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In his 1961 paper Tithenaita Phainomen®!, G. E. L. Owenaddressethe problemof therelationship
betweenscienceas preachedn the Analyticsand the practiceof the Aristoteliantreatises. However, he
gave this venerablecrux a novel twist by focusingon a differentaspecbf theissue.Accordingto the Prior
Analytics it appearghatthe first premisef scientificdemonstrationsnustbe obtainedfrom collections
(historiai) of factsderived from empiricalobseration. However, mary of thetreatisesseemto male little
useof empiricalinquiry andinsteadconcernthemselesmorewith ‘conceptuaknalysis. Thisis especially
truein the Metaphysicsaindthe ethicaltreatiseshput it is alsovery muchcharacteristiof the Physics How
arethesetwo kindsof inquiry related?

Owentook his cuefrom Aristotle’s customaryprocedureof beginning his accountof a subjectwith a
diaporia, asuney of theavailabledataandtheviews of otherg(includinghis predecessors) whichhenotes
the ‘puzzles’ (aporiai), i.e. inconsistencieand paradoxicakonsequenceshat resultfrom them. Owen’s
unifying proposalWwasthatbothempiricaldataandthe opinionsof otherscanbedescribedas‘appearances’
(phainomeng oncewe recognizethatthereis a crucialambiguityin this term: not only ‘what is apparent’
(dataof empirical obseration) but also what ‘appearsto’ people(the opinionsof people,at leastthose
with somelevel of generalcceptancer philosophicalcurreng). It is thenpossibleto describeAristotle’s
overall methodin philosophicalinquiry asbeginning with the appearanceandundertakingto resole the
puzzleswhile retainingasmary of thoseappearanceas possible. Moreover—and crucially—Owenwas
ableto assimilateAristotle’s philosophicalmethodto dialectic,on a certainunderstandingf thatterm. If,
ashe supposeddialecticis ‘argumentfrom endoxgd whereendoxain turn are commonly-heldopinions,
thenit 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 wealth of further studies. It hasnow becomea
commonplaceamongmary interpreterghatAristotle’s methodof inquiry wasdialectical wherethatin turn
meangoughlywhatOwentook it to mean.Terencdrwin, in particular hasdevelopeda modifiedform of
Owens view in extensie detail?

To confrontthe problemhow agumentfrom ‘commonbeliefs’, which arenot necessarilyall true, can
establishthe mostsecureof principles,Irwin first distinguishesetween'pure dialectic, which is simply
argumentfrom the opinionsof ‘fairly reflectve peopleaftersomereflexion’, anda morecritical type of ar
gumenthe calls‘strongdialectic. Thelatter, accordingo Irwin, emepgesin the Metaphysicandelsavhere

183-103in S. Mansion,ed., Aristote et les problemesde méthode(Louvain, 1961). Reprintedin Owen, Logic, Scienceand
Dialectic, ed. MarthaNussbaun{Cornell 1986).1 cite pagenumbersrom this edition.
2Terencdrwin, Aristotle’s Fir st Principles(Oxford: ClarendorPress1988).



asaway of securingthe otherwiseindemonstrabléirst principleson which scientificdemonstrationsest:
Aristotle cameto seetheinadequag of the appealto ‘intuition’ for the justificationof thesefirst premis-
eswhich he had madein Posterior Analyticsll.19 and soughtits replacementn a reconsideredorm of
dialecticalproof.

Irwin’s defenseof this picturerestsin parton detailedanalyseof the amgumentatie procedure®f the
treatises.To challengethesewould requirea comparablydetailedstudyof theseanalyses! do notclaimto
offer arything like thathere.Instead] wantto concentrat®n the moredirecttextual basisfor theview that
Aristotle thoughtdialectic,definedasatechniqueof aguingfrom a specialclassof premisesalledendoxa
could provide a form of justification of thefirst principlesof sciences.Generallyspeakingthatevidence
canbedividedinto two parts. First, thereare several proof texts for certaincritical thesesSecondthereis
a certainpictureof the endoxa the ‘commonbeliefs’ on which dialecticalalgumentsrest. | would like to
raisesomeproblemsfor eachof these .My claimsarethat(1) if we take accountof their contexts andwhat
they actuallysay the proof texts turn out simply not to supportthe claimswhich have beenbuilt onthem;
(2) theinterpretatiorof the endoxaof dialecticrestson a seriousmisunderstandingoth of whatdialectical
argumentis andwhatthe goalof the Topicsis. In makingmy limited case] will returnto thefonsetorigo,
Owensarticle,andin particularto the proof texts on whichit rests.

1 ‘This in Itself Is Sufficient Proof’

Thefundamentabupportingtexts for Owens view areNicomadieanEthicsVIl.1, 1145b6—-7 andPhysics
IV.4, 210b32-211a7which by his accountboth containringing declarationsf a dialecticalmethodfor
establishingrinciples:

‘For if thedifficulties areresohed andthe endoxaareleft standing’,asAristotle saysin both
the Physicsandthe Ethics ‘this in itself is a sufiicient proof! (244)

Theclearimplicationof Owens quotedparaphrases thatthe Physicsandthe Ethicsadvocateacommon
methodandthat the methodin questionconsistsentirely of ‘resolving the difficulties and preservingthe
endoxd | donotthink thateitherpassagactuallysupportghatinterpretationIf we look carefullyatthem
in their contexts, we will find thatthe two aremakingdistinct claims,eachmore modestthanwhat Owen
imputesto them.

