indication in
chapter 8 that he has discussed what he discusses there before in De Interpretatione
or that he will discuss it again later in De Interpretatione.

Let us briefly see what it is that Aristotle discusses in the presumed parallels in
chapters 5 and 11. The relevant sentence in De Interpretatione 5 is this:

A piece of statement-making discourse is one, if either it indicates one <thing> or
it is one by a connective; a piece of statement-making discourse is many, if either it
<indicates> many <things> and not one or it is connective-less. (Inz. 5 17215—17)40

Aristotle distinguishes two criteria for whether a piece of statement-making
speech is one or many: First, are one or more things indicated? Second, are the
relevant parts of the statement-making discourse connected by a connective or
not?

The second criterion is fairly straightforward and not relevant here, Cf. (58)
‘Callias is whire, Socrates is not white’ with (S9) ‘Either Callias is white or Socrates
is not white’. (Recall that for Aristotle sentences or statements (amodpdvoers) are
primarily utterances.4!) (S8) is a piece of statement-making discourse that makes
two simple statements. (S9) is a piece of statement-making discourse that makes
one compound statement. 42

The first criterion is the relevant one: Are one or more things indicated? In
simple statements, we have one piece of statement-making discourse if only one
thing is indicated. We have more than one piece of statement-making discourse
if more than one thing is indicated. In De Interpretatione 5, Aristotle says nothing

3 Cf. Ackrill 1963: 126-7, 130-2, 145-6.

40 éore 3¢ els Adyos dmodavricds 7 6 & Sphaw 7 6 ovvdéoua els, ToAof 8 of moAAG Kal uy
& 1 of dovvderor.

4t Moreover, when it comes to written language, there was no punctuation at Aristotle’s time.

© Cf. Int. 17*20-3: ‘is compounded of simple statements and is a kind of composite sentence’

(trans. Ackrill).
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further about these cases in which more than one thing is indicated; nothing at
all. This is not surprising; these cases are not the topic of this chapter. They are
only mentioned because they are contrasted with what is its topic: simple pieces
of statement-making discourse that are one because they indicate one <thing>.
Theoretically, there are four possibilities regarding what cases Aristotle has in
mind for those cases where more than one thing is indicated, if he has anything
specific in mind, thar is:

1. He has in mind only what he discusses in chapter 11.

2. He has in mind only what he discusses in chapter 8.

3. He has in mind both what he discusses in chapter 8 and what he discusses in
chapter 11, but chapter 8 is not about homonymy.

4. He has in mind both what he discusses in chapter 8 and what he discusses in
chapter 11, and these are two different kinds of thing.43

The text of chapter 5 neither favours nor precludes any of these. I believe that
Aristotle did not have (3) in mind.
The relevant part of chapter 11 is:

To affirm or deny one thing of many, or many of one, is not one affirmation or negation
unless the many things together make up some one thing. (I do not call them one if
there exists one name but there is not some one thing they make up.) For example, man
is perhaps an animal and two-footed and tame, yet these do make up some one thing;
whereas white and man and walking do not make up one thing. So if (a) someone affirms
some one thing of these it is not one affirmation; it is one spoken sound, but more than
one affirmation. Similarly, if (b) these are affirmed of one thing, that is more than one
affirmation. (Int. 20°12-22, trans. Ackrill)

The aim of chapters 11 and 12 is to determine when ‘To affirm or deny one
thing of many, or many of one, is one affirmation or negation’ and when not.
This requires Aristotle to figure out when many things make up one thing
and when they don’t. It is the ‘when they don’t things that are pertinent to
us. Aristotle distinguishes two cases, (2) and (b): An example of (a) would be
‘(a) white walking human is musical’. An example of (b) would be ‘Callias
is a white walking human’. The reason we have ‘more than one thing’ turns
out to be that ‘white’ and ‘walking’ are accidental to ‘human being’ (cf. Int.
12). The—otherwise important—details are immaterial to my purpose. What
matters is this: according to Aristotle, both in (a) and in (b) we have grammatically
one sentence but semantically three affirmations.

