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AMBIGUITY AND FALLACY IN PLATO’S EUTHYDEMUS 
IAN J. CAMPBELL 

FORTHCOMING IN ANCIENT PHILOSOPHY 
 

“As for the practice of fallacies, we will find it 
sketched out (ὑπογεγραµµένην) by Plato in the 
Euthydemus, if we pay close attention to that 
book. We will find traced out (ὑποδεδεῖχθαι) in it 
which fallacies are due to words, which are due 
to things, and the solutions (λύσεις) to them” 
(Alcinous, Didaskalikos, VI.9).1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 It is tempting to dismiss the above epigraph as an exaggerated defense of the master 

by an overzealous Platonist. What Alcinous here credits to Plato is almost universally 

recognized to have been an Aristotelian innovation. In the Sophistici Elenchi (hereafter: 

“SE”), Aristotle presents precisely the sort of treatment that Alcinous attributes to Plato: he 

classifies fallacies into those due to language and those outside of language (SE 165b23-27; 

166b20-27), explains why these arguments appear to be genuine (165b23-168a16), shows 

that they are in fact fallacious (168a17-169a21) and offers solutions to them (177a9-181b24). 

And although it is indisputable that the Euthydemus is the best place to search for Plato’s 

treatment of fallacy—especially of those fallacies that exploit linguistic ambiguity—in its 

pages we are at least initially met with ample grounds for skepticism about Plato’s awareness 

of fallacies and his ability to expose them. The dialogue consists of Socrates’ report of a 

conversation he had the day before with the Eristic sophists Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, 

who present 21 sophisms throughout a series of three advertisements for their education in 

“Eristic wisdom” (272b9-10). But although Plato’s characterization of these Eristic brothers 

                                                
1 The Greet text follows Louis 1945. The translation is my own. There is some controversy about 

whether the author of this treatise is Alcinous, or Albinus, the teacher of Galen. For present purposes 

we need not settle the issue.  
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leaves little doubt about his disapproval of this kind of argumentation, this disapproval does 

not, for the most part, take the form of direct criticism and exposure of the illegitimate 

argumentative moves by which these Eristics bend their arguments toward absurd 

conclusions. Plato has Socrates directly explain the mechanics of only the first two fallacious 

arguments (277d1-278c7), and many scholars have found even this diagnosis unsatisfactory 

(Robinson 1941; 1942; and Stewart 1977, 26-29); thereafter, Plato has his protagonists 

criticize the remaining arguments with what looks more like moral rebuke than logical 

diagnosis. The Euthydemus thus seems to wear on its sleeve Plato’s lack of understanding of 

fallacious argumentative moves like the exploitation of linguistic ambiguity—on which so 

many of the sophisms presented therein turn2— or at least his indifference about such 

fallacious inferences per se.3 

 Despite these difficulties, Alcinous was by no means the last to understand the 

Platonic treatment of fallacies in terms of the Aristotelian.4 Scholarship on the Euthydemus 

prior to the 20th century tended to assimilate the project of the two works, and drew liberally 

on Aristotle’s technical apparatus for diagnosing fallacies in the SE as a heuristic tool for 

understanding similar fallacies in the Euthydemus (Routh 1784; Cousin 1827; Winckelmann 

1833; Bonitz 1886; and Gifford 1905). There was thus a tendency to understand the two 

                                                
2 In my view, ten of the 21 fallacies in the dialogue turn on linguistic ambiguity, which can be 

classified under the following three headings: fallacies of equivocation (275D2-276C7; 276D1-277C7;  

287D7-E4), fallacies of amphiboly (283E7-284C8; 284C9-285A1; 300A1-A8; 301C6-D8; 303A4-9), 

and fallacies of ellipsis ambiguity (298D7-299A5; 301E1-303A3).   
3 Socrates’ rare criticisms of the brothers in the Euthydemus suggest that Socrates’ primary worry 

about the brothers’ arguments is not so much that they are fallacious per se, but rather that they are 

useless for becoming virtuous and living a good life. See in particular Euthyd. 278B2-C5.  
4 The survey of the following paragraph owes much to Chance’s careful survey of these trends (Chance 

1992.  
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works as engaged in roughly the same project of exposing fallacies, and it was therefore 

taken to be unproblematic to describe the earlier Platonic project in terms of the later, 

systematic treatment of fallacy. However, beginning in the 1940’s Richard Robinson 

challenged the assumption that this assimilation is appropriate and raised skepticism about 

Plato’s ability to understand and solve the fallacies he depicted in his own dialogue 

(Robinson 1941; 1942; 1953). This had a significant influence on the subsequent shape of 

scholarship on fallacies in the Euthydemus. A number of scholars followed Robinson either 

by extending his criticism of Plato’s logical immaturity (Stewart 1977), or by arguing that 

Plato is simply not interested in offering the sort of analysis of fallacies that Aristotle does 

(Chance 1992, 7-13). On the other hand, Robinson’s challenge has led other scholars, most 

notably Rosamond Kent Sprague, to come to Plato’s defense. She, along with R.S.W. 

