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In his 1961paper“Tithenaita Phainomena”1, G. E. L. Owenaddressedtheproblemof therelationship
betweenscienceaspreachedin the Analyticsandthe practiceof the Aristotelian treatises.However, he
gave thisvenerablecrux anovel twist by focusingon adifferentaspectof theissue.Accordingto thePrior
Analytics, it appearsthat thefirst premisesof scientificdemonstrationsmustbeobtainedfrom collections
(historiai) of factsderivedfrom empiricalobservation. However, many of thetreatisesseemto make little
useof empiricalinquiry andinsteadconcernthemselvesmorewith ‘conceptualanalysis.’ This is especially
truein theMetaphysicsandtheethicaltreatises,but it is alsovery muchcharacteristicof thePhysics. How
arethesetwo kindsof inquiry related?

Owentook his cuefrom Aristotle’s customaryprocedureof beginning his accountof a subjectwith a
diaporia, asurvey of theavailabledataandtheviewsof others(includinghispredecessors)in whichhenotes
the ‘puzzles’ (aporiai), i.e. inconsistenciesandparadoxicalconsequences,that resultfrom them. Owen’s
unifying proposalwasthatbothempiricaldataandtheopinionsof otherscanbedescribedas‘appearances’
(phainomena), oncewe recognizethatthereis a crucialambiguityin this term: not only ‘what is apparent’
(dataof empirical observation) but also what ‘appearsto’ people(the opinionsof people,at leastthose
with somelevel of generalacceptanceor philosophicalcurrency). It is thenpossibleto describeAristotle’s
overall methodin philosophicalinquiry asbeginning with theappearancesandundertakingto resolve the
puzzles,while retainingasmany of thoseappearancesaspossible.Moreover—andcrucially—Owenwas
ableto assimilateAristotle’s philosophicalmethodto dialectic,on a certainunderstandingof that term. If,
ashe supposed,dialectic is ‘argumentfrom endoxa,’ whereendoxain turn arecommonly-heldopinions,
then it is to be expectedthat someform of dialecticwill be the sourceof the first premisesof scientific
demonstrations.

This article, like so muchof Owen’s work, initiated a wealthof further studies.It hasnow becomea
commonplaceamongmany interpretersthatAristotle’smethodof inquiry wasdialectical,wherethatin turn
meansroughlywhatOwentook it to mean.TerenceIrwin, in particular, hasdevelopeda modifiedform of
Owen’sview in extensive detail.2

To confronttheproblemhow argumentfrom ‘commonbeliefs’, which arenot necessarilyall true,can
establishthe mostsecureof principles,Irwin first distinguishesbetween‘pure dialectic,’ which is simply
argumentfrom theopinionsof ‘f airly reflective peopleaftersomereflexion’, anda morecritical typeof ar-
gumenthecalls‘strongdialectic.’ Thelatter, accordingto Irwin, emergesin theMetaphysicsandelsewhere

183–103in S. Mansion,ed.,Aristoteet les problèmesde méthode(Louvain, 1961). Reprintedin Owen,Logic, Scienceand
Dialectic,ed.MarthaNussbaum(Cornell1986).I citepagenumbersfrom this edition.

2TerenceIrwin, Aristotle’sFirstPrinciples(Oxford: ClarendonPress,1988).
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asa way of securingtheotherwiseindemonstrablefirst principleson which scientificdemonstrationsrest:
Aristotle cameto seethe inadequacy of the appealto ‘intuition’ for the justificationof thesefirst premis-
eswhich he hadmadein Posterior AnalyticsII.19 andsoughtits replacementin a reconsideredform of
dialecticalproof.

Irwin’s defenseof this picturerestsin parton detailedanalysesof theargumentative proceduresof the
treatises.To challengethesewould requireacomparablydetailedstudyof theseanalyses.I do not claim to
offer anything like thathere.Instead,I wantto concentrateon themoredirecttextualbasisfor theview that
Aristotle thoughtdialectic,definedasatechniqueof arguingfrom aspecialclassof premisescalledendoxa,
could provide a form of justificationof the first principlesof sciences.Generallyspeaking,that evidence
canbedivided into two parts.First, thereareseveralproof texts for certaincritical thesesSecond,thereis
a certainpictureof theendoxa, the ‘commonbeliefs’ on which dialecticalargumentsrest. I would like to
raisesomeproblemsfor eachof these.My claimsarethat(1) if we take accountof their contexts andwhat
they actuallysay, theproof texts turn out simply not to supporttheclaimswhich have beenbuilt on them;
(2) theinterpretationof theendoxaof dialecticrestson a seriousmisunderstandingbothof whatdialectical
argumentis andwhatthegoalof theTopicsis. In makingmy limited case,I will returnto the fonsetorigo,
Owen’sarticle,andin particularto theproof texts onwhich it rests.

1 ‘This in Itself Is Sufficient Proof’

Thefundamentalsupportingtexts for Owen’s view areNicomacheanEthicsVII.1, 1145b6–7,andPhysics
IV.4, 210b32–211a7,which by his accountboth containringing declarationsof a dialecticalmethodfor
establishingprinciples:

‘For if thedifficulties areresolved andtheendoxaareleft standing’,asAristotle saysin both
thePhysicsandtheEthics, ‘this in itself is asufficient proof.’ (244)

Theclearimplicationof Owen’squotedparaphraseis thatthePhysicsandtheEthicsadvocateacommon
methodandthat the methodin questionconsistsentirely of ‘resolving the difficulties andpreservingthe
endoxa.’ I do not think thateitherpassageactuallysupportsthatinterpretation.If we look carefullyat them
in their contexts, we will find that the two aremakingdistinctclaims,eachmoremodestthanwhatOwen
imputesto them.

