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THE TREATMENT OF SEMANTIC PARADOXES
FROM 1400 TO 1700

E. J. ASHWORTH

During the middle ages, semantic paradoxes, particularly in the form
of "Socrates speaks falsely", where this is taken to be his sole utterance,
were discussed extensively under the heading of insolubilia. Some attention
has been paid to the solutions offered by Ockham, Buridan, and Paul of
Venice, but otherwise little work seems to have been done in this area.1

My own particular interest is with the generally neglected period of logic
between the death of Paul of Venice in 1429 and the end of the seventeenth
century; and the purpose of this paper is to cast some light both upon the
new writings on paradoxes and upon the marked change in emphasis which
took place during the sixteenth century. Although the traditional writings on
insolubilia were available throughout the period, the detailed discussions of
the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries were soon entirely replaced by
briefer comments whose inspiration seems wholly classical. Even the
mediaeval word insolubile was replaced by the Ciceronian inexplicabile. In
this area at least there is strong evidence for the usual claim that the in-
sights of scholastic logic were swamped by the new interests and studies of
renaissance humanism.

Before I go on to discuss in some detail the various types of theory
which were put forward, I shall give a brief survey of my sources. I looked
at 232 printed books in the British Museum, the Cambridge University
Library and the Bodleian, all on logical or related topics, and I found some
47 which were relevant to my study. They fell into three groups: (l) Works
devoted to, or with significant chapters on, insolubilia'^ (2) works devoted
to, or with sections on, De Sophisticis Elenchis;3 (3) works containing dis-
cussion or references under miscellaneous and sometimes unexpected
headings.4 The first group is, of course, the most important. Among the
mediaeval sources available in printed form were Ockham's Summa Totius
Logicae, Buridan's Sophismata, the Regulae Solvendi Sophismata of William
of Heytesbury [Gulielmus Hentisberus], the Insolubilia of Peter of Ailly
[Alliacus], a French cardinal who died in 1420, and the Logica, both magna
and parva, of Paul of Venice, together with a commentary by Mengus
Blanchellus Faventinus. Also available was the Logica of Paul of Pergola,
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a follower of Paul of Venice, who died in 1451. In addition there are a
number of fifteenth century works which cannot be dated with precision. A
tract on insolubles was attributed to Peter of Spain, but since it contains
references to Buridan and Marsilius of Inghen [d.1396] it must be con-
siderably later. It was printed with commentaries by the Thomists of
Cologne and by Johannes de Glogovia (d. 1507) who taught in Cracow. The
Logica of Peter of Mantua presumably also belongs to the first part of the
fifteenth century, as does the Ars Sophίstica of Stephanus de Monte. To-
wards the end of the fifteenth century we have Thomas Bricot and Petrus
Tartaretus, who both taught at Paris. A little later, four anonymous books
were published in England, three of which are largely identical. Returning
to writers of whom something is known we have first two humanists, the
Frenchman Jacques Le Fevre dΈtaples (145O?-1536) and Jodocus Clich-
toveus (1472-1543) who was originally from Belgium but worked in France.
Next, we have two Germans, Jodocus Trutvetter [Isenachensis] (d. 1519)
who taught mainly at Erfurt, and Johannes Eckius (1486-1543) a noted theo-
logian and polemicist. Scotland was represented by Johannes Major Scotus
(1469-1550) who taught at Paris; and Spain by three men: Gaspar Lax
(1487-1560), who also taught at Paris, Cardillus de Villalpandeus (1527-
1571), and M. Doniensis Ormazius whose book on Dialectic (pub. 1569) is
his only known work. Finally, we have the English mathematician and
medical practitioner, Thomas Oliver (d. 1624) who is noteworthy for his
apparently unique illustration of the written liar.5

The second group is neither so large nor so important. The members
took their inspiration from Aristotle's mention of the liar paradox inDe
Sophisticis Elenchis 180 b as an example of the fallacy secundum quid et
simpliciter. Commentaries on this work were written by various mediaeval
figures including Albertus Magnus, Giles of Rome [Aegidius Romanus] and
John Duns Scotus (or Pseudo-Scotus). Of the commentaries I have seen, the
only two written during the period we are interested in were those by
George of Brussels (d. 1450) and Augustinus Niphus (1473-1538 or 1546), an
Italian Aristotelian. However, of these writers neither Giles of Rome nor
Niphus gave the liar paradox in its true form, for they both assume that
Socrates uttered a second proposition, either "An ass flies"6 or "God does
not exist."7 Three other authors mention paradoxes in a discussion of
fallacies which forms part of a general logic textbook. They are Jodocus
Willichius (1501-1550), a German; Joachim Perion (1499-1559), a French
member of the Benedictine order, and Jacobus Gorscius (or Gόrski), a Pole
who lived in the sixteenth century.

