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 Meeting of the Aristotelian Society at 21, Bedford Square, London, W.C.I,
 on Monday, 24th February, 1969, at 7.30 p.m.

 IX-PARMENIDES, MYSTERY AND CONTRADICTION

 By Miss G. E. M. ANSCOMBE

 Parmenides' argument runs:

 ft is the same thing that can be thought and can be

 What is not can't be

 .What is not can't be thought

 This is valid only if the second premiss is taken in sensu diviso.
 But it has no credibility except in sensu composito. The con-
 clusion is also incredible.

 The first premiss is false if either that can be thought which

 cannot be or that can be which cannot be thought; though only
 the former is relevant to Parmenides' argument. Pictures of
 impossible states of affairs seem to refute the former. Descartes

 would say these don't give us clear and distinct ideas. Where the
 picture can be grasped without oscillation of attention that is
 difficult to substantiate. The impossibility of thinking that there
 is such a thing as the picture presents cannot, of course, be
 offered as proof that the idea is not clear and distinct.-But it
 must be granted that these are out-of-the-way cases. Besides,
 Parmenides might be taken to mean: the impossible can't be
 clearly conceived to be.

 He reaches a conclusion as to what cannot be thought. From
 this conclusion or just from the second premiss he is able further
 to infer:

 1. A false thought is impossible
 2. A negative thought is impossible

 3. Change is impossible
 4. Past and future, and so, we may add, past and future

 tensed thoughts, are impossible
 5. Differentiation is impossible.
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 126 G. E. M. ANSCOMBE

 He might support the second premiss taken in sensu diviso:

 Concerning that which is not, it holds that that cannot be,

 saying: What have you mentioned? Nothing at all. And that's
 my point! Admittedly the same holds of the conclusion:

 Concerning that which is not, it holds that that cannot be thought.

 But this is the difficulty any philosopher is in, in rejecting, by

 reasoning, an essentially incoherent thought. He has to formu-
 late it somehow in order to show it up as incoherent.

 But we may reply: We didn't purport to mention anything when

 we said ' Concerning what is not.' Your premiss comes to this:

 (F) (x) -F x - Nec - F x

 or -p - Nec -p

 and that is not credible; nor can you appeal to your rejection of

 negatives to protest against this way of putting the premiss, for
 that rejection is based on the conclusion of just this argument.

 He might reply in turn: What do you mean, you didn't purport
 to mention anything? Take the first symbolic formulation: you
 may not have mentioned non-existence, or the non-existent as
 such, as appears to be done in:

 Concerning the non-existent it holds that that can't be,

 but you mentioned properties and objects. Can you allow your
 variable F to range over non-existent as well as existent properties,
 any more than your variable x to range over non-existent as well
 as existent objects? If not, then

 (2[ F) (x) -F x

 is impossible. So we have

 Nec ( F) (x) F x

 and therefore

 Nec (F) ( x) F x
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 PARMENIDES, MYSTERY AND CONTRADICTION 127

 Now since, if negation is admissible, we can always form a
 negative predicate, it will follow from this that no properties are
 universal, not even self-identity. Therefore your argument
 commits you to the belief, e.g., that there are things that aren't
 identical with themselves. Or, to put the same point without

 mentioning negation, there are things that are different from them-
 selves.

 Would you rather say-he might go on-that the existence of
 properties is something other than their holding of something?
 Only so, it seems, can there be a property which nothing has.
 Will you say, then, that though you can speak of non-existent
 objects, i.e., of there not being any objects of certain kinds, you
 cannot speak of non-existent properties? Then all properties
 exist, including the most self-contradictory ones? Self-contra-
 diction in what exists is just what I set out to avoid, and you
 pretended that I could do that without accepting the conclusion
 " What is not cannot be thought." But your insistence that what
 is not can be has landed you in self-contradiction after all. So
 pay that price, or go along with me.