Hawtrey, represented a return to the state of scholarship prior to Robinson: both scholars 

draw liberally on the SE in their analyses of the Eristic episodes of the Euthydemus in an 

attempt to vindicate Plato’s logical sophistication (Sprague 1962; 1967; 1977; 1993; and 

Hawtrey 1981). However, as Chance has convincingly noted, this reversion to the old 

assimilation of the two works does not actually answer Robinson’s challenge: to show that 

the fallacies Plato depicts in the Euthydemus can be understood in terms of the later 

Aristotelian treatment does not show that Plato himself, in writing the Euthydemus, had the 

logical resources necessary to diagnose these arguments (Chance 1992, 9-11). At least since 

Chance’s 1992 commentary, scholarship on the Euthydemus has largely neglected the Eristic 

sections of the dialogue, and has almost completely ignored the question of Plato’s awareness 

of fallacy.5 The scholarly discussion of this question thus remains in a standstill: we have on 

                                                
5 Most recent scholarship on the Euthydemus focuses on the Socratic, rather than Eristic sections of the 

dialogue. Those who have paid close attention to the Eristic episodes since Chance have not directly 



4 

one side scholars who maintain that Plato “doesn’t present in his Euthydemus anything that 

even approaches a theory of solutions” (Chance 1992, 8; cp. Dorion 1995, 102-103); the 

opposition, on the other hand, shows that we can describe the Eristic fallacies of the 

Euthydemus in terms of the explicit Aristotelian doctrine of fallacy and in doing so assumes, 

rather than defends, Plato’s sophistication in the study of fallacies.  

 The present study aims to show that Plato does in fact have the logical resources 

necessary to expose the linguistic fallacies of the Euthydemus. I will focus on the three kinds 

of linguistic fallacy that make an appearance in the Euthydemus and argue that Plato has 

various means of exposing the forms of linguistic ambiguity that the Eristics exploit in their 

arguments. What I will mean in saying that Plato exposes these linguistic fallacies is that he 

isolates some form of ambiguity in an argument and either explicitly demonstrates, or 

suggests in some more indirect way, how it was exploited to bring off the appearance of a 

good argument. I first discuss the fallacies of equivocation in the first Eristic episode (275d2-

277c7), and defend Plato’s exposure of these arguments against charges of its alleged 

inadequacy. I then turn to the more indirect means by which Plato exposes the brothers’ use 

                                                
addressed the question of Plato’s awareness of fallacies. M.M. McCabe treats the Eristic sections of the 

dialogue very seriously, but does not, for the most part consider the linguistic fallacies. On McCabe’s 

view, it is not the case that the Eristics argue fallaciously; rather, they argue validly on the basis of 

radically distinct metaphysical commitments (see McCabe 1994; 2006; and 2013). Samuel Scolnicov 

also takes the Eristic sections of the dialogue quite seriously, and is especially interested in the Eristic 

conception of language, but does not directly address the questions about fallacy with which I will be 

concerned here (see Scolnicov 1981; 2000; and 2013). Finally, Georgia Sermamoglou-Soulmaidi has 

offered the most recent interpretation of the whole dialogue, and attempts to understand Plato’s 

diagnoses of fallacies on their own terms, but largely leaves aside the question of Plato’s awareness of 

fallacy and his relationship to Aristotle, focusing instead on the dramatic features of the dialogue (see 

Sermamoglou-Soulmaidi 2014).   
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of syntactic and elliptical ambiguity later in the dialogue.6 Throughout these discussions I 

will attempt to show that Plato provides his readers with the resources they need to expose 

these fallacies, and that we do not additionally need the technical apparatus of the SE in order 

to understand why such arguments do not carry conviction. I will draw on passages from the 

SE in my discussion of similar passages in the Euthydemus, but my purpose in doing so will 

be to show that Aristotle recognizes Plato’s treatments of these fallacies as solutions and 

accepts most of them as adequate treatments of the fallacies in question.   