Let me beagin with the PhysicspassageAristotle says:

We musttry to conductour searchsothatthe essencavill be givenin sucha way asto solve
the puzzles,andwhatappeargo betrue of placewill betrueof it, andmoreorer the causeof
resistancéduslolia)® andpuzzlesaboutit will be evident. For this is how anything might be
mostbeautifully shavn (houb gar an kallista deiknuoitohekastop* (211a7-11)

3 Auoxolaivew hasatechnicalsenseroughly‘impedetheprogressf theargumentby improperrefusalsto concedepremises’.
It is a fault of answerersnot questionersjn my translation,| renderit as‘be cantankrous. Cf. Menandess Duslolos ('The
CrotchetyOld Man’ or ‘The Curmudgeon’)for anexampleof whatAristotle means) suggesThrasymachus Rep.l.

43¢t 8¢ mewpdofar ™y oxédw olitw Toteiout Snwe T Tt éoTwy droSobhcetal, Hote T4 e dropotueva Aleabat, xal T
doxolvta brdpyew 16 témw dndpyovra Eotal, xal €Tt 1o tiig Suoxohiag oltiov xal Tév mepl adtov dropnudtwy Eotal
Qavepdy obtw Ydp &v xdhhiota deweviorto Exaotoy.



Owenpresumablyis offering us paraphrasenot translation but still thereis a poorfit betweenrhis ac-
countandwhatthis passagsays.Theformerleadsusto believe thatAristotle is statingminimumsuficient
conditionsfor establishingsomething:‘this in itself is sufiicient proof: However, Aristotle saysthatheis
giving conditionsfor the ‘finest’ or ‘most beautiful’ way to prove arything. Thesearecounself perfec-
tion, not minimal conditionsof adequayg; they go far beyond meresufiiciengy to tell uswhatthe bestof all
possibleoutcomeds. Moreover, he doesnot tell usthatthis is how we mustconductour searchf it is to
issuein proof: he saysthatthis is how we oughtto try to conductit. It is consistentwvith this demandhat
an adequatgroof may fail to achieze someof thesedesiderataHe doesnot saythatthis is how we may
prove, or how we mustprove, but ratherthatthis is how we shouldtry to conductaninquiry: if indeedwe
cannot only solve the puzzlesandleave standingwhatis thoughtto be true, but alsoexplain what causes
thedifficultiesin thefirst placeandwhy peoplehave problemswith them,thenwe will have thefinestproof
imaginable.Nothingthat Aristotle saysimpliesthattheseare necessargonditionsfor aninquiry, or even
thatthey areattainabldan every case.Sinceelsavhere(for instanceMetaphysic#\, NE X) heclearlythinks
that sometimesour pre-philosophicabpinionscannotbe retainedafter philosophicalinquiry, we oughtto
supposehatthe outcomeervisagedherewill only bepossiblein somemosthapjy setsof circumstances.

Aristotle alsoincludesa third requirement:we shouldtry to make evident‘the causeof the resistance
andpuzzlesaboutit’ A passagdrom the EudemianEthics elaborateghis samerequiremenimorefully.
Sinceit hasoften beenseenasproviding an epistemologicateasorfor attachingweightto the opinionsof
‘the mary andthewise; | will quoteit in full:

We musttry, by agument,to reacha corvincing conclusion(zétein tén pistin) on all these
guestionsysing,astestimory andby way of example whatappearso bethecase Forit would
be bestif everyoneshouldturn out to agreewith (phainesthasunomolgounta$ whatwe are
goingto say;if notthat,thatthey shouldall agreen away andwill agreeafterachangeof mind
(hopermetabibazomengioiésousil; for eachmanhassomethingof his own to contrilbute to
the finding of the truth (echei gar hekastosikeion ti prostén alétheiar); andit is from such
(starting-points that we mustdemonstratebeginning with thingsthat are correctly said, but
notclearly aswe proceedve shallcometo expresshemclearly with whatis moreperspicuous
ateachstagesupersedingvhatis customarilyexpressedn a confusedashior? (1216b26-35)

| have cited Woodss translatiofi here thoughl shallquarrelwith it in a moment.Now, thereis a clear
resemblancéetweerthis passagand Physics211a7-11on 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 conclusionssecond
bestif they agreein away’ However, he nonv addsan explanationwhy we shouldaim at this: everyone
has‘somethingof his own in relationto the truth’ (oikeionti pros tén alétheiar), andit is from this that
demonstrationmuststart. Thus,asit seemsAristotle holdsthat everyonehasa certainbuilt-in graspof a
little of thetruth, andwe shouldthereforetreatthe opinionsof the mary, aswell asthoseof thewise, with
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respectjn needof correctionandclarificationratherthanrefutationandrejection. Aristotle is not simply
adwocatingadialecticalmethodin philosophybut giving usareasorfor doingso.

However, appearancesannotalways be trusted. Thereare cluesin the languageof the passagehat
he hassomethingquite differentin mind. Onesuchclueis the word metabibazomenotiafter a changeof
mind, in Woodss version.Thisis notavery commonword. Aristotle usest only hereandin two placesn
theTopics eachof which shedgmportantlight on our presenpassagerirst, in TopicsVIll, heisdiscussing
theuseof falseaswell astrue premisesn arguingdialectically For Aristotle, onethingwhich distinguishes
dialecticalagumentsfrom ‘contentious’or ‘sophistical’ onesin thatthey mustbe valid. However, their
premiseanay sometimede only apparenthtrue. Indeed,in somecasegshey mustbe false:if thetaskat
handis to aguefor afalseconclusionthenfalsepremisesnustbe used(otherwisethe agumentwould be
invalid andthereforenot dialectical).Aristotle goeson to notethatit canalsobe dialecticallyappropriatg¢o
usefalsepremisesn establishingtruth or refutingafalsehood:

