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Introduction

How many notes have you made on this book?” The Mouse chanced a
tentative light through the hangar.

“Not a tenth as many as I need. Even though it’s doomed as an obsolete
museum reliquary, it will be jeweled” — he swung back on the nets —
“crafted” — the links roared; his voice rose — “a meticulous work; perfect!”

“I was born,” the Mouse said. “I must die. I am suffering. Help me. There,
I just wrote your book for you.”

Katin looked at his big, weak fingers against the mail. After a while he
said, “Mouse, sometimes you make me want to cry.

Samuel R. Delany, “Nova”

This thesis, as its title makes clear, is about future contingency and intentional
action. It was prompted by a genuine anxiety about what the future holds, and the
(overdue) realization that things do not always go as planned.

Some of the things that we take for granted in this investigation are that human
beings cannot, due to their nature, have definite knowledge of the future, and that,
despite that fact, they continue to make plans and act in relation to desired goals.
Interested with the possibility of intentional action within an indeterminate world, we
focus on the work of two philosophers that agree on these two presuppositions;
Aristotle and Ludwig Wittgenstein. More specifically we center our attention to two
of Aristotle’s most celebrated and studied texts — On Interpretation (O.l.) and the
Nicomachean Ethics (N.E.) — and with Wittgenstein’s later take on philosophy —
mainly his worries in On Certainty (O.C.) and peripheral texts. In line with our
worries, both men seem to preoccupy themselves with the everyday way people
interact with each other, opting for a down to earth approach instead of assuming a
scientific or a purely theoretical analysis to address the issue of everyday coping with
reality. Central to their approach is a conception of human beings as intrinsically
social creatures, identified as part of a structured environment that is typical of their
nature. It is within that environment that people are considered free to act and express
their intentions by doing so.

As part of their everyday interaction, and in relation with the future realm, people
have a habit of making promises, of giving their “word” to each other that certain
things will come to be, despite the fact that nothing from the part of factual reality
supports their doing so. More precisely: If it is not now determined whether we will
go for coffee tomorrow, can an assertion that we will go be true? If an assertion that
we will go for coffee tomorrow is now true, is the fact of us going for coffee
tomorrow determined? These two questions have to do with the notion of truth, and
the concept of determination that we work with. Surely saying it doesn’t make it true,
but still, if we arrange to go for coffee tomorrow, then surely we have determined
something, i.e. our shared intention to do so. Whether this shared intention is
something that makes the assertion true, or whether it is only the fact of us actually
sharing a coffee tomorrow that which makes the assertion turn out to be true, is what
will trouble us in the following.

In the first part of this thesis we are concerned with Aristotle. In chapter 9 of O.1.
(O.1. 9), Aristotle is addressing the issue of determinism, and it is at first surprising
that such a short piece of text can receive such a wide range of controversial
interpretations, while still managing to keep commentators perplexed as to its original



motivation and message. For that reason three different accounts of the chapter are
presented, that in turn represent three different ways of approaching the Ancient text.
The main question we are called upon to answer is whether assuming the truth of an
assertion concerning a future event, necessarily implies an absolutely deterministic
world. Our first commentator, Hintikka, considers this question unrelated with
Aristotle’s true worries. Anscombe, our second commentator, urges us to speak
nothing of the future since we cannot be absolutely definite to anything we might
have to say. Our third commentator, Frede, is the one who takes Aristotle as seriously
considering an alternative mode of truth that facilitates promises and oaths as
indispensable tools for deliberation and planning. This points us to our second favored
Aristotelian text, the N.E., where the concepts of deliberation and planning are
thoroughly mapped out. Our investigation of the N.E. focuses on three of Aristotle
technical terms — “@pdovnoig” (practical wisdom, henceforth phronesis), “mpoaipecic”
(commitment, henceforth prohairesis) and “dewvdtrta” (comfortable certainty,
henceforth deinotita) — with the help of which successful descriptions of situations
having to do with intentional human agency are made possible. More to the point, we
end up with a definition of an ideal moral agent who is so defined as to be able to
procure a value of truth different from the one provided by a direct correspondence
between propositions and states of affairs.

Aware of Wittgenstein’s “philosophical” turn, in the second part we describe his
later views concerning language use, in an attempt to better understand the role that
the social setting plays in the way people act. We are most interested in the
distinctions between knowledge, certainty and religious belief and in the exact nature
of the normative character that a typically human attitude towards reality affects in
our everyday life. We consequently provide our reading of the semantic consequences
of Wittgenstein’s distinctions, acknowledging a form of conditional determinism
expressed by our intentional participation in social practices, as part of our civilized
form of life.

In the final part, we attempt to forge a connection between some of Aristotle’s
descriptive terms with the later Wittgenstein’s account. The normative force of a
religious/ethical belief is related to the force of Aristotle’s term of prohairesis, while
the expert coping with social life and it’s demands is compared with deinotita, a
practical executive ability that describes the feeling of security an adult member of a
society exhibits in his interactions with other community members. Having acquired a
better overall understanding of the Aristotelian position concerning human agency as
embellished with Wittgenstein’s observations on human everyday attitude, we will
then return to our initial discussion of O.I. 9, see if our investigation supports our
favored reading of the chapter, and finally examine a proposed solution as able to
disarticulate the tension between the occurrence of intentional actions in an
indeterminate world.



Part I: Aristotle

Ia. Establishing a common ground

It is fruitful to try to establish a “common ground” between Aristotle’s
conception of modal terms and contemporary approaches. First of all, the problems
facing Aristotle in his thinking about modal notions can best be grasped if we have a
rudimentary theory of modality to compare it against. We must keep in mind that
there is a question as to what, for Aristotle, was qualified by a modal operator.
Textual evidence support both claims that Aristotle held conclusions necessary
relative to the truth of their premises' and that certain things necessarily took place
relative to the fulfillment of particular antecedent conditions®. For present purposes, it
suffices to know that modal operators will qualify whole sentences and as such, at
least part of Aristotle’s modal logic can be accounted for on the level of modal
propositional logic.

By appeal to various experts from Aristotle’s corpus, and in relation with our
interest with O.1. 9, we will mention certain terminological problems that we need to
keep in mind. In the first part that follows, we will mainly refer to Aristotle’s chapters
12 and 13 from O.I., and certain related definitions given in the Categories. In the
second, where we will deal with Aristotle’s doctrine of the four causes as analyzed in
Physics II 3 and Metaphysics V 2, we will articulate the way in which Aristotle
attempts to reach a successful description of a context of use. We will then relate our
discussion to the matter at hand, and most notably what is Aristotle’s problem in O.1.
9 with the example of “a sea battle taking place”.

Initial problems concerning Aristotle’s terminology

Understanding Aristotle’s writings is in most cases quite difficult. Certain
passages and even whole chapters have taxed many scholars and are still closely
scrutinized in search for a better understanding. Aristotle’s inconsistency in
terminology is rooted in his overall willingness to endorse the ordinary, everyday
mode of speech of his time. Whenever it is not needed, Aristotle avoids explicit
introduction of new technical terms. Also, in the case of words that were apparently
interchangeable in the ordinary mode of speech, it seems enough for him to
occasionally, but not always, state whether he makes distinctions between different
meanings, or if he endorses such use as evident of identity in meaning. Aristotle is
thus quite sensitive to the precise sense of his words and seems to have good enough
reasons for choosing the way he wishes to express himself. When investigating his
logical works, this liberality in terminology usually prompts attempts at establishing
“formal” definitions by focusing on Aristotle’s use of words in particular contexts
rather than on the words themselves. It is for that reason that a close observation of
his phraseology and terminology is imperative for understanding his exact point in
each and every case.

Whether one takes the material we have now in our hands as sets of lectures,
drafts of treatises or as finished works of literature, matters greatly when it comes to
problems that arise due to Aristotle’s use of his more technical terminology. Hintikka,

! Aristotle usually adds the operator expressing necessity to the conclusion of valid syllogisms to
indicate its necessity relative to the premises.

% See Metaphysics Book VI Chapter 3. Part of the later discussion in O.1. 9 hinges on this very idea.



one of the commentators we will encounter in our exposition of O.1. 9, convincingly
argues that, in as far as it goes, treating Aristotle’s surviving works as unfinished
works of literature’ is the best way to go. He begins his investigation on Aristotle and
his modal theory by referencing technical terminology defined in the Categories, the
text that precedes O.I. There, Aristotle has defined the linguistic terms “synonym”,
“homonym”, and “paronym”.

In short: two things are considered “synonymous” if they share both name (i.e.
linguistic term), and definition, “homonymous” if they share only the name, the
definitions being different in the two cases, and “paronymous” when called by
different names of which one is nevertheless derived (grammatically) from the other.*

Hintikka argues that Aristotle is systematically violating his own definitions
throughout the Categories, and attempts to exemplify these violations in Aristotle’s
chapters 12 and 13 in O.I. that deal with possibility, contingency, and necessity.

At the end of Chapter 12 of O.1. (22a11-13) Aristotle summarizes in the form of a
list the following pairs of contradictory expressions:

Possible — Not Possible
Contingent — Not Contingent
Impossible — Not Impossible
Necessary — Not Necessary

b=

Hintikka, and rightly so, relates the definitions given in the Categories with the
problems one encounters when one attempts to use these expressions in a suitable
context. Aristotle himself is quick to admit to certain difficulties when he tries to
establish a number of relations among these modal expressions, as his logical
intuitions compel him to do. He tries to explain these difficulties away by
distinguishing certain features of the word “dvvatév”’ (Henceforth dynaton) - usually
translated as “possible” - that could be problematic if seen in relation with the word
“evdexouevov” (Henceforth endehomenon) - translated as “contingent”.

Given the definitions of homonymy, synonymy and paronymy, these problems do
not seem insoluble, but instead rather interesting in themselves. However, these
similarities of phraseology make it extremely difficult for current readers and
commentators to draw the correct connections with other parts of the same discussion
or to discussions of similar problems elsewhere in the corpus. It might be the case that
an overzealous scrutiny of Aristotle’s terms could, instead of providing a better
understanding of a particular text as a whole, disrupt the argumentation structure and
present a fragmented view of Aristotle’s points and debated positions. Hintikka’s
investigation of these problematic terms, along with his tendency to correct
Aristotle’s mistakes, led him to the construction of a particular model for Aristotelian
possibility that will resurface further on.

Either way, to make matters as simple as we currently can, it is considered
prudent when trying to provide definitions to these modal terms, to retain as much of
Aristotle’s terminological distinctions as possible in the attempts seeking to establish
a more “formal” modal language. For that reason we will consider the notions of
unconditional necessity and unconditional impossibility as direct opposites, and
refrain from identifying what is “not contingent” or “not possible” with what is
“impossible”, by not equating the related Greek terms that can be translated as not
contingent, not possible, and impossible.

3 See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, Chapter 1
* This is essentially the case of univocal, equivocal, and denominative words in the English language.