The third group cannot be given any real characterization. Some mem-
bers were reasonably orthodox in the placing of their references to the
problem. Hieronymus Savonarola, the Florentine friar (d. 1498) discussed
insolubles under the heading of "Sophistic Syllogisms"; and the French
political writer Franςois Hotman (1524-1590) and the sixteenth century
Italian Ludovicus Carbo (not to be confused with the fifteenth century
humanist) both spoke of insolubles under the heading of "sophisms". John
Sanderson (d. 1602), an Englishman trained in Cambridge, but who died in



36 E. J. ASHWORTH

exile as a Catholic priest, and Cornelius Valerius (1512-1572) who taught at
Utrecht and Louvain, both used the neutral title of "other forms of argu-
ment". John Seton (d. 1567), whose career was similar to that of Sander-
son, Ludovicus Lemosius, a sixteenth century Portugese medical doctor
and philosopher, and Pierre du Moulin (1600-1684), a Protestant theologian,
all introduced the subject in a chapter on Dilemma. However, du Moulin
barely deserves to be included, for he only gives a brief reference to the
Aristotelian problem of the man who swears that he swears falsely.
Hieronymus Cardano (1501-1576), another medical doctor and philosopher,
gave a passing reference to the liar in his Dialectica. Bartholomaeus
Keckermann (1571-1609) mentioned the liar in his history of logic, as did
Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655). David Derodon (d. 1664), a French Huguenot,
introduced the problem during a discussion of truth and falsity; Johannes
Caramuel Lobkowitz (1606-1682), the Spanish Cistercian who was at one
time the Archbishop of Prague, devoted a paragraph to the problem of self-
falsifying propositions; and Henry Aldrich (1647-1710), the Oxford logician
and architect, relegated the matter to an appendix. Finally, there are the
French jurist Jacobus Cujacius (1522-1590), who refers to the liar in his
work Ad Africanum; and the Spanish historian and philosopher Petrus
Valentia (1555-1620), who discussed it in his commentary on Cicero's
Academica. As can be seen, Savonarola is the only pre-sixteenth century
writer to appear in this group, and even he can hardly be regarded as early.

I shall first discuss those whose inspiration was purely classical. The
majority are to be found in the third group, leaving aside Savonarola,
Ormazius, Cardano, du Moulin and Derodon. Gorscius, Willichius and
Perion may be added from the second group, and Villalpandeus from the
first. Of those whose inspiration was scholastic only Eckius and Major
from the first group, and Ormazius from the third, showed any awareness
of the classical sources, giving references to Cicero and Aulus Gellius.8

On the other hand, Aldrich is the only classically inspired writer who dis-
cussed a scholastic author, namely Ockham.9 A great many paradoxes,
though not many of logical interest, were current in the Ancient world,10 and
information about them was obtainable in the sixteenth century from such
sources as Diogenes Laertius, Cicero (especially Academica Priora II 95
and 96), and Aulus Gellius, whose Nodes Atticae was very popular and r e -
ceived a number of editions. Adrian Turnebus, who commented on Cicero's
Academica,11 referred to Diogenes Laertius by name, but usually it was
only Cicero and Aulus Gellius who were cited. The standard liar was given
by ten people, two of whom called it an example of Asystaton, non consis-
tens, along with such propositions as "I am silent."12 Nine people dis-
cussed Epimenides's claim that all Cretans are l iars, and three called it
Pseudomenon as if it were the standard liar paradox.13 Only five people
gave references to both versions.14 Another popular paradox was the
crocodile, which was referred to by nine people, two of whom attributed it
to the humanist Politian's Miscellanea, first published in 1489.15 Nine
authors went on to give other paradoxes, or inexplicabiles, such as the
electra, the horns, and the heap,16 although in most cases they were listed
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rather than described or discussed. Only Aldrich and Villalpandeus wrote
at any length. The thinnest treatment is that of Perion, who cites
Chrysippus and Cicero but gives " I swear falsely'' as his sole example.17

A reference to the Lex Falcidia was added by Hotman,18 but this is the only
unusual touch.