Let mebegin with thePhysicspassage.Aristotlesays:

We musttry to conductour searchso that theessencewill begiven in sucha way asto solve
thepuzzles,andwhatappearsto betrueof placewill be trueof it, andmoreover thecauseof
resistance(duskolia)3 andpuzzlesaboutit will beevident. For this is how anything might be
mostbeautifullyshown (hout̂o gar an kallistadeiknuoitohekaston).4 (211a7–11)

3 ����������	�
�� 
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hasatechnicalsense,roughly‘impedetheprogressof theargumentby improperrefusalsto concedepremises’.

It is a fault of answerers,not questioners;in my translation,I renderit as ‘be cantankerous.’ Cf. Menander’s Duskolos (’The
CrotchetyOld Man’ or ‘The Curmudgeon’);for anexampleof whatAristotlemeans,I suggestThrasymachusin Rep.I.
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Owenpresumablyis offering usparaphrase,not translation,but still thereis a poorfit betweenhis ac-
countandwhatthispassagesays.Theformerleadsusto believe thatAristotle is statingminimumsufficient
conditionsfor establishingsomething:‘this in itself is sufficient proof.’ However, Aristotle saysthathe is
giving conditionsfor the ‘finest’ or ‘most beautiful’ way to prove anything. Thesearecounselsof perfec-
tion, notminimal conditionsof adequacy; they go far beyondmeresufficiency to tell uswhatthebestof all
possibleoutcomesis. Moreover, hedoesnot tell us that this is how we mustconductour searchif it is to
issuein proof: hesaysthat this is how we oughtto try to conductit. It is consistentwith this demandthat
an adequateproof may fail to achieve someof thesedesiderata.He doesnot saythat this is how we may
prove, or how we mustprove, but ratherthat this is how we shouldtry to conductan inquiry: if indeedwe
cannot only solve thepuzzlesandleave standingwhat is thoughtto be true,but alsoexplain whatcauses
thedifficultiesin thefirst placeandwhy peoplehaveproblemswith them,thenwewill have thefinestproof
imaginable.NothingthatAristotle saysimplies that thesearenecessaryconditionsfor an inquiry, or even
thatthey areattainablein every case.Sinceelsewhere(for instanceMetaphysicsA, NE X) heclearlythinks
that sometimesour pre-philosophicalopinionscannotbe retainedafterphilosophicalinquiry, we oughtto
supposethattheoutcomeenvisagedherewill only bepossiblein somemosthappy setsof circumstances.

Aristotle alsoincludesa third requirement:we shouldtry to make evident ‘the causeof the resistance
andpuzzlesaboutit.’ A passagefrom the EudemianEthicselaboratesthis samerequirementmorefully.
Sinceit hasoftenbeenseenasproviding anepistemologicalreasonfor attachingweightto theopinionsof
‘the many andthewise,’ I will quoteit in full:

We must try, by argument,to reacha convincing conclusion(zêtein tên pistin) on all these
questions,using,astestimony andby wayof example,whatappearsto bethecase.For it would
bebestif everyoneshouldturn out to agreewith (phainesthaisunomologountas) whatwe are
goingto say;if not that,thatthey shouldall agreein awayandwill agreeafterachangeof mind
(hopermetabibazomenoipoiêsousin); for eachmanhassomethingof his own to contribute to
the finding of the truth (echei gar hekastosoikeion ti pros tên alêtheian); andit is from suchb
starting-pointsc that we mustdemonstrate:beginning with thingsthat arecorrectlysaid,but

notclearly, asweproceedweshallcometo expressthemclearly, with whatis moreperspicuous
at eachstagesupersedingwhatis customarilyexpressedin aconfusedfashion.5 (1216b26–35)

I have citedWoods’s translation6 here,thoughI shallquarrelwith it in a moment.Now, thereis a clear
resemblancebetweenthis passageandPhysics211a7–11on several points. Again, Aristotle saysthatwe
shouldtry to achieve a certainresult,not that we mustachieve it. Next, he indicatesdifferentdegreesof
successat which we may aim: bestof all if everyone‘turns out’ to agreewith our conclusions,second
bestif they agree‘in a way.’ However, he now addsan explanationwhy we shouldaim at this: everyone
has‘somethingof his own in relationto the truth’ (oikeion ti pros tên alêtheian), andit is from this that
demonstrationsmuststart. Thus,asit seems,Aristotle holdsthateveryonehasa certainbuilt-in graspof a
little of thetruth, andwe shouldthereforetreattheopinionsof themany, aswell asthoseof thewise,with
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6Aristotle’s EudemianEthicsBooksI, II, andVIII , tr. with commentaryby MichaelWoods(ClarendonAristotleSeries,1982).
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respect,in needof correctionandclarificationratherthanrefutationandrejection. Aristotle is not simply
advocatingadialecticalmethodin philosophybut giving usa reasonfor doingso.

However, appearancescannotalwaysbe trusted. Therearecluesin the languageof the passagethat
hehassomethingquitedifferentin mind. Onesuchclue is theword metabibazomenoi: ‘after a changeof
mind,’ in Woods’s version.This is notaverycommonword. Aristotleusesit only hereandin two placesin
theTopics, eachof whichshedsimportantlight onourpresentpassage.First, in TopicsVIII, heis discussing
theuseof falseaswell astruepremisesin arguingdialectically. For Aristotle,onethingwhichdistinguishes
dialecticalargumentsfrom ‘contentious’or ‘sophistical’ onesin that they mustbe valid. However, their
premisesmaysometimesbeonly apparentlytrue. Indeed,in somecasesthey mustbe false: if the taskat
handis to arguefor a falseconclusion,thenfalsepremisesmustbeused(otherwisetheargumentwould be
invalid andthereforenotdialectical).Aristotlegoeson to notethatit canalsobedialecticallyappropriateto
usefalsepremisesin establishinga truthor refutinga falsehood:

Sometimes,evenif a falsehoodhasbeensupposed,it shouldberefutedby meansof falsehoods.
For nothingpreventsthingswhich arenot so seemingmoreso to someindividual thanwhat
is true, so that if the argumentarisesfrom what seemsso to that person,he will be more
effectively persuadedor benefited. And whoever changesminds (metabibazonta) well must
changethemdialectically, not contentiously(just asthe geometermustdo so geometrically),
no matterwhethertheconclusiondrawn is falseor true.7 (161a30–36)

Thepoint is thatdialecticalargumentsarealwaysdirectedatsomeoneandrely onthatperson’sopinions.
If my goalis to persuadeyou, it will domeno goodto usetruepremiseswhichyoudo notbelieve; I would
bebetteroff, in fact,usingfalseonesyou did believe,solong asthey led to theresultI wanted.To ‘change
minds’ is to leadpeopleto havedifferentbeliefs,andthatcanonly beaccomplishedrationallyby beginning
with beliefsthey actuallydo have.

