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In De Caelo A. 12. 281a28-b25 Aristotle presents an argument in support of the
claim that ‘everything that always is, is absolutely indestructible’. Scholars are in
agreement about at least one thing: this argument is notoriously difficult to under-
stand. This paper attempts to do a number of things. First, it critically evaluates
Lindsay Judson’s interpretation of De Caelo 281a28-b25, and it then proceeds to of-
fer an alternative reconstruction of this passage. Second, it shows that Aristotle’s ar-
gument in this stretch of text is indeed problematic, but that the problem with it is not
the one identified by Judson. On the basis of this reading of De Caelo 281a28-b25,
the paper goes on to make the following points: (a) the argument from De Caelo A.
12, in conjunction with material from elsewhere in the corpus, may be used to show
that Aristotle is committed to some version of the Principle of Plenitude (= No pos-
sibility remains unactualized through an infinity of time) which is applicable to per-
ishable entities — i.e. the entities in the sublunary realm; (b) given that this is the
case, then Aristotle’s drive to neutralize determinism, in the guise of fatalism (On In-
terpretation 9) and causal determinism (Metaphysics E. 3), suffers a serious setback;
(c) Aristotle could have easily resolved this problem, had he become aware of it, by
correcting the mistake committed in the argument of De Caelo A. 12 (281a28-b25).

Keywords: Aristotle — De Caelo A. 12— L. Judson — The Principle of Plenitude — Fata-
lism — Causal Determinism

In De Caelo (DC) A. 10-12 Aristotle sets out to do two things: (a) refute the Platonic
view of the Timaeus that the ‘universe’ (ovpavodc) is generated but it is indestructible and
(b) prove that the universe is in fact ‘indestructible’ (&pboptog) and ‘ungenerated’
(dyévnroc).! What we eventually get in DC A. 12 is a series of tortuous arguments aimed
at establishing the Stagirite’s thesis. Some scholars suppose that the line of reasoning
developed in this chapter, or at least part of it, is credible.” Others, however, are con-
vinced that it is hopelessly flawed.?

! This rendering of the word ovpavag, at least within the context of DC A, is justified by the tex-
tual evidence in DC A. 9. 278b18-21. It should also be noted that DC A. 12 purports to be giving us a
second (more general) argument against Plato’s view; the first one is in DC A. 3. 270a12ff.

% See e.g. Elders 1966, 164ff; Bogen and McGuire 1987; van Rijen 1989, ch. 5, and esp. pp. 87ff.

3 e.g. Hintikka 1973, 210-213; Judson 1983; Sorabji 1980, ch. 8, esp. pp. 128-130; Williams 1965.
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It is not my intention to adjudicate this dispute, i.e. determine whether or not Aris-
totle succeeds in showing, contra Plato, that the universe is both ungenerated and inde-
structible. What I propose to do here is to focus on the opening section of the puzzle-work
which is DC A. 12. | mean to examine the passage 281a28-b25 where Aristotle argues
that: ‘... everything that always is, is absolutely indestructible (&Gmav ... 10 ael Ov anA®G
apOagrov)’.!

As is well known, this stretch of text has acquired notoriety due to the work of
J. Hintikka. Hintikka 1973, 96, 107 argues that there is textual evidence (e.g. Meta. ©. 4.
1047b3-6) which suggests that Aristotle endorses the universal applicability of the Prin-
ciple of Plenitude:

T = If something is possible at a time 77, then it is actual at # for at least one time # >
1.

Furthermore, Hintikka argues that the corpus contains ample evidence to support the
claim that Aristotle accepts not only 7, but also the following variants of it:

T1 = That which never is, is impossible (e.g. Meta. ©. 3. 1047a12-14).
T2 = What always is, is by necessity (e.g. DC A. 12. 281b2-25).
T3 = Nothing eternal is contingent (e.g. Meta. ©. 8. 1050b7-8).”

These claims have been challenged by a number of recent interpreters. And, the con-
sensus among scholars is that the criticisms are effective.’

I intend to show that the prime evidence Hintikka cites for the claim that Aristotle
accepts T2, DC 281b2-25, deserves another look. To anticipate briefly, I argue for two
things. First, the overall reasoning in DC A. 281a28-b25 commits Aristotle, albeit inad-
vertently, to a certain application of the Principle of Plenitude he explicitly rejects else-
where (e.g. On Interpretation 9). And second, given that this is so, Aristotle’s struggle to
discredit determinism, the general thesis that every future state of affairs is (now) deter-
mined/fixed, seems to suffer somewhat of a setback.” To facilitate the discussion of these
issues, however, we need to provide an exegetically correct account of Aristotle’s in-
tended argument in DC 281a28-b25.