Most of these authors did not offer any solutions to the paradoxes they
mentioned, but some of them solved the problem of Epimenides's statement
by refusing to recognize its true nature. Carbo, Gorscius, Sanderson,
Valerius, Villalpandeus and Willichius all agreed that it was fallacious to
take a general or indefinite statement like "Cretans are l i a r s " and to con-
clude that one particular man, Epimenides, was therefore a liar.19 They
did not consider what would be the case if Epimenides said "All Cretans
without any exception are l i a r s " .

But it would be a mistake to think that none of those who were influ-
enced by classical writers had anything of interest to say, for Aldrich and
Valentia joined the more traditional authors, Savonarola, Ormazius and
Derodon in offering a solution which does not seem to have been taken into
account by the genuine scholastics I shall discuss, although it would be
found acceptable today. This solution is based on the claim that insoluble
sentences are not propositions, and hence cannot be assessed as true or
false. Savonarola alone did not offer an argument to support his claim, but
said that an insoluble was to a genuine proposition as a dead man was to a
live one.20 Derodon argued that an insoluble cannot be a proposition since
it leads to an impossible situation, and hence, being itself impossible, says
nothing.21 This view bears considerable similarity to that known as
cassatio, which is found in more than one mediaeval manuscript.22 Such
views were also mentioned by Paul of Venice.23 Valentia agreed with
Derodon about the status of insolubles, but his reasons, like those of
Aldrich and Ormazius rested on a doctrine of presuppositions rather than
the notion of impossibility. Who, asked Valentia, says "I l ie" wishing to
refer to that very proposition? If he is referring to some previous propo-
sition he does indeed make a statement [sermonem facit\ otherwise, since
he says nothing, it is neither true nor false.24 Aldrich argued that
Socrates's claim, "Socrates speaks falsely", signifies nothing unless there
is some previous utterance, for "whoever makes a judgment necessarily
presupposes something about which he judges".25 Ormazius gave an even
more elaborate justification, though as we will see later, the arguments he
used were standard, even if their conclusion was novel. He first outlined
some of the untoward consequences of taking an insoluble to be true or
false, such as the acceptance of two contradictories both of which are false;
and he then said that in fact insolubles were not propositions but orationes
imperfectae, for one cannot accept a situation in which part of a proposition
refers to (or stands for) the very proposition of which it is part.26 Exper-
ience substantiates this, for if someone remarks "This proposition is
false", his audience will listen avidly for some other proposition.

The time has now come to consider the work of those who offered a
more traditional, and more sophisticated, treatment of semantical para-
doxes. With the exception of George of Brussels, all the writers to be
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discussed in detail come from the first group, and the latest in date are
Eckius and Major, though references may be made to others. The usual
starting point was the problem of self-reference, for it was generally
recognized that insoluble propositions exhibited self-reference, or, as it
was expressed, had reflexion on themselves. In order to do this, they had
to contain a term like 'true', 'false', 'universal', 'known', or 'believed',
whose range of reference was propositions.27 Bricot felt that self-refer-
ence arose also from the presence of transcendental terms such as 'being'
but this point was not emphasized.28 The chief area of disagreement con-
cerned the legitimacy of self-reference. Buridan and Paul of Venice had
both accepted it explicitly, whilst Peter of Ailly accepted it only in one
area.2 9 Self-reference was, he felt, possible among vocal and written
propositions; but this was no great concession, for it was both illegitimate
and impossible for a mental proposition to refer to itself, and it was mental
propositions that were the repository of true clarity and meaningfulness.
[See below for more about this distinction.] In our period Trutvetter
thought the most probable theory was that which interpreted insolubles as
categorical propositions whose self-reference was possible; while George
of Brussels, Eckius and Clichtoveus, felt that such propositions as 'Έvery
proposition is affirmative" or "This proposition is affirmative" were
legitimate.30 Indeed, the latter both signifies itself and is verified of itself,
said Clichtoveus.