Sometimesevenif afalsehoodasbeensupposedt shouldberefutedby meanof falsehoods.
For nothing preventsthingswhich are not so seemingmore so to someindividual thanwhat

is true, so that if the agumentarisesfrom what seemsso to that person,he will be more

effectively persuadear benefited. And whoever changesminds (metabibazonfawell must

changethemdialectically not contentiously(just asthe geometemustdo so geometrically),
no matterwhetherthe conclusiondrawn is falseor true. (161a30-36)

Thepointis thatdialecticalagumentsarealwaysdirectedatsomeonandrely onthatpersons opinions.
If my goalis to persuadeyou, it will do meno goodto usetrue premisesvhich you do not believe; | would
be betteroff, in fact,usingfalseonesyou did believe, solong asthey led to theresultl wanted.To ‘change
minds’is to leadpeopleto have differentbeliefs,andthatcanonly beaccomplishedationallyby beginning
with beliefsthey actuallydo have.

Aristotle saysmuchthe samething about'changingminds’ anddialecticalargumentin his remaining
useof metabibazeinnearthe beginning of the Topics

[Our dialecticalmethodis useful]in connectionwith encountershecausef we have recloned

up the opinionsof the mary, we will speakto themnot from foreign opinionsbut from their

own, changingtheir mindsaboutanything they do not seento usto have saidwell.8 (101a30-
34)

| take ‘encountershereto meansimply ary occasiorfor agumentwith thepublic. A compilationof the
opinionsof othersaswe shallseebelaw, is oneof thecomponentsf thedialecticalmethodit is the purpose
of the Topicsto presentAgain, Aristotle’s pointis thatwe canonly changepeoples mindsargumentatrely
from opinionsthey actuallyaccept.

Thesepassageshouldleadusto seethe EE passag@n a differentlight. Gettingeveryoneto agreewith
ourview aftera‘changeof mind’ meandeadingeachpersonfrompremiseseacceptsto accepiour view.
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This is intrinsic to the persuasie function of agument. In eachof our individual collectionsof opinions
thereis boundto be somethingrue—'somethingof our own’, oikeionti, with somerelationto the truth—
andthis is the starting-pointfrom which otherscanpersuadeus to believe the truth. (Woodss translation
obscureghis by paraphrasingikeionti pros tén alétheianas ‘somethingof his own to contribute to the
findingof thetruth’: Aristotle saysnothingaboutfinding or contrituting to a searchfor thetruth.) In short,
then,whatAristotle is talking aboutin the EE passage—anith the Physicsaswell—is not discoveringthe
truth but persuadingthersto believeit.
ENVII.1 comesnuchcloserto presentinggeneramethodologyor establishindirst principles.lrwin®

translatest asfollows:

As in the othercasesve mustsetout (tithentag the appearancesndfirst of all gothroughthe
puzzles.In this way we mustprove the commonbeliefsaboutthesewaysof beingaffected—
ideally, all thecommonbeliefs,but if notall, thenmostof them,andthe mostimportant.For if
the objectiong(ta dusterg) aresolved, andthecommonbeliefsareleft, it will beanadequate
prooflC (1145b3-8)

In contrasto the PhysicgpassageAristotleis clearlytalking aboutwhatis suficientasproofhere.Even
so,we do notfind arything quite sostrongasOwens ‘this in itself is sufficient proof. In fact,it is difficult
to be certainthat Aristotle is statinganything like a general conditionof adequag for all proofs. If instead
heis pointing to somethingspecificaboutthe caseat hand,thenhis intent may be quite the opposite:he
maybe saying'if we canaccomplistthis much,it will atary ratebeenough.

Thediscussiorabove of thePhysicsandEudemiarEthicspassagegivesthis possibilitymoresubstance.
To begin with, notewherethis passag®ccurs. It is not at the beginning of a treatisebut ratherprefacesa
sectiondevotedto an unusualtopic: the possibility of weaknes®f will. Oneunusualelementis thatthe
conclusionAristotle will ultimately defendin this caseincludesa rejectionof acommonlyheldbelief: like
SocratesAristotle holdsthat strictly speakingno onecanpossiblyactincontinently It is striking thatthis
passagewhich hascometo be a sortof locusclassicudfor finding a dialecticalmethodologyin Aristotle,
is the preludeto the rejectionof a very widely held belief. However, if insteadAristotle is concernedvith
‘changingminds, thenits occurrencehereis especiallyapt. It is prima facie implausiblethatthereis no
suchthing asweaknes®f will; if we areever to persuadeothersof this, we mustbegin from their own
views. However, if we caneliminatethe difficulties (dusdieré ) thatstandin the way of their acceptingt,
thenwe will have shavn themadequatelydedeigmenoan eié hikarbg) thatit is so.

I donotwantto claimthattheseconsiderationabsolutelyrule outOwensinterpretatiorof EN 1145b3—
8. In isolation, the passageloesstronglyappearto be adwcatinga generalmethodof inquiry. However,
aswe have seen elsavhereAristotle usessimilar languagevhenhis real concernis with persuasiomather
thanproof. | conclude therefore thatthereis no necessityfor Owens interpretationandgoodreasongo
rejectit.

Noneof this deniesthatAristotle regularly makesuseof suneys of the puzzlesinherentin the views of
his predecessorandof peoplein general.Indeed,he usesthesesuneys asa guideto the developmentof
his own position: the puzzlessetquestiongo be answeredandgoodanswersarethosewhich accountfor

%Aristotle, NicomadeanEthics tr. Terencdrwin (Hackett, 1985).
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all thepuzzles Whatis wanted however, is someevidencethatthis typeof resolutionof puzzlesconstitutes
aproof.