4 DC A. 12. 281b25. For some suggestions on how the argument of 281a28-b25 fits within the
wider context of DC A. (9-)12, see Judson 1983, 233-5.

* Hintikka 1973, esp. pp. 96-107. A certain version of Hintikka's position is adopted by Waterlow
1982. Waterlow's position is thoroughly scrutinized by Judson 1983 and van Rijen 1989, 82-88.

® See e.g. Gaskin 1995, ch. 7, and esp. pp. 75-8; Sorabji 1980, ch. 8; van Rijen 1984 and 1989, ch.
4. It is Iso worth having a look at Judson 1983, esp. pp. 219-20, fn. 9. Judson's criticisms are directed
against Waterlow's position, but they work equally well against Hintikka.

7 As is well known, there are quite a few places in the corpus where Aristotle explicitly argues
against both causal determinism and logical fatalism; see e.g. De Interpretatione 9, Metaphysics E. 3 and
0. 3. For discussions of some of these texts, see e.g. Crivelli 2004, ch. 7 (DI 9); Kelsey 2004 (Meta. E.
3).
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Our text may be divided into two sections: DC 281a28-b2, where Aristotle makes
some preliminary remarks relating to the ensuing argument; DC 281b2-25, where we get
an argument to the effect that everything that always is, is absolutely indestructible. Here
is how the text reads:

[281a28] Having determined these matters, we need to discuss the next. If it is in-
deed the case [29] that some things are capable (duvata) both of being and of not-
being, then it is necessary to determine a maximum time [30] for both their being
and their notbeing. I mean the time for which [31] the thing is capable of being and
for which it is capable of not-being in respect [32] of any predicate (Aéyw O v
duvatov TO TEAYHA elval kail Ov duvatov un eivat kab  OTolvovv
katnyoplav); for example, man, pale, three cubits long, or any [33] other such
thing. For if there is no certain amount of time, but instead it is always [34] more
than the quantity proposed and there is no time than which it is smaller, then the
same thing [b1] will be capable of being for an infinite time and also of not-being for
another [2] infinite time (Amewov é0tal AVTO XQOVOV TO duVATOV €lval, KAl )
elvaL dAAov amelgov). But this is impossible (dAAG To0T adVvvatov).

[281b2] Let this be our starting point: [3] ‘impossible’ (adUvatov) and ‘false’ do not
have the same meaning. One use [4] of ‘impossible’ and ‘possible’ (duvatdv), and
‘false’ and ‘true’ is [5] the hypothetical (¢£ Oto0éoewc). | mean, for example, that it
is impossible for the triangle to have two [6] right angles, given certain assumptions;
and (it is possible for the) diagonal to be commensurate with the sides (given certain
conditions are fulfilled). There are [7] also, however, things which are possible, im-
possible, false, and true absolutely (anA@®dc). [8] Now it is not the same for a thing to
be absolutelyfalse and to be [9] absolutely impossible. For to say of you that you are
standing when you are not standing [10] is false, but not impossible. Likewise, to say
of a man who is playing the lyre, [11] but who is not singing, that he is singing is
false, but not [12] impossible. But, to say that someone is standing and sitting at the
same time, or that the diagonal [13] is commensurate, is not only false but also im-
possible. [14] It is not the same, then, to assume something false and to assume
something impossible. [15] And the impossible follows from the impossible. At all
events, a person has at the same time [16] the capacity of sitting and the capacity of
standing, since when he has the former (capacity) [17] he also has the other (o0 pev
ovV kaBnobat Kat Eotavarl Gpa £xeL TV dOvapLy, 6tL 6te €xeL Ekelvny, Kal TV
étépav). But he does not have these in the sense that he is capable of sitting and
standing at the same time, [18] but rather at different times (&AA’ oUx @ote dua
kaBnodat kat éotavat, aAA” év aAAw xoovw). If, however, something has for an
unlimited time more than one capacity [19] there is no [realizing one] at another
time; rather [they will be realized] at the same time (ei d¢ tL Amewpov xedvov €xel
MAELOVWV dUVALLLY, OVK €0TLV €V AAAW X0V aAAa to08” aua). [20] Hence, if
something which exists for an unlimited time is destructible, it would have the ca-
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pacity [21] for not-being (o &l Tt dmtegov xoovov ov ¢pOapToOV 0Tt dVVapLLY
€xot av tov pn eivaw). If, then, it exists for an unlimited time, let this [22] capacity
be realized (et 1) dmewgov xpdvov €otly, é0tw Vmagxov 0 dvvartar). It will, then,
at the same time be and not-be [23] in actuality (&poa &o” €éotat te kat ovk €otat
kat évégyewv). But this would be false, because something false was assumed.
[24] But if the assumption were not impossible, the result would not also be impos-
sible. [25] Thus, everything that always is, is absolutely indestructible (&mav doa t0
&el OV AMAQS ddOagTov).®

The objective is to reconstruct the argument Aristotle gives in this passage. This [ propose
to do in two steps. First, I examine briefly the most prominent recent interpretation of DC
281b2-25. And second, I present what I take to be the exegetically correct reading of the
text.