In 22b11ff, Aristotle states that what is “necessary” is “possible” in a different
sense than that of something “contingent” being “possible”. He distinguishes rational
from irrational capacities that can in turn be either realized or unrealized. This
distinction is a crucial one for Aristotle, mainly when he discusses change and
movement in other treatises. For the time being, a helpful analogy can be drawn
between the case of dormant and unexpressed traits, and active, and as such
expressed, traits of /iving organisms. Aristotle gives an example in order to describe
the contingent exercise of a non-actualized potentiality in O.1. 13 23al4ff:

Both of that which is walking and actual, and of that which is capable of
walking but does not now actually walk, it holds good that it is not
impossible that it could walk (or could be). Now this latter potentiality we
cannot affirm of the necessary in its unconditional sense, but we can in the
other sense.’

Aristotle’s way of using “possible” to express potentiality in the case of someone who
can walk but currently does or does not, is not a use we can affirm about that which is
necessary in an unconditional manner. In its unconditional sense, necessity has as a
counterpart the notion of impossibility. However, in the case of potentialities whose
manifestation is a contingent matter, “not impossible” does not mean “necessary”, but
implies possibility with absence of necessity, much like our notion of contingency. In
this sense, dynaton is sometimes used to convey potentiality or an ability that can
either be or not be actually expressed.

Similar problems are faced when encountering endehomenon as describing
possibility. In the everyday mode of speech endehomenon is (still) used in a wider
context than the one we would wish for in a rigorous and formal account of modality.
Aristotle indicates this in Prior Analytics I 3 25a37-25b2 as follows:

[T]lo “be contingent” is used in several senses; for we say that what is
necessary and what is not necessary and what is possible is contingent.

The three cases listed in the secondary clause do not refer to different meanings of the
term endehomenon. It seems that they are just three different cases to which the
general notion of “possibility” can be applied. Clearly, Aristotle cannot mean that
what is necessary is contingent. The word endehomenon in the Greek language carries
the literal meaning of “that which is anticipated or expected” and so, in a sense, what
is necessary the case, what is not necessary the case, and what still has the possibility
of turning out to be the case, are all things to be expected in one’s portrayal of the
encountered situation.

Another instance of this difficulty is encountered in Prior Analytics Book I
13.32a21-9 where Aristotle’s awareness of the different logical properties of
endehomenon as expressing contingency is distinguished from endehomenon as
expressing possibility in connection with what is necessary. The final sentence reads®:

> This particular passage refers to an important distinction between what is conditionally necessary and
what is simply necessary, which will be established in Aristotle’s discussion in O.1. 9.

% Hintikka’s rendition of the sentence in pg. 32 of his “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality” is
somewhat different. He translates the passage, adding the bracketed part, as:

That which is necessary will not be possible, and that which is not necessary [nor



That which is endehomenon will therefore not be necessary, and that which
is not necessary will be endehomenon.

Here we see that Aristotle is trying to establish that when the term €vdexopevov is used
with a technical function in mind, namely that of contingency, something necessary
cannot and will not be called endehomenon. This is Aristotle’s way of clarifying the
meaning of the term when used in a “formal” way. It is up to the reader to keep the
“formal” use of endehomenon as opposed to the informal, everyday mode of speech
in mind and to make the necessary amendments according to context of use.

Given that we do not have a universal theory to propose, it will be up to us to
identify, or not, violations concerning definitions of linguistic terms from case to case.
The problems treated in Chapters 12 and 13 of O.I., interesting in themselves as they
may be, are not the issue in O.1. 9 that is of primary interest to us. Whilst admittedly
recognizing issues of ambiguity in the use of terms, the contextual, and thus
conditional, dependence of our terms will better be understood if we additionally
establish Aristotle’s way of providing a context within which these terms can come
under use. This is what Aristotle’s doctrine of the four causes is supposed to be an
indispensable tool for, i.e., for providing us with a successful portrayal of the
(linguistic) world around us.

The Causal Chain

Aristotle’s general account of the four causes can be found, in almost the same
words, in Physics II 3 and Metaphysics V 2. In a standard reading, the doctrine
applies to everything that requires an explanation, including the processes of nature,
artistic production, and, to certain extent, to human action.

Aristotle distinguishes among four kinds of “cause” in virtue of which something
can be responsible for something else:

a. The Material Cause: That out of which a thing becomes, and which persists
through the process of its coming.

b. The Final Cause: That for the sake of which a thing becomes. In one sense it is
the goal, in another the beneficiary.

c. The Formal Cause: What it is for so-and-so to be. In other words, it is the
essence or the defining characteristics.

d. The Efficient Cause: What tells us “whence comes the origin of a change™’. It
answers the question “How did/does/will it happen?”

In the case of artistic production, Aristotle thought that efficient, final, and formal
causes are in the end one and the same. Consider the case of a tool used for cutting,
which we will call a “knife”, be it a chisel, a sword or a scythe. The work for cutting
demands steel and not wood, and steel of a certain shape (material cause). To the

impossible] will be possible.

Hintikka’s refusal to translate €voeXOMEVOV with “contingent” and not with “possible” even in such
passages where the word has a specific formal use, is indicative of his tendencies to alter passages as
he sees fit and to retain inconsistencies constantly in the foreground when it comes to Aristotle’s
terminology, no matter the attempts for clarification. In the following chapters it will be argued that it
is this attitude that compels him to wrongfully attribute “simple-mindedness” to Aristotle in O.1. 9.

7 See Aristotle’s Physics II 3, and also Metaphysics V 2.
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extent that a tool, in serving the purpose of the craftsman (efficient cause), is fulfilling
itself, a knife which will not cut (final cause) is not merely a bad knife, but a mere
piece of steel, that is, no knife at all. Steel of a certain shape — what we call a “knife”
—is only itself in cutting (formal cause).

From those four, it seems that only the type of cause we call “efficient” has the
sort of “responsibility” for its effect that contemporary discussions of causation take
into account. Aristotle in his talk of efficient cause has in mind the sort of origins that
control change in the world. Although modern accounts of causation take causation to
be a relation between events, the Aristotelian efficient cause is not an event but a
substance. For example, the purposive craftsman (the efficient cause), in exercising
his causal power of his craftsmanship, performs his characteristic activity in
constructing the knife (an event), thus producing the coming into existence of a knife
(another event). Aristotle’s view in this respect differs from the contemporary one in
identifying as the cause the substance (the agent) whose capacities are exercised in
other events. However since in the case of a craftsman, the exercise of the causal
powers are exemplified in an event that in turn causes other causal powers of
substances to be exemplified in other events (the crafted material acquiring the final
form of a steel knife), the two views can be reconciled. The agent is not an efficient
cause if his characteristic identifying ability that works as a causal power, is not
effectively exercised.

With the help of the four causes Aristotle is able to provide a teleological model
for reaching explanations with reference to the end of a process. Although this
method is suitable for describing natural processes and artistic production, the lack of
psychological factors such as beliefs, desires and intentions can be problematic when
we address issues having to do with human action in its most general form. Aristotle
is right in refusing to psychologize nature and artistic processes, but in the case of
human action a non-psychological teleological account is difficult to procure.®

Aristotle further recognizes cases were the description of the substance involved is
not specifically or directly connected with the actualization that can be causally
effected. Such is the case of a pastry cook that saves one’s life through his wholesome
food. Such occurrences involve a relation between two separate "items" (being a
pastry cook and saving one’s life), which have come to be together, when things of
this kind do not come together always, or for the most part. Admittedly, there is no
self-explanatory association that makes this coming-together readily available for
explanation, and if any kind of explanatory power is to be found, it lies in the success
of the portrayal of the occasioned context in use.

In general, Aristotle acknowledges the “chance” factor in the world and allows
for uncaused causes into his causal account. Accidents involve a particular kind of
causation, since according to Aristotle accidents can only have accidental causes
themselves’. The link of causation in the case of a chance event, runs back as far as a
certain origin (the accidental cause), but this origin does not run back to something
else. Accidents can be in themselves causes and enter the causal chain, consequently
stopping that chain from stretching back any further because they lack (non-
accidental) causes of their own. Future “accidental conjectures” are especially
problematic, since their causal ancestry does not always reach back to the past or even
to the present. As such, particular accidents and coincidences are in most cases

8 Later, when investigating Aristotle’s ethical work, we will expand on certain “technical” notions that
will help remedy this particular misgiving.

? See Aristotle’s Metaphysics VI 2, 1027a7-8 (c.f. XI 8, 1065a6-8): “For the cause of things that are or
come to be accidentally is itself accidental."
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beyond any rational account of the future realm.

Strictly speaking, accidental causes are no (explanatory) causes at all, for the fact
of the simultaneity of, e.g. arriving at an alley at a particular time, meeting villains at
exactly the same time and thus coming to an early demise through a knife in the heart
is not explained. Even if we assume explanations for each one of the two “items”
separately, we will still not have reached a connected form of explanation. Aristotle
treats the existence of such “accidental conjectures” as a normal and unexplained
occurrence one encounters in everyday life. He rightly feels that there is no need to
apply notions of mysticism or fate to impose a law-like regulatory originating source
for such encounters. So, in Aristotle’s account, a fifth cause is implicitly
acknowledged, i.e., the “Accidental Cause”. For our purposes, we claim that a future
encounter will be a chance encounter relative to the situation one is facing now, if and
only if this situation is not yet such that it is now unconditionally necessary that this
encounter will come about.

The main reason for our current worry about future contingency is the conceptual
need to assign an ontological status to future contingents to which nothing
corresponds in current actual terms. It is this worry that we find evident in O.1. 9, and
feel it is in need of investigation. In the following, after a short introduction, we will
first describe the way Hintikka’s fixation on technical problems finds its place in the
context of O.1. 9. Having constructed a universal theory of possibility for amending
Aristotle’s terminological misgivings, Hintikka’s approach is of some use, even if
only for realizing some important technical distinctions. Next, we will take
Anscombe’s “theoretical attitude” towards O.I. 9 and relate Hintikka’s observations to
a practical aspect. As a final comment we will reserve Frede’s account, as the one
interpretation closer to our own take and the most liable to lead us to a “likelier
picture”.

12



Ib. Formulation of the problem in O.1. 9

The exact nature of the main problem discussed in O.1. 9, has been the subject of
intense debate from the time it first appeared until now. The brevity of the ancient text
combined with Aristotle’s lack of adequate technical terminology, especially in
delineating the delicate different uses of the term “possible”, has muddled our overall
understanding of the text. It has troubled both classical scholars, concerned mainly
with the question of the Aristotelian point of view, and logicians interested in the
logical problems of determinism and in the construction of tense-logics that provide a
formal account to the actual workings of the tense-system of, predominantly, English
verbs.

O.L. 9 is developed in three parts: In the first (18a28-34) it is postulated that a
particular thesis does not hold when it comes to certain contradictory statements about
future contingents, in the second (18a34-19a6) it is shown that if this thesis held for
singular future propositions, then everything that happened would happen necessarily,
and in the third (19a7-19b4) causal determinism is denied and Aristotle presents his
own position concerning the treatment of future contingents.