Aristotle saysmuchthesamething about‘changingminds’ anddialecticalargumentin his remaining
useof metabibazein, nearthebeginningof theTopics:

[Our dialecticalmethodis useful] in connectionwith encounters,becauseif we have reckoned
up the opinionsof the many, we will speakto themnot from foreign opinionsbut from their
own, changingtheir mindsaboutanything they do not seemto usto have saidwell.8 (101a30–
34)

I take ‘encounters’hereto meansimplyany occasionfor argumentwith thepublic. A compilationof the
opinionsof others,asweshallseebelow, is oneof thecomponentsof thedialecticalmethodit is thepurpose
of theTopicsto present.Again,Aristotle’s point is thatwecanonly changepeople’s mindsargumentatively
from opinionsthey actuallyaccept.

Thesepassagesshouldleadusto seetheEE passagein a differentlight. Gettingeveryoneto agreewith
ourview aftera ‘changeof mind’ meansleadingeachperson,frompremisesheaccepts, to acceptourview.
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This is intrinsic to the persuasive function of argument. In eachof our individual collectionsof opinions
thereis boundto besomethingtrue—‘somethingof our own’, oikeion ti, with somerelationto thetruth—
andthis is thestarting-pointfrom which otherscanpersuadeus to believe the truth. (Woods’s translation
obscuresthis by paraphrasingoikeion ti pros tên alêtheianas‘somethingof his own to contribute to the
findingof thetruth’: Aristotle saysnothingaboutfinding or contributing to a searchfor thetruth.) In short,
then,whatAristotle is talking aboutin theEE passage—andin thePhysicsaswell—is not discovering the
truthbut persuadingothersto believe it.

ENVII.1 comesmuchcloserto presentingageneralmethodologyfor establishingfirst principles.Irwin9

translatesit asfollows:

As in theothercaseswe mustsetout (tithentas) theappearances,andfirst of all go throughthe
puzzles.In this way we mustprove thecommonbeliefsaboutthesewaysof beingaffected—
ideally, all thecommonbeliefs,but if notall, thenmostof them,andthemostimportant.For if
theobjections(ta duscher̂e) aresolved,andthecommonbeliefsareleft, it will beanadequate
proof.10 (1145b3–8)

In contrastto thePhysicspassage,Aristotle is clearlytalkingaboutwhatis sufficientasproofhere.Even
so,we do not find anything quitesostrongasOwen’s ‘this in itself is sufficient proof’. In fact,it is difficult
to becertainthatAristotle is statinganything like a general conditionof adequacy for all proofs. If instead
he is pointing to somethingspecificaboutthe caseat hand,thenhis intent may be quite the opposite:he
maybesaying‘if we canaccomplishthismuch,it will atany ratebeenough.’

Thediscussionaboveof thePhysicsandEudemianEthicspassagesgivesthispossibilitymoresubstance.
To begin with, notewherethis passageoccurs.It is not at thebeginningof a treatisebut ratherprefacesa
sectiondevotedto an unusualtopic: the possibility of weaknessof will. Oneunusualelementis that the
conclusionAristotle will ultimatelydefendin this caseincludesa rejectionof acommonlyheldbelief: like
Socrates,Aristotle holdsthatstrictly speakingno onecanpossiblyact incontinently. It is striking that this
passage,which hascometo bea sortof locusclassicusfor finding a dialecticalmethodologyin Aristotle,
is thepreludeto the rejectionof a very widely heldbelief. However, if insteadAristotle is concernedwith
‘changingminds,’ thenits occurrencehereis especiallyapt. It is prima facie implausiblethat thereis no
suchthing asweaknessof will; if we areever to persuadeothersof this, we mustbegin from their own
views. However, if we caneliminatethedifficulties (duscher̂e ) thatstandin theway of their acceptingit,
thenwe will have shown themadequately(dedeigmenonan eiê hikan̂os) thatit is so.

I donotwantto claimthattheseconsiderationsabsolutelyruleoutOwen’s interpretationof EN1145b3–
8. In isolation,thepassagedoesstronglyappearto be advocatinga generalmethodof inquiry. However,
aswe have seen,elsewhereAristotle usessimilar languagewhenhis realconcernis with persuasionrather
thanproof. I conclude,therefore,that thereis no necessityfor Owen’s interpretation,andgoodreasonsto
rejectit.

Noneof thisdeniesthatAristotle regularlymakesuseof surveys of thepuzzlesinherentin theviews of
his predecessorsandof peoplein general.Indeed,heusesthesesurveys asa guideto thedevelopmentof
his own position: thepuzzlessetquestionsto beanswered,andgoodanswersarethosewhich accountfor

9Aristotle,NicomacheanEthics, tr. TerenceIrwin (Hackett,1985).
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all thepuzzles.Whatis wanted,however, is someevidencethatthis typeof resolutionof puzzlesconstitutes
aproof.