 And-he might continue-were you not labouring under an
 illusion, i.e., failing to produce real thoughts in fancying you could
 use these techniques of a later time to show that my thought was

 fallacious? For I perceive that your thinkers introduce as
 existent a null class, as the class with no members, e.g., the class
 of things with such and such contradictory properties. So they
 admit contradictory properties i.e., use them to determine a class
 and stop short if anywhere only at paradoxical ones which
 nevertheless they know cannot be avoided as a possibility in
 natural languages.

 To this we can reply: It is false that one mentions either
 properties or objects when one uses the quantifiers binding
 property variables and object variables; though it has to be
 granted that some authors, such as Quine, are accustomed to
 speak of the reference of variables. But if this is given up, as it
 ought to be, Parmenides is deprived of his claim that we are
 committed to self-contradiction in existence just because we are
 willing to use a self-contradictory predicate-e.g., in the sentence
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 128 G. E. M. ANSCOMBE

 saying that nothing has a self-contradictory predicate true of it-

 so that our property-variable is admitted to range over self-

 contradictory properties.
 So farewell Parmenides.

 That other arm of his first premiss, which he does not in fact

 use, remains tantalising. What he used was 'Only that can be

 thought, which can be'; the other arm of his premiss is 'Only
 that can be, which can be thought.'

 We might call this arm of the premiss the 'No Mystery' arm.
 If some way of characterising what can be thought could be
 found, then if this proposition is true, there's a quick way of
 excluding mysteries.

 But here we badly need to distinguish the different things that
 may be meant by the proposition " It is the same thing that can
 be thought and can be." To take the arm Parmenides actually
 used first, it seems it might mean:

 a. Only what can exist can be thought of

 b. Only what can exist can be thought to exist

 c. Only what can be the case can be thought to be the case
 d. Only what can be the case can be thought of.

 On any of these interpretations Parmenides' own argument is
 vitiated by the requirement of the argument that the second
 premiss be taken in sensu diviso, in which it isn't credible. I.e.,
 whether we interpret the premiss as saying

 What doesn't exist can't exist

 or as:

 What isn't the case can't be the case

 the proposition is not credible. Thus it wasn't necessary to

 distinguish the various things Parmenides' ' be' and 'think'
 might mean in considering his actual argument, except that it
 might make a difference to our estimate of the first premiss.
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 PARMENIDES, MYSTERY AND CONTRADICTION 129

 'Only what can exist, or can be the case, can be thought of'
 seems refuted by the argument from the impossible pictures.

 ' Only what can be the case can be thought to the be case ' is
 evidently false-if we aren't very restrictive on what we call think-
 ing something.

 ' Only what can exist can be thought to exist' is false for the
 same reason.

 However the impossible pictures show that something can be

 conceived which, just as it is conceived and understood, can't be
 conceived to exist, And what may be true is that:

 Only what can be the case can, without misunderstanding,
 logical error, or confusion, be thought to be the case

 and:

 Only what can exist can, without misunderstanding, logical
 error or confusion, be thought to exist.

 And this proposition is perhaps acceptable.

 But now let's try the other arm, the ' No Mystery' arm:

 Only what can be thought can be.

 The difference between the various interpretations becomes
 important:

 a. Only what can be thought of can exist

 b. Only what can be thought to exist can exist
 c. Only what can be thought to be the case can be the case
 d. Only what can be thought of can be the case.

 If the thesis is going to be used in an argument something like
 Parmenides', we shall have a second premiss (what is in fact
 Parmenides' conclusion)

 What is not can't lbe thought of
 or is not the case1 f or be thought to be the case
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 130 G. E. M. ANSCOMBE

 yielding as conclusion the Parmenidean premiss 'What is not (or

 is not the case) can't be (or be the case).'

 This however is not a path anyone has taken so far as I know,

 though one might, if reading inattentively, think that Parmenides
 did argue like that.

 What people have done is to try some other subject in the

 second premiss, i.e., not 'What is not,' as subject for ' can't be
 thought.'