The chief spokesman of the theory that self-reference was illegitimate
was Ockham,31 although he did not originate the theory.32 He claimed that
part of a proposition cannot suppose for the whole, or, in other words,
the proposition in which a term like 'true' appears cannot be included with-
in that term's range of reference. Ockham's view seems to have been
based upon a theory of language hierarchies, or levels of predication as
Boehner put it,33 but it could also be interpreted in terms of presupposi-
tions. When I say "This proposition is false", it is presupposed that I am
referring to some other proposition, and the truth or falsity of the presup-
position has bearing upon the truth or falsity of my proposition. For Ock-
ham, unlike Strawson, if the presupposition was false, the proposition too
was false. Thus he translates "Socrates speaks falsely", when this is all
that Socrates says, into "Socrates says something false other than this,
'Socrates speaks falsely'," and assesses it as being false. On the other
hand, "Socrates does not speak truly" is translated into "Socrates does not
say something true other than 'Socrates does not speak truly'," which is
true even when Socrates has said only the one proposition. Tartaretus,
Bricot, Trutvetter, George of Brussels, and Eckius all put this forward as
one possible solution to the problem of insolubles, and, like Ormazius, they
all appealed to common usage to support the view.34 If you ask a man what
he says or hears and he replies " I say nothing" or " I hear nothing", his
answer is accepted as true, though it could not be if self-reference were
allowed. None of them, however, had anything to say about language
hierarchies, and in the absence of further evidence it is probably safer to
attribute to them a vaguely expressed theory of presuppositions, whereby
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the falsity of the presupposition entails the falsity of the proposition in
question. Cardano also referred to such a view. Heytesbury held, he
claimed, that " I say what is false" is equivalent to '(I say what is false,
since I say that I say what is false", and this whole statement is true, since
the antecedent is false when nothing has been said previously.35

So far I have talked of self-reference in general, but in fact most
writers concentrated upon a special kind of self-reference, namely self-
falsification. Eckius said "An insoluble proposition is a proposition which
signifies itself to be false directly or as a consequence [consecutive]99;36

and although there were verbal differences among the definitions offered,
the principle was not disputed.37 Some difficulties were, however, raised
over its application to propositions like "No proposition is negative", " I
am silent", or paradoxes of the crocodile type, although this particular
example was not quoted until the sixteenth century. Those who considered
the matter did not usually accept "No proposition is negative", or others of
the same class as insoluble. Major said that a genuine insoluble must
"signify that things are, as they are", 3 8 which is not the case here. Clich-
toveus pointed out that if one assumed the falsity of such a proposition, its
truth did not follow, and so there was no paradox.39 Nor does it falsify itself
explicitly in some specifiable circumstances. Peter of Ailly remarked that
a proposition could in one sense signify itself to be false, but that for it to
be insoluble its falsity must follow from it as a logical consequence.40 "No
proposition is negative" refutes itself by example, but this is not enough.
On the other hand, the author of the tract attributed to Peter of Spain
seemed to feel that such propositions could be accepted as insoluble.41

A few authors used these examples, together with those of the next
group, such as " I do not speak", " l a m silent", " l a m drinking", to sub-
stantiate Buridan's claim that a proposition can be possible, because it
signifies things as they can be, without being possibly true.42 "No proposi-
tion is negative" or " I am silent" are obviously false whenever they are
uttered with reference to the present, but the state of affairs described
could well exist. As Eckius and Clichtoveus put it, such propositions can be
true at the time of utterance but not for the time of utterance.43 Thus, they
were worthy of discussion, but not because they were insolubles. On the
other hand, both the Thomist commentators on Peter of Spain and Johannes
de Glogavia were convinced that " I do not speak" is a genuine insoluble.
They agreed that it contained no word referring to a property of a proposi-
tion, but said that nevertheless it contained an implicit reference to truth
and falsity.44