2 Dialectical Ar gumentand the Art of Dialectic

Underlyingtheseattemptsto find adialecticalmethodof proof in Aristotle is aconceptionof whatdialectic
is; andhere,in my opinion, is wherethe real troublelies. Interpretershave generallyacceptedanaccount
of dialecticwhich placesall its emphasison thecuriouscompilationof opinionscalledendoxa—theviews
of ‘the many or thewise,’ to give it its briefestof severaldisjunctive formulations.Preciselywhy Aristotle
shouldsingleout this collectionof opinionsfor attentionis asvexing a questionashow hethinkstheprin-
ciplesof sciencesareestablished.Following Owen,many interpretershave tried to link the two, not only
finding in dialectica sourcefor theprinciplesbut alsofinding in this functionof dialectica partial expla-
nationof theattentionAristotle paysto theendoxa. Irwin hasdevelopeda particularlyrich interpretation
alongtheselines.Sincethepictureof dialecticit includeshasbeeninfluential,I will turnmy attentionto it.

Irwin findsadefinitionof dialecticin thefirst sentenceof theTopics:

Dialectic is ‘a methodfrom which we will beableto syllogizefrom commonbeliefs(endoxa)
aboutevery topic proposedto us, andwill saynothingconflicting whenwe give an account
ourselves.’ (36)

But in 100a18–20,Aristotle doesnot saythatheis giving usa definitionof dialecticat all. Instead,the
wordsIrwin quotesareprefacedby ‘The goalof our treatiseis to findamethod...’ Is Aristotle thenclaiming
that in theTopicshemeansto discover dialectic?Theanswer, asI have arguedelsewhere,is that thereis a
differencebetweendialecticalargumentanda dialecticalmethodor art. Dialecticalargumentexistedlong
beforeAristotle;hehimselfcreditsZenoof Eleawith its discovery. Whatheoffersin theTopicsis anart of
dialectic,to standin thesamerelationshipto dialecticalargumentasdoestheart of rhetoricto orations.

Failureto recognizethis distinctionis, I think, themajorcauseof misunderstandingAristotle’s remarks
aboutendoxa. In theTopics, hedefinesadialecticaldeduction(sullogismos) asonewith premiseswhichare
endoxa, asopposedto the ‘true andprimary’ premisescharacteristicof demonstrations.If we concentrate
only on this point,we maywonderexactly what this classof endoxais. However, in otherplacesAristotle
notesanotherequallyimportantdifferencebetweendialecticalargumentsanddemonstrations:thepremises
of dialecticalargumentsarequestions(An. Pr. 24a25,Top. 104a8). What differentiatesdialecticalargu-
mentsfrom demonstrationsis thattherearetwo partiesto a dialecticalargument,oneof whompresentsthe
argumentto theotherasa seriesof questionsheldout for acceptanceor rejection.11 In demonstration,one
choosesaspremisesthe true andprimary propositionswhich underlieall further truthsaboutthe subject
matterathand;no audienceis necessary, andit is thetaskof thelearnernot to questionbut to accept.How-
ever, in a dialecticalargument,thequestionercanonly developanargumenton thebasisof ananswerer’s
responses.Consequently, thequestionermusttake accountof theopinionsof thatanswererandwhetherthe
premisesneededareacceptable(endoxos) to theanswerer.

In the Topics, it is Aristotle’s purposeto develop a methodthat can be usedin any suchdialectical
context. He paysparticularattention,especiallyin Book VIII, to a stylizedform of debatethatapparently
waspracticedin theAcademy(hecallsthis‘gymnastic’),but hedoesnotlosesightof thewiderapplicability

11This is exactlywhattheterm � ��I���
��%��, , ‘somethingheldout,’ would suggest.
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of hismethodto any context in whichargumentsmustbedevelopedthatdependon theopinions(or at least
responses)of others.This, for instance,is thereasonwhy hetells us in theRhetoricthat therhetoricalart
is a kind of hybrid of thedialecticalart (dialektik̂e) andethics:orationsaredirectedat individuals,andwe
mustunderstandtheopinionsthey have in orderto persuadethem.

Now, Aristotlemakesit clearthatadialecticalargument,asheunderstandsit, mustbeavalid argument
(sullogismos), that is, its conclusionmustactuallybeentailedby its premises.This setsonetaskfor anart
of dialectic:weneedamethodfor discoveringpremisesthatimply agivenconclusion.But sincedialectical
argumentsmustbeconstructedfrom theconcessionsof a respondent,premiseswill beusefulto usonly if
they areacceptedby our interlocutor. This setsa secondtaskfor thedialecticalart: we needa methodfor
determining,or at leastpredicting,whichpremisesourrespondentwill accept.Thefirst taskcanbesolvedif
we have somethinglike a theoryof validity, or at leastsomegeneralrulesrelatingconclusionsto premises.
Thesecondtaskwould besolved if we hada systematicclassificationof premisesaccordingto thetypeof
personwho will find themacceptable.This, in my opinion,is exactly whatAristotle meansby theendoxa.
Thedialecticianis to collectviews of typesof person—theviews of everyone,of themany, of thewise,of
variouscelebratedwisemen—andusethemto gaugetheacceptabilityof premisesto aparticularopponent.

Thecleareststatementof thisprojectcomes,not from theTopics, but from theRhetoric:

For sincewhatis persuasive is persuasive to someone(andsometimesis directlypersuasiveand
convincing throughitself, sometimesbecauseof appearingto beprovedthroughsuchthings),
but no art investigatesthe particular(e.g.,medicinedoesnot investigatewhat is healthfulfor
Socratesor Callias, but ratherwhat is so for this type or thesetypesof person—forthis is
artful, but the individual is infinite (apeiron) andnot knowable(epist̂eton)), thenneitherwill
rhetoricstudywhat is individually acceptable(to kath’ hekastonendoxon), e.g.,to Socratesor
to Hippias,but ratherwhatis so

b
sc.endoxonc to such-and-suchpeople(tois toioisdi), just like

dialectic.12 (1356b28–35).