 Here are some resulting arguments if we try this task:

 a Only what can be thought of can be
 A seventh regular solid can't be thought of

 A seventh regular solid can't be

 b Only what can be thought to be the case can be the case

 The contradictory can't be thought to be the case

 The contradictory can't be the case

 c Only what can be thought to be the case can be the case
 The unverifiable-in-principle can't be thought to be the case
 The unverifiable-in-principle can't be the case

 Presented with the first argument, one's hackles rise. If the
 only reason for saying a seventh regular solid can't be is that it
 can't be thought of, then perhaps it's just that we can't manage
 the thought. And in a way, of course, it can be thought of-

 The second argument, about the contradictory, meets the
 difficulty that the contradictory can be thought to be the case-
 and if we put in ' wittingly ' the first premiss with ' wittingly'
 inserted becomes totally doubtful: For presumably it means:

 Only what can be thought to be the case by someone
 who has in mind all the implications of what he thinks,
 can be the case.
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 PARMENIDES, MYSTERY AND CONTRADICTION 131

 But since p --- pvq, it is impossible for someone to have in

 mind all the implications of anything at all. So if the premiss
 were true, nothing could be the case.

 But what are we to make of this first premiss anyway?
 It appears to draw attention to the possibilities for thought-

 and who knows what they are? If I say I can think something,
 what of it? If I say I can't, does that mean I can't manage to do
 what I do in the other case? Again, what of it?

 Let us try the negation of the proposition:

 (A) There may be what can't be thought.

 (Not: what one can't invest with the feeling of having
 thought it, but what eludes explanation, what remains
 enigmatic.)

 At first sight one might think one could disprove this by
 arguing that if it is a thought, then its content is contradicted by
 the fact that it is a thought. I can't think of anything I can't
 think of. But this is wrong. For in thinking (A) one is not
 purporting to think the unthinkable, any more than, in thinking
 that there is something one isn't thinking of, one is purporting to
 think of something one isn't thinking of.

 However, ' was ich nicht weiss, macht mich nicht heiss.' If the
 thought " Something that can't be thought may be " isn't yet the
 thought of, as we say, anything in particular, we've no need to
 worry. True: but wouldn't it be satisfactory if we could refute

 There may be what can't be thought

 or:

 Something may be which can't be grasped in thought ?

 The idea has at any rate had a strong appeal. For then no one
 could have any right to produce a particular sentence and say:
 this is true, but what it says is irreducibly enigmatic. Of course
 if the sentence is mere abracadabra no one will take any notice.
 But suppose the sentence is not abracadabra but yet there are
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 132 G. E. M. ANSCOMBE

 difficulties about claiming an unexceptionable sense for it? If

 that is the situation, can we dismiss the possibility that this enig-
 matic sense is a truth?

 If we could prove Parmenides' principle, or rather the arm of it
 that he did not use, we might say:

 Since the sentence cannot be taken as expressing a clear thought
 -i.e., a thought which is clearly free from contradiction or other
 conceptual disorder-therefore it doesn't say anything, and
 therefore not anything true. And that would be very agreeable.
 We could perhaps become quite satisfied that a sentence was in

 that sense irreducibly enigmatic-and so we could convince
 ourselves we had the right to dismiss it.

 This suggests as the sense of ' can be grasped in thought';
 'can be presented in a sentence which can be seen to have an
 unexceptionable non-contradictory sense.'

 A form of: whatever can be said at all can be said clearly.

 Someone who thought this might think "There may be the

 inexpressible." And so in that sense think "There may be what
 can't be thought "-But he wouldn't be exercised by any definite
 claimant to be that which can't be grasped in thought. Mystery

 would be illusion-either the thought expressing something
 mysterious could be clarified, and then no mystery, or the impos-
 sibility of clearing it up would show it was really a non-thought.

 The trouble is, there doesn't seem to be any ground for holding
 this position. It is a sort of prejudice.
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