Paradoxes of the crocodile type appeared with some frequency. A
favourite example concerned a bridge whose keeper (often called Plato or
Socrates, though Eckius chose Έckebertus') said that he would throw any-
one who spoke falsely into the water. The man who wished to cross said
"You will throw me in the water." Did he speak truly or falsely ?45 An-
other puzzle concerned a country where all the healthy people, and none of
the sick people, spoke the truth. One of their number said " l a m ill,"4 6

thus generating the paradox. Paul of Venice, Paul of Pergola, the anony-
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mous author of Libellus Sophistarum, and David Derodon were all happy to
accept such paradoxes as insolubles, though Paul of Venice did refer to
them as "Insolubilia que insolubilia non apparent' ' .47 However, Peter of
Ailly, Eckius, Major and Clichtoveus were more acute.48 Peter of Ailly
pointed out that "You will throw me from the bridge" contains no word r e -
ferring to a proposition, and it does not signify its own falsity. He con-
cluded that the bridgekeeper's conditions and the other man's statement
were possible in themselves, but they were incompatible with one another.
In other words, this is a paradox which can be resolved by the judgment that
the situation described is impossible. Similar reasons and a similar
verdict were given by the other three logicians I mentioned.

Finally, a brief reference ought to be made to those paradoxes which
can be called pragmatic, on the grounds that they arise "from a relation of
a language to its users".4 9 I have in mind examples like "Socrates believes
that he is deceived", "Socrates knows that he e r r s " , when these are his
sole beliefs, and "Socrates doubts the proposition written on the wall" when
this is the only proposition written on the wall. Buridan discussed such
problems at length, but they also appear in the lists of insolubles given by
such logicians as Albert of Saxony, Paul of Venice, Paul of Pergola,
Stephanus de Monte, and the author of Libellus Sophistarum.50 Once again,
not all those who mentioned them were willing to give them the status of a
genuine insoluble or semantic paradox; and Peter of Ailly and Johannes
Major both rejected them explicitly.51 On the other hand, one should
perhaps note in defence of Paul of Pergola that when he considered all
these doubtful cases he redefined the notion of an insoluble so as to include
all types of paradox under the one heading. An insoluble, he said, is not
restricted to the true and the false. It is enough to be able to establish that
the case is as adequately signified by the proposition in question if and only
if it is not as adequately signified.52

Once what was to count as an insoluble had been settled, some authors
went further and divided insolubles into various classes. One type of c lass-
ification, to be found in Paul of Venice and in the Libellus Sophistarum,
involves a distinction between those insolubles, like "This is false", which
arise from a property of language, and those, like "Socrates believes he is
deceived", which arise from a property of an act, whether interior or ex-
terior.53 A third kind, exemplified by "Socrates says what is false", in-
volves a combination of language and act. Such a classification would be
useful for the discussion of paradoxes in general, including pragmatic
paradoxes, but it does not seem to have any bearing upon the problem of
semantic paradoxes. The standard division, found in a great many authors,
was between those insolubles which falsified themselves immediately and
those which did so mediately, through some further proposition or proposi-
tions.54 The author of the Libellus Sophistarum, again echoing Paul of
Venice, added that in the case of immediate falsification some propositions
falsify themselves alone, and some, like "Every proposition is false" have
a more general reference.55 The most elaborate classification was offered
by Peter of Ailly, whose scheme was later largely repeated by Tartaretus.56
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First, we have what seems to be a type-token distinction, between those
propositions which are self-falsifying perse, in any circumstances, like
"This (very) proposition is false"; and those which are self-falsifying per
accidens, in a particular situation, like "Socrates says what is false". The
second distinction was between propositions which falsify themselves
directly and those, like "This is not true", which do so indirectly or as a
consequence. This latter group was further divided into those, like the last
example, which falsify themselves immediately, even though the word 'false'
does not appear, and those which do so mediately, through some other
proposition or propositions. Finally, a proposition can be mediately falsi-
fied through another of which it is not a part, or through another of which it
is a part, as with the second conjunct in "God exists and this conjunction is
false".