2 Dialectical Argumentand the Art of Dialectic

Underlyingtheseattemptdo find adialecticalmethodof proofin Aristotle is a conceptiorof whatdialectic
is; andhere,in my opinion, is wheretherealtroublelies. Interpretershave generallyacceptedan account
of dialecticwhich placesall its emphasin the curiouscompilationof opinionscalledendoxa—the views
of ‘the mary or thewise, to give it its briefestof several disjunctve formulations.Preciselywhy Aristotle
shouldsingleout this collectionof opinionsfor attentionis asvexing a questionashow hethinksthe prin-
ciplesof sciencesare established Following Owen, mary interpretershave tried to link the two, not only
finding in dialectica sourcefor the principlesbut alsofinding in this function of dialectica partial expla-
nationof the attentionAristotle paysto the endoxa Irwin hasdevelopeda particularlyrich interpretation
alongthesdlines. Sincethe pictureof dialecticit includeshasbeeninfluential,| will turn my attentionto it.
Irwin findsadefinition of dialecticin thefirst sentencef the Topics

Dialecticis ‘a methodfrom which we will beableto syllogizefrom commonbeliefs(endoxa
aboutevery topic proposedo us, andwill saynothing conflicting whenwe give an account
ourseles. (36)

Butin 100a18-20Aristotle doesnot saythatheis giving usa definitionof dialecticatall. Insteadthe
wordslrwin quotesareprefacedby ‘The goalof ourtreatises to findamethod... Is Aristotle thenclaiming
thatin the Topicshemeando discover dialectic?Theansweyas| have aguedelsavhere,is thatthereis a
differencebetweendialecticalargumentanda dialecticalmethodor art. Dialecticalargumentexistedlong
beforeAristotle; he himselfcreditsZenoof Eleawith its discorery. Whathe offersin the Topicsis anart of
dialectic,to standin the samerelationshipto dialecticalargumentasdoesthe art of rhetoricto orations.

Failureto recognizethis distinctionis, | think, the majorcauseof misunderstandingyristotle’s remarks
aboutendoxa In the Topics hedefinesadialecticaldeductionsullogismo$ asonewith premisesvhichare
endoxa asopposedo the ‘true andprimary’ premisesharacteristiof demonstrationslf we concentrate
only on this point, we maywonderexactly whatthis classof endoxais. However, in otherplacesAristotle
notesanotherequallyimportantdifferencebetweendialecticalagumentsanddemonstrationsthe premises
of dialecticalagumentsare questiongAn. Pr. 24a25,Top. 104a8). What differentiatedialecticalargu-
mentsfrom demonstrationss thattherearetwo partiesto a dialecticalagument,oneof whompresentshe
argumentto the otherasa seriesof questionsheld out for acceptancer rejection'! In demonstrationpne
choosesas premiseghe true and primary propositionswhich underlieall further truths aboutthe subject
matterat hand;no audiencés necessaryandit is thetaskof thelearnemotto questiorbut to accept.How-
ever, in a dialecticalagument,the questionercanonly develop anamgumenton the basisof anansweres
responsesConsequentythe questionemusttake accounpf theopinionsof thatanswereandwhetherthe
premisesneededareacceptabléendoxoyto theanswerer

In the Topics it is Aristotle’s purposeto develop a methodthat can be usedin ary suchdialectical
contet. He payspatrticularattention,especiallyin Book VIII, to a stylizedform of debatethatapparently
waspracticedn the Academy(hecallsthis ‘gymnastic’),but hedoesnotlosesightof thewiderapplicability

HThisis exactly whatthetermrpétaoic, ‘somethingheldout; would suggest.



of his methodto arny contet in which agumentanustbe developedthatdependon the opinions(or atleast
responses)f others. This, for instancejs the reasonwhy hetells usin the Rhetoricthatthe rhetoricalart
is akind of hybrid of the dialecticalart (dialektik) andethics: orationsaredirectedatindividuals,andwe
mustunderstandhe opinionsthey have in orderto persuad¢hem.

Now, Aristotle makesit clearthatadialecticalagument,asheunderstand#, mustbeavalid agument
(sullogismog$, thatis, its conclusionmustactuallybe entailedby its premises.This setsonetaskfor anart
of dialectic: we needamethodfor discovering premiseghatimply a givenconclusion But sincedialectical
argumentamustbe constructedrom the concessionsf arespondentpremiseswill be usefulto usonly if
they areacceptedy our interlocutor This setsa secondaskfor the dialecticalart: we needa methodfor
determiningpr atleastpredicting which premisesurrespondenwvill accept.Thefirsttaskcanbesolvedif
we have somethindike atheoryof validity, or atleastsomegenerakulesrelatingconclusiongo premises.
Thesecondaskwould be solvedif we hada systematiclassificationof premisesaccordingto thetype of
persorwhowill find themacceptableThis, in my opinion,is exactly what Aristotle meansy the endoxa
Thedialecticianis to collectviews of typesof person—theviews of everyone,of the mary, of thewise, of
variouscelebratedvise men—andusethemto gaugethe acceptabilityof premisego a particularopponent.