However, it will still remain an open question whether Plato’s exposure of these 

exploitations of ambiguity amounts to his having a systematic account of fallacy. I will 

conclude by considering this question in greater detail. To assess whether Plato’s treatment of 

fallacies that depend on ambiguity constitutes an adequate explanatory account will require 

us to contrast Plato’s exposures of linguistic fallacies with the kind of Aristotelian treatment 

that commentators have found missing. Because commentators do not generally agree about 

what in Aristotle’s treatment of fallacy Plato lacks,7 I will first clarify what I take it to mean 

to say that Aristotle has an explanatory account of fallacy before I examine whether Plato’s 

treatment of linguistic fallacies falls short of this standard. I will argue that Aristotle’s 

treatment of fallacy includes an explanation of the two defining features of fallacious 

                                                
6 I was led to think about Plato’s indirect exposures of fallacies by certain remarks that Sprague has 

made about them (see 1977, 54-7). Sprague argues that Plato uses indirect means to show “that the 

sophistries are sophistries and … in some cases to indicate the points of difficulty” (1977, 50). I will 

argue that Plato’s indirect exposures do much more than this: namely, I will show that these indirect 

exposures constitute solutions to the Eristic refutations they expose in the stronger, Aristotelian sense 

of “solution”.  
7 Stewart takes Aristotle’s “theorizing stage” in the science of fallacies to be “the identification of 

general features in argument types” (1977, 22). Robinson’s criticism is less clear, but seems to rely on 

the fact that Plato has no technical terminology to describe fallacies. 
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arguments: (1) that they appear to be genuine refutations or deductions but (2) are actually 

fallacious. With respect to a particular fallacy, to account for the first feature involves 

explaining why a particular argument appears to be genuine, and Aristotle calls the exposure 

of this appearance a “solution” (λύσις) to the fallacious argument. On the other hand, to show 

that these arguments are fallacious is to demonstrate that a particular kind of argument fails to 

satisfy at least one of the criteria set down in the definition of a genuine deduction or 

refutation. I will argue that Plato does not demonstrate that the arguments he considers are 

fallacious, because he does not offer an explicit definition of genuine refutation or deduction 

with reference to which he could demonstrate that such arguments are fallacious. However, I 

will maintain that Plato’s exposures of linguistic fallacies are in fact solutions to these 

arguments, because they adequately explain why these arguments appear to be genuine, even 

though this is not yet to demonstrate that they are formally fallacious.  

 

I. LEXICAL AMBIGUITY 

Euthydemus and Dionysodorus’ first two arguments (275d2-276c7 & 276d1-277c7) 

are the only refutations in the Euthydemus that Plato explicitly diagnoses. Each of the 

arguments begins with a disjunctive question about learning (µανθάνειν). Cleinias is asked to 

choose between one of two opposite disjuncts, and in both arguments Euthydemus first 

refutes Cleinias’ initial choice by arguing for the opposite disjunct (“E1”: 276a3-b5; “E2”: 

277a1-b2), and Dionysodorus then refutes his brother by arguing for the disjunct that Cleinias 

initially chose (“D1”: 276b6-c7; “D2”: 277b5-c7). The brothers are about to refute Cleinias a 

third time when Socrates interrupts, and offers Cleinias his own interpretation of what the 

brothers have been up to. On Socrates’ analysis, the brothers were trying to teach Cleinias 

about “the correct use of words” (περὶ ὀνοµάτων ὀρθότητος) (277e3-4) by demonstrating 
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how “the variance in words” (τὴν τῶν ὀνοµάτων διαφορὰν) can be exploited in such a way 

that the same word applies to opposite things (287b4-7). In particular, Socrates explains that 

the brothers were trying to show Cleinias that he did not recognize two different uses of the 

word ‘µανθάνειν’, the standard meaning of which is ‘to learn’ or ‘to acquire knowledge’ 

(λαµβάνῃ ἐπιστήµην) (hereafter: µανθάνειν1), but which can also mean ‘understand’ 

(hereafter: µανθάνειν2), in which case its meaning is closer to that of ‘συνιέναι’ (277e3-

278a5). According to Socrates, the brothers were able to bring off these refutations because 

these two meanings of the term apply to opposite people: ‘µανθάνειν1’ applies to ignorant 

people who learn what they don’t already know, whereas ‘µανθάνειν2’ applies to wise people 

who understand and make use of what they already know (278a5-b2). With Socrates’ 

explanation in hand, I will survey the brothers᾽ arguments in the first Eristic episode and 

argue that he accurately exposes them as arguments that turn solely on the lexical ambiguity 

of ‘µανθάνειν.’8 

  The brothers begin by asking Cleinias whether the wise or the ignorant µανθάνουσιν 

(275D3-4). Cleinias answers that the wise µανθάνουσιν, and this answer becomes the thesis 

to be refuted (hereafter: “refutandum”) (276a1-2). We can infer from the fact that he answers 

this way that Cleinias initially takes the word to mean ‘understand’ (µανθάνειν2), since this is 

                                                
8 Few commentators have found Socrates’ explanation sufficient. Richard Robinson claimed that this 

diagnosis fails to recognize the “peculiar subtlety and formidableness” of equivocation and that Plato 

simply treats it as “one of those crass ambiguities out of which puns are made” (1942, 107). M.A. 