Judson 1983 maintains that the overall argument of 281b2-25 is problematic.” In
281b20-5 Aristotle seems to argue that: (a) if x, which exists for an infinite time, is de-
structible, then x must have the power of not-being; (b) let us suppose that x realizes its
capacity to not-be; (c) this gives rise to an impossibility: at a certain point in time, x both
exists and does not exist; (d) it follows that whatever exists eternally is absolutely inde-
structible. Aristotle appeals to a principle encountered, among other places, in Meta. ®. 3.
1047a24-6: ,... a thing is capable of doing something if there is nothing impossible in its
having the actuality of that of which it is said to have the capacity‘(éotL d¢ duvatov
To0T0 @ €av Umagén 1 évégyewx ob Aéyetat éxewv v dvvauwy, ovBEv Eotat
advvatov)."” Putatively, the problem with the argument of 281b20-5 is that the applica-
tion of this principle, let us call it the ‘Modal Procedure Principle’ (MPP), fails to yield
Aristotle’ conclusion. Judson 1983, 230 takes it that:

... all that its application truly shows here is that it is impossible for something to exist
always and also cease to be; it does not show that the ceasing to be of something that does
exist always is without qualification impossible, any more than the sitting man’s standing
is without qualification impossible. Aristotle here seems to think that this test can be ap-
plied to a candidate for possibility without regard to whether the supposition of its hold-
ing requires changes in what else can be taken to be true. 1 shall call this the ‘insulated
realization manoeuvre’, because the realization of the possibility (or the exercise of the
capacity) is supposed in complete insulation — causal and logical — from anything else

8 The translations of the text are based on Leggatt 1995.

° What follows is a summary of Judson 1983, 228-231.

' One of the usual issues with Meta. ©. 3. 1047a24-6 is that concerning the meaning of the terms
duvatov’ and ‘adVvatov’. The textual evidence from DC A. 12. 281b20-5 and Meta. @. 4. 1047b9-
12, where MPP is applied, shows that: something has the capacity to @, i.e. it is duvatOv for it to @, just
in case nothing impossible (ddUvatov) would take place if its capacity (dVvapig) to ¢ were to be
actualized. It seems then that duvatdv means capable, and that G3Uvotov means impossible. Or, if
you prefer, duvatov refers to a feature of a thing, and adOvatov refers to a feature of a state of affairs
or a statement.
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which is taken to hold.

To understand Judson’s objection we need to take a look at the material in 281b2-15,
where Aristotle invests some effort to make the distinction between two kinds of modality:

(1) Relative Modality'': The Stagirite tells us that ‘it is impossible for the triangle to
have two right angles, given certain assumptions’. As it is evidenced by DC 281b2-
6, and a number of other passages in the corpus (e.g. Prior Analytics A. 1. 24b19fT,
10. 30b32ff), Aristotle’s intention here is to point out that:

(i) Relative modality is the kind of modality that governs the consequence rela-

tion in a deduction.

(ii)) A statement p (or a state of affairs S) may be said to be impossible/

possible/necessary relative to certain conditions that are sufficient or necessary

for its derivation (or coming about).
(2) Absolute Modality: For example, it is absolutely impossible for the diagonal of a
square to be commensurate with the sides (281b12-13). [For, to assume that the di-
agonal is commensurate with the sides, is to accept that there is at least one number
which is both odd and even.] It seems that Aristotle’s point here is this. A statement
p (= the diagonal is incommensurate with the sides) is absolutely necessary, in the
sense that its denial yields a statement which is without qualification impossible; it is
a statement that entails a violation of the principle of non-contradiction."

In 281b20-5 Aristotle utilizes MPP to test whether x, which exists for ever, is destructi-
ble. If we suppose that x has the capacity to not-be, and that this capacity gets realized,
then impossibility arises: x exists and does not exist at one and the same time. Thus, the
Stagirite concludes that x is (absolutely) indestructible. According to Judson, however, it
should be obvious that this argument is fallacious. If the supposition were simply that x
realizes its capacity to not-be, then no impossibility would result. The statement ‘x does
not exist’ does not express an impossibility. What does seem to entail the contradiction
Aristotle identifies is the actualization of x’s capacity to not-be while being everlasting. If
this is right, Judson tells us, then Aristotle fails to prove his conclusion. The argument of
281b20-5 seems to establish that it is impossible for x to exist always and also cease to
be. To use the terminology of 281b2-6, the Stagirite’s argument proves that the actualiza-
tion of x’s capacity to not-be relative to x’s never ceasing to be entails a contradiction;
hence, x cannot have the capacity to not-be while being everlasting. Yet, in the conclusion
of the argument Aristotle explicitly asserts that x is ‘absolutely indestructible’.