Theclearesstatemenbof this projectcomesnot from the Topics but from the Rhetoric

For sincewhatis persuasie is persuasie to someondandsometimess directly persuasie and
corvincing throughitself, sometimedecausef appearingo be proved throughsuchthings),
but no art investigateghe particular(e.g., medicinedoesnot investigatewhatis healthful for
Socratesor Callias, but ratherwhat is so for this type or thesetypesof person—forthis is
artful, but the individual is infinite (apeiton) and not knowable (episéton)), thenneitherwill

rhetoricstudywhatis individually acceptablégto kath’ hekastorendoxo, e.g.,to Socrateor
to Hippias,but ratherwhatis so (sc. endoxoh to such-and-sucheople(tois toioisd, justlike
dialectic!? (1356b28-35).

This is a familiar Aristotelianthesis: art andscienceare of the universal,not the individual. It is only
accidentallythat medicinestudieswhat is healthfulfor Socrates.Likewise, dialectic, if it is to be an art
which studieswhatis apparentmuststudywhatis apparento typesof personnotto this or thatindividual
exceptincidentally Againstthis backgroundconsiderthe statemenbften quotedasgiving a definition of
endoxa

The endoxaarewhatseemsso to everyone,or to mostpeople,or to the wise (andof them,to
all, or to most,or to the mostfamousandbestaccepted}?® (100b21-23)

The greatmajority of interpretersyegardingthis as defining a single classof endoxa thenare much
exercisedo understanavhatthatclassmightbeandwhy Aristotle assignst suchimportance But compare
the definitionof ‘dialecticalpremise’Aristotle givesallittle furtheronin Top. 1.10:
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A dialecticalpremiseis a questionthatis acceptabléendoxo¥to everyone,or to mostpeople,
or to thewise (andto all of them,or mostof them,or to the mostfamous}* (104a8—10)

Here,Aristotle qualifiesthe termendoxoswith almostthe very samewordsusedin 100b21-23If that
earlier passages a definition of endoxosthenthis oneis, in Aristotle’s terms,an exampleof dis tauto
legein. It seemsnuchmorelikely thatthefirst passagés notadefinitionbut a clarifying enumerationThat
is, Aristotle says:the premisef a dialecticalagumentmustbe acceptableby ‘acceptable’l meanwhat
seemsso to everyone,or what seemsso to mostpeople,or what seemsso to the wise ... We find some
confirmationof thisin the continuationof the passage:

. solong asit is not paradoxical:for someonewill conced® (the) what seemsso to the
wise, if it is not contraryto the opinionsof the mary.*® (104a10-12)

In otherwords,Aristotle givesasareasorfor includingthe opinionsof the wise amongendoxathe fact
thatpeoplewill usuallyaccepthese(with anappropriatecitationof authority)if they arenot ‘paradoxical’.

Oncewe realizethat dialecticalagumentandthe dialecticalart aredistinct, the mysteryaboutendoxa
completelydisappearsAristotle’s entire purposeis to spell out an art for arguing successfullywith other
peopleon thebasisof their opinions.Part of whatthatart mustincludeis a studyof the opinionsof various
typesof person.Theendoxaof thedialecticalart aresimply lists of opinions,cateyorizedin this way.

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

This interpretationis at variancewith the understandindrwin andothershave of the endoxa Supposing
thatAvristotleis trying (for uncleareasonsjo work outa specializedind of agumentatre method relying
on aspeciaklassof opinions,lrwin seeksanaccountof just whatthoseopinionsare. He concludeghatin
fact, Aristotle wantsto restrictthe endoxato the opinionsof ‘fairly reflectve peopleafter somereflexion’
(38). In defenseof this, headducedwo passageslhefirst is from On SophisticaRefutationsthe common
beliefsof dialecticmustbeapparent,

but apparenhotto justanyone,but to peopleof a certainsort(tois toioisdg; for it is anindefi-
nitely longtaskto examinethethingsthatmake somethingapparento justaryonel’ (170b6-8)

The phrase'people of a certainsort’ strongly suggestghat the point hereis to restrictthe relevant
opinionsto theopinionsof a certainclassof people.However, Aristotle’s own explanationof this limitation
alreadyundercutdrwin’s interpretation. If his purposewereto saythatdialecticalagumentsreston the
commonopinionsof a specificclassof personsye would expecthim to saysomethindik e ‘for thereis no
pointbotheringwith the opinionsof certaintypesof people. Whatheactuallysays however, is thatthetask
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of determiningthe thingsthatmake somethingapparento justanyone’is tooindeterminateo pursue—'an
indefinitelylong task;, in Irwin’s rendering.And aswe have just seenalmostexactly the samephrasgtois

toioisdi is foundin Rhetoric1356b35whereit clearlyis intendedo indicatetypesof personasopposedo

individuals.

To find an explicit declarationthat ‘not everyones opinionscountequally Irwin turnsinsteadto Eu-
demianEthics 1214b28-1215a2yhere Aristotle saysthat we shouldnot wasteour time examining the
opinionsof children,theill, andthe madabouthappinessnor indeedshouldwe give ary specialweightto
theopinionsof ‘the mary, since'they speakhaphazardiaboutpracticallyeverything,andespeciallyabout
happiness.