This is a familiar Aristotelianthesis:art andscienceareof theuniversal,not the individual. It is only
accidentallythat medicinestudieswhat is healthful for Socrates.Likewise, dialectic, if it is to be an art
whichstudieswhatis apparent,muststudywhatis apparentto typesof person,not to thisor that individual
exceptincidentally. Againstthis background,considerthestatementoftenquotedasgiving a definitionof
endoxa:

Theendoxaarewhatseemssoto everyone,or to mostpeople,or to thewise(andof them,to
all, or to most,or to themostfamousandbestaccepted).13 (100b21–23)

The greatmajority of interpreters,regardingthis asdefininga singleclassof endoxa, thenaremuch
exercisedto understandwhatthatclassmightbeandwhy Aristotleassignsit suchimportance.But compare
thedefinitionof ‘dialecticalpremise’Aristotlegivesa little furtheron in Top. I.10:
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A dialecticalpremiseis a questionthatis acceptable(endoxos) to everyone,or to mostpeople,
or to thewise(andto all of them,or mostof them,or to themostfamous)14 (104a8–10)

Here,Aristotle qualifiesthetermendoxoswith almostthevery samewordsusedin 100b21–23.If that
earlierpassageis a definition of endoxos, then this one is, in Aristotle’s terms,an exampleof dis tauto
legein. It seemsmuchmorelikely thatthefirst passageis notadefinitionbut aclarifying enumeration.That
is, Aristotle says:thepremisesof a dialecticalargumentmustbeacceptable;by ‘acceptable’I meanwhat
seemsso to everyone,or what seemsso to mostpeople,or what seemsso to the wise ... We find some
confirmationof this in thecontinuationof thepassage:

... so long asit is not paradoxical:for someonewill concede15 (theîe) what seemsso to the
wise,if it is not contraryto theopinionsof themany.16 (104a10–12)

In otherwords,Aristotlegivesasa reasonfor includingtheopinionsof thewiseamongendoxathefact
thatpeoplewill usuallyacceptthese(with anappropriatecitationof authority)if they arenot ‘paradoxical’.

Oncewe realizethatdialecticalargumentandthedialecticalart aredistinct, themysteryaboutendoxa
completelydisappears.Aristotle’s entirepurposeis to spell out an art for arguing successfullywith other
peopleon thebasisof their opinions.Partof whatthatartmustincludeis astudyof theopinionsof various
typesof person.Theendoxaof thedialecticalart aresimply listsof opinions,categorizedin thisway.

3 The Starting-Points of Dialectic: ‘Not Everyone’sOpinions Count Equal-
ly’

This interpretationis at variancewith the understandingIrwin andothershave of the endoxa. Supposing
thatAristotle is trying (for unclearreasons)to work outaspecializedkind of argumentative method,relying
on aspecialclassof opinions,Irwin seeksanaccountof just what thoseopinionsare. He concludesthat in
fact,Aristotle wantsto restricttheendoxato theopinionsof ‘f airly reflective peopleaftersomereflexion’
(38). In defenseof this,headducestwo passages.Thefirst is from OnSophisticalRefutations: thecommon
beliefsof dialecticmustbeapparent,

but apparentnot to justanyone,but to peopleof a certainsort(tois toioisde); for it is anindefi-
nitely longtaskto examinethethingsthatmakesomethingapparentto justanyone.17 (170b6–8)

The phrase‘people of a certainsort’ strongly suggeststhat the point hereis to restrict the relevant
opinionsto theopinionsof acertainclassof people.However, Aristotle’s own explanationof this limitation
alreadyundercutsIrwin’s interpretation.If his purposewereto saythat dialecticalargumentsreston the
commonopinionsof aspecificclassof persons,we wouldexpecthim to saysomethinglike ‘for thereis no
pointbotheringwith theopinionsof certaintypesof people.’ Whatheactuallysays,however, is thatthetask
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of determining‘the thingsthatmakesomethingapparentto justanyone’ is too indeterminateto pursue—‘an
indefinitelylong task,’ in Irwin’s rendering.And aswe have just seen,almostexactly thesamephrase(tois
toioisdi) is foundin Rhetoric1356b35,whereit clearlyis intendedto indicatetypesof personasopposedto
individuals.

To find an explicit declarationthat ‘not everyone’s opinionscountequally,’ Irwin turnsinsteadto Eu-
demianEthics 1214b28–1215a2,whereAristotle saysthat we shouldnot wasteour time examining the
opinionsof children,theill, andthemadabouthappiness,nor indeedshouldwe give any specialweightto
theopinionsof ‘the many,’ since‘they speakhaphazardlyaboutpracticallyeverything,andespeciallyabout
happiness.’

Now, this is alreadyaremarkablepassagefrom which to seeksupportfor aview of dialecticalargument
asrestingon,andgiving initial weightto, theopinionsof ‘the many or thewise,’ sinceit amountsto aglobal
dismissalof theopinionsof themany concerning‘practicallyanything.’ Furthermore,its entireweight,with
respectto Irwin’s thesis,is negative, showing only thatAristotle thoughtit ‘a wasteof time’ (periergon) to
examinewhatmostpeoplethink. If thepassageis to provideevidencethatAristotle thinksthereis acertain
classof personswhoseopinionsdo count,we shouldexpectit to saywho they are.Instead,Aristotlesays:

But, aseachinquiry hasits own problems,so,evidently, doesthatconcerningthebestandhigh-
estlife. It is theseopinions,then,thatit is right18 (kalôsechei) for usto investigate(exetazein);
for the refutationof thosewho disputea certainposition is a demonstrationof the opposing
view.19 (1215a3-7,Woods’s translation)