Is this a fair assessment of Aristotle’s argument? van Rijen 1989, 81-82 notes that
Judson’s interpretation requires us to make an unpalatable assumption. In 281b2-15 Aris-
totle goes to great lengths to highlight the distinction between absolute and relative mo-
dality. Yet, if Judson is right we have to accept that in 281b20-5 Aristotle simply forgets

T use ‘relative possibility/impossibility’ for what Aristotle calls the ‘hypothetical’ (€&
UTo0£0ews) use of “‘possible’ and ‘impossible’.

'2 The above, (1) and (2), is only a rough guide to the notions of absolute and relative modality.
For a more detailed discussion of these issues, see van Rijen 1989, ch. 3, and esp. pp. 31-50.
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this distinction immediately after he has acknowledged it. van Rijen’s point is certainly
not misguided. At the same time, however, we have to concede that Judson is correct to
point out that: (a) the argument of 281b20-4 appears to show the impossibility of x’s ceas-
ing to be while being everlasting, and (b) in the conclusion of the argument at 281b25
Aristotle asserts that x is absolutely indestructible. Hence, if van Rijen’s objection is to
carry any weight, we need to actually show that, despite appearances to the contrary, Aris-
totle does not commit the blunder of forgetting his own distinction between relative and
absolute modality.

The question we need to address is whether Judson’s reading of 28ab25 is correct. In
Meta. ©. 8. 1050b6-28, Aristotle supposes that the ‘everlasting things’ (ta &idwx) in the
universe are ‘prior in substance’ (mdteQa ) ovoia) to those things that are ‘perish-
able/transient’ (CI)GO(QTé().B In this same discussion, the Stagirite makes a familiar point:
everlasting things are ‘absolutely indestructible’ (anAdwg apBaotar) (1050b16). Meta. ©.
8 makes it clear that the expressions ‘absolutely indestructible’ and ‘absolutely destructi-
ble’ are there used in a very specific sense. As we are told:

(1) A transient thing may be said to be ‘absolutely destructible’ (antAdwc pOagTdHV),
since it is subject to substantial change. In other words, it can cease to be.

(2) An everlasting thing, as opposed to a transient one, is “absolutely indestructible’.
It cannot ever cease to be the kind of substance it is. Or, if you prefer, it cannot ever
cease to be."*

In light of the above, it is plausible to assume that the expression amAdwg ddpOagtov at
DC 281b25 has the meaning specified in Meta. ®. 8. That is to say, it is reasonable to
assume that in the context of DC 281b25 this expression is not intended to indicate that it
is absolutely impossible, as opposed to relatively impossible, for an entity x to be de-
stroyed. Rather, it is meant to be shorthand for the claim that things which exist eternally
cannot ever cease to be.

The suggestion here is that anAdc apBOagtov at 281b25 need not be taken to refer
to absolute modality, as proposed by Judson. It may be taken to refer to the fact that ever-
lasting things, as opposed to transient ones, are not subject to substantial change. If this
much is right, then we are entitled to suppose that Aristotle’s aim in 281b20-5 is not to
establish that it is absolutely impossible for x to be destroyed. To be more specific, if the
suggested reading of anAdwg adOaptov is accepted, then we may assume that the Stagi-
rite’s intention in 281b20-5 is to simply give an argument for the claim that: given that x
is everlasting, then it cannot ever cease to exist. Hence, we may defuse Judson’s criticism
of the argument in 281b20-5.

What remains to be seen, of course, is how we are supposed to read DC 281a28-b25.
I turn to this task next.

In 281a28-b2 Aristotle makes some preparatory remarks for the discussion in 281b2-

1 For two discussions of the issue of priority in Meta. ®. 8 and the corpus in general, see Makin
2003 and
' Meta. 1050b6ff. For further discussion of (1) and (2), see Ross 1958, 259, 265.
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25. He tells us that if x is capable of being F and of being not-F, then there must be a
maximal stretch of time for the exercise of these capacities (281a28-33)." He then pro-
ceeds to justify the introduction of this condition. If we put no limit to the duration of x’s
being F, as well as to its being not-F, then an unacceptable conclusion follows. We will
be forced to admit that x is F for an unlimited time and that it is not-F for another unlim-
ited time (281a33-b2). Aristotle notes this is impossible (281b2).