Now, thisis alreadyaremarkablgpassagérom which to seeksupportfor aview of dialecticalargument
asrestingon, andgiving initial weightto, theopinionsof ‘the mary or thewise; sinceit amountgo aglobal
dismissabf the opinionsof themary concerningpractically arnything. Furthermoreits entireweight,with
respecto Irwin’s thesis,is negative, shawving only that Aristotle thoughtit ‘a wasteof time’ (periergon) to
examinewhatmostpeoplethink. If the passagés to provide evidencethat Aristotle thinksthereis a certain
classof personsvhoseopinionsdo count,we shouldexpectit to saywho they are.Instead Aristotle says:

But, aseachinquiry hasits own problemsso,evidently, doesthatconcerninghebestandhigh-
estlife. It is theseopinions,then,thatit is right*® (kalds eche)) for usto investigate(exetazeii:
for the refutationof thosewho disputea certainpositionis a demonstratiorof the opposing
view.'® (1215a3-7Woodss translation)

Aristotle hassaid earlierthat argumentaboutethical mattersis not what is wantedin the caseof the
immature the unsoundandtheimmoral: whatthey needinsteads experiencetherayy, or punishmentas
appropriateHis pointhereis quiteprecise Argumentsenesto changeheopinionsof othersby takingtheir
own opinionsasits startingpoint andshaving themthat theseopinionsentail otherviews; if thosefurther
views arerepugnanto them,they aretherebymotivatedto changetheir opinions. Thosewhoseopinions
aresubjectto rationalmodificationin this light arecandidate$or agumentatre persuasionandto thatend
it is usefulto studytheir opinionsandthe agumentghatcanbe constructedrom them. However, children,
the insane,and the wicked lack the opinionsfrom which rational persuasiommight begin; it is pointless
to considerhow to refutetheir views, sincewhat causegeopleof theseclassego have their opinionsis
not agumentbut someform of pathology Aristotle takes part of this to be obvious: we cannotmale a
child anadultby agument,nor canwe healthe sick (or corvert thewicked, for thatmatter). Therhetorical
stratgy of the passagés a comparisorof thesecaseswith ‘the mary’: we cannotchangetheir views by
argumentbecausehey do not hold their views for reasonsn the first placebut only ‘speakhaphazardly’
(eikéi legous) aboutpretty mucheverything. Thereforethereis no morepointin trying to arguewith them
thanwith childrenor theinsane andwe mayforgo discussiorof their views 2°

®Though! follow Woodshere, | think his translationfails to capturean importantelementof this passage.The word he
translatedinvestigate’is éZetdlewv, which cancarrythesemi-technicasensésubjectto a Socraticexamination. It is notcommon
in Aristotle, andwhenit doesoccurit almostalwaysis in acontext implying refutation. Thesearetheopinionsit is in orderfor us
to refute’ would be better:the pointis thatit is a wasteof time to refutepeoplewho areincapableof reasoning.
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In summarythe EE passagéoesindeedsaythatonly theviews of certainpeoplecount,but thatpassage
is not making anything approachinga generalclaim abouteither philosophicalor dialecticalagument.
Aristotle is giving a narravly-focusedreasonfor ignoring the views of the massof humanityaboutwhat
life is best:they do nothave reasondor their opinions,sowe neednot worry aboutrefutingthem. Nothing
aboutthe context licenseshe elevation of this into a generaimethodologicaprinciple. Thereis no warrant
for usingit to explicate SE170b6-8.

Moreover, if welook carefullyatthe contet of the SEpassaget becomeslearthatirwin’s translation
failsto captureanimportantimplicationof theterm‘indefinite’. Aristotle’s purposéan theentirepassagés
to explain which refutationshis treatisecanlegitimately studyandwhich it cannot.He begins by statinga
distinction,familiar from otherworks(includingthe Rhetoricaswell asthe Topicg, betweerargumentghat
fall underthe purview of dialecticandargumentsproperto oneof the sciencesRefutationsarearguments
(sullogismo); therefore,if we know whatkinds of things (par’ hoposa algumentsarisefrom—i.e. what
kinds of premises—thenve will therebyknow what refutationsarisefrom. But agumentsare classified
accordingto their premisessomeare‘in accordanceavith a particularart’, i.e. reston premisegeculiarto
thatart, whereasothersaregeneral lt is only thelatterwhich fall underdialectic. As aresult,saysAristotle,
to undertak a completelygeneralstudyof how all refutationscomeaboutwould requirehaving a science
of everything,whichis notthetaskof ary singlescience:

For thesciencesrelikely infinite in number(apeiri), andconsequentlgoaredemonstrations.
But thesearerefutations andtrue ones:for wheneer somethingcanbedemonstratedt is also
possibleto refute one who acceptgshe denial of this truth. For instance,f someoneaccepts
thatthe diameteris commensuratesomeonecould refute him with a demonstratiorthatit is
incommensurableThus,we will have to be scientistsabouteverything?!

If every refutationcorrespondedo a demonstrationandif every demonstratiorwere properto some
sciencethentherecouldbenosuchthing asthestudyof refutationsgxceptin aPickwickiansensestudying
refutationsin generalwould requirescientificomniscience.However, Aristotle holdsthattherearesome
refutationsthat dependonly on certain‘common’ premiseswhich are not peculiarto ary given. He sees
theseasbeingthe specialprovince of dialecticandits cousin,rhetoric.

Aristotle continues:

Clearly then, it is not the topoi of all refutationsthat areto be grasped.only of thosethat
arisefrom dialectic: for thesearecommonto every art andfaculty Moreover, the study of a
refutationin accordancavith a specificscienceis for the personwho possessethat science,
both asto whetherit appeardo be onebut is not and,if it is one,why it is. But a refutation
from common(premisey, which fall underno science,is for the dialecticalto study For if
we have what(topoi) theacceptedieductiongendoxoisullogismo) aboutsomethingarefrom,

a refutationof a propositionis simply a deduction(sullogismo3 which hasasits conclusionthe denialof that proposition.|t is a
simplematterof definitionthata refutationof p is ademonstratiomf ‘the oppositeview,’ i.e. thenegationof p: to refuteis to prove
false.
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thenwe alsohave what (topoi) the refutationsarefrom: for a refutationis a deductionof the
contradictory??

