Aristotle Paper   

The Principle of Non-Contradiction

Due: 04.08.10
Wisdom requires the study of logical principles, according to Aristotle, and the firmest of them all is the principle of non-contradiction (PNC): “that it is impossible for the same thing both to belong and not to belong at the same time to the same thing and in the same respect (and let us assume we have drawn all the further distinctions that might be drawn to meet logical complaints)” (1005b19–22). In this paper, you will evaluate the truth of this supreme principle.
Seeking wisdom, Aristotle is not content merely to assert the truth of this principle; he wishes to argue for it. He recognizes, however, that the arguments on its behalf cannot be demonstrations, properly speaking. Instead, they can only be refutations, refutations of the denial of the principle of non-contradiction (put another way, refutations of the assertion of the contradictory of the principle of non-contradiction). Between 1006a30 and 1009a5, Aristotle provides several such refutations. Conveniently, Irwin and Fine have enumerated them, distinguishing ten between page 254 and page 262 of their edition.

Begin your paper with an introductory paragraph that conveys clearly and succinctly the following three matters: the question to be examined, the answer you will defend, and a hint of your strategy for doing so. 
Next, in a few paragraphs, provide two explanations. First, explain the principle itself. Provide your own examples, showing how its qualifications allow it to encompass those which appear to be contradictory but prove not to be so upon closer inspection. Second, explain why it cannot be defended by a demonstration but can be defended by a refutation. Revert, if necessary, to the Analytics both for the distinction and the appropriate reasoning. Before you turn to Aristotle’s best refutations, in other words, your reader should harbor no doubts about exactly what Aristotle thought he was doing to defend the PNC, and thus exactly what you are going to do in your assessment of his defense.
In the bulk of your paper, then, present and evaluate the three refutations you consider to be Aristotle’s best. While presenting or evaluating these arguments, use terms from Warburton or Weston whenever helpful to clarify or regiment your presentation. For example, what are these arguments’ premises? Are they true? Do they entail the stated conclusions validly? Are these refutations sound? Do they commit any fallacies, whether formal or informal? Etc. Be specific, and supply an example whenever helpful to illustrate your discussion. In sum, this discussion must be critical as well as expository. Some may wish to have an expository section (three refutations) followed by a critical one (three evaluations); others may wish to marshal criticisms as they go (one refutation followed by its evaluation, another followed by its own, and  third followed by its own). Do whatever makes the defense of your answer to the paper’s main question most lucid, sound, and persuasive.
When you wish to argue that one of Aristotle’s refutations fails, you must say precisely why. For example, you might find a counterexample to one of his rash generalizations, and so on. When you wish to argue that one of the refutations succeeds, you also say why, but after doing so you may also wish to marshal a forceful objection against the refutation yet show how this objection fails. This is a valuable dialectical technique: by showing that even forceful objections can be defused, you win additional confidence in the argument you are defending.
Conclude by returning to your forecast in the introductory paragraph: is the PNC true? Why or why not? With any remaining space, you may wish to say why this discussion—and your particular answer—matters to wisdom.
Weston provides invaluable tips for philosophical writing. Heed them whenever possible. Write a paper that could be understood by a smart person who has not read any Aristotle. Produce ten to twelve pages (double-spaced, one-inch margins, twelve-point font) that contain—insofar as humanly possible—no typographical or grammatical errors. One or two of each will be tolerated grudgingly. More than that number will be costly.
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