It seems that what Aristotle is trying to say in 281a28-b2 is this. If we are to maintain
that x has both the capacity to be F" and the capacity to be not-F, where each of these ca-
pacities is for an unlimited time, then we have to accept that it must be possible for x to
realize F, and that it must also be possible for x to realize not-F. If we are to truthfully
assert that x has both of the aforementioned opposite capacities, then it must be the case
that it is possible for x to be F for an unlimited time, and that it is possible for it to be not-
F for an(other) unlimited time. When we assume these capacities actualized, though, we
see that impossibility ensues.

van Rijen 1989, 92 supposes that the best we can do here is to assume that Aristotle
never provides a real justification for the conclusion at 281b2. But this is not quite right.
At 281a33-4, the Stagirite tells us that a stretch of time is unlimited if it is larger than all
other stretches of time, and smaller than no stretch of time. Thus, if there were two dis-
tinct unlimited stretches of time each one would have to be larger than the other. This is
obviously impossible. An entity 4 can’t be larger than another, B, while B is larger than 4.
This must be what Aristotle has in mind when he states that there cannot be two distinct
stretches of unlimited time. It cannot be the case that a is /' for an unlimited time and that
it is not-F for another unlimited time. Hence, the Stagirite’s conclusion would seem to
follow. If x has the capacity to be F and the capacity to be not-F, then there must be one
maximal stretch of time for the exercise of these capacities.

The discussion in 281a28-b2 supports two claims. First, there appears to be an un-
derlying assumption which is a sine qua non for the development of the thought in this
passage: if an entity x has capacities for opposites, for being F and for being not-F, then it
must be possible for each of them to be realized. And second, given this assumption, it
follows that x cannot have opposite capacities each of which is for a different unlimited
time — for the reasons just explained. To determine how all this fits into the wider context
of 281a28-b25 we have to proceed with the analysis of 281b2-25.

In 281b15-18, Aristotle tells us that:

(1) A man can possess simultaneously the two (opposite) capacities of sitting and
stan- ding (281b15-7).

(2) To accept (1) is not to accept that it is possible for a man to sit-while-standing.
Rather, it is to accept that a man can possess both the capacity to sit and the capacity
to stand, in the sense that he can sit at one time and he can stand at another time

' 1t should be noted that 281a28-b2 is essentially a continuation of the discussion in DC A. 11.
281a7-17.
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(281b17-8).'

Take an entity x and two opposite capacities which are for a limited time, the capacity to
be F for a limited time, and the capacity to be not-F for a limited time. If x is to be said to
have both of these, then it must be possible for x to be F (for a limited time), and it must
also be possible for x to be not-F (for a limited time). Clearly x can have both of these
capacities. This is attested by the fact that if we suppose that x realizes them both, but at
different times, then no impossibility results.

Having stated this much, Aristotle goes on to tell us that: ‘If, however, something
has for an unlimited time more than one capacity there is no [realizing one] at another
time; rather [they will be realized] at the same time’ (et 0¢ TL &melQov xQOvov €xel
mAeOVOV dUVAULY, OUK E0TLV €V AAAW X0OVE AAAd ToDO” aua) (281b18—19).17 Aris-
totle’s point here is something along the following lines. Let us suppose that an entity x
has the capacity to be F for an unlimited time as well as the capacity to be not-F for the
same stretch of unlimited time. Furthermore, keep in mind the underlying assumption that
if something is to be said to have capacities for opposites, then it must be possible for
both of them to be realized. The test for determining whether x has the aforementioned
capacities is MPP. If it is possible for x to realize each of its opposite capacities, it should
do so within the same stretch of unlimited time. This is so because, as was argued at
281a28-b2, there cannot be alternative stretches of infinite time. But to say that (a) there is
only one stretch of infinite time, and (b) x realizes both its capacity to be F (for an unlim-
ited time) and its capacity to be not-F (for the same stretch of unlimited time), gives rise
to impossibility. It turns out that x is at one and the same time both F" and not-F. Hence, it
follows that x cannot have opposite capacities that are for the same stretch of unlimited
time.

Consider now the opening statement of 281b20-5: *... if something which exists for
an unlimited time is destructible, it would have the capacity for not-being’ (... el T
ATEELQOV XQOVOV OV GBAQTOV EaTtt, dUvapy éxot av tov pr) eivar). The line of thought
Aristotle advances here is akin to that encountered in 281b15-19. Suppose that x is an
entity that exists eternally. The question is whether x is destructible. As Aristotle notes, if
x is destructible, then it must have the capacity to not-be (at some point in time). He then
proceeds to tell us that the test for determining whether or not x has such a capacity is the
familiar one. That is, we are going to have to consider whether it is possible for x to not-
be at some point in time (281b21-22). Aristotle’s contention is that if we assume x to
realize its capacity to not-be, while being everlasting, then a contradiction ensues
(281b21-3). To be more specific, his claim is that the application of MPP shows that there
will be a time at which x both is and is not. He concludes that whatever is everlasting is
indestructible (281 b25).]8

The language of 281b20-5 makes it clear that Aristotle’s aim in this passage is to

' On these two points, (1) & (2), see also Sophistical Refutations 166a23-31.