The point Aristotle makes hereis crucial to his understandingf dialecticalagument. In the logical
works andthe Rhetori¢ (1358a2—-35he differentiateshe aguments premisesandrefutationsproperto
the individual sciencedrom the ‘common’ onesapplicableto all sciences.The latter, preciselybecause
they arecommon cannotsene asthebasisof ary kind of scientificproof: eachscienceas autonomousvith
respectto demonstrationsiboutits subjectmatter andthereis no single overarchingscienceembracing
themall. Here,Aristotle draws from this the corollarythat,sincea refutationis justakind of deductionthe
theoryof refutationshatconcernmary subjectfalls underthe scienceof thatsubjectnotagenerakcienceof
refutations.

Having madeall thesedistinctions,Aristotle thenreachedhe conclusionhe wants: the generalstudy
of refutationsapplicableto all subjectmattersis partof the dialecticians art. In the courseof statingthis
conclusionhemakesin passingheremarklrwin takesto berestrictingthe startingpointsof dialectic:

Thus, we possesshe kinds of (premise$ which suchrefutationsare from. And if we have
that, thenwe alsohave their solutions:for the objectionsto theseare solutions. And we also
have what apparentefutationsare from (but appareniot to just aryone, but to peopleof a
certainsort: for they would be indefiniteif someonevereto inquire from how mary (kinds
they appear(to refuté to justaryone). Thus,it is evidentthatit is for thedialecticianto beable
to graspfrom what sortsof premisesithera real or an apparentefutationarisesthroughthe
common(topoi...23

It shouldnow beolviousthatthis phraseactuallyhasa completelydifferentpurposdrom the onelrwin
ascribedo it. Aristotle is not talking aboutapparenpropositionsbut aboutapparentieductionssincehis
overall goal is to amguethat thereis a classof refutations(real and apparentwhich fall underthe scope
of dialecticratherthanary specialscience. At the very least,it is a distortion of emphasido wrestthis
gualificationout of its context andseein it adefiningcharacteristiof dialecticalagumentitself.

It appearsthen,thatneitherof thesepassagewill beartheinterpretve weightlrwin requiresof it. The
SE passagesimply doesnot meanwhat he takesit to, andthe EE passages not aboutdialectic. Neither
providesary evidencethatthe startingpointsof dialecticalalgumentsare ‘the opinionsof fairly reflective
peopleaftersomereflexion’

4 Dialectic and the Route to the Principles

Let me now turn to whatis perhapsthe mostcrucial text linking dialecticwith the indemonstrabldirst
premisesof scientificdemonstrations.n Topics|.2, Aristotle givesthreevenuesin which dialectic will
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be useful; ‘gymnastic’ exercises, encounters,and‘the philosophicalsciences. | have alludedto the first
of thesebriefly abore anddiscussedhis remarksaboutthe second.The third appeargo be of muchmore
moment.Hereis how Irwin translatest (36):

It is usefulfor the philosophicakciencesbecauséf we fully examinethe puzzleson eachside
(diaporésa), we will moreeasilyseewhatis true or false. And it is alsousefulfor (finding)

thefirst principlesof eachscience. For we cannotsay anything aboutthemfrom the proper
first principlesof the sciencen questionsincethefirst principlesareprior to everythingelse.
Henceit is necessaryo discusgshemthroughthe commonbeliefson eachsubject.And thisis
properto dialecticalone,or to it morethanto arything else;for sinceit examinesjt hasaroad
towardsthefirst principlesof all disciplines?*

Owentakesthisto beanexplicit declaratiorthatdialectic‘establishesthefirst principlesof thesciences
(244). Irwin, morecircumspectlyrepeatsristotle’s phrasehatdialectic‘hasaroad’ to thefirst principles.
In eithercase,it appearghat somethingmuchmoreis beingimputedto dialecticthan could possiblybe
accomplishedby theartasl have describedt.

However, context onceagainturnsout to be important. Is Aristotle talking aboutdialecticalargument
itself, or is he talking aboutthe dialecticalart? The openingof the section(101a25-26)eavesno doubt
that he meansthe latter: he refersexpresslyto the pragmateia i.e., eitherto the treatisehe is writing
or to its contents. Theseare uses,then of the dialecticalart. Sincethatart, in turn, includesa study of
logical consequencet is evidentat oncehow it will be usefulin connectiorwith ‘examiningthe puzzles’
concerningary issue:skill in deducingthe consequencesf a positionis a naturalconcomitantof skill in
deducingconclusiongrom anopponens opinions.In ary event,Aristotle doesnotsaythatthiswill provide
uswith a proof of anything but only saysthatit will helpusto seewhatis trueor false.lt is consistentvith
this claim that other meansare also requiredfor discovering the principles,andit is consistentwith the
businesof the TopicsthatAristotle shouldrefrainfrom discussinghemhere.

Aristotle proceedgo give a seconduseof dialecticin connectiorwith scientificprinciples,onewhich
looks at first muchmore promising—especiallyn Irwin’s translationwhich glossesAristotle’s simple‘in
connectionwith’ (pros) with ‘finding’ (thoughashe notesthis is notin Aristotle). We seemto find here
anallusionto the doctrineof the Posterior Analyticsthatno demonstratie sciencecandemonstratés own
principles.Soconstruedthis passag@romisedo be of greatvalue,sinceit would be speakingo the same
pointasthe enigmaticfinal chapterof thatwork. However, Aristotle simply doesnot sayherethatdialectic
establisheghe principles: he saysthat sincea sciencecannot'say arything about’ its own principles,we
must‘discuss’them(dielthein Aristotle oftenusestheword of his preliminarydiscussion®f the views on
asubject)by meanf endoxa But thereis a considerabl@istancebetweeridiscussing’first principlesand
‘establishing’them.