Stewart argued that the equivocation over ‘µανθάνειν’ is trivial and that Socrates has missed the real 

equivocation, which is over the terms used in the opposite disjuncts of the first argument, ‘σοφός’ and 

‘ἀµαθής’ (1977, 26-28). Finally, Rosamond Kent Sprague and R.S.W. Hawtrey hold that the 

arguments rely on a combination of fallacies. Sprague takes the equivocations over ‘µανθάνειν’ to 

work together with those over ‘σοφός’ and ‘ἀµαθής’ (1977, 51-53), and both she and Hawtrey take E2 

to additionally rely on a fallacious combination (Sprague 1962, 5; 1933, 58-60; Hawtrey 1981, 58-60).   
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the meaning of the word that most naturally applies to the wise. Euthydemus then questions 

Cleinias about a situation—Cleinias’ own experience learning from his grammar teacher—

which is rightly called a case of µανθάνειν, but under a different meaning of that term (i.e., 

µανθάνειν1), which applies to the ignorant, rather than the wise (276a3-b4). On the basis of 

this questioning Euthydemus then draws the conclusion that contradicts the refutandum 

(hereafter: “refutans”). But if we accurately translate the meanings of µανθάνειν employed 

throughout the argument, it becomes clear that no refutation has occurred:   

 

[E1]: [question] are οἱ µανθάνοντες the wise or the ignorant? — [refutandum] … [Cleinias] 

answered that the wise were the ones who understand (µανθάνειν2). — [argument] Then 

Euthydemus said, “Are there some whom you call teachers, or not”? — He agreed that there 

were. — And the teachers are teachers of those who learn (µανθάνειν1), I suppose, in the same 

way that the music master and the writing master were teachers of you and the other boys 

when you were pupils? — He agreed. — And when you were learning (µανθάνειν1), you did 

not yet know the things about which you learned, did you? — No, he said. — And were you 

wise when you did not know these things? — By no means, he said. — Then if not wise, 

ignorant? — Very much so. — Then while learning (µανθάνειν1) of what you did not know, 

you learned (µανθάνειν1) while you were ignorant? — The boy nodded — [refutans] Then it 

is the ignorant who learn (µανθάνειν1), Cleinias, and not the wise, as you suppose (276a1-

b5).9 

 

Although there is no equivocation between the premises in the argument and the conclusion, 

the refutation is nevertheless merely apparent because the refutans only verbally contradicts 

                                                
9  The Greek text follows Burnet 1903. All translations from the Euthydemus follow Sprague’s 

translation, but are often extensively modified.  
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the refutandum; both claims employ the word ‘µανθάνειν,’ but not under the same meaning 

of that word. By having Socrates later explain the way these two meanings of the term apply 

to opposite people, Plato thus provides his readers with the resources they need to recognize 

that the exploitation of this ambiguity creates the mere appearance of a refutation without its 

reality. 

Dionysodorus then bursts in, treats the conclusion of the argument just offered as a 

thesis to be refuted, and in D1 (276b6-c7) offers an argument to the conclusion that the wise, 

rather than the ignorant, µανθάνουσιν (276b6-c7). He questions Cleinias about a different 

kind of classroom situation, which is accurately described by the word ‘µανθάνειν,’ but under 

the other meaning of the word, which applies more naturally to the wise. He gets Cleinias to 

agree that, when grammar teachers would ask their students questions (ἀποστοµατίζοι), it was 

the wise who understood (µανθάνειν2) the questions that the teacher asked 

(ἀποστοµατιζόµενα) (276c3-6).  

The precise meaning of the verb ‘ἀποστοµατίζειν’ is difficult to determine, but the 

appropriate understanding of it’s meaning is essential for our understanding of both this 

argument and the one that follows. Plato’s use of the word in these arguments (here and 

277a3-7), and Aristotle’s discussion of the present argument (SE 165b31-34—to which I turn 

shortly) are our earliest and only 4th-century attestations. It is clear, however, that the LSJ 

definition, ‘to teach by dictation,’ does not capture the meaning of the word required by these 

passages. If this is the meaning of the word, why would Dionysodorus’ questioning about 

ἀποστοµατιζόµενα immediately suggest to Cleinias a situation in which wise students 

understand rather than one in which ignorant students acquire knowledge? The use of the 

verb in the following argument has the same effect on Cleinias: there he agrees that students 

with knowledge of grammar understand the things that a grammar teacher ἀποστοµατίζει; it 
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does not occur to him to answer that ignorant students learn these things. If the word meant 