Now that all these preliminaries have been dealt with, it is time to con-
sider the types of solution offered by those logicians who believed that in-
solubles were genuine propositions and who were unwilling to dispose of
them by ruling that all self-reference was illegitimate. I shall begin by
examining a solution which rested on the claim that a proposition implies
its own truth, whether logically, or virtually as Buridan preferred to
assert.57 The solutions of both Buridan and Paul of Venice have already
been discussed by Moody, Prior and Bocheήski,58 so I shall concentrate
upon that outlined by Le Fevre d'Etaples, and explained by Clichtoveus in
the accompanying commentary.59 First a number of rules were laid down:
(1) Insolubles are to be assessed by means of propositions which are equiv-
alent to them; (2) every proposition implies itself; (3) every proposition
implies its own truth; (4) if a proposition implies several others, it also
implies their conjunction; (5) every proposition is equivalent to a conjunc-
tion of that proposition and an assertion of its truth; (6) equivalent proposi-
tions have the same truth value and imply one another. Clichtoveus pointed
out that (5) was derived from (2), (3) and (4) with the aid of a further rule
that a conjunction implies one of its conjuncts. That is, we start with ζp =>/>'
and 'p D Tp\ get βp D (/>. Tp)' by (4), and with the aid of '(p. Ίp) =)£', finish
with (5), <p =(p . Tp)9. If we take the insoluble, " I say something false", and
call this (a', we can see at once how an insoluble is to be solved through an
equivalent proposition, for this insoluble is, by (5), equivalent to " I say
something false and a is true". The second conjunct is obviously false, for
if a is true and a is what I say, ϊ cannot be saying something false. Since
this conjunct is false, the whole conjunction is, and hence so is the proposi-
tion equivalent to it, namely the original insoluble. One can also argue the
other way, by showing the first conjunct to be false, for whatever interpre-
tation one adopts, the two parts are incompatible. Equally, the negation of
the insoluble is true, for the disjunction equivalent to the negated conjunc-
tion, " I do not say something false or a is not true", is true. Clichtoveus
apparently begs the question at this point, for he says that the disjunction is
true because it is the contradictory of a false conjunction, and he does not
examine the crucial question of whether the assumption that the insoluble
proposition is false will lead to an assertion that it is true. Since he agrees
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that the assertion of its truth implies its falsity, this is the test of the
validity of his solution, for it is only a genuine solution if it is impossible
to obtain the biconditional "a is true if and only if a is false". That he
succeeded by following a line of argument very similar to that of Paul of
Venice and which involves no distinction between use and mention, or dif-
ferent language levels, could be shown informally as follows. Suppose we
assume that 'a', where 'a' is ζa is false', is false. If 'a9 is false, then its
equivalent ιay and ia is true' will also be false and we obtain "It is false
that (a and a is true)". By De Morgan we get "Either it is false that a or it
is false that a is true". But we can replace 'a' in the first disjunct by 'a is
false' and argue that if it is false that a is false, a must be true. Hence we
get 'a', when false, is equivalent to "Either a is true or it is false that a is
true". Since "α is either true or not true" is a tautology, the original as-
sumption has not led to any contradictory consequences and a paradoxical
conclusion has been avoided. It may be added that the claim that the dis-
junction is a taugology accords well with Clichtoveus's explicit statement
that the original conjunction is made from repugnant parts, and hence is a
logical contradiction.

The solution offered by Clichtoveus was not novel in its substance,60 but
the formulation, especially the use of propositional rules, was particularly
neat. This did not, however, lead to its acceptance. Eckius outlined the
argument with care, but rejected the claim that every proposition implies
its own truth on various grounds. For instance, since a proposition, viewed
as an occurrent, may not exist, it can be as the antecedent of the conse-
quence signifies without being as the consequent signifies. A proposition
must exist in order to be true. Again, if the consequence is acceptable, one
must also accept that the possible can imply the impossible, as in "No
proposition is negative, therefore it is true that no proposition is nega-
tive".6 1 Eckius is here relying upon Buridan's view of propositions.62

Peter of Ailly had earlier rejected the same claim, but on the grounds that
if it were true, then every proposition would reflect on itself, and that it is
possible to represent the proposition "Man is an ass" without conceiving or
understanding it to be true.63 He did not ask whether in this case "Man is
an ass" would be accepted as a genuine proposition.