If thatdistanceis to be bridged,the weight mustfall on the last sentencef the section,which Irwin
andotherstake to saythatdialectic providesus with a roadwherebywe reachthe firsts principles. Now,
in what sensamight we be saidto arrive at thefirst principles? Aristotle’s own view onthisis clear The
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first principlesof the sciencesretruthswhich have a certainobjective priority to the conclusionghatcan
bedemonstrateétom them. This priority doesnotdependon our own epistemiceactionsn ary way: it is
notonly possible put usuallytrue, thatwe all find thesefirst principlesuncorwvincing or evenabsurdoefore
we have acquiredscientificunderstandingOn Aristotle’s view, it is by transformingoursehes,sothatthe
objective first principlesseento usto be primary, thatwe cometo have scientificunderstandingThereare,
consequentlytwo components$o reachinghefirst principles: (1) finding out whatthey are,and(2) coming
to seethemastheprinciples.

Thereis considerablevidencein the Analyticsthat Aristotle thought(1) could be accomplishedn a
way thatsoundgyuite strangeo us. He thoughtthathehaddiscoreredatheoryof inference(thesyllogistic)
which coveredall valid agumentswhatsoger, andthusall demonstrationsHe alsothought—andunder
standablyso, giventhe propertiesf histheoryof inference—thatherearesometrue propositionswith the
unusualpropertythatthey cannotbe deducedrom any othertrue propositionsthoughthey may sene as
premisesrom which to derive others. Indeed,he appeargo have held the even strongerclaim thatif we
collecttogetherall thetruthsaboutary subjectwe will find thattherearecertaintruthsamongthemwhich
cannotbededucedrom ary combinationof the othersbut from which all the otherscanbe deducedThese
propositionamustbe the principlesfor the simplereasorthatthey cannotbe anything else:they cannotbe
demonstratedOn the otherhand,if they areincludedamongthe principles,thenwe needno otherprinci-
ples,for all othersfollow from them. The upshotis that Aristotle believed therewasa way to specifythe
principleswithout appealingo epistemicstatus?®

Accordingto the Analytics then,dialecticis not the meansof accomplishing1). Whatof (2)? Here,
I think, we do discover animportantrole, but it is not the one Owensupposesdt to be. The propertyof
dialecticwhich Aristotle appealdo hereis thatit ‘examines’(exetastilé gar ousg. The word usedhere
for ‘examine’is closelyconnectedvith refutation,in particularrefuting someoneelses views by shaving
thatthey leadto contradictiongSocratesusedit of his customarystyle of questioningpeopleabouttheir
opinions).A proces®f refutationis notavery likely candidatdor establishinghefirst principles.

Whatit might do, however, is bring abouta considerable&ehangein our own epistemicsituation. The
processof exploring the contradictionsmplicit in our nave opinionseliminatesthe air of certaintythat
attachego themandputsusin thatunpleasanstateof ‘wonder’which, accordingto Aristotle, is the begin-
ning of philosophy A continualprocesf exploring whatfollows from what could plausiblybe essential
to the kind of epistemiccorversionrequiredif we areto becomescientific. Aristotle tells usin Met. Z that
scientificeducationresemblesnoral education:we strive in eachcaseto changeour untutoredreactions,
makingwhatis in itself good(or familiar) cometo seemgood(or familiar) to us. In ethics,theagentof this
transformatiornis habit,bornof repeatedction. Repeate@dxaminationf opinionsandtheir consequences,
andof the principlesandtheir consequencespuld bethe agentof a similar epistemicdransformation.

It mightbeobjectedhatMet T offerspreciselyto ‘demonstratdy refutation’ (drodeifat EAeyrTinG)
the principle of non-contradictionthe ‘firmest’ of all principles:sincethatprocedurehowever weinterpret
it, clearly involves a dialoguebetweentwo interlocutors,we might think that this is an actualexample
of dialecticalagumentestablishingvhat demonstratiorcannot. An adequatgesponsel believe, is Alan
Codes amgument® thatAristotle’s goalin Met. I is neitherproving the principle of non-contradictioritself

Bgeemy “What Usels Aristotle’s Organor?”, Proceedingf the BostonArea Colloquiumin AncientPhilosophy9 (1993):
261-285.

%« Aristotle’s Investigationof a Basic Logical Principle: Which Sciencelnvestigatesthe Principle of Non-Contradiction?”,
CanadianJournal of Philosophyl6 [1986]: 341-357).
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nor providing agumentsto persuaderyone of its truth, but ratherproving thingsaboutthe principle. In
fact, this fits exactly with what Aristotle saysaboutdialecticalargumentin Topicsl.2: it is becauset is
‘impossiblesayarything about’ the principles(a8ivatov eineiv Tt nepl adtédv) onthebasisof thevarious
scienceshatwe mustturn to dialecticin orderto ‘discuss’them(neptl adtédv SteAbely).

5 Conclusions

Most of whatl have hadto offer in this paperis critical. My maingoalhasbeento shov thatargumentdor
aprobatve role for dialecticin connectiorwith establishindirst principlesreston misreadingssometimes
seriousones,of thetext. The morevaluableproject,which | have barelytouchedin here,is understanding
justwhat positive rolesdialecticalargumentmight have for Aristotle in the scientificenterprise However,
thatmustwait for anotheroccasior?’

ZIA versionof this paperwasreadat the 1996 APA CentralDivision meetingin Chicagoon April 27,1996. | am gratefulto
Alan Code,my commentatoon thatoccasionfor helpful suggestions.
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