It is reasonable to assume that both (a) and (b) give us ‘a piece of statement-
making discourse’ that is ‘many’ because it ‘<indicates> many <things>’ of the
kind mentioned in chapter 5. But there is nothing in the passage in chapter 11

43 This doesn’t preclude that each is a special kind of what Aristotle would call ‘double question’
when it is put in the form of a ‘yes'—‘no’ question. Cf. Soph. el. 17, where Aristotle classifies the
fallacy of homonymy as a kind of the fallacy of the double question.
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 that suggests that Aristotle here discusses something he has already discussed

before in chapter 8, or that implies that he thinks that he has already discussed it
anywhere in De Interpretatione.4

There is only one sentence in chapter 11 that may harp back to chapter 8: ‘T
do not call <many things> one if there exists one name but there is not some
one thing they make up.’ In chapter 8 Aristotle excluded from his discussion
the cases in which two or more things that share one name make up one thing.
Now, in chapter 11, what was excluded from discussion—namely, the case of
many things that make up one thing—is the topic. And in the case where
essential properties are predicated, like ‘Human beings are two-footed, tame,
living beings’, the shared name (‘human being’) features as subject expression,
and the things that make up one thing (two-footed, tame, living being) are
predicated. The function of the Tdo not call ...” sentence is to prevent the reader
from wrongly assuming that those things which share one name but which do
not make up one thing (be that in reading (i) or (ii) above) are under discussion
here, t00.45 These were exactly the things Aristotle discussed in chapter 8. Thus,
far from discussing the same topic in chapters 8 and 11, careful reading shows
that Aristotle discusses different topics, and takes care each time to alert the
reader to what he is not discussing in the respective chapter.

In short, the results of scrutinizing the relevant passages in chapter 5 and 11 are:

o The passage in chapter 5 leaves it entirely open what the cases are in which
even a simple piece of statement-making discourse indicates more than one

thing,

e The passage in chapter 11 discusses cases in which one sentence has multiple
subject or predicate expressions, and determines when these make up more
than one statement and why. These cases are clearly different from those
discussed in chapter 8, whichever interpretation of chapter 8 one prefers.

e chapter 5 in no way refers to chapter 8. The passage in chapter 11 mentions cases
as discussed in chapter 8 only in order to preclude them from consideration
in chapter 11.

4 Aristotle does say that he has discussed the issue in the Topics, though: the passage quoted
above continues: ‘So if a dialectical question demands as answer either the statement proposed or
one side of a contradiction (the statement in fact being a side of one contradiction), there could not
be one answer in these cases. For the question itself would not be one question, even if true. These
matters have been discussed in the Topics’ {Int. 2002226, trans. Ackrill). The passage Aristotle
refers to is most probably Soph. el 175°41-176%1 and 176°6-14; the Sophistici Elenchi were
originally part of the Topics.

4 1 put the ‘T do not call ...” sentence in brackets to indicate that it is not part of Aristotle’s
main thought, but simply serves to exclude certain cases from discussion. That this is indeed the
case is easily seen if one asks oneself what the example introduced by ‘for example’ (olov) is meant
to illustrate. It can only illustrate the case Aristotle puts in the ‘unless’ (éav u7) clause (20°13-14),
thar many things together make up some one thing. The ‘T do not call them one..." sentence
(20°15-16) is a side remark on the ‘unless’ clause, to prevent the reader from wrongly taking certain
cases as belonging to the class Aristotle introduces in the ‘unless’ clause.
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Thus Ackrill does not succeed in backing up his claim that in chapter 8
‘Aristotle is not discussing ambiguity of names’ (1963: 131).46 The merits of
his interpretation of chapter 8 thus have to be judged entirely by how well it
does justice to the text of chapter 8 itself. Ackrill himself argues that ‘Aristote
Gils to show’ what he intends to show in chapter 8. That is, if interpreted in
the way Ackrill does, Aristotle fails to show what, on that interpretation, he is
raken to intend to show. This should make Ackrill’s interpretation less plausible
than interpretations like the one suggested above. Moreover, the one suggested
above has the advantage of providing a clear parallel to the Topics, whereas there
seems to be no parallel anywhere in Aristotle’s writings for Ackrill’s first reading
of (a) cloak is white’.