Traditionally, it has received two kinds of interpretations focusing on the problem
of Future Truth. According to one approach, Aristotle is entertaining two positions:
the strong thesis that among two contradictory propositions one is necessary true and
the other necessary false, i.e. LIp O [l-p, and the weak one stating that among two
contradictory statements it is necessary that one is true and one is false, i.e. Ll(p O
-p). As a representative of this view, Anscombe suggests that Aristotle is denying the
first one as leading to causal determinism, and openly accepts the second for future
states of affairs, while leaving aside the truth and falsity of the individual propositions
as purely hypothetical.

According to the second school of “traditional” commentators, Aristotle is in fact
discussing the weaker thesis and goes on to reject it along with the stronger one.
However, according to the “revamped” version of this view, Aristotle adopts a similar
position to the ones rejected, namely that at a given moment of time, and for a given
context, it is necessary that from two contradictory future tensed propositions one will
be true, and the other false. That is, a future state of events might appear necessary
relative to a context, while outside that context contingent. Frede’s very thorough
interpretation focuses on the distinction between what we will term Plain Truth and
Relative Semantic Truth. Re-introducing the “traditional” point of view, Frede’s
“likely story” that Aristotle did not so openly accept the dictum that every proposition
is true or false, and that the main question behind O.I. 9 is the way that the truth of a
statement can affect the existence of facts, is indeed more likely than others.

Hintikka’s approach to the chapter, unlike Anscombe’s and Frede’s, contends that
what troubled Aristotle was not in fact Future Truth. The Problem of Infinite Past
Truth as coined by Hintikka, focused instead in a possible [sic] confusion between
omni-temporal truth and necessary truth when it came to Aristotle’s technical
terminology and modal theory. Two major contributions emerged: The first is now
known as A. O. Lovejoy’s “Principle of Plenitude”,'” which, on the view that
Hintikka ascribes to Aristotle, would lead us to conclude that Aristotle’s way of
dealing with modalities is thoroughly inconsistent.'' The second point raised however

01t is noteworthy to keep in mind that Lovejoy did not in fact ascribe this dubious principle to
Aristotle.

'], van Rijen, “Aristotle’s Logic of Necessity”, pg. 7, who additionally points out that in J. Hintikka,
U. Remes, and S. Knuuttila, “Aristotle on Modality and Determinism”, the contributors go so far as to
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is one of the most attractive — for some — aspects of Hintikka’s otherwise failed
hypothesis, one that provides a detailed account of the deterministic position. A
corollary to Hintikka’s theory is that, even assuming right-branching time every
temporally definite sentence and every omni-temporal sentence is necessarily true if
true and necessarily false if false. In other words, if what is asserted happens at, e.g.
January 22™ 1979, then “p at January 22™ 1979” is true, has always been true and will
always be true, and, hence “it is necessary that p at January 22" 1979” is also true.

In order to establish Aristotle’s main concern in the particular chapter, we will
first present Hintikka’s approach, centered as it is on Aristotle’s terminology.
Hintikka’s exposition will be followed by Anscombe’s commentary, leaving the
reading advocated by Frede for favored last.

Hintikka’s approach: Infinite Past Truth

Central to Hintikka’s approach is the insistence that Aristotle adhered to a
particular notion of possibility, as described by the so-called “Principle of Plenitude”.
This is the culmination of Hintikka’s investigation in Aristotle’s modal theory based
on his fixation with Aristotle’s technical deficiencies in modal terminology and use.
The principle holds that all genuine possibilities, or at least all possibilities of some
central and important kind, are actualized in time. It gets its name from the
implication that God would have to stuff the universe full with specimens of every
possible kind of creature. Under suitable interpretations, the Principle amounts to a
notion of possibility where nothing is possible other than what is, what has been, and
what will be."> What is of importance is that if Hintikka’s insistence that Aristotle
adheres to the Principle of Plenitude is true then it is shown that in O.I. 9, all of
Aristotle’s moves to remove the deterministic conclusions fail.

Hintikka’s model for Aristotelian modal logic is formed by a temporally relative
version of the Principle of Plenitude, i.e. that if something is possible at a time t, then
it is actual for at least one time t’. If we assume “p” as portraying an “open”
proposition like “it is raining”, in the sense that no truth value can be assigned to it
unless an explicit temporal reference is provided, this principle has as counterparts on
the semantic level:

1. If Op at ty, then p for at least one t, and
2. Opatty, iffp forall t

These, together with their converses amount to Hintikka’s interpretation of the
Aristotelian modal operators.

Hintikka’s model takes for granted that for Aristotle propositions used for stating
knowledge or belief claims are temporally indefinite in their most typical form. That
is, for Hintikka, all of the propositions Aristotle repeatedly uses concern individual
encounters that contain an explicit or implicit reference to “now”. Hintikka claims
that a typical Aristotelian example such as “Socrates is sitting” is in fact the same as

proclaim Aristotle’s theory of modal concepts as an incoherent and open doctrine, in favor of their
interpretation.

"2 1t is a fact that several scholars throughout the ages have, not unlike Hintikka, used exegetical
models to explain their theories of possibility based on the Principle of Plenitude, and indeed most of
them promoted the opinion that Aristotle used it himself, if only to make their case and theories more
plausible.
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“Socrates is sitting now/tomorrow/yesterday” since all contain a reference to the
present moment. In Hintikka’s view, Aristotle did not deal with examples such as
“Socrates is (was, will be) sleeping at such and such a time on such and such a day”.
Accordingly, truth and falsity are not ascribed to Aristotle’s sentences absolutely, but
in relation to the time of the utterance. Depending as it does on the idea of temporal
truth, this theory is in contrast with the view that the truth-value of a proposition does
not change over time".

Hintikka has argued at length that to Aristotle temporally indefinite propositions
were the only kind of proposition that he could deal with. Hintikka considers it a fact
that in the whole Aristotelian corpus there are no instances of sentences whose
contents are tied to some objective chronology, thus being independent of the context
of utterance. However, in O.1. 9, when Aristotle,

a systematist who had defined his notions for too narrow a range of cases
and was then forced to accommodate new cases in his framework,'

comes to entertain sentences about individual encounters tied to an objective time-
scale like “p at time t,”, the problem Hintikka coins as the problem of “infinite past
truth” becomes evident.

Hintikka considers as a crucial passage that provides grounds for his intuitions
19a23-19b7. His translation reads:

What is necessarily is, when it is; and what is not necessarily is not, when it
is not. But not everything that is necessarily is; and not everything that is not
necessarily is not. For to say that everything that is is of necessity, when it is,
is not the same as saying unconditionally that it is of necessity. Similarly
with what it is not."

The distinction made by Aristotle in the above quotation seems to be one between
something being conditionally necessary and something being unconditionally
necessary. Aristotle is contrasting things that are necessary in a conditional way with
those that are necessary without any such conditions satisfied. This condition is taken
by Hintikka to be of a solely temporal nature that essentially comes down to a
distinction between statements of the form “necessarily p (now)”, and statements with
added temporal qualifications of the form “necessarily p at t”.

This reading seems to support Hintikka’s claims that the whole O.I. 9 revolves
around such a distinction between temporally definite and temporally indefinite
statements. Hintikka proposes that Aristotle, as considering only the truth and falsity
of a particular kind of statements as really counting for the issue of determinism or
indeterminism, opts for a “simple-minded” move.

Hintikka’s insistence that for Aristotle something is possible if and only if it is
true at at least one point in time, i.e. that the Principle of Plentitude was used, led him
to attribute to Aristotle an assumption concerning the relation between necessity and
omni-temporal truth. Hintikka maintained that for Aristotle, omni-temporality equals
unconditional necessity, since then it follows logically that something is possible if,
and only if, it is not omni-temporally false, i.e. is at some point in time true. So in

13 For the differences between Hintikka’s, Aristotle’s, and current views see Hintikka, “Studies in
Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, Chapter 4.

' See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, pg. 152

'S See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, pg. 155
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accordance with Hintikka’s model, if “p at time t,” is true once, then “p at time to” is
true at any time and consequently if true at any time, then necessarily true. The
deterministic consequences of this view seem inevitable since Von Wright pointedly
argues that taking this misguided step would lead us to claim that, if it is true that
there will be a sea battle at a particular day, then it was already true and necessary
10.000 years ago that there was going to be a sea battle that particular day'®.

In that respect, Hintikka argues that the problem Aristotle faces is not one
concerned with the problematic application of p [J =p in the case of propositions
about future encounters as other interpretations claim. Instead it is suggested that the
real problem lies with the fact that propositions about individual future events, in the
sense of being tied to a particular time and not to the time of utterance, have always
been true, if true at all. According to this interpretation, Aristotle is merely restating
the problem rather than trying to solve it, since all true statements about genuinely
individual future events like “p at time t,”, remain necessary.

Hintikka’s proposal is that Aristotle tries, but fails, to avoid deterministic
conclusions by shifting the focus of our attention from statements of the form “p at
time t”, to statements of the form “p now”. According to Hintikka,

[Aristotle] does not worry...about the implication “if (possibly p at t;), then
(p at ty)”, because he either forgets or disparages the kinds of sentences that
occur as its antecedent and consequent.'’

It does not prove determinism simply because what really counts as showing what is
possible at a moment is not what is true of this one moment of time, but whatever is
encountered regularly at other moments of time, which Aristotle only discussed in
terms of sentences of the form “p (now)”. In order for Aristotle to equate possibility
with sometime truth — a version of the Principle of Plenitude — he must be concerned
not with statements like “this coat will wear out”'®, but with statements of the form “a
coat will wear out”. Hintikka suggests that Aristotle treats the statement that there can
be a sea battle tomorrow, or that a particular coat can be cut up, as an elliptical
statement about sea battles and coats in general, because only then will we have a
statement which really says something about all the similar individual encounters at
all different times. To put it simply, according to Hintikka, Aristotle’s argument is
that a sea battle will be fought one day or another and a coat somewhere, someplace,
will be cut up before wearing down."

Moreover, Hintikka’s discussion of the ways in which Aristotle deals with
propositions allows him to draw an analogy to the question whether Aristotle was
troubled with Clp O Cl=p or Ll(p O —p). Since for many “open” propositions p, i.e.
those that do not portray encounters that never change, neither p nor not-p is always
true, it follows that neither of them is consequently true necessarily, and so [lp [
[1=p turns out false. Conversely for every proposition p, p [ —p is always true, and

' However, it is of course true and in no way misleading to say that, if there is going to be a sea battle
tomorrow, then a man who 10.000 years ago had predicted such a future event, would have spoken the
truth. See von Wright, “Time, Truth and Necessity”, pg. 241

7" See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, pg. 161

18 See also Hintikka’s analysis of Prior Analytics I 3.25a37-b19 in “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of
Modality”, pg. 35-38, where his problems with taking this example to be an elliptical statement about
coats in general come vividly to the surface.