A second solution to the problem of insolubles involved a distinction
between two kinds of meaning or signification and, as will become apparent,
it was closely linked both with the first solution and with the third, which
involved a theory of two kinds of truth conditions. According to this second
solution, a proposition was said to have both primary or direct signification
and secondary or indirect signification.64 The primary meaning belonged
to the proposition by virtue of the meaning of the individual terms (ratione
impositionis terminorum, as Tartaretus put it) and was that whereby the
proposition indicated some state of affairs or other. The secondary mean-
ing concerned the truth or falsity of the proposition itself and was thus the
source of all the difficulties caused by insolubles. Although Paul of Venice
and his follower Paul of Pergula did not base their own solutions entirely
upon this distinction, they made use of it.65 They postulated that an
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insoluble could be taken precisely, or with respect to its primary significa-
tion alone, or it could be taken to signify in accordance with both types of
meaning. In the first case a contradiction is generated, and the insoluble is
judged to be impossible; but in the second case the insoluble is admissible,
for it can be shown to be false along the lines already discussed in relation
to the first solution. They argued that it is in accordance with primary
signification that a proposition is judged to be possible or impossible; but
that judgments about truth and falsity concern the secondary signifi-
cation.66

The chief distinction between those who adopted the first solution and
those who adopted the second was that the former concentrated upon the
claim that every proposition signifies its own truth, whereas the latter em-
phasized the claim that every insoluble indirectly or secondarily signifies
itself to be false. The adherents of this second view were not, however, in
agreement as to what kind of proposition was involved. Some held that an
insoluble proposition was categorical, some that it was hypothetical, and
some that it corresponded to more than one proposition. The author of the
tract attributed to Peter of Spain was one of those who believed an insoluble
to be a categorical proposition, on the grounds that "the secondary signifi-
cation is as it were adventitious and accidental" and "there is not a
multiple proposition but rather one, because both significations are involved
in judging about truth or falsity."67 Those who followed Ockham and those
who adopted the third solution also held that insolubles were categorical
propositions;68 and they all agreed that they were false. In this case, they
are false because of the incompatibility of the primary and the secondary
signification. One cannot assert both ζp' and 'it is false that p9 without
destroying one's assertion.69

Those who believed that an insoluble proposition should be interpreted
in terms of a hypothetical proposition said that it was equivalent to a con-
junction whose first conjunct signified that things were as described and
whose second conjunct signified the first to be false, in accordance with the
insoluble's secondary signification.70 Thus, Trutvetter in his account of the
theory said, "Henry says what is false" is equivalent to "Henry is a thing
saying what is false and that proposition which signifies precisely that
Henry says what is false is false". The first part of the conjunction is
true, but the second false, so the whole conjunction is false. The contradic-
tory of the original insoluble is equivalent to "Either the thing which is
Henry is not the thing which is saying what is false or this proposition is
not false", where 'this' refers to the first disjunct; and this disjunction is
true. No paradox arises on this interpretation, but it was not always found
acceptable. As both Peter of Ailly and Tartaretus remarked, there seemed
to be no good reason to suppose that an insoluble is equivalent to a hypo-
thetical proposition, and if it is so equivalent, why choose a conjunction
rather than the other types ?71

The view of which Peter of Ailly was the chief exponent, but which was
taken into account by most of his successors,72 involved the interpretation
of an insoluble proposition as a propositio plures , or as equivalent to
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several unconjoined parts. The theory can only be explained with the help
of Peter of Ailly's apparatus of vocal, written and mental propositions.
Vocal and written propositions signify conventionally {ad placitum) as do
mental propositions improperly so-called, which are presumably those
propositions that run through our mind but are not actually spoken or
written. Confused self-reference is possible in all these kinds of proposi-
tion. Mental propositions properly so-called are those which signify
naturally, and they thus enshrine the meaning which is common to utter-
ances in various languages. No mental proposition can refer to itself, let
alone falsify itself, on the grounds that no created thing, including concepts,
can have a proper, formal, and distinct cognition of itself; and as a result
no spoken or written insoluble can correspond directly to a single mental
proposition. If I say "This is false'', referring to that very proposition, my
utterance corresponds to two mental propositions, one of which refers to
the same state of affairs as my proposition, and one,of which states that the
first mental proposition is false. If I say "This is true", and point to its
contradictory, "This is not true", then the first mental proposition is "This
is not true" and the second, referring to the first, is "This is false".