Whitaker’s argument from the meaning of ‘ambiguity’
Unlike Ackrill, Whitaker argues explicitly against the possibility that De Interpre-

satione 8 is about homonymy. He outlines three interpretations for Chapter 8:

Is ‘cdoak’ supposed to be ambiguous between the two senses, so that in certain contexts
it would mean ‘man’ and in others ‘horse’? Or is ‘man and horse’ supposed to denote a
compound entity, like a horse and rider, which might be talked about as a unit, without
counting as one in the proper sense? Or, again, might ‘cloak’ be intended as the genus of
man and horse? (Whitaker 1996: 96, my italics)

He argues against the first alternative thus:

Aristotle cannot mean cloak to be an ambiguous word, which might signify either man
or horse. Had he meant this, 1 [‘cloak is pale’] would not be equivalent to 3 [Horse
is pale and man is pale’, as Aristotle argues]; instead, ‘cloak is pale’ would either mean
‘horse is pale’ or ‘man is pale’, depending on which sense of ‘dloak’ was intended, just as
‘bank’ does not mean ‘a financial institution and a hill’, but one or the other depending
on context. We see instead that a statement about cloak involves making a statement both
about man and about horse, not an ambiguous claim about one or the other. (Whitaker

1996: 97, my italics)

Whitaker’s argument against Chapter 8 being about ambiguity fails, because
his notion of ambiguity is too restricted, both from a contemporary and from
Aristotle’s point of view. Whitaker assumes that if an expression used in a
statement is ambiguous (has more than one meaning), it means exactly one
thing in that statement. As to which meaning it has, Whitaker first says that
this is determined by the context, then that it is determined by the intention
of the speaker, and then again that it is determined by the context. Perhaps

46 There is also a whiff of circularity in the way Ackrill proceeds. In his commentary on chapter 8
he refers the reader to his commentary on chapter 5 (and chapter 11), but in his commentary on

chapter 5 he simply says it's clear from chapter 8 (and chapter 11) that Aristotle is not speaking of

ambiguity. In his commentary on chaprter 11 all he says about chapter 5 and chapter 8 is that ‘the
question what constitutes 2 single affirmation or negation has already been discussed” there.
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¢ means that the determining element of the context i the intention of the
speaker.
i Now, it is true that in most cases in which an ambiguous expression is
used in ordinary discourse, both the speaker intends exactly one meaning
and the context disambiguates. But the fact that this is true does not make
speaker intention and contextual disambiguation the same thing. Nor does
it make either speaker intention or contextual disambiguation a defining ele-

. ment of a statement containing an ambiguous expression. There are certain

situations in which a speaker may utter a sentence containing an ambiguous
expression, in which (i) the speaker does not intend either meaning and/or
(i) the context does not disambiguate. These include situations of dialectical
discourse.4”

~As we have seen above, it is Aristotle’s view tha in situations of dialectical
discourse, statements containing an ambiguous expression may preserve both
meanings of the expression at the same time, and that this is standardly so in
fallacies of homonymy.

~ Now, the De Interpretatione is concerned with dialectical discourse.4® This is
the main thesis of Whitaker, which he argues in his book passim. That is, De
Interpretatione is precisely about situations in which, when ambiguous expressions
are used, the speaker may not intend exactly one signification, and in which
there may be no disambiguating context. Thus Whitaker is not successful in his
argument against the view that De Interpretatione 8 is about ambiguity. Rather,
he himself provides us with the perfect reason why Aristotle is in fact discussing
ambiguity here: the De Interpretatione is—among other things—concerned with
dialectical discourse, and it is in dialectical discourse that we are in constant
danger that a sentence containing an ambiguous expression may be stated without
the context disambiguating it, and hence where the stated sentence involves two
statements: in Aristotle’s example, one about a horse and one about a human
being.

47 Whitaker himself admits as much where he discusses homonymy in Soph. el and describes
Aristotle’s Coriscus example thus: * “Coriscus”, which stands for two men of the same name
(17515fF) ... “Coriscus” is... a name which might apply to either one of the two namesakes,
although 3t is lefi unclear whick' (1996: 103, my iralics). If it is left unclear which of the two
Coriscuses the name applies to, then either speaker intention does not disambiguate or context does
not disambiguate, or both.