1 See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, pg. 172
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therefore [1(p O —p) is also true. Therefore, in Hintikka’s interpretation of Aristotle,
what is in fact talked about in O.1. 9 and consequently denied is Clp O C-p.

Hintikka’s take on O.I. 9 relies most heavily on the assumption that Aristotle
adopted the Princple of Plenitude. However, this is not a concrete a case as Hintikka
would like for it to be. Indeed, Sorabji, following Lovejoy’s account of possibility,
firmly asserts that Aristotle accepted the principle only for a very restricted range of
cases, while denying it for others. As he accurately puts it:

Although the principle of plenitude has appealed to many people, its
plausibility, once it is subjected to scrutiny, will tend to vary according to the
kind of possibility one has in mind when he evaluates it. Sometimes when we
call something possible, we mean merely that it is compatible with the laws
of logic (logical possibility), or what we happen to know (epistemological
possibility). It is not at all plausible that whatever is possible in these senses
will at some time be actual.”

More specifically, Aristotle adheres to the principle when it comes strictly to what he
considers to be everlasting things. He accepts it in connection with such things as the
heavens, their motions and the resulting seasons, but not with regard to a sea-battle or
the truth of propositions pertaining to such. In 19a9-18, Aristotle clearly distinguishes
between a cloak, which is capable of being cut up, even if it never will be, and things
that are forever active:

Many things are obviously [things that are not always actual]. For example, it
is possible for this cloak to be cut up, and yet it will not be cut up but wear
out first. But equally, its not being cut up is also possible, for it would not be
the case that it wore out first unless its not being cut up were possible. So it is
the same with all other events that are spoken of in terms of this kind of
possibility.

Sorabji, in analyzing all of Hintikka’s textual references finds that, in all non-
controversial cases, the idea that what is always true of something is necessarily true
of it, is explicitly applied only to everlasting things.”’ When it comes to transient
things, the only capacity that Aristotle recognizes as one that will definitely be
eventually actualized is that of non-existence; that is, death in the case of living
organisms and destruction in the case of inanimate objects.

In Hintikka’s account, Aristotle is unable to remove the deterministic conclusions
and instead makes a “simple minded” move by silencing out examples like “Socrates
is (was, will be) sitting at such and such a time on such and such a day”. This
predicament does not worry Hintikka, who actually proclaims that such a failure “is
no objection to [his] interpretation, although it may be an objection to Aristotle.”* For
Hintikka and his proponents, given Aristotle’s habits of thought as they have found
them to be, it comes as no surprise that Aristotle’s account of possibility scarcely
serves to clear up any questions as to what can or cannot happen at some particular
moment of time.

However, as Van Rijen rightly points out:

2 See Sorabji, “Necessity, Cause and Blame: Perspectives on Aristotle’s Theory”, pg. 130
2l See Sorabyji, “Necessity, Cause and Blame: Perspectives on Aristotle’s Theory”, Chapter 8§
2 See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, pg. 161
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But if the only evidence for concluding that precisely this is the case with the
philosopher under review consists of one’s inability to give a coherent
interpretation of that philosopher’s doctrine, we should be reluctant [to say
the least] to accept that conclusion.”

Hintikka, in his investigation of O.I. 9, makes an important remark that is of
significance to our overall investigation that we will further address:

Aristotle’s solution shows that he is moving back and forth without any
compunctions between a future event (or a pair of contradictory future
events) and the truth or falsity of a statement about such an event...Thus any
criticism that turns on the contrast between being and truth...is without a
shadow of substance.*

Prone as he has been seen to be when it comes to “correcting” Aristotle’s mistakes, it
is surprising to find Hintikka failing to acknowledge the importance of this crucial
observation. The question whether Aristotle was right to make this kind of move so
freely, or if he did indeed make it, is something that should be dealt with in more
detail. Seeing as how Hintikka’s “solution” and various of his assumptions are not so
readily accepted, it is quite possible that this should be our central problematic issue
with O.1. 9. Provided we do not condone a free “moving back and forth” between the
truth or falsity of a proposition portraying a future contingent and the factuality of the
future contingent, a contrast between being and truth is quite in order.

In retrospect, Hintikka’s “infinite past truth” view draws first of all attention to the
fact that, given a “plentiful” environment, a commitment to definite truth values once
“future truth” has been admitted for propositions of type “p at time t,”, entails the
deterministic argument that there never was, never is, nor ever will be a truly
contingent encounter. Furthermore, it is established that we can talk of a “temporal”
necessity and that a distinction between conditional necessity (depending on the
circumstances and the time when something is) and unconditional necessity can be
effectively maintained.

So, Hintikka’s fixation with the Principle of Plenitude coupled with an anxiety
concerning possible violations of definitions, elucidates the deterministic position that
Aristotle is describing and fervently tries to abolish, giving us a better understanding
of the kind of argumentation we must seek to nullify.

Anscombe’s approach: Future Truth

Contrary to Hintikka, Anscombe® does not belong to those commentators whose
primary concern is to discover Aristotle’s point by a “detailed” account of his
technical terms and the difficulties that arise from his use of them. Anscombe’s
reading — as is evident from the way she expresses herself in her monograph — is an
attempt to take matters further than a mere logical analysis would. It stands to reason
that her approach, awkward as it may be, serves as an excellent point to further our
investigation. Simply put, Anscombe decides to read O.1. 9 with an intention in mind.

Anscombe’s monograph is comprised of three parts. In the first part Anscombe is

2 See van Rijen, “Aristotle’s Logic of Necessity”, pg.11
% See Hintikka, “Studies in Aristotle’s Theory of Modality”, pg. 169
5 See Anscombe, “Aristotle and the Sea-Battle”
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thoroughly going through the whole of O.I. 9, and provides us with her own
translation, making comments were she sees fit. The second part is presented in the
form of an informal dialogue, a part she chooses to name “elucidation”. This part of
her presentation gives us to understand that Anscombe is mainly interested in
utterances, things we can meaningfully say about future “facts”. Her paper ends by an
extremely short account of her position and by making a comparison between
Aristotle and Wittgenstein on account of their similar views pertaining to a strong
correspondence theory of truth.

In order to prepare the ground for this comparison, we are encouraged by
Anscombe to view our theoretical attitude towards the whole set of circumstances — a
prophecy together with its fulfillment — as exactly the same as our theoretical attitude
to the supposition that we knew of someone’s rising from the dead and so on. This
suggestion is one made with a particular point in mind, namely to direct us into
thinking in terms of utterances akin to articulations of religious beliefs, for which, as
being pseudo-factual, Wittgenstein held that no truth-values attach to them.*

Moreover, Anscombe seems to have indulged in silencing one of Aristotle’s
crucial terms in giving her own twist to the chapter under consideration. More to the
point, her “belief” is that the word “fjdn” (already) has no temporal connotations in the
crucial passage where it appears, and thus disparages the temporal nature of
Aristotle’s argument, in favor of a more ontological one.

According to Anscombe, when Aristotle in 18a28-29 turns our attention to what is
singular and future, he is quick to state that these cases do not conform to the modal
rule that governs the past and present facts.

For what is and for what has come about, then, it is necessary that the
affirmation, or negation, should be true or false.

An initial problem arises because, according to Anscombe, the modal operator
“necessary” may be taken as qualifying each of the two disjuncts that have “true” or
“false” as their respective terms, or as qualifying the whole subsequent phrase. That
is, depending on the reading one adopts, the sentence means that the rule that governs
past and present but not singular and future propositions is either:

1. Op dU-p,
or
2. U UO-p),

For Anscombe and the other commentators belonging to this school of thought, it is
[p O U-p that Aristotle ascribes to propositions portraying past and present facts,
while he denies, or at least tries to modify, this principle for singular portrayals of
future “facts”, since these express propositions still indeterminate as to truth and
falsity.”” According to Anscombe’s line of thought, Aristotle is taken as introducing a
deliberate ambiguity, which, meticulously sustained throughout the whole of the
remaining part of O.1. 9, is only unveiled in the very end. The previously quoted

2 More will be said concerning this interesting suggestion in part Ilc of this paper, which focuses
precisely on Wittgenstein’s account of religious beliefs.

" In contrast to Anscombe, Frede’s position is that the necessity of future contingents is not derived
from the false distribution of the necessity functor over the disjunction, but from the assumption of
absolute truth-values.
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passage should therefore be read as:

For what is and for what has come about, then, the affirmation, or negation,
should necessarily be true or necessarily false.

Anscombe claims that Aristotle is here modalizing the truth of the propositions that
portray facts that now exist, or have existed in the past. This modal version of truth is
denied for propositions portraying future contingents and so, Anscombe’s reading
hints towards a kind of factual necessity that Aristotle maintains for present and past
facts, in direct opposition to what lies contingently in the future. The propositions
pertaining to past and present facts are necessarily true, in a way that propositions
about individual future “facts” are not. It thus comes out that whether we assign truth
values to propositions or not, and if so how we do so, supposedly mirrors a difference
in the ontological status of the “facts” portrayed by such propositions.

However, no matter how strongly one is willing to perceive an ambiguity at the
beginning of the text, once a disjunction is no longer to be encountered, as is the case
in the continuing paragraphs of O.1. 9, there can surely be no further question of an
erroneous distribution of the necessity operator. Leaving aside further textual
evidence pointing directly to the opposite reading®, it suffices to note that no such
“true/necessary true” distinction is found elsewhere in O.I. 9, and that Aristotle in
our second of his favored texts, the N.E., states that “one does not deliberate about
what has happened but what lies in the future and is contingent; what has happened
cannot be undone” implying not the necessity of the truth of past facts, but their
irrevocability. One might say that, epistemically, the past is as “contingent”, or “open
to alternatives” as the future. And, ontologically, what has happened is necessary only
in the sense that nothing that happens subsequently can make a difference to it.
Something that has been done and so is a factual encounter at a particular time t,
cannot later cease to be a factual encounter at the same time t. The specific quote from
the N.E. does not emphasize the “necessity” of a proposition’s past truth. Instead it is
used to elucidate the fact that the truth of the occurrence of a contingent fact in the
past is just that; an occurrence of a contingent fact. The difficulty here is about
causation and that it appears to only run in one direction, from past to future. In that
case, there is nothing that we can do to change the past, irrespective of determinism.
The choices that we make may end up determining the future, but they can never have
an influence on the past. The past is closed because causation only works forwards,
and it is for that reason that the future is considered open.

Further following Aristotle’s argumentation, Anscombe stresses that the point
where Aristotle later bases his solution is 18b13-17 where it is alleged that:

[1]f something is unable not to come about, then it is impossible for it not to
come about. But if it is impossible for something not to come about it is
necessary for it to come about. Therefore it is necessary that everything that
is going to be should come about. So nothing will be “whichever happens” or
by chance. For if by chance then not by necessity.

%8 The interested reader is directed to Frede, “The Sea Battle Reconsidered”, pg. 47-49, and of course
to the original Aristotelian textual fragments mentioned therein.