Aristotle hassaidearlier that argumentaboutethicalmattersis not what is wantedin the caseof the
immature,theunsound,andtheimmoral: what they needinsteadis experience,therapy, or punishment,as
appropriate.His pointhereis quiteprecise.Argumentservesto changetheopinionsof othersby takingtheir
own opinionsasits startingpoint andshowing themthat theseopinionsentailotherviews; if thosefurther
views arerepugnantto them,they aretherebymotivatedto changetheir opinions. Thosewhoseopinions
aresubjectto rationalmodificationin this light arecandidatesfor argumentative persuasion,andto thatend
it is usefulto studytheiropinionsandtheargumentsthatcanbeconstructedfrom them.However, children,
the insane,and the wicked lack the opinionsfrom which rationalpersuasionmight begin; it is pointless
to considerhow to refutetheir views, sincewhat causespeopleof theseclassesto have their opinionsis
not argumentbut someform of pathology. Aristotle takespart of this to be obvious: we cannotmake a
child anadultby argument,nor canwe healthesick (or convert thewicked,for thatmatter).Therhetorical
strategy of the passageis a comparisonof thesecaseswith ‘the many’: we cannotchangetheir views by
argumentbecausethey do not hold their views for reasonsin the first placebut only ‘speakhaphazardly’
(eikêi legousi) aboutprettymucheverything.Therefore,thereis no morepoint in trying to arguewith them
thanwith childrenor theinsane,andwe mayforgo discussionof their views.20

18ThoughI follow Woodshere, I think his translationfails to capturean importantelementof this passage.The word he
translated‘investigate’is

2$q�����;�e���� 

, whichcancarrythesemi-technicalsense‘subjectto aSocraticexamination.’ It is notcommon

in Aristotle,andwhenit doesoccurit almostalwaysis in acontext implying refutation.‘Thesearetheopinionsit is in orderfor us
to refute’wouldbebetter:thepoint is thatit is a wasteof time to refutepeoplewhoareincapableof reasoning.
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In summary, theEEpassagedoesindeedsaythatonly theviewsof certainpeoplecount,but thatpassage
is not making anything approachinga generalclaim abouteither philosophicalor dialecticalargument.
Aristotle is giving a narrowly-focusedreasonfor ignoring the views of the massof humanityaboutwhat
life is best:they do nothave reasonsfor their opinions,sowe neednot worry aboutrefutingthem.Nothing
aboutthecontext licensestheelevationof this into a generalmethodologicalprinciple. Thereis no warrant
for usingit to explicateSE170b6–8.

Moreover, if we look carefullyat thecontext of theSEpassage,it becomesclearthatIrwin’s translation
fails to captureanimportantimplicationof theterm‘indefinite’. Aristotle’s purposein theentirepassageis
to explain which refutationshis treatisecanlegitimatelystudyandwhich it cannot.He beginsby statinga
distinction,familiar from otherworks(includingtheRhetoricaswell astheTopics), betweenargumentsthat
fall underthepurview of dialecticandargumentsproperto oneof thesciences.Refutationsarearguments
(sullogismoi); therefore,if we know what kinds of things(par’ hoposa) argumentsarisefrom—i.e. what
kinds of premises—thenwe will therebyknow what refutationsarisefrom. But argumentsareclassified
accordingto their premises:someare‘in accordancewith a particularart’, i.e. reston premisespeculiarto
thatart,whereasothersaregeneral.It is only thelatterwhichfall underdialectic.As aresult,saysAristotle,
to undertake a completelygeneralstudyof how all refutationscomeaboutwould requirehaving a science
of everything,which is not thetaskof any singlescience:

For thesciencesarelikely infinite in number(apeiroi), andconsequentlysoaredemonstrations.
But thesearerefutations,andtrueones:for wheneversomethingcanbedemonstrated,it is also
possibleto refuteonewho acceptsthe denialof this truth. For instance,if someoneaccepts
that the diameteris commensurate,someonecould refutehim with a demonstrationthat it is
incommensurable.Thus,we will have to bescientistsabouteverything.21

If every refutationcorrespondedto a demonstration,andif every demonstrationwereproperto some
science,thentherecouldbenosuchthingasthestudyof refutations,exceptin aPickwickiansense:studying
refutationsin generalwould requirescientificomniscience.However, Aristotle holdsthat therearesome
refutationsthat dependonly on certain‘common’ premiseswhich arenot peculiarto any given. He sees
theseasbeingthespecialprovinceof dialecticandits cousin,rhetoric.

Aristotlecontinues:

Clearly, then, it is not the topoi of all refutationsthat are to be grasped,only of thosethat
arisefrom dialectic: for thesearecommonto every art andfaculty. Moreover, thestudyof a
refutationin accordancewith a specificscienceis for the personwho possessesthat science,
both asto whetherit appearsto be onebut is not and,if it is one,why it is. But a refutation
from common

b
premisesc , which fall underno science,is for the dialecticalto study. For if

wehavewhat
b
topoic theaccepteddeductions(endoxoisullogismoi) aboutsomethingarefrom,

a refutationof a propositionis simply a deduction(sullogismos) which hasasits conclusionthedenialof thatproposition.It is a
simplematterof definitionthatarefutationof p is ademonstrationof ‘the oppositeview,’ i.e. thenegationof p: to refuteis to prove
false.

21 � � �������)�g\�?��0Qv��(-,w
��f2 � � ��� P1=�
���7.9-��� � � P�	���
z+��1����
)>.
@�&3 � � � ��� q�����,�a�K�	��6\�E���� � �4� l*��>.��
�>j3@	�X������8,�[f+)��
�\�?��DK$���1� 
3 � � � ���pq�
��87)K$�)������
)>�2�	�"6\�q�
���� /�
&��"$=��$
���
j� �1
&3�
 �1� Z 
��L� 
f����A!3@	1X1����A�,�[����*��
&� l���<�=�=��6������
j� �1
 � ��;�=���������
4K$� X1���$
�7�2�	1"�\�q������$
��
&����,&� � 3 � � � ��� q����L+@�1�o3���<1=�=��������),�a:9-����� � ;�
B��(T
 � �65������m2 � � ��� 5�=���
�
�,!��� 
�
��8a

10



thenwe alsohave what
b
topoic the refutationsarefrom: for a refutationis a deductionof the

contradictory.22

The point Aristotle makeshereis crucial to his understandingof dialecticalargument. In the logical
works andthe Rhetoric, (1358a2–35)he differentiatesthe arguments,premises,andrefutationsproperto
the individual sciencesfrom the ‘common’ onesapplicableto all sciences.The latter, preciselybecause
they arecommon,cannotserveasthebasisof any kind of scientificproof: eachscienceis autonomouswith
respectto demonstrationsaboutits subjectmatter, and thereis no singleoverarchingscienceembracing
themall. Here,Aristotledraws from this thecorollarythat,sincearefutationis justakind of deduction,the
theoryof refutationsthatconcernany subjectfallsunderthescienceof thatsubject,notageneralscienceof
refutations.