'7 Compare this translation of 281b18-19 with the ones in: Leggatt 1995, 101 and Stocks [in Bar-
nes (ed)] 1985, 467.

'8 Compare the argument in 281b20-5 with the discussion in On Interpretation. 12. 21610-22.
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show that the actualization of x’s capacity to not-be (at some time), where x is assumed to
be incorruptible, entails an obvious contradiction. More specifically, it ought to be clear
that his concern in our passage is to show the falsity of a statement of the form ‘pfinf &
M~pt1 > What we need to consider next is the central question concerning 281b20-5: Is
the argument in this passage a good one?

The argument of 281b20-5 contains one serious logical error. As was just noted, the
Stagirite takes it that what is under consideration in 281b20-5 is a statement of the form
‘ptinf & M~pt1’. By utilizing MPP he contends to show that this statement is false. He
argues that: the truth of ‘pfinf & M~pr1’ is dependent on the consistency of ‘prinf &
~pt1’; it is clear that the latter statement is contradictory; hence, it follows that ‘pfinf &
M~pt1” is false. The argument goes wrong, however, in that the consistency of ‘prinf &
~pt1’ is not a necessary condition for the truth of ‘pfinf & M~pt1’ but for the truth of
‘Nptinf & M~pt1°. Aristotle begins with the assumption that x is an everlasting entity. He
proceeds to pose the question of whether x can possess the capacity to not-be (at some
point in time), while being everlasting. His claim is that the application of MPP shows
that if we assume that x realizes the capacity to not-be then a contradiction results, na-
mely, there is a time at which x both is and is not. Thus, he concludes that x, which exists
everlastingly, cannot ever cease to be. What Aristotle fails to see is that although x is
assumed to be everlasting, i.e. it is in the process of exercising its capacity to be for an
infinite time, there is still the possibility that the exercise of this capacity may be inter-
rupted. And if this is so, then it is also true to assert that x, although everlasting still has
the capacity to be destroyed. In other words, although x is assumed to be everlasting it is
still possible for it to be destroyed. If this is right, then it would seem that the inconsis-
tency of ‘x is everlasting and x does not exist at some time 1’ is not a sufficient condition
for the falsehood of ‘x exists eternally and it is possible for x to not-be at some time 71°.
The inconsistency of this first statement is a sufficient condition for the falsehood of the
statement ‘it is necessary that x is everlasting and it is possible for x to not-be at some
time #1°. The error in the argument in 281b20-5 is that Aristotle confuses ‘pfinf & M~pt1’
with ‘Nptinf & M~pt1°. And given the nature of the mistake, it would seem that the argu-
ment fails to establish its conclusion: whatever exists eternally is indestructible.

In the final analysis, the argument in 281b20-5 is flawed. What remains to be seen, is
how this argument affects the discussion concerning Aristotle’s commitment to the Prin-
ciple of Plenitude.

11

As already noted, Hintikka contends that Aristotle is committed to the universal ap-
plicability of the Principle of Plenitude, i.e. the thesis T along with its variants. What
makes this claim significant in discussions of Aristotle is the fact that if it is accepted,
then we have no choice but to admit that he is also committed to determinism. Very

1 A brief note on notation: (a) M = ‘it is possible that’, (b) N = ‘it is necessary that’, (c) pfinf = any
statement asserting that x is / for an infinite time, and (d) p¢1 = any statement asserting that x is /'
at a certain particular time (¢1).
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briefly, the suggestion here is that determinism may be shown to follow from the Princi-
ple of Plenitude as follows:

(1) Assume that M (p at ¢1).

(2) Show that ~ M (~p at 11).

(3) Assume that M (~p at ¢1).

(4) From (1), p at £1.

(5) From (3), ~p at 1.

(6) Therefore, ~ M (~p at 11).

(7) Therefore, N (p at ¢1).

(8) Therefore, M (p at t1) * N (p at 11).”°
If Hintikka is right, then it would seem that Aristotle’s well-known effort to refute deter-
minism (in the guise of logical fatalism and causal determinism) suffers a significant
blow.>" >

It is now the consensus among scholars that Hintikka’s thesis is problematic. It has
been argued that the textual evidence shows conclusively that Aristotle refuses to apply T
to things of finite duration. For example, in On Interpretation 9. 19a9-18 he explicitly
states that there is a distinction to be made between things which are everactive/ imper-
ishable and perishable/transient things like a cloak. A cloak is such that it is capable of
being cut up, even if it never will be. In other words, Aristotle maintains that the realm of
non-eternal things is occupied by (some) entities that have capacities that may never be
realized. He is not prepared to accept that the (entire) realm of perishable entities falls
under the purview of the Principle of Plenitude, i.e. T. Hence, it is fair to conclude that he
supposes that this is a realm that is not governed by determinism.