1t is interesting to note that Frede mentions a lecture given by her at the University of Pennsylvania
in the spring of 1977, where Anscombe, as a member of the audience, agreed that the textual evidence
were against the “true/necessary true” distinction. See Frede, “The Sea Battle Reconsidered”, pg. 47
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In this passage it is maintained that if something lacks the ability not to exist, then it is
impossible for it not to exist. Thus the fact that it is impossible for something not to
exist is precisely what makes that existence a necessity.

Reminding ourselves of our initial discussion®® were we saw that the Greek term
dynaton describing possibility in reference to necessity, is sometimes also used to
describe contingency in reference to conditional necessity, we can give two different
readings to the passage. If Aristotle is using the specific term to imply “potentiality”,
in the sense of a two-way possibility (contingency), then he is in fact presupposing a
possibility of being that entails the possibility of not being. Therefore, according to
the reading we choose to employ, we get two distinct claims:

1. If it never was the case, never is the case, and never will be the case for
something not to exist, then obviously the deterministic conclusion of its
unconditional necessary existence follows.’

2. If what lies “hidden” in the quotation involves such cases as when something
contingent does not now exercise it’s ability not to be, it follows that either its
existence is now (conditionally) necessary, or that its non existence is now
(conditionally) impossible.*!

This is the only “problematic” place in the ancient text where the reader encounters
the multiplicity of terms mentioned earlier and so meticulously described by Hintikka.
As it is plain to see, Aristotle is here using the multiple uses of dynaton as part of his
argumentative strategy, something that might derail the thoughts of a superficial
reader, but surely not those of a trained and unbiased commentator who is used to
Aristotle’s way of making a point. Once the misunderstanding is resolved and the
term dynaton is understood as referring to an ability instead of a “necessary”
possibility, we overcome the otherwise deterministic conclusions and come to
anticipate Aristotle’s solution centered around the difference between conditional
necessity and unconditional necessity evidenced in his “solution” a few lines further
(19a23-27).

We mentioned earlier a crucial flaw in Anscombe’s overall treatment that needs
attention. At the end of O.I. 9, where Aristotle provides his solution, Anscombe’s
translation of the relevant passage (19a35-40) omits from the Greek word “fidn”
(already) any temporal connotations®’, concealing it in the phrase “that does not
mean”. Her translation of the related passage reads:

This is how it is for what is not always existent or not always not-existent.
For such things it is necessary that a side of the antiphasis should be true or
false, but not this one or that one, but whichever happens; and that one
should be true rather than the other; but that does not mean that it is true or
false.

30 See pg. 7

3T As Sorabji points out, Hintikka’s profoundly accurate account provides us with Aristotle’s argument
in De Caelo I 12, 281b3-25, that if something were at all times sitting, it would be incapable of
standing, and that what always exists is incapable of perishing. This is presumably what Aristotle has
in mind in O.1. 1929, when he says that the dual possibility of being and of not being does not apply to
what is forever active.

32 Anscombe, thanking Miss M. Hartley of Somerville College, ascribes only logical and no temporal
aspects in the use of the term and likens it’s present use with the German “schon”, or “noch nicht”.
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If her overall interpretation of O.I. 9, based as it is on the “true/necessary true”
distinction was to work, we would still need instead of “but that does not mean that it
is true or false” something like “but that does not mean that it is necessarily true or
necessarily false” in the above quotation, which is something that Aristotle simply
does not say. As is the case, the most obvious translation would replace Anscombe’s
rendering with something like “but not already true or false”. Either way,
Anscombe’s rendering of O.I. 9 is based on this “true/necessary true” distinction for
propositions, and with this in mind she translates 19a23 as:

The existence of what is when it is, and the non-existence of what isn’t when
it isn’t, is necessary.

and proceeds to comment:

i.e. it cannot be otherwise. A modern gloss, which Aristotle could not object
to, and without which it is not possible for a modern person to understand his
argument, is: and cannot be shown to be otherwise. It will by now have
become very clear to a reader that the implications of “necessary” in this

passage are not what he is used to. But see the “elucidation”.®

As mentioned earlier, the “elucidation” is that part of her paper that is given to us in a
form of an informal dialogue. This mode of presentation enforces our conviction that
Anscombe is concerned with the things that one can meaningfully say about the
future. Anscombe is right in drawing out certain epistemic implications from this
formulation. We cannot show the past and present facts to be otherwise than they are,
and so their respective propositions have their truth definitely settled, i.e. they are
necessarily true or necessarily false. Not only our utterances, but neither our behavior
can affect the factual nature of the states of affairs portrayed by past and present
tensed propositions. For Anscombe, the past and present facts cannot be otherwise
than they are, and so we are able to talk about them meaningfully by making
knowledge claims. Her point is that when we use future tensed propositions, what we
refer to has a pseudo-factual nature. Since for that reason no definite truth-value can
be ascribed to those propositions, it follows that we cannot make claims concerning
knowledge of the future. We may claim knowledge of past or present facts due to
their status as true (or false) facts portrayed by necessarily true (or necessarily false)
propositions, but we cannot claim knowledge of future “facts” precisely because of
their status as pseudo-facts. In that respect, propositions referring to them have no
definite truth-values, which means that they are essentially propositions with no truth-
values, and as such nonsensical.

Anscombe contends that the most that we can say about a future encounter comes
down to uttering a tautology. That is, Anscombe accepts that an utterance of the form
“p or not p” is necessarily true (trivially) even for future tensed propositions.
However a claim of “knowing that p or not p” would still be senseless to make, and so
the utterance of “p or not p” is, in Anscombe’s account, better left unsaid.

Provided Anscombe’s claims are understood correctly, in her interpretation of O.1.
9, she holds that contingency and future truth, are compatible. For Anscombe the truth
is absolute, 1.e., there is no conditional and unconditional distinction in necessary

33 See Anscombe, “Aristotle and the Sea Battle”, pg. 49
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truth. That is, propositions about future contingents do not yet have definite truth-
values, but once the pseudo-facts come to obtain as facts or not, as the case may be,
they will. But then, the facts being established, their truth or falsity becomes at the
same time a necessary truth or falsity. (In Anscombe’s sense that then they could not
be shown to be otherwise.) So, the lapse of time between prediction, i.e. a knowledge
claim, and coming-to-be plays no role in the definition of that absolute truth.

For Anscombe, indeterminacy in truth and falsity is no truth or falsity.
Propositions concerning knowledge of future situations do not have any definite truth-
values, and as such they have none. By claiming that Aristotle accepted Lp [J [l-p
for past and present facts, irrespective of our conscious knowledge, Anscombe wants
to point out that those facts actually did (not) happen. The truth-value of those facts is
absolute/necessary in that sense. However, by denying [p O [J-p for propositions
that refer to future contingents, Anscombe wants to point out that nothing can be
objectively said about how these encounters will actually go. It seems that her chosen
“theoretical attitude” is not entertaining a form of determinate world, but a
determined, as in absolute and necessary, form of truth.

This is not such an extreme proposal, if one realizes that an overzealous
indeterminist that adheres to an absolute kind of truth might find himself only
hypothesizing about the truth and falsity of propositions in the future while leaving
the prospective encounter untouched. Anscombe’s approach focuses solely on the
ontological issue of future contingents. This possible reading is incomplete seeing as
how temporal and existential issues are both present in Aristotle’s account. Certain
future contingent situations do admit to temporal, besides existential, conditions. It is
in this respect after all that Hintikka’s investigation on O.I. 9 shows some merits.
Anscombe’s account, focusing on the issue of knowledge of the future, disparages the
issue of deliberate involvement in shaping the way the future might turn out.
Aristotle’s main worry with determinism is only marginally related with the issue of
knowledge of the future. More to the point, his worry lies with the fact that a
conception of a pre-determined world might lead us to conclude that intentional
action and deliberation towards affecting the future is pointless. If our focus of
attention is placed on the fact that we cannot in a definite way know how the future
might turn out, then it could be the case that that would discourage any attempts at
controlling our destiny as human beings through our actions and decisions.

Frede’s approach: Plain vs. Relative Semantic Truth

Generally speaking, propositions can be viewed as “open” declarative sentences
such as “it is raining”, or “there is a sea battle”, which do not express truth or falsity,
without being coupled with an “absolute” location in time. The temporal reference
required for the assignment of a truth-value for these “open” propositions is usually
provided by the context of utterance, and it is this kind of propositions that Hintikka
ascribes to Aristotle. Frede’s investigation on the other hand, considers future tensed
propositions that are ambiguous between an indefinite reading (one in which the tense
acts as an existential quantifier) and a definite reading, where the definite reference is
again usually provided by the context. Frede, in contemplating Hintikka’s position,
stresses the point that although it is tempting to regard future contingent propositions
as indefinites of some kind, it must be kept in mind that the examples Aristotle uses
by reference to “this coat” and “the Sea-battle” stand for rigid designators* and are to

3* More specifically Frede shares our intuitions that Aristotle has, in this treatise, a particular Sea-Battle
in mind, namely that of Salamis (480 BC).

23



be treated quite differently from indefinite statements which do not necessarily refer
to the same subject or even to the same time.

According to Frede, in the opening lines of O.I. 9(18a28-33), what is asserted for
all propositions p, barring the singular contingent propositions concerning the future,
is that T(p) or F(p) holds for such propositions, i.e. the Principle of Bivalence. Frede
continues to define the law that of two contradictory states one or the other must hold,
as the Law of Excluded Middle. Using the capital letter P for a state of affairs that is
portrayed by a proposition p, we then get two readings:

1. The Weak one: T(p) OF(p) - LJ(P J-P), and
2. The Strong one: T(p) OF(p) — P OLI-P

Whether one takes the strong version or the weaker one, a relationship between the
truth or falsity of propositions and the corresponding facts has been established from
the first sentences of the chapter, and is indeed repeated in the closing lines. Since,
according to Frede’s approach, the Law of Excluded Middle applies only to those
states of affairs for whose respective propositions the Principle of Bivalence holds, it
follows that for future contingent states of affairs, neither the weak, nor the strong
version seem to apply. It is in that respect that Frede proposes that Aristotle’s solution
is centered around a suspension of truth-values when it comes to assertions about the
occurrence or not of events as yet undetermined.

Concerning past and present states of affairs, the existence of settled facts is
established independent of our establishing of the truth and falsity of the propositions
and so there is no complication encountered in our everyday mode of communication.
Concerning future contingents however, the future “fact” in question is necessitated
not in any absolute or causal sense, but relative to the assumption that the
corresponding proposition is true. That is, relative to the assumption of a logical
“law” between truth of a proposition and the related state of affairs such as LI(T(p) —
P), or T(p) — UP. Frede adopts the term “relative semantic necessity” for the
relationship between propositions and corresponding facts, this relation being that the
definite truth values require definite facts and vice versa, while leaving the case of an
indefinite kind of truth as something to be entertained.