Having madeall thesedistinctions,Aristotle thenreachesthe conclusionhe wants: the generalstudy
of refutationsapplicableto all subjectmattersis partof thedialectician’s art. In thecourseof statingthis
conclusion,hemakesin passingtheremarkIrwin takesto berestrictingthestartingpointsof dialectic:

Thus,we possessthe kinds of
b
premisesc which suchrefutationsare from. And if we have

that, thenwe alsohave their solutions:for theobjectionsto thesearesolutions.And we also
have what apparentrefutationsare from (but apparentnot to just anyone,but to peopleof a
certainsort: for they would be indefiniteif someonewereto inquire from how many

b
kindsc

they appear
b
to refutec to justanyone).Thus,it is evidentthatit is for thedialecticianto beable

to graspfrom what sortsof premiseseithera realor anapparentrefutationarisesthroughthe
common

b
topoi ...23

It shouldnow beobviousthatthisphraseactuallyhasacompletelydifferentpurposefrom theoneIrwin
ascribesto it. Aristotle is not talking aboutapparentpropositionsbut aboutapparentdeductions, sincehis
overall goal is to argue that thereis a classof refutations(real andapparent)which fall underthe scope
of dialecticratherthanany specialscience.At the very least,it is a distortionof emphasisto wrest this
qualificationoutof its context andseein it adefiningcharacteristicof dialecticalargumentitself.

It appears,then,thatneitherof thesepassageswill beartheinterpretive weightIrwin requiresof it. The
SEpassagesimply doesnot meanwhat he takes it to, andthe EE passageis not aboutdialectic. Neither
providesany evidencethat thestartingpointsof dialecticalargumentsare‘the opinionsof fairly reflective
peopleaftersomereflexion’

4 Dialectic and the Route to the Principles

Let me now turn to what is perhapsthe most crucial text linking dialecticwith the indemonstrablefirst
premisesof scientificdemonstrations.In Topics I.2, Aristotle gives threevenuesin which dialecticwill
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beuseful; ‘gymnastic’ exercises,‘encounters,’ and‘the philosophicalsciences.’ I have alludedto thefirst
of thesebriefly above anddiscussedhis remarksaboutthesecond.The third appearsto beof muchmore
moment.Hereis how Irwin translatesit (36):

It is usefulfor thephilosophicalsciences,becauseif we fully examinethepuzzlesoneachside
(diapor̂esai), we will moreeasilyseewhat is trueor false. And it is alsousefulfor

b
findingc

the first principlesof eachscience.For we cannotsayanything aboutthemfrom the proper
first principlesof thesciencein question,sincethefirst principlesareprior to everythingelse.
Henceit is necessaryto discussthemthroughthecommonbeliefson eachsubject.And this is
properto dialecticalone,or to it morethanto anything else;for sinceit examines,it hasa road
towardsthefirst principlesof all disciplines.24

Owentakesthisto beanexplicit declarationthatdialectic‘establishes’thefirst principlesof thesciences
(244). Irwin, morecircumspectly, repeatsAristotle’s phrasethatdialectic‘hasaroad’ to thefirst principles.
In eithercase,it appearsthat somethingmuchmoreis beingimputedto dialectic thancould possiblybe
accomplishedby theart asI have describedit.

However, context onceagainturnsout to be important. Is Aristotle talking aboutdialecticalargument
itself, or is he talking aboutthe dialecticalart? The openingof the section(101a25–26)leavesno doubt
that he meansthe latter: he refersexpresslyto the pragmateia, i.e., either to the treatisehe is writing
or to its contents.Theseareuses,thenof the dialecticalart. Sincethat art, in turn, includesa studyof
logical consequence,it is evidentat oncehow it will beusefulin connectionwith ‘examiningthepuzzles’
concerningany issue:skill in deducingtheconsequencesof a positionis a naturalconcomitantof skill in
deducingconclusionsfrom anopponent’sopinions.In any event,Aristotledoesnotsaythatthiswill provide
uswith a proof of anything but only saysthatit will helpusto seewhatis trueor false.It is consistentwith
this claim that othermeansarealso requiredfor discovering the principles,and it is consistentwith the
businessof theTopicsthatAristotleshouldrefrainfrom discussingthemhere.

Aristotle proceedsto give a seconduseof dialecticin connectionwith scientificprinciples,onewhich
looksat first muchmorepromising—especiallyin Irwin’s translation,which glossesAristotle’s simple‘in
connectionwith’ (pros) with ‘finding’ (thoughashe notesthis is not in Aristotle). We seemto find here
anallusionto thedoctrineof thePosteriorAnalyticsthatno demonstrative sciencecandemonstrateits own
principles.Soconstrued,this passagepromisesto beof greatvalue,sinceit would bespeakingto thesame
point astheenigmaticfinal chapterof thatwork. However, Aristotlesimply doesnot sayherethatdialectic
establishestheprinciples: he saysthat sincea sciencecannot‘say anything about’ its own principles,we
must‘discuss’them(dielthein: Aristotleoftenusesthewordof his preliminarydiscussionsof theviews on
asubject)by meansof endoxa. But thereis aconsiderabledistancebetween‘discussing’first principlesand
‘establishing’them.