Scholars are also in agreement that Hintikka’s claims are not entirely misplaced.
They agree that all the passages Hintikka cites for versions of the Principle of Plenitude,
i.e. T-T3, fail to show that any of these theses pertain to transient things. Yet they note
that most of these passages confirm that Aristotle is prepared to accept that the contested
principle, and especially theses T and T2, is applicable to cases pertaining to things ever-
lasting, e.g. the sun and the rest of the heavenly bodies.

The textual evidence confirms that Aristotle acknowledges that the idea that what is
always true is necessarily true, and the idea that what is possible is at some time actual,
are applicable to things everlasting.23 Two of the many pieces of text that seem to support
this much are Generation and Corruption B. 11. 338al1-3 and Physics I'. 4. 203b30. In the
first of these texts Aristotle affirms 72: what is always the case, such as the sun’s eternal

20 For a more detailed discussion of (1)-(8), see Hintikka 1977, 32ff.

! See fn. 7.

2 Hintikka acknowledges that Aristotle's pronouncements throughout the corpus make it clear
enough that he wants to defend indeterminism. At the same time, however, he argues that it is equally
clear that the Stagirite adopts a number of claims about modality which actually force him to accept the
Principle of Plenitude and consequently determinism. For further details on this point, see Hintikka
1977.

2 1 take it, along with other interpreters, that 'what is always true is necessarily true' and 'what is
everlasting is a necessary existent' are just instances of the more general 72 (= what always is, is of
necessity).
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motion in a circle, is of necessity. And in the second, he states that ‘... in the case of eter-
nal things what may be is’, which appears to be an endorsement of the claim that 7 is
applicable to things that are everlasting.24

It is not my intention to challenge the interpretive orthodoxy on the issues sketched
out above. As was indicated in part I, however, the material in DC 281b20-5, i.e. Aris-
totle’s argument for 72, has some important ramifications for the overall discussion of the
Principle of Plenitude and the problem of determinism within the corpus.

It is important to acknowledge that DC 281b20-5 gives us the material needed to
construct an argument for T1 (= that which never is, is impossible).”> Consider x which
has the capacity to be not-F eternally, in the sense that it now realizes this capacity. Can x
also possess the capacity to be F' (at some point in time)? To answer the question at hand
we may appeal to the strategy Aristotle uses throughout DC 281a28-b25. We may test
whether x can possess the capacity to be F, while being everlastingly noz-F, by applying
MPP. If we assume that x realizes the capacity to be /" we will end up with a contradic-
tion. There will be a time at which x is both not-F and F. Hence, we may conclude that
whatever is everlastingly not-F cannot be F' (at some point in time).

How does the point just made affect the discussion concerning the Principle of
Plenitude? The overall textual evidence indicates that Aristotle is perfectly happy to admit
that this principle is applicable to things everlasting. The issue we need to consider here,
though, is whether Aristotle can maintain that T1, like T, may be said to be exclusively
applicable to such entities.

Sorabji 1980, 130 makes two interesting points. First, Aristotle concedes that nega-
tive properties may attach everlastingly to transient things. And second, this claim is cer-
tainly an embarrassment to his view that the Principle of Plenitude is only applicable to
transient things. There is textual evidence that Aristotle is prepared to concede the follow-
ing. Take the case of a cloak. This cloak has the capacity to be cut up, although it may
never be cut up. Now, suppose that the cloak gets burnt up before somebody gets the
chance to cut it up. As Sorabji points out, Aristotle’s view is that the cloak may be said to
have the negative property of not being cut up during its lifetime, and that it retains this
property even after it gets burnt.”

Why is this significant? Evidently, the argument we have constructed out of the ma-
terial in DC 281b20-25 is not part of an empty philosophical exercise. This material, as
we have seen, is subject to an extension which shows that Aristotle is committed to 71.
This time around, however, we cannot restrict the applicability of this thesis to things
everlasting. As was just noted, Aristotle is prepared to acknowledge that (a) there are
transient things that have negative properties in their lifetime, and (b) at least some of

24 Note that Aristotle does not provide us with any concrete examples that illustrate how he thinks
T is meant to be applied to everlasting things.

» The discussion in this and the next couple of paragraphs is loosely based on some re-
marks found in Sorabji 1980, 129-130.