‘teach by dictation’ it would be equally, if not more, appropriate for Cleinias to think that the 

ignorant learn ἀποστοµατιζόµενα. Because in each of the arguments in which the verb is used 

ἀποστοµατιζόµενα are things that grammar teachers utter and that students with the requisite 

knowledge understand it is likely that Julius Pollux, the earliest grammarian to discuss the 

term, most accurately defines the present usage: “Plato uses the term of boys somewhere, 

meaning that they are questioned about what they have learned (µαθήµατα) by their teachers” 

(Onomasticon, ii, 102).10 This is also the meaning of the word in later Greek, as in the Gospel 

of Luke where the experts in the Law and the Pharisees “interrogate [Jesus] about numerous 

topics” (ἀποστοµατίζειν αὐτὸν περὶ πλειόνων) (Ev. Luc. 11.53). The word is thus used to 

describe something like an oral examination—an apt subject for questioning on 

Dionysodorus’ part, since it is clear that the wise, rather than the ignorant µανθάνειν2 in such 

scenarios. The word seems to be carefully chosen to suggest that the wise understand the 

subjects on which they are quizzed. 

 When we accurately translate the use of ‘µανθάνειν’ throughout the refutation it 

again becomes clear that the refutation is merely apparent:   

 

D1: [refutandum (=refutans of E1)] it is the ignorant who learn (µανθάνειν1), Cleinias, [said 

Euthydemus], and not the wise, as you suppose — … [argument] Well then, Cleinias, [said 

Dionysodorus] when the grammar teacher gave you an oral exam (ἀποστοµατίζοι), which of 

the boys understood (µανθάνειν2) the things about which they were examined 

(ἀποστοµατιζόµενα), the wise or the ignorant? — The wise, said Cleinias. — [refutans] Then 

it is the wise who understand (µανθάνειν2), and not the ignorant, and you gave Euthydemus a 

wrong answer just now (276b4-c7). 
                                                
10 Translation is my own, and the Greek text follows Bethe 1900.  
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Again, Socrates’ explanation shows that although the refutans and the refutandum both 

employ the term ‘µανθάνειν,’ they invoke different meanings of this term and thereby create 

the mere appearance of refutation.  

M.A. Stewart has suggested that Socrates’ analysis of this first refutation (E1 & D1) 

fails because it misses the more serious equivocation, namely that over the terms ‘wise’ and 

‘ignorant’ (1977, 26-28). Sprague takes Stewart’s point, but claims that the equivocation 

Socrates notices, and the one Stewart points out, work together in the argument (1977, 51-

53). If we instead take the equivocation to be over the terms ‘σοφός’ and ‘ἀµαθής,’ thinking 

that the former can mean either ‘knowledgeable’ (σοφός1) or ‘clever’ (σοφός2), and that the 

latter can mean either ‘ignorant’ (ἀµαθής1) or ‘stupid’ (ἀµαθής2) and take the first and second 

pairs of each to be opposites, we get different diagnoses of these two fallacies:  

 

[E1]: leaving the meaning of µανθάνειν fixed to the standard meaning, we would get the 

following diagnosis: 

 

[Refutandum]: The clever (σοφός2) are those who learn (276a1-2). 

[Summary of argument]: When Cleinias and his schoolmates learned about some topic, they 

were ignorant (ἀµαθής1) of the things about which they were learning (276a7-b1).  

[Refutans]: Therefore, the ignorant (ἀµαθής1) are those who learn (276b4-5). 

 

On this analysis, Euthydemus wrongly treats ἀµαθής1 as the opposite of σοφός2.  

 

[D1]: leaving the meaning of µανθάνειν fixed to the standard meaning, we get:  
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[Refutandum]: The ignorant (ἀµαθής1) learn (276b4-5 (=refutans of E1)). 

[Summary of argument]: The clever (σοφός2) learn about the things about which they were 

questioned whenever their grammar teacher questioned them (c3-6).  

[Refutans]: Therefore, the clever (σοφός2) learn (c6-7).   

 

According to this interpretation, Dionysodorus wrongly treats σοφός2 as the opposite of 

ἀµαθής1.  