If that distanceis to be bridged,the weight mustfall on the last sentenceof the section,which Irwin
andotherstake to saythatdialecticprovidesus with a roadwherebywe reachthefirsts principles. Now,
in what sensemight we besaidto arrive at thefirst principles?Aristotle’s own view on this is clear. The
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first principlesof thesciencesaretruthswhich have a certainobjective priority to theconclusionsthatcan
bedemonstratedfrom them.This priority doesnotdependon ourown epistemicreactionsin any way: it is
notonly possible,but usuallytrue,thatwe all find thesefirst principlesunconvincing or evenabsurdbefore
we have acquiredscientificunderstanding.On Aristotle’s view, it is by transformingourselves,so that the
objective first principlesseemto usto beprimary, thatwecometo havescientificunderstanding.Thereare,
consequently, two componentsto reachingthefirst principles:(1) findingoutwhatthey are,and(2) coming
to seethemastheprinciples.

Thereis considerableevidencein the Analyticsthat Aristotle thought(1) could be accomplishedin a
waythatsoundsquitestrangeto us.Hethoughtthathehaddiscoveredatheoryof inference(thesyllogistic)
which coveredall valid argumentswhatsoever, andthusall demonstrations.He alsothought—andunder-
standablyso,giventhepropertiesof his theoryof inference—thattherearesometruepropositionswith the
unusualpropertythat they cannotbe deducedfrom any othertruepropositions,thoughthey may serve as
premisesfrom which to derive others. Indeed,he appearsto have held theeven strongerclaim that if we
collecttogetherall thetruthsaboutany subject,we will find thattherearecertaintruthsamongthemwhich
cannotbededucedfrom any combinationof theothersbut from whichall theotherscanbededuced.These
propositionsmustbetheprinciplesfor thesimplereasonthat they cannotbeanything else:they cannotbe
demonstrated.On theotherhand,if they areincludedamongtheprinciples,thenwe needno otherprinci-
ples,for all othersfollow from them. Theupshotis thatAristotle believed therewasa way to specifythe
principleswithout appealingto epistemicstatus.25

Accordingto theAnalytics, then,dialecticis not themeansof accomplishing(1). What of (2)? Here,
I think, we do discover an importantrole, but it is not the oneOwensupposesit to be. The propertyof
dialecticwhich Aristotle appealsto hereis that it ‘examines’(exetastik̂e gar ousa). The word usedhere
for ‘examine’ is closelyconnectedwith refutation,in particularrefutingsomeoneelse’s views by showing
that they leadto contradictions(Socratesusedit of his customarystyle of questioningpeopleabouttheir
opinions).A processof refutationis notavery likely candidatefor establishingthefirst principles.

What it might do, however, is bring abouta considerablechangein our own epistemicsituation. The
processof exploring the contradictionsimplicit in our näive opinionseliminatesthe air of certaintythat
attachesto themandputsusin thatunpleasantstateof ‘wonder’which,accordingto Aristotle, is thebegin-
ning of philosophy. A continualprocessof exploring what follows from whatcouldplausiblybeessential
to thekind of epistemicconversionrequiredif we areto becomescientific.Aristotle tells usin Met. Z that
scientificeducationresemblesmoral education:we strive in eachcaseto changeour untutoredreactions,
makingwhatis in itself good(or familiar) cometo seemgood(or familiar) to us. In ethics,theagentof this
transformationis habit,bornof repeatedaction.Repeatedexaminationsof opinionsandtheirconsequences,
andof theprinciplesandtheir consequences,couldbetheagentof asimilar epistemictransformation.

It mightbeobjectedthatMet. £ offerspreciselyto ‘demonstrateby refutation’( ¤L¥%¦N§�¨@©�ª�«M¬U­�®m¨1¯-°-±m¬*°M²!³ )
theprincipleof non-contradiction, the‘firmest’ of all principles:sincethatprocedure,howeverwe interpret
it, clearly involves a dialoguebetweentwo interlocutors,we might think that this is an actualexample
of dialecticalargumentestablishingwhat demonstrationcannot.An adequateresponse,I believe, is Alan
Code’s argument26 thatAristotle’s goalin Met. £ is neitherproving theprincipleof non-contradictionitself

25Seemy “What UseIs Aristotle’s Organon?”, Proceedingsof the BostonArea Colloquiumin AncientPhilosophy9 (1993):
261–285.

26“Aristotle’s Investigationof a Basic Logical Principle: Which ScienceInvestigatesthe Principle of Non-Contradiction?”,
CanadianJournal of Philosophy16 [1986]: 341–357).
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nor providing argumentsto persuadeanyoneof its truth, but ratherproving thingsabout theprinciple. In
fact, this fits exactly with what Aristotle saysaboutdialecticalargumentin Topics I.2: it is becauseit is
‘impossiblesayanything about’ theprinciples( ¤N§�´oµ�«L±�¦oµ]¨)¶8¥%¨@© µy±L¬d¥%¨�·�¸j«N¹�±�²jµ ) on thebasisof thevarious
sciencesthatwemustturn to dialecticin orderto ‘discuss’them( ¥%¨�·�¸f«%¹�±�²fµ�§L¬�¨1®mº�¨�© µ ).

5 Conclusions

Most of whatI have hadto offer in thispaperis critical. My maingoalhasbeento show thatargumentsfor
a probative role for dialecticin connectionwith establishingfirst principlesreston misreadings,sometimes
seriousones,of the text. Themorevaluableproject,which I have barelytouchedin here,is understanding
just whatpositive rolesdialecticalargumentmight have for Aristotle in thescientificenterprise.However,
thatmustwait for anotheroccasion.27

27A versionof this paperwasreadat the 1996APA CentralDivision meetingin Chicagoon April 27, 1996. I amgratefulto
Alan Code,my commentatoron thatoccasion,for helpful suggestions.
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