In short, this relation is nothing more than a restriction on the assumption that
every proposition is either true or false in a definite way. Although not explicitly
stated in O.I., Aristotle’s willingness to accept this form of restriction is found by
Frede to be contained in its most straightforward terms in On Generation and
Corruption Bk. IT Chp.11. 337b4 — 338al0:

We need only appeal to the distinction between the statements “something
will be” and “something is about to be”... For if it be true to say of something
that it “’will be” (€oTal), it must at some time be true to say of it that “it
is”(€0Tiv): whereas, though it be true to say now of something that “it is
about to occur”(UEANEL), there is nothing to prevent it’s not happening®; thus

35 1t must be noted that in Joachim’s translation this sentence reads “whereas, though it be true to say
now of something that “it is going to occur”, it is quite possible for it not to come-to-be”, which of
course is a completely altered version compared with the text, but nevertheless makes more sense. If
we are to keep a strict translation, we must take here Aristotle to mean that there is nothing besides the
agent to prevent something described as mellon from happening. That is, the context is such that every
possibility is open, requiring the human agency for an outcome.
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a man might not walk, though he is now ‘about to’ do so. In general, since it
is possible for some of the things which “are” also “not to be”, it is clear that
the same ambiguous character will attach to them no less when they are
coming-to-be: in other words, their coming-to-be will not necessarily take
place.

Here Aristotle refers to the absolutely necessary future event as “what will be” (10
€otal, henceforth heste)and distinguishes it from what is “about to happen” (10
uéAov, henceforth mellon). What we have here is the acknowledgment of specific
linguistic conventions that would enable us to distinguish among things that “will
happen”, and things that are “going to happen™*.

Yet another passage where the same line of thought is exhibited, is Rhetorics
1392b33-1393a8, in which one of the advices given to any prospective orator is to
treat future possibilities as if they were definite facts, so that a stead-fast and strong
character is presented to the audience and an amplification of the focus of attention to
the matter at hand that is of immediate relevance with the imminence of that future

state of affairs is maintained:

How questions of Future Fact should be argued is clear from the same
considerations: That a thing is going to be done if there is both the ability and
the wish to do it; or if along with the power to do it there is a craving for the
result, or anger, or calculation, prompting it. For this reason also, if a man
has an eager desire, or intention, of doing a thing, it probably is going to be
done; since, as a rule, things that are going to happen are more likely to
happen than those that are not. That a thing is going to happen if it’s natural
antecedent has already happened. For instance, if it is clouding over, it is
[probably] going to rain. That if the means to an end have occurred, then the
end is likely to occur; thus, if there is a foundation, there is going to be a
house.

Given Aristotle’s distinction between that which will lie in the future and that which
i1s “going to happen”, Frede asserts that the main concern we need to have while
reading O.1. 9 is the relation between the status of an event and the way in which we
choose to describe it. In other words, Frede claims that by assuming a fixed truth
value for a proposition in the future indicative necessitates the assumption that the
event is certain too.

To further her argument that what is at stake in the whole of the chapter is
something more than a mistaken distribution of the necessity functor as Anscombe
has previously claimed, Frede points out that the main reason for the worry about
future contingency is the conceptual need to assign an ontological status to future
events to which nothing corresponds in current actual terms. Since we do occasionally
make use of the fact of a “semantic commitment” such as an oath, there is a “bind”
between the “truth” of such a proposition and the existence of a future state of affairs.
That is, in the case of present and past events we do not pay attention in our everyday
life to the dependence of facts on truths, but presuppose the reverse dependence.
However, in the case of a promise or an oath, the contingency is eliminated only when
one treats them as if exemplifying concrete facts and adheres to specific linguistic and

3% Not wanting to argue that Aristotle has here specifically defined linguistic rules in mind, where one
term implies something and the other something else, we are able to see a resemblance between heste
as “will be” and mellei as “is going to be”. As is the case, the sentence “He is going to walk” can be at
the moment of utterance (now) true, even though the agent might not actually do so. This is not the
case with locutions using “will be”.
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behavioral rules. The ritualistic procedure one undergoes when taking an oath to “tell
the truth and nothing but the truth, so help me God” is meant to represent a forceful
implementation of a form of truth-value for future conduct unlike the typical one. The
point made is that active involvement and participation in human affairs presupposes
a fundamentally settled attitude towards things as yet contingent by their nature. In
order for a promise, an oath, or a resolution to have a functional role in a community
of people, it needs to be realized that their truth or falsity does not depend in the
concrete realization of any actual state, or fact. It is rather the social circle’s attitude
of relying in the communal sense of individual responsibility that all members admit
to that makes a social actor taken to be an agent able to keep a promise, or uphold an
oath. Human agency within a civilized framework is dependent upon such a semantic
commitment that licenses certain assertions and facilitates certain behavioral
patterns.’’

The full text where Aristotle provides his solution is 19a23-19a39, where three
clearly recognizably different steps are taken:

Step 1. 19a23-27: What is, necessarily is when it is; and what is not necessarily is
not, when it is not. But not everything that is, necessarily is, and not everything that is
not, necessarily is not. For to say that everything that is, is of necessity, when it is, is
not the same as saying unconditionally that it is of necessity. Similarly with what it is
not.

According to Frede’s view, the refutation of the determinist has ended in
19a18-22 where Aristotle stated that “...it is clear that not everything is or comes
about of necessity...”. The first part of the “solution” serves the purpose of clarifying
what has to be modified and what has to remain intact. For it seems that a “kind” of
necessity has been refuted, while at the same time, even contingent events are
necessary, namely once they come to be.

The kind of temporal necessity encountered here simply is that at a point of time,
given the context provided by the external circumstances of the world and the internal
conditions of the agent, something is inevitable. That inevitability however might
have nothing to do with the “thing in itself.” That is, a thing of a contingent nature
will retain its contingency throughout its existence, despite the fact that other factors
have now made said existence a necessary affair.

Step 2. 19a27-32: And the same account holds for contradictories; everything
necessarily is or is not, or will be or will not be; but one cannot divide and say that
one or the other is necessary. I mean for example: it is necessary for there to be a sea
battle tomorrow or not; but it is not necessary for a sea battle to take pace tomorrow,
nor for one not to take place — though it is necessary for one to take place or not to
take place.

The insistence that the same account holds for contradictories, shows us that we
must not, Frede cautions, regard one of the members as absolutely necessary (and thus
its opposite as an impossibility) when it is only conditionally necessary. Keeping in
line with the same account in applying the differentiation indicated in the first part
Frede does not deny that Aristotle warns us not to commit the mistake of distribution,
but claims that though the antithesis is necessary, the distribution of the necessity is

37 This particular point will be spelled out in more detail in the final part of this thesis.
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wrong for future “beings” or “dvta” (our states of affairs), i.e. LI(P (0= P), but not LIP
O [0=P. However, the Law of Excluded Middle remains intact as a rational principle
for future states. In each case one or the other has to become the case eventually,
since objectively there is no such state of affairs as “a Sea-battle is taking place or a
Sea-battle is not taking place”, that can be described by a true or false affirmation.
The Law of Excluded Middle is applicable in principle but not in fact as long as the
outcome is open. Its formal validity for states of affairs is restricted to the time of the
event in question.

Step 3. 19a32-39: So, since statements are true according to how the actual things
are, it is clear that wherever these are such as to allow of contraries as chance has it,
the same necessarily holds for the contradictories also. This happens with things that
are not always so or not always not so. With these it is necessary for one or the other
of the contradictories to be true or false — not, however, this one or that one but as
chance has it; for one to be true rather than the other, yet not already true or false.

Frede’s position is that Aristotle from as early as 18a34-b8 has used T(p) O T(=p)
for propositions and LI(P [0 = P) for the corresponding states of affairs or events.
Consequently, she reads Aristotle as merely stating that the propositional validity of
the former implies that one of the corresponding facts must obtain.

Obviously, such a case is harmless when we refer to the present and past since the
facts are settled, but problematic when applied unrestrictedly to the future. Truth and
fact are not simply to be regarded as equivalent and they cannot be substituted for
each other, but they seem to somehow “necessitate” each other. This kind of necessity
however is not causal or anything of that sort, that would make the events depicted by
the proposition actual.

In 19a33 (*“...statements are true according to how the actual things are), Frede’s
understanding differs from Anscombe’s, who claims that Aristotle has a strong
correspondence in mind, namely that the truth itself is modified according to the
factual nature of the state of affairs. According to Anscombe’s view, lack of concrete
factuality implies lack of absolute truth-value, which in turn implies lack of any truth-
value. It seems that it is indeed more plausible to hold that a weaker correspondence
is in effect, in the sense that if the facts are definite then the truth-values are also, and
that if the “facts” are not definite then the truth-values are also. Frede’s position in
effect allows for an “indefinite” kind of truth-value for future contingents that is
certainly not in accord with a conception of an absolute truth that is associated with
concrete facts. That is, given the context and by assuming the correct linguistic
locutions that allow us to make credible promises and plans, certain events that are
contingent in nature, can be seen as having their “potential” existence settled from
now. So, in Frede’s account, propositions about future, and as such not currently
factual, matters can come to have a particular “kind” of truth-value that allows human
agents to act and relate with one another in a meaningful manner.

Commenting on the commentators

Turning to Hintikka’s approach, we note that his evidence consists for the main
part of short and scattered passages. His extensive and thorough investigation draws
attention to interesting interconnections between a variety of term-instances, although
admittedly the overall result does not satisfy with its explanatory insights. Hintikka’s
reading, if true, portrays Aristotle as in effect saying nothing new, and as leaving the
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real problem concerning determinism untouched. Aristotle simply can’t say anything,
because his own formal theory subverts his attempts to do so. This is of course a
possible reading that one is free to entertain. However, viewed from a different
perspective, it could be that a piece-meal approach such as Hintikka’s may
systematically obscure some of the data needed to shed light onto the larger picture in
which these same parts can be neatly fitted.

His interpretation takes three things for granted. Firstly, Aristotle is taken to
adhere to a specific definition of possibility, in the form of the Principle of Plenitude,
which inadvertently restricts his moves in combating determinism. Secondly,
Aristotle is portrayed as systematically using, and indeed as being solely interested in,
temporally indefinite sentences of the form “p now”, a tendency Hintikka considers as
dominating all philosophical enquiries in Greek antiquity. Thirdly, Aristotle’s texts
are considered by their nature to be flawed and incomplete, since they are not treated
as finished works but as drafts and notes in need of refinement.

Hintikka seeks to rectify Aristotle’s misgivings through a careful investigation
into Aristotle’s ways of using technical terms and phraseology as they are evident in a
multiplicity of seemingly related texts of the corpus. Through this examination, a
variety of real and significant problems become apparent, having to do mainly with
Aristotle’s insistence on using in his writings the ordinary and everyday expressions
having to do with potentiality, ability, necessity, possibility and contingency. Whether
one can locate these misgivings into each and every one of the Aristotelian texts, or if
they are indeed misgivings when they do present themselves in particular contexts, is
an altogether different matter. Hintikka chooses to take it for granted that ambiguities
in the meaning of technical terms are indicative of mistakes in their use on Aristotle’s
part. Moreover, acknowledging Aristotle’s liberties with his terms and their respective
definitions, Hintikka allows for himself the same kind of liberties he finds so
discomforting in Aristotle’s ways, when these liberties in definitions suit his purposes.