On the one hand, even if we grant Stewart and Sprague the claim that ‘σοφός’ and 

‘ἀµαθής’ are equivocal, I do not think that the more plausible reading of ‘ἀποστοµατίζειν’ 

outlined above would suggest that it is the clever, rather than the knowledgeable, who acquire 

knowledge. ἀποστοµατίζειν is best understood as a practice of questioning students on their 

lessons, that is, about subjects on which they have become knowledgeable in the course of 

their instruction (note in this connection that Pollux calls the objects of examination 

µαθήµατα (Onomasticon, ii, 102)). But moreover, even a brief survey of the LSJ entry on the 

term ‘σοφός’ indicates that the term does not mean ‘clever’ in the sense needed here (i.e., 

able to learn). The term rather denotes acquired expertise (in crafts and practical and 

theoretical domains), rather than facility in learning (cp. Hawtrey 1981, 59). To denote 

facility in learning Plato instead consistently uses ‘εὐµαθής’ (see e.g., Charmides 159e3; 

Republic 486c3)). ‘Ἀµαθής,’ on the other hand, can mean both ‘ignorant’ and ‘stupid,’ but 

because it is consistently used in these arguments as the opposite of σοφός I suggest that its 

meaning is likewise univocal. The equivocality of ‘µανθάνειν,’ on the other hand, is hardly 

“crass” or “unreal” (Robinson 1942, 107; Stewart 1977, 28). Its ambiguity is prevalent in 

Plato: in addition to the more ordinary meaning of the term (‘acquire knowledge’) Plato quite 

frequently uses it to mean ‘understand’ (see e.g., Republic 372e4; 394c5; Meno 84d4). 

Moreover, Aristotle feels the need on two separate occasions to explain the equivocality of 
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‘µανθάνειν’ (see SE 165b31-34 & NΕ 1143a12-18), which we would hardly expect if the 

word were not in fact “said in many ways”. It therefore seems likely that the meaning of 

‘σοφός’ and ‘ἀµαθής’ is univocal and that the real equivocation here, as Socrates suggests, is 

over different meanings of ‘µανθάνειν.’  

Aristotle’s treatment of the argument currently under discussion is valuable for 

present purposes because it both corroborates the account I have given, and reveals that 

Aristotle regards the Euthydemus not only as a source for fallacious arguments, but also as a 

guide to their solution. In the case of equivocation in particular, Aristotle found in the 

Euthydemus the sort of diagnosis of fallacies that Aristotle is thought to have pioneered.11 

Equivocations (παραλογισµοί παρὰ τὴν ὁµωνυµίαν) are the first kind of fallacy that Aristotle 

discusses in the SE and his first example of an equivocation is borrowed from this passage in 

the Euthydemus:  

 

The following [is a refutation] due to equivocation (παρὰ τὴν ὁµωνυµίαν): … [1] those who 

know understand (µανθάνειν) [2] for those with knowledge of grammar understand the things 

about which they are examined (ἀποστοµατιζόµενα). [3] For ‘µανθάνειν’ is equivocal 

[signifying] both to understand (ξυνιέναι) using knowledge or to acquire knowledge 

(λαµβάνειν ἐπιστήµην) (SE 165b31-34).12    

 

                                                
11 Many scholars draw a connection between this argument and SE 165b31-34 (e.g., Sprague 1962, 1-

33; Hawtrey 1981, 3; Narcy 1984, 204 n.258; Canto 1987, 277 n.106: 1989, 90 n.129; 199 n.109; 

Dorion 1995, 91-101). However, none of them has drawn attention to the fact that Aristotle treats this 

passage not only as a source for an example of the fallacy, but also as a successful solution to this 

argument.  
12 The Greek text of the Sophistici Elenchi follows Ross 1958. All translations from the Sophistici 

Elenchi are my own.  
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As stated, this is not an example of a refutation that depends on equivocation. What Aristotle 

gives us here is the conclusion of a refutation [1], a highly compressed argument for this 

conclusion [2], and an explanation of the equivocal term that was exploited in the full 

argument [3]. Unlike a majority of the refutations discussed in the SE, which must have been 

familiar to Aristotle’s original audience given the similarly elliptical ways he cites them, we 

have in the Euthydemus the full version of the argument to which Aristotle here alludes. That 

argument arrives at the same conclusion (“it is the wise who µανθάνουσιν” (cp. [1] here and 

the refutans of D1) on the basis of the same reasoning—namely, that it is the wise (or, as 

Aristotle puts it “those who know”)13 who understand the questions that the grammar teacher 

asks in oral examinations (ἀποστοµατίζοι) (c3-6) (cp. [2] here and the argument of D1). 