Referent Insoluble

This is not true -« This is true [spoken]
"*" -This is not true -* This is false
[1st mental proposition] [2nd mental proposition]

The first mental proposition is true and the second false, so it turns out
that an insoluble is in a sense both true and false.

The third solution, and the one which both Trutvetter and Bricot thought
the most probable, rested on the claim that two conditions must be satisfied
before an affirmative proposition can be said to be true.73 That is, it must
signify things to be as they are, and it must not falsify itself. A negative
proposition, on the other hand, is true just in case either it signifies that
things are not as they are not or it has a self-falsifying contradictory. This
distinction between affirmative and negative propositions had two important
results. In the first place, rather paradoxically, it means that "This is
false" and "This is not true" have different truth-values when they are
both self-referential; and indeed it turns out that all propositions which
formally signify themselves to be false are false and all propositions which
formally signify themselves not to be true are true. This is because the
first group are affirmative and have to satisfy two conditions for truth,
whereas the second are negative and hence have to satisfy only one condi-
tion. In the second place, it means that of any two contradictory proposi-
tions one will be true and one false. "This is false" is false because it
falsifies itself, and "This is not false" is true because its contradictory
falsifies itself. Thus Bricot, along with Tartaretus and Trutvetter, managed
to avoid a trap into which fell some of his contemporaries like Major and
the anonymous author of the Insolubilia.7* The latter authors had adopted
the approach whereby a true proposition satisfies the two conditions men-
tioned, and a false proposition fails to satisfy at least one of these
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conditions, irrespective of whether it is negative or affirmative.75 As a
result, "This is false" is false because it falsifies itself, but "This is not
false" is also false, because it denies that things are as they are. However,
even this less sophisticated version of the third solution does avoid the
original paradox whereby "This is false" is true if and only if it is false.
Nor is the solution to be scorned, despite an ad hoc air, for it has the merit
of applying only to self-falsifying propositions, without impinging upon less
harmful forms of self-reference. On the other hand, if the solution is ac-
cepted, the formula iζΊζp' = p" can no longer be appealed to, for p may be
the case while ζρ' is false, as when p is "This is false".

The Aristotelian solution, whereby insolubles were classed as examples
of the fallacy secundum quid ad sίmplίcίter, was sometimes mentioned in
relation to this solution. The author of the Libellus Sophistarum wrote that
those who objected to his solution on the grounds that Aristotle had said
something different, should be aware that to argue "This proposition signi-
fies precisely as things are, therefore it is true" commits just that
fallacy.76 The proposition in question is indeed true in a certain respect,
but not simply, because there is a second condition it has to satisfy. This
fallacy was sometimes mentioned in other contexts. Trutvetter, for in-
stance, appealed to it in his account of Ockham's solution;77 but Aristotle
was obviously not regarded as having done more than provide a support for
other people's solutions.

A variant of the third solution was provided by Eckius, who said that
every insoluble falsifies itself 'per modum sequelae et consecutive', and
that "Socrates says what is false" is false not because it signifies things to
be other than they are, but because its falsity follows from the assumption
of its truth; which ought to be added to the definition.78 He claimed that
Trutvetter, to whose "beautiful way of solving insolubles" he had earlier
referred, would not have abhorred this solution. What Eckius seems to
have been getting at was the definition "A proposition is true if and only if
it signifies that things are as they are and it has no false consequences".
This is supported by Paul of Pergola, who emphasized that given the rules
of valid inference, no true proposition could have a false consequent, al-
though a false one could have true consequents.79 Buridan had offered a
similar argument.80

Whether any of these solutions is likely to bear fruit today is for the
reader to decide. It is, however, clear that the writers of the fifteenth and
early sixteenth century were inspired by a genuine interest in problems of
logic and language, and that they handled them with the finest tools avail-
able. That their discussions should have been so completely ignored by
subsequent logicians, some of whom were doubtless their pupils, is sur-
prising, given both the availability of their books and the persistence of
other traditional doctrines like supposition.81
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