When it comes to the reading of O.I. 9, Hintikka’s portrayal of Aristotle’s
problems is then seemingly straightforward and simple. When sentences other than
solely the one’s Aristotle is used to work with are entertained, a clash between a
“deterministic” definition of possibility with Aristotle’s conception of an
indeterminate future is inevitable. In other words, assuming that Aristotle adheres to
the specific Principle of Plenitude, the deterministic conclusions are for Aristotle
inevitable when examining temporally qualified sentences, which his theory is unable
(or unwilling) to acknowledge. Confronted with the undesired fact that such
sentences, if seen under the perspective of a modal theory equating necessity with
omnitemporality, are already true if true at all, Aristotle is forced to make a “simple-
minded” move. Unable to resolve the tension between his intuitions concerning an
indeterminate future and the deterministic outcomes of his “plentiful” modal theory
when it comes to sentences of the form “p at time t”, Aristotle is quick to abolish such
sentences from his field of interest.

However, these bold assumptions could indeed be true, provided all of Hintikka’s
presuppositions were also in turn undoubtedly true. Starting from the Principle of
Plenitude we see that Hintikka’s technical approach in trying to establish rigid
definitions of possibility and contingency of a particular nature, simply are not in
accordance with Aristotle’s examples and uses. Instead of viewing Aristotle’s
unmistakable liberties with his terms as a method of Aristotle’s argumentation,
Hintikka sees problems that restrict the tenability of Aristotle’s philosophical worries.
It is a fact that Aristotle does not adhere to an all-pervading formal system that
requires a uniform application of technical terms in all of his philosophical treatises.
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Undoubtedly this causes significant problems for those who choose to view the
particular piece of text that is O.1. 9 as only a piece of unfinished text, part of a purely
logical treatise. By not taking into account Aristotle’s true worries with determinism,
and by focusing solely on problems that arise from his technical use of terminology,
Hintikka misses the point. For Hintikka, technical problems overshadow the real
efforts Aristotle makes towards saying something meaningful concerning the
troublesome status that exists between an indeterminate world and deliberate human
agency. Instead of using rigid definitions and restrictive models to force a specific
interpretation on Aristotle’s philosophy, a better suggestion is rather that we should
opt to view Aristotle’s philosophical positions as indicative of expressing concerns
that his logical approach has led him to entertain. Rather than locating mistakes in his
philosophical worries with reference to his technical tools, i.e. to the words he uses to
voice certain concerns, we should focus our attention, at least primarily, on these
concerns.

The use of technical terms in Aristotle’s writings is as problematic as Hintikka
finds them to be. His overall work on Aristotle has many merits and can shed light on
many difficult passages. A reconstruction of Aristotle’s doctrines, if that is the goal
one has, does require such a rigorous and demanding investigation. However, it is not
enough. Rather, the particular chapter should not be seen as indicative of mistakes
concerning these doctrines, but instead as an important cornerstone to understanding
said doctrines. We have more to gain by taking the problem discussed in the chapter
as a real one, instead of insisting to use the whole of the chapter as a mere example
that either satisfies or not our preconceived models. As it stands, it is even more
unproductive to denounce the author and his intentions upon realizing that this
“example” does not fit our preconceptions and modeling.

In this respect both Anscombe and Frede seem to share our point of view. By
both, Aristotle is seen as vigorously trying to make a philosophical point using logical
means to do so. Ambiguities in expressions have a particular role to play in the
argumentative structure and are there for a reason; to lull the reader into certain “dead
ends” from which he will escape when keeping in mind the multiplicity of use of
certain terms. Aristotle’s choice of words is not inherently problematic, but his choice
of their function in his overall strategy is tricky and demanding. Central to both their
interpretations is Aristotle’s attitude towards a strong correspondence theory of truth,
with Anscombe advocating Aristotle’s strict conformity to the theory and Frede
suggesting Aristotle’s willingness towards a partial revision of the theory.

Anscombe, and very rightly so, focuses her attention on the kind of “theoretical
attitude” that is exhibited by the author. In this respect we are in full agreement with
her tendencies to “read” something more than what is explicitly mentioned in the text,
and dutifully share her readiness to look for connections where there are seemingly
none to be found. Furthermore, Anscombe’s paper is unique in a profound way that
makes her approach quite important. She does not mention any of Aristotle’s other
writings and instead bases her reading on her own intuitions and ideas. Admittedly
such a “brave” attempt is found lacking textual support, but Anscombe’s peculiar way
has made her position one of the most influential one’s when it comes to the particular
chapter.

Anscombe’s reading in effect promotes a contrast between the early
Wittgenstein’s theory of truth and an Aristotelian strong correspondence theory. The
end of her paper finds her proclaiming their compatibility. To put matters into
perspective, we mention briefly that the correspondence theory of truth is nothing
more than a common sense theory which holds that a statement is true if what it

29



asserts corresponds to the way things actually are, and false if that is not how things
are. More precisely a sentence is true if and only if it depicts a state of affairs that
obtains. The relation of correspondence is between a meaningful sentence and its
sense, i.e. a possible state of affairs, but the truth of the sentence is does not reside in
that relation, but in the actual obtaining of the state. The relation is what gives
meaning to the sentence, while the obtaining of the state of affairs is what makes it
true. According to Wittgenstein, this is the theory that applies in the case of the kind
of statement whose truth or falsity is established by observation, and it is such a
correspondence theory of truth that you inevitably adopt if you subscribe, as
Wittgenstein did, to a picture theory of the meaning of sentences.

When the matter comes to future contingents, Anscombe suggests that we take
the utterance concerning something as yet not actually obtaining as exemplifying the
same “theoretical attitude” someone has when proclaiming he knows of somebody’s
rising from the dead, i.e., when we have an articulation of a religious belief.** By
claiming this, Anscombe has a very particular point in mind, namely the fact that
according to Wittgenstein’s account such an utterance lacks a truth-value. Anscombe
is proposing to treat sentences concerning future events as devoid of truth and falsity,
since the respective states of affairs are as yet nonexistent.*” It seems that Anscombe
is in a way advising us to keep silent when it comes to things that we cannot — in any
definite way — talk about, such as single future contingencies.

Her insistence to disregard the temporal aspects in the passage we have
previously quoted is intentional. Anscombe’s rendition of the passage is such as to
portray an Aristotle wishing to support a strong correspondence theory of truth. ...
one should be true rather than the other; but that does not mean that it is true or
false”. In her version we get the impression that Aristotle is denying truth and falsity
both for states of affairs and predictions about them in a declaration of adherence with
the strong correspondence theory of truth. However, when we contrast Anscombe’s
translation with the more prevalent one, we get a different feeling about what
Aristotle is in fact saying. “...one should be true rather than the other; but not
already true or false”. In this version we see a reluctance to attribute truth or falsity to
an utterance, despite the fact that it seems that between two contradictory statements
one is in a way “truer” than the other. This is what we would expect of someone who
tries to remain true to a strong correspondence theory of truth, while entertaining
alternatives. Aristotle’s problem in that passage is that despite the fact that a state of
affairs does not now obtain, i.e., the fact of it’s obtaining is not a true fact,
nevertheless an utterance depicting its upcoming existence is in a way true, although
not true in the way that a strong correspondence theory requires. The question
therefore is in what way this utterance could be true, without implying the necessity
of the future state of affairs that would in turn imply a deterministic world. In other
words, an utterance describing a future event should be true beforehand in a way that
would somehow influence the world and the agents therein, as if the occurrence of the
state of affairs was a pre-established fact. One might say that Aristotle could be
entertaining a sort of truth for an utterance about a future state of affairs that would
express a necessitation in the attitude of the agents and manifest itself in their

38 Wittgenstein’s views on religious beliefs are presented in part IIb. On a different note, one is further
advised while examining Anscombe’s writings to view “necessary truth”, when encountered in her
paper, as akin to Wittgenstein’s “certainty” and to substitute “plain contingent truth” with “true
knowledge/belief”.

39 Although such attitude is indeed read by some in the Tractatus, it seems that — after all is said and
done — the later Wittgenstein might have something further to add.
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subsequent actions, although admittedly not as yet expressed in an actually obtaining
state of affairs.

This is in effect Frede’s reading of Aristotle’s text. She acknowledges that
Aristotle refers to a particular Sea-battle as an example that serves to direct his
discussion and the focus of his audience to a particular event as a reference to virtuous
conduct and effective agency in a dire situation. Of significance is her reference to the
Rhetoric where it is explicated how the description one chooses to give to a future
event affects one’s audience and resulting actions. Seen not as a purely logical
treatise, but as an ethical statement born out of logical remarks, O.I. 9 is what
underlies Frede’s interpretation of the Aristotelian standpoint. Supported by the
necessary textual evidence, her version manages to bring forth arguments that
discredit opposing views, or at least put them into serious question, and to portray an
Aristotle fervently trying to make a valid, although not strictly logical, point.

It is a fact that the question as to which principle is under consideration in O.I. 9
is not clear. That Aristotle rejected [P [ [ 1= P for states of affairs is agreed upon by
all three commentators that we have looked at. Whether this was also Aristotle’s only
problem is not in any definite way answered by our limited investigation. What
counts as strong evidence for one line of interpretation contradicts the evidence for
the others, and what supports the latter speaks against the former.

It is for that reason that we need to take a closer look at the consequences that
worry Aristotle, if the world was taken to be of an absolutely deterministic nature. If
Frede’s way of looking at Aristotle in the particular chapter has more explanatory
power than the other two, it is because her interpretation complies with Aristotle’s
own presuppositions concerning possible human agency and action.

Taking care of the consequences

If it would have been always true in the past to affirm that something that now is
the case would have come to be the case, then all future events would come about of
necessity and chance events would never occur. This is something Aristotle repeats
after every refutation of the deterministic arguments in O.1. 9, since it is within the
sphere of “what is capable of being otherwise” that chance appears, and not within a
world where everything is preordained.

In 18b32-37 we are told that, if determinism were true, the very natural
tendencies of man to deliberate, plan and make assertions about future states of
affairs, would make no difference to the world:

[If everything is or comes about of necessity] there would be no need to
deliberate and take trouble, e.g. “if we do this, this will happen, if not, not”...
[a]nd indeed it would make no difference if people said the opposite things or
not; for clearly this is how things are, even if there isn’t one man saying
something and another denying it.