Comparison with the Euthydemus passage also allows us to understand how the argument to 

which Aristotle refers is a refutation that depends on equivocation. The conclusion of this 

argument in [1] is meant to contradict the interlocutor’s (here unexpressed) original claim 

(i.e., the refutandum), that it is the ignorant, not the wise, who µανθάνουσιν. The fallacious 

refutation then proceeds, as reported in [2], by questioning an interlocutor about a situation, 

which is also described by the word ‘µανθάνειν,’ but in a different sense of that term, one that 

more accurately applies to the wise rather than the ignorant [2]. The questioner is then able to 

conclude the opposite of the disjunct the interlocutor originally chose, but they were only able 

to do so, as Aristotle explains in [3], by exploiting two meanings of the same term.  

Many scholars have correctly noticed the intertextuality between [1] and [2] in this 

passage and Euthydemus 276b6-276c7. But none of them appropriately credit Plato for 

Aristotle’s exposure of this ambiguity (in [3]). [3] reproduces almost verbatim the glosses 

                                                
13 It is worth noting that Aristotle’s substitution of ‘οἱ ἐπιστάµενοι’ for ‘οἱ σοφοί’ here is further 

corroboration for ‘the knowledgeable’ as the meaning of ‘οἱ σοφοί’ in the original argument. 



15 

Socrates offers for the two meanings of ‘µανθάνειν’ that the brothers exploit in the first 

Eristic episode (277E3-278B2): 

This is what the two visitors were pointing out: that you [sc. Cleinias] did not realize that 

people use the word ‘µανθάνειν’ in this way, in the situation in which a person who has no 

knowledge of a thing in the beginning acquires knowledge (λαµβάνειν τὴν ἐπιστήµην) later, 

but also when he who has this knowledge already uses it to inspect the same thing … (As a 

matter of fact people call the latter ‘συνιέναι,’ but they do sometimes call it ‘µανθάνειν’ as 

well) (Euthyd. 277e5-278a5).  

 

For ‘µανθάνειν’ is equivocal [signifying] both to understand (ξυνιέναι) using knowledge and 

to acquire knowledge (λαµβάνειν ἐπιστήµην) (SE 165b31-34).   

 

Aristotle thus owes to Plato not only this example, but also the exposure of the equivocation 

on which the fallacious refutation turns.  

I therefore think that Socrates’ analysis—according to which ‘µανθάνειν’ is 

equivocal and the refutation depends on the fact that the two distinct meanings of the word 

apply to opposite people— is an adequate assessment of why this argument appears to be a 

genuine refutation without actually being so. Immediately after Socrates offers this 

explanation of the first argument, he tells Cleinias “there was something similar to this in the 

second question, when they asked you whether people learn what they know or what they do 

not know” (278a8-b2). I will now spell out the exposure to which Socrates here gestures, and 

argue that the second argument exploits the same ambiguity in the same way, but in 

connection with a different pair of opposites to which these different meanings of the term 

apply—to known and unknown objects, rather than to wise and ignorant subjects. 

The second argument (E2 & D2) is also about learning, but this time Euthydemus 
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asks whether “οἱ µανθάνοντες µανθάνουσιν things they know, or things they do not know” 

(276d7-8). Cleinias’ initial answer—that they µανθάνουσιν things they do not know—

suggests that he answers with µανθάνειν1 in mind. As Dionysodorus did in D1, in E2 

Euthydemus then proceeds to ask Cleinias about a situation that can also be described as a 

case of ‘µανθάνειν,’ but a case in which the term means ‘understand’ rather than ‘learn.’ 

When someone (presumably a grammar teacher) examines (ἀποστοµατίζῃ) Cleinias, he 

examines him about letters, which Cleinias knows and understands (µανθάνειν2), therefore 

Cleinias understands things he knows (277a1-8). But the argument only apparently refutes 

Cleinias’ initial claim, because although it appears to conclude the opposite—that the objects 

of µανθάνειν are things one knows—Euthydemus questions Cleinias and concludes under a 

different meaning of ‘µανθάνειν:’   

 

E2: [question] Do οἱ µανθάνοντες µανθάνουσιν things they know or things they do not know? 

— …[refutandum] Cleinias answered Euthydemus that those who learn (µανθάνειν1) learn 

things they do not know … — [argument] What then, [Euthydemus] said, don’t you know 

your letters? — Yes, he said. — Then you know them all? — He agreed. — When some [sc. 

grammar teacher] gives an oral exam (ἀποστοµατίζῃ), doesn’t he examine (ἀποστοµατίζει) 

[the students] about letters? — He agreed. — Then doesn’t he examine (ἀποστοµατίζει) you 

about something you know, if you really know them all? — He agreed to this too. — Well 

then, he said, you are not the one who understands (µανθάνειν2) the things about which [the 

teacher] examines you, are you, but the one who doesn’t know his letters is the one who 

understands? — No, he said, I am the one [who understands]. — [refutans] Then you 

understand (µανθάνειν2) what you know, he said, if you in fact do know all your letters 

(276D7-277B1).  
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As was the case of the first argument, Socrates’ diagnosis reveals that the tension between the 

refutandum and refutans is only verbal and therefore only appears to refute Cleinias’ initial 

claim. 