48 ‘Whitaker claims that De Interpretatione was ‘meant to provide theoretical underpinning for
dialectic, and so should be read closely with the 7% opics and Sophistici Elenchi, rather than with
the Categories and Prior Analytics’ (1996: 2) and that it ‘does nor take as its subject propositions,
seen as the components of the syllogism, but rather contradicrory pairs, which are central to the
workings of dialectic’ (ibid.). This seems to me to be a false contrast entirely. In Aristotle’s syllogistic,
it is important in many ways to know what the contradictory of a proposition is: examples are
Aristotle’s ‘rejection proofs’ (I take the term from Smith (1989: p. xxii) and deductions through
impossibility, both central to Aristotle’s syllogistic; moreover, contradictories feature in syllogisms
from a hypothesis generally, and the reader’s knowledge of what the contradictory, or what the
contrary, of a proposition is presupposed in the Analytica priova repearedly. I also believe that
Whitaker’s claim that the topic of De Interpretatione is contradictory paits is too narrow.
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Whitaker’s argument from the wider context in De Interpretatione

Whitaker attempts a second argument in favour of his view that chapter 8 is not
about ambiguity due to the wider context. Whitaker argues (1996: 104—5) that in
chapter 5 Aristotle restricts the scope of the discussion to simple assertions, ruling
out compound assertions; and that in chapter 6 he restricts the scope further by
ruling out statements which assert and deny homonymously. ‘So both obviously
compound assertions and those in which homonymous terms appear have been
excluded from the discussion in chapters 5 and 6’ (1996: 105). From this
Whitaker infers that since ambiguity has already been excluded before chapter 8,
in this chapter Aristotle does not discuss ambiguity (cf. 1996: 105 and again 107).

However, Whitaker’s claims are not borne out by the text. The topic of
chapter 5 is ‘simple single-statement-making sentences’ (using Ackrill’s ter-
minology). Accordingly, in chapter 5 Aristotle works toward an account of
simple single-statement-making sentences. To that end, he contrasts them
both with compound single-statement-making sentences and with simple
non-single-statement-making sentences. He does not discuss compound single-
statement-making sentences as such anywhere in the De Interpretatione. But he
does discuss two types of simple non-single-statement-making sentences, one
in chapter 8 and one in chapter 11. Thus the fact that in chapter 5 Aristotle
contrasts ‘simple single-statement-making sentences’ with two other types of
sentences does not mean that he restricts the discussion to the former in the sense
that he will not later discuss the latter.

The topic of chapter 6 is contradictory pairs (dvripdaes). We find the passage
in which homonymy is mentioned at the end of the chapter:

Let us call an affirmation and a negation which are opposite a contradiction. I speak of
statements as opposite when they affirm and deny the same thing of the same thing—not
homonymously, nor whatever other such things that we add to counter the troublesome
objections of the sophists. (/nz. 17337, trans. Ackrill)

This passage needs careful reading. In the sentence in which the word ‘homony-
mously’ occurs, Aristotle explains what he means by ‘opposite’ (dvTixeipevov).
He explains what he means by ‘opposite’, because he uses the expression in his
definition of contradictory pair. Thus, by mentioning homonymy, he is not
restricting the topic of the discussion of the De Interpretatione at all. Rather,
he is explaining how we are to understand a term he uses in the definition of
contradictory pair. He glosses his phrase ‘affirm and deny the same thing of the
same thing’ from 17°35: for there to be true opposites, it is not enough that
we have two sentences with the same subject and predicate expression, like “The
bank is over there’ and ‘The bank is not over there’, but the expression (here
‘bank’) must be used non-homonymously.

Thus we have no reason to assume that by the end of chapter 6 ‘homonymy,
ambiguity, and other sophistic tricks [have been] excluded [from the discussion]
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: ﬁnpermissiblc’ (1996: 107) and hence cannot be discussed in Chapter 8.
"hus Whitaker’s second argument against the view that in Chapter 8 Aristotle
discusses ambiguity (homonymy) fails, too.

CONCLUSION

I conclude that it is time that we emancipate ourselves from the bonds of Ackrill’s
authoritative interpretation of De Interpretatione 8 and see it afresh in the light of
the result of Whitaker’s contribution to our understanding of Aristotle’s work.
De Interpretatione is—among other things—written with a view to dialectical
argument; and De Interpretatione 8 is about homonymy of linguistic expressions
as it may occur in dialectical argument.4
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