%% Sorabji notes that the claim that Aristotle allows for transient things to possess negative proper-
ties after they have ceased to exist, is supported by the evidence in Categories 10. 13b26-35 and On
Interpretation 3. 16b11-15.
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these transient things retain their negative properties even after they have gone out of
existence. If this is so, we can see that a cloak can have everlastingly the property of not
being cut up. Given that it has this property, then it is plausible to assert that in the whole
of time the cloak in question will not be cut up. There is no time left at which the capacity
to be cut up can be actualized. We may then conclude that if it is everlastingly true that
the cloak has the property of not being being cut up, then it is impossible for it to be cut
up. Hence, it is not just that DC 281b20-5 seems to give rise to an argument that has as its
conclusion T1. Unfortunately the collective textual evidence shows that Aristotle is com-
mitted to the claim that this thesis, which is a variant of the Principle of Plenitude, is ap-
plicable to things transient.

What makes things particularly difficult for Aristotle s task to refute determinism is
this. He attempts to block determinism by refusing to admit the applicability of T to tran-
sient things. Yet, we have just seen that we have all the textual evidence we need to show
that Aristotle may be forced to accept that 71 is applicable to things transient. Add to this
the fact that 71 is the contrapositive of 7, and it turns out that what we have at hand is an
obvious tension in the Stagirite’s efforts to refute determinism.

Gaskin 1995, 60-61 has made an attempt to rescue Aristotle from this problem. He
argues that the point Sorabji draws our attention to poses no real difficulties for the
Stagirite. He urges us to note that it is only at the moment that the cloak passes out of
existence, without having been cut up, that it becomes everlastingly true, and thus neces-
sary, that it neither was nor is nor will be cut up. Gaskin’s claim is that 71 may be said to
be applicable to a transient thing x only after the relevant possibilities have been closed
off for it. For example, we can say that the cloak has everlastingly the property to not be
cut up, and that it is impossible for it to be cut up, only after the cloak has passed out of
existence. During its lifetime, however, it still had the capacity to be cut up, and thus it
was not impossible for it to be cut up. Hence, Gaskin concludes, it appears that Aristotle
can still reject the applicability of the Principle of Plenitude to perishable things that have
genuine future possibilities.

DC 281b20-25 shows that Gaskin’s argument is unsatisfactory. The key is in the
way the argument is set up in this passage. It is certainly true to say that this cloak here
has the capacity to be cut up, as well as the capacity to not be cut up. Nevertheless, it is
also true that Aristotle acknowledges that a transient thing may have negative properties
that attach to it everlastingly. This is all we need to get the extension of the argument in
DC A. 12 started. Let us suppose that it is true that this cloak has the capacity to not be
cut up for ever, in the sense that it is now exercising this capacity. Can it simultaneously
possess the capacity to be cut up? The answer is to be provided by applying MPP. The
application of this principle shows that the cloak cannot have the capacity to be cut up.
Hence, it would seem to follow that the cloak has everlastingly the capacity to not be cut
up, and thus it cannot be cut up.

The question that remains to be answered, of course, is whether this spells the be-
ginning of the end for Aristotle’s struggle against determinism. I think that all we can do
at this point is resort to conjecture. It seems that the Stagirite is not aware of the possible
extension of the argument of DC 281b20-5 that yields 71. And, it is certainly clear that he
is not aware of the fact that his views concerning negative properties may be used to show
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that this version of the Principle of Plenitude is applicable to things transient. If he had
been aware of all this, then he would have seen the strain this line of thought puts on his
effort to preserve indeterminism in the realm of transient things. I suspect that if he were
to become aware of this problem, then his response would be something along these lines.
The argument purporting to show that T1 applies to things transient begins with the as-
sumption that this cloak here is such that it has the property to never be cut up. Then, it
proceeds to apply MPP to show that the cloak cannot possibly be cut up. It should be
obvious, however, that the cloak’s exercising of the capacity to never be cut up may be
interrupted. So, all that the application of MPP can really show is that the following
statement is false: ‘this cloak here is such that it is necessary for it to never be cut up, and
it is possible for it to be cut up’. And hopefully, if Aristotle could see this much, then he
would also see that a similar problem plagues the argument of DC 281b20-5 which pur-
ports to show that ‘what always is, is of necessity’.

What we need to keep in mind here is that the discussion in the last paragraph ven-
tures in the realm of conjecture. The true facts are these. In DC 281b20-5 Aristotle gives
us a bad argument for the thesis that (72 =) ‘whatever always is, is of necessity’. This bad
argument may be appropriately extended to yield the thesis (71 =) ‘what never is, is im-
possible’, which seems to cause a problem for Aristotle’s drive to refute fatalism. And the
bottom line is that DC 281b20-5 contains a blunder which ultimately causes trouble for
his drive to refute determinism.
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