In other words, if everything that happened, happened necessarily, deliberation would
be pointless. This is extremely problematic for Aristotle, since, as acknowledged in
the lines preceding his “solution” in 19a7-23, certain future events have their origin in
deliberation and in action, thus forming a “causal” chain having as the final link the
chosen future event:

Now, [saying that it was always true of what comes about that it would come
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to be] is impossible. For we know by experience® that some of the things
that are going to happen take their start from a particular decision and from a
particular praxis, and that in general in things that are not always actual there
exists the possibility of being or not being. In them, both are open, both being
and not being, and also becoming and not becoming...So it is obvious that
not everything is or comes about out of necessity, but that some things are
chance events — and for them the affirmation or the negation are not in the
least one truer than the other — while for other things one is closer to being
true, or is true in most similar cases, but still it is open for either of them to
happen, and the other not.

According to Aristotle, the human world is enmeshed with general rules and
regularities and as such, besides involving things that abide to necessary law, it also
involves exceptions and breaches of uniformity. Such things are chance events that
most of the times are beyond rational thought and contemplation. If a future realm
with states of affairs undetermined as to their actual being or not is to be endorsed, we
need to first recognize the possible occurrence of future events that are as yet matters
of chance, making it impossible for us to give definite predictions about their
occurrence®’. Besides those completely accidental occurrences we, as experience
teaches us, need to additionally allow that although observation of particular contexts
resulting in particular future states makes some occurrences more probable, still
chance may interfere in the causal process and alter the anticipated outcome.

These are precisely the aspects of the world that human action takes advantage or
care of in order to impose a certain (intended) outcome on things, namely one that is
most preferable to man. In the N.E. Aristotle goes to great lengths to describe how a
correct account of deliberation can help steer the course of events through well
thought-out actions. By our deliberate wanting and acting we are able to “force” one
of two opposite state of affairs to come to be, making that particular chosen state of
affairs not a matter of chance any more, but a necessary accomplishment relative to
the total situation including the action that is willingly undertaken. Deliberation starts
from an assumed end — in this case a future state of affairs — and terminates with
something that we can do here and now. That means that the last step of our
deliberation is, or becomes, the first step in realizing our end. Moreover, the steps
presupposed in the attainment of the end are also conditions that are constituent parts
of the end. The “chosen” state of affairs that one has endorsed is partly fulfilled in the
fulfillment of each of the steps, i.e. the means.

It is easily seen that Aristotle’s reluctance to attribute an absolute truth value to
an assertion about the occurrence of a future event that an agent “eagerly desires”, is
rooted in the fact that an accident, a matter of chance, might occur in the realization of
one of the intermediate steps, leaving the occurrence of the intended future event
unrealized. That is, even if after deliberation and meticulous planning one willingly
undertakes the task of bringing about a particular future state of affairs, chance events
might still occur that may prevent that realization. Whether the non-occurrence of the
professed future event due to unforeseen circumstances affects the “kind” of truth we
have ascribed to the earlier proclamation, is a matter that relates to the kind of
responsibility we ascribe to the agent.

If any necessity is to be found in the obtaining of a specific type of a future event,

40 Literally translated as “we see”.

1 For example it is impossible to speak today of “tomorrow’s traffic accident”, having a particular
traffic accident in mind. In these cases we talk about accidents of “this or that kind” that might be
prevented.
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it is relative to the actions performed intended to bring it about, including the
characteristics of the agent performing them. The particular decision and the
particular praxis that Aristotle mentions in the N.E. express the freedom of choice and
the unhindered freedom to act that is characteristic of such an agent. These are not to
be considered as being caused by any external necessity found in a deterministic
world, but as themselves being non-accidental causes of future events. It is important
for Aristotle that the agency required to bring about this or that state of affairs to be
something of a non-accidental nature, rooted in something ingrained in the particular
actor. Hence Aristotle has to inquire under what conditions we treat man as a
responsible agent, and as such being liable to praise or blame for his actions and
decisions. The answer is straightforward, although admittedly not illuminating. We
are treated as responsible agents so far as, in acting, we deliberately and without
hindrance carry out what we wish, in our attempts to impose our will to the world.

Key to a proper understanding of Aristotle’s theory of future contingency is
“action” and the freedom and sense of responsibility that that requires. For that
reason, in the following chapter we will investigate Aristotle’s account of the way in
which human beings are able to perform such actions in the social sphere. Aristotle,
taking for granted that all such actions are directed towards the fulfillment of the
general goal of living well within the confines of a structured society, provides us
with those human treats that will enable us to give an explanation as to the way we
come to act as members of a community. His account thus centers in an attempt to
describe the causes that lead human beings to act, rather than focusing on providing a
description of human actions in general. By assuming a goal towards which human
action is directed, Aristotle is restricting the chance factor to those aspects of human
affairs that deal with a person’s place in a human society. His ethical views, based as
they are on a conception of human life as a social life within a civil picture, will help
us define those determining characteristics of a community member that allow social
interaction and willful involvement in communal affairs.

By doing so, we will establish Aristotle’s way of describing human agency
through the use of certain technical terms that will provide us with a better
understanding of those things that Aristotle wishes to safeguard by denouncing
determinism. In that way, we will come to see in what way Aristotle’s concerns about
those purely chance events that are indicative of the indeterminate nature of the
natural world can be harnessed by reference to specific aspects of the realm of human
agency. More specifically, to further our investigation, we must now attempt to locate
those elements that serve to enhance Aristotle’s account of the four causes in such a
way as to satisfy our need of “psychological” factors such as beliefs, desires, and
intentions that are required for a successful description of human intentional agency.
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Ic. Moral agency in the N.E.

As we observed in the previous, Aristotle’s theory of the four causes cannot be so
readily applied when describing cases that have to do with human intentional agency.
We need a description of a given situation that presupposes a general account of the
character of an individual in order to talk about the motives for an agent’s actions and
to be able to evaluate them under the given conditions of the particular situation. The
needs, wishes, desires and beliefs of an individual have an intrinsic part to play in that
agent’s deliberation and plan making. They are essentially the causes that lead the
agent to take effective action to determine an as yet undetermined outcome of a given
situation, and as such are things that we need to somehow implement in our
investigation concerning Aristotle’s account of the Sea-battle in O.I. 9. More
specifically we need to address these issues from a moral perspective, since
Aristotle’s conception of the human world is mostly concerned with the moral/ethical
dimension of deliberate human action.

According to Aristotle, human beings, as all living animals, strive for pleasure in
life. However, man truly reaches his excellence, the purpose of all his actions, only
through a virtuous everyday practice. Seeing as man is not a solitary animal but part
of a community, an organic part of a social unit, his true “fulfillment” can only be
reached only within and through the community he is part of. Beyond being merely a
theoretical concept, this social attitude is instantiated in a physical communal
dwelling place, the polis, where civilized human beings appear and recognize each
other as achieving or failing to achieve excellence. That is, the dwelling place in
which a community truly lives together, extending beyond a shared physical location,
forms a particular environment where human beings find their expression and
function as such. Acting within that civilized framework requires the actors to be
involved in the common affairs and to accept the responsibility that such involved
action demands.

Any course of action, in the performance of which these conditions are satisfied,
is a process initiated in the social actor and so is in effect the efficient cause of any

action done deliberately as a means to the commonly desired goal. Aristotle notes in
N.E. 1110a18 that

if the origin [of the praxis] lies within the agent, it is in his responsibility to
either perform it or not.

As long as in deliberation and action we execute a purpose, we are treated as
responsible agents praised and blamed for what we say, rewarded and punished for
the things we do. We are held responsible for the things we claim and for the drives
that we endorse. Since such actions, and only those, are “good” or “bad”, where
“goodness” or “badness” denote “manifestations of moral character”, it follows that
we are efficient causes of good and bad actions. As is evident in everyday life,

[i]t is sometimes difficult to choose among two things the one we should
prefer and to which of two bad outcomes to conform with. But it is even
harder to remain firm to that which we recognize as duty. (N.E. 1110b32-35)

The duty of the individual is none other than to live his life as best he can, and it is a

duty towards both his fellow community members and his own self. Aristotle’s term
for this typically human duty of “being well” is “cUdoupovia” (Henceforth
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eudaimonia), and it is this duty conceived as an attitude that permeates all of the
agents choices and decisions. Consequently, eudaimonia is not a describable state of
affairs that one can direct his efforts towards, but an attitude towards life, its demands,
and rewards*.

A life in accordance with eudaimonia is related with our desires, wishes and
beliefs that, in Aristotle’s conception, work as the driving forces that cause us to react
to the stimulus of his social environment. His suggestion in N.E. is to commit
ourselves to the harnessing of those forces, both irrational and rational in kind, so that
particular self-determined dispositions to become established in our character. In that
respect, Aristotle claims that human beings have a particular rational faculty in their
disposal, whose sole purpose of function is precisely the taking care of contingent
situations. It is his firm belief that through habituation and practice that this part
attains its excellence. Aristotle defines this excellence as ®poveoig (Henceforth:
Phronesis) translated somewhat liberally as “practical wisdom”, and it is this
excellence that all human beings can manifest in their actions.

Phronesis (Practical Wisdom)

At the end of Book 1 of the N.E. Aristotle distinguishes the good states of the
soul as:

(1) Virtues of the impulsive, orectic, or irrational faculty (generosity, temperance)
which is the seat of the emotions — anger, fear, hate — or in more general terms desire,
and

(i) Virtues of the rational faculty (theoretical wisdom, intelligence, practical
wisdom), further subdivided according to a difference in the objects of examination.
Thus we identify:

(iia) the part of the rational faculty wherein dwell facts dependent on first,
unchanging and necessary principles, i.e. the scientific part, and

(iib) the part wherein dwell facts of contingency (1139a9), i.e. the calculative
part

Rational virtues are formed through schooling that requires time and experience from
the individual. The moral virtues typical of the irrational part of the soul are formed
through habit, and to that effect, Aristotle draws attention to the fact that the Greek
word meaning morality, “fj00¢”, is not all that different from the Greek word
meaning habit, “€00¢”.** There is a distinction between the actions that produce a
disposition, and the actions that the disposition produces. In order to develop, for
example, the moral state of bravery, we must practice the doing of brave things; but
the brave acts which we thus do are not brave in the same full sense as those which
we do when our habit is formed in virtue of the bravery which has been by now
instilled in us as part of our established character.

*2 In that respect, Aristotle recognizes certain parameters that lie “outside” the agent that affect
eudaimonia and are related with the chance factor. The parameters that make one have the attitude that
makes certain actions easier to execute include having friends, money and political power. (N.E.
1099a34-1099b2)

# Kirkland, in his paper “The temporality of phronesis in the Nicomachean Ethics”, reminds us that its
first meaning is a “familiar location, a haunt, or a dwelling place where one has become accustomed to
living”. He also mentions that the same connection is found in Latin with “habitus” and “habitare”,
from which English derives its “habit” and “habitat”, and that the same holds for the German
“Gewohnheit” and “wohnen”.
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Concerning connections that hold for a time, or for the most part and not
indifferently for all time or without exception and that correspond to a variable and
indeterminate nature, human science fails to provide absolute truth or demonstrative
certainty. For contingent matters, the truth attained from the rational part of the
“thinking soul”, is a truth attained only through moral and ethical excellence, that is,
only with the subservience of an excellent irrational