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EXISTENTIAL PROPOSITIONS IN ARISTOTLE

As regards existential propositions, the  following definition shall serve 
as the point of departure: existential propositions are propositions of 
which the predicate (together w ith the copula) is formed by the positive 
or negative form of verbs such as “to be”, “to exist”. For example, 
“Men exist”, “Square circles do not exist.” 1

As regards 'both structure and interpretation of existential proposi
tions, there are differences between authors. Some consider them to  be 
single-membered propositions, w ithout predicate, 2 others view them  as 
subjectless propositions. 3 There are also some who regard them as two- 
membered propositions, assuming that words such as “is”, “there is’’, 
“exists’’, can be viewed as predicates. 4

The term “existential proposition” is not found in Aristotle. I t  first 
appears in H erbart as “Existentialsatz”. Nor did Aristotle work out any 
theory of existential propositions. In his considerations regarding the pos
sible mode of negating a given proposition he mentions propositions such 
as “A  is,” consisting of but two words, or members (later known as

1 Cf. S. L eśniew ski, „Przyczynek do analizy  zdań egzystencjalnych”, P rzeg ląd  
F ilozoficzny, X IV  (191/1), p. 329; L ogichesk iye rozsuzhden iya , St. Petersburg, 1913, 
p. 57. E xistential propositions in  general, w ith  particular reference to ex isten tia l 
propositions in  A ristotle, w ere studied by H. Cornelius, P. Tikhom irov, S. L eśn iew 
ski and, m ore recently, toy G. R abeau (Le ju g em en t d ’ex istence, Paris, 1936), and  
S. M ansion (Le ju gem en t d ’ex istence chez A ris to te , L ouvain-P aris, l'946).

2 F. Brentano, Psychologie vom  em pirischen  S tan dpu n kte , I. Leipzig, 1874, pp. 
276, 283; criticized by Ch. Sigw art, Logik, I, Tübingen, 1904, p. 93 n.; interpretation  
of existentia l categoric propositions is  a lso found in  L eibniz—L., pl., G., VII, 
211-217.

3 J. F. Herbart, Lehrbuch zu r E inleitung in  d ie  Philosophie, K önigsberg, 1834, 
p. 84; see also M. W. Drobisch, N eue D arstellung der L ogik, H am burg-L eipzig  
[1836], ,1887, pp. 61f; also F. Miklosidh, S u bjek tlose  Sätze, W ien 1883, p. 18.

4 Forem ost am ong these stands H. Cornelius, V ersuch einer Theorie der E x i
s t en tia lur teile, M ünchen, 1894, pp. 3'1, 86; cf. also P. Tikhom irov, “L ogicheskii 
kharakter eksistenitsdalnykh suzhdenii”, V oprosy F ilosofii i P sikhologii, XLII, 1898, 
pp. H15f. This v iew  is also held by S. L eśniew ski.
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existential propositions), as distinct from propositions of the pattern 
“A  is B,” consisting of more than two members, and where the copula 
"is” comes in as a  third something (De interpr. 19 b, 14-24). He com
pares propositions such as “Man walks” w ith two-membered proposi
tions, pointing out the  analogy w ith respect to  negation, where the par
ticle “no” has been put before the verb (De interpr. 20 a, 3-5). Else
where, he shows them  to be reducible to three-membered propositions, 
since the proposition “Man walks” is equivalent to  the proposition “Man 
is walking” (De interpr. 21 b, 5-10). Coming after Aristotle, Eudemus, 
an  early Peripathetic, emphasized the difference between propositions 
of the “A  is B” type and those of the "A  is” type. He thought that in 
propositions of the “A  is” type the meaning of the particle “is” differs 
from tha t which the particle “is” has in propositions of the “A  is B” 
ty p e .5 According to Saccheri, the particle “is” can be used to convey 
either of two senses: 1) the verbal, and 2) the copulative.

1) The particle “is” is used in the verbal sense, whenever something 
is confirmed or negated unconditionally, that is to say, whenever the ex
istence of the subject is affirmed or negated; as in the proposition: 
“Adam is a man,” or rather, “Adam was a man,” “Alexander’s horse 
does not exist” (equivalent to: “Alexander’s horse is not in existence”). 
Relevant to this example of Saccheri’s is Aristotle’s view recorded in 
De interpr. 21 a, 21-24, where the point is made that it is not lawful to 
predicate of a dead man tha t he is man; or of AB  tha t it is B, since A 
entails something not compatible with B.

2) The particle “is” is used in the copulative sense, w hen something 
is affirmed or negated conditionally, tha t is to say, when the predicate 
predicates about the subject conditionally, on condition th a t the subject 
does not exist; as, for instance, in the proposition: “Peter is man.” Here 
no more than a relation between the predicate (man) and the subject 
(Peter) is predicated, that is, the existence of Peter-m an is asserted con
ditionally, not unconditionally. The proposition is equivalent to the pro
position: “If Peter exists, man exists.” 6

Both Aristotle and Eudemus think that the particle “is” in existential 
propositions is used in the verbal sense. According to Aristotle, a posi
tive proposition, if true, is one that either links up or juxtaposes some
thing to something else (Met. 1027 b, 20-22; Met. 1051 b, 2-5), the 
copula or particle “is”, whether obvious or implicit, indicating the juxta

5 Cf. C. Prantl, G eschichte der L ogik  im  A bendlande, I, Leipzig, 1927, p. 355.
6 Cf. H. Saccherius, Logica dem on stra tive , A ugustae Ubiorum, 1735, pp. 15, 9: 

“Huic subiectum  clarius intelliges, quid sit copula est sum i in  v i verbi, quid sit su- 
m i in vi copula. Sum itur in  v i verbi quando propositio est absoluta, sive quando  
aliquid affirmaitur aut negatur absolute, ut in  dictas propositionitous, Petrus fuit 
homo. Econtra sum itur in  v i copulae, quando allquid affirm atur aut negatur con- 
ditionate; adeo ut affirm atur aut negatur praedicatam  de subiecto sub conditione, 
quod ex istit subieotum .”
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position; thus, w ithout the copula there would be no proposition (De 
interpr. 17 a, 11-12, also 19 b, 12-13); w ith reference to the particle 
{prosthesis) see ibid. 21 b. 26-28.

But w hat does this copula link up or juxtapose in propositions like 
“man is” ?—Or, rather, w hat is “m an” linked up to, or juxtaposed to, 
in  tha t proposition? According to  Aristotle, to  affirm  of somebody (for 
instance, of man) or something tha t he (or it) “is”, amounts to  saying 
that he (or it) is a substance, or its content, its accidents; or tha t which 
is predicated of the substance; or tha t which continues in a relation of 
w hatever kind with regard to the substance (Met. 1033 b, 5-10; 1017 a, 
7-22). 7

The purport of these basic loci would seem to be that, for Aristotle, 
if something is said to be so and so, the assertion also implies the exist
ence of the something.

Elsewhere, however (De interpr. 21 a, 24-28), Aristotle asserts tha t 
from the proposition “Homer is a poet” it does not follow that Homer 
is (exists); from the proposition that something is it is not perm itted to 
infer that something does inform. This is the reason why from the propo
sition tha t the object represented is something it does not follow tha t the 
object is (i.e., exists). Similarly, if a  non-existent something is made 
object of representation, i t  is not permissible to  infer that it is something, 
tha t is, something that has existence (De interpr. 21 a, 32-33).

7 H. Maier, Die S y llog is tik  des A ris to te les, I, T iibm gen, 1396, p. 116.