Influenced by passages in which Aristotle seems to draw on this argument (SE 

166a30-1 and Rhetoric 1401a29-31), a number of scholars have suggested that Socrates’ 

explanation of this fallacy is insufficient because the argument also involves a fallacy of 

composition (Hawtrey 1981, 64-5; Sprague 1962, 12; 1993, 12 n.19; Dorion 1995, 224-6). In 

the Rhetoric passage to which these commentators refer, Aristotle alludes to a fallacy of 

composition that involves an inference from knowing letters (στοιχεῖα) to knowing the 

spoken word (τὸ ἔπος) composed of those letters. Moreover, many translators and editors 

amend the SE passage on the assumption that it identifies the same error displayed in the 

Euthydemus and Rhetoric passages (Poste 1866; Forster 1955; Ross 1958; Pickard-

Cambridge 1984; Dorion 1995, 224-6; cp. Schrieber 2003, 68-72). However, I doubt that 

Aristotle is discussing the present argument in either the Rhetoric or SE passages. 

Commentators who find a fallacy of composition here assume that the teachers are quizzing 

their students about words, or even propositions, and that Euthydmeus infers that Cleinias 

knows these more complex things because he knows the letters of which they are composed. 

But we need not make this assumption for the argument to work, and indeed we shouldn’t, 

since letters are the only subjects of examination mentioned in the argument. Euthydemus 

gets Cleinias to agree that he knows all his letters (277a1-3) and that his teacher examines 

him about letters (a3-4). Because he knows the letters about which he is examined, Cleinias 

understands the subjects on which his teacher examines him (a6-8), and therefore understands 

things that he knows (a8-b2).  

The grounds for thinking there is an inference from knowing letters to knowing 
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words in this argument therefore seem to rest on the assumption of intertextuality with 

Aristotle’s examples of the fallacy of composition. But the similarity between these examples 

is merely apparent. We’ve already seen that the inference from letters to words in the 

Rhetoric example is absent in the Euthydemus. Moreover, the kind of composition fallacy 

under discussion in the SE is of a different kind than the one commentators take to be 

operative in the Euthydemus. The alleged composition at work in E2 would be extra-

linguistic: an illegitimate inference from the fact that one knows all of one’s letters to the fact 

that one knows the words or even statements that are composed of these letters. This is a part-

whole confusion that does not in any significant way depend on language. The Aristotelian 

fallacy of composition on the other hand is a linguistic fallacy (SE 165b24-27), which 

involves the illegitimate composition of linguistic items in a sentence that were originally 

construed separately (SE 166a23-32). Thus when Aristotle cites as an example of this fallacy 

the inference “µανθάνει νῦν γράµµατα εἴπερ ἐµάνθανεν ἅ ἐπίσταται” (SE 166a30-31) he 

almost certainly does not have in mind an inference from the fact that one knows letters to the 

fact that one knows things composed of letters.14 The composition in question is linguistic, 

and most likely turns on whether one understands the word ‘γράµµατα’ in combination with 

the first or the second occurrence of the word ‘µανθάνειν’ in the sentence. The statement 

would thus read “he now learns letters, if he has learned what he knows”, when we combine 

‘γράµµατα’ with the first occurrence of ‘µανθάνειν’; or it would read, “he now learns what he 

knows, if he has leaned his letters”, if we understand ‘γράµµατα’ in combination with the 

second occurrence of ‘µανθάνειν’. For present purposes, we need not work out the precise 

details of this controversial example; here it suffices simply to notice that Aristotle offers it 

alongside other examples of errors that clearly involve construing in combination linguistic 

                                                
14 Here I read ‘ἐµάνθανεν’ with all the manuscripts, rejecting Ross’ emendation.  
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items in a sentence that are meant to be taken separately (SE 166a23-31), and not as an 

example of inferring knowledge of wholes from knowledge of their parts. There is therefore 

no need to assume that a fallacious inference from knowing parts to knowing wholes is at 

work in E2; Socrates’ analysis in terms of an equivocation over ‘µανθάνειν’ is sufficient.  

As in the first argument, Dionysodorus treats the conclusion of E2 as a new thesis to 

be refuted and offers an argument based on the meaning of ‘µανθάνειν’ that applies to the 

things one does not know. He gets Cleinias to agree that µανθάνειν is a matter of “acquiring 

knowledge” (which is precisely the standard meaning Socrates gives to µανθάνειν1—277b5-

278a1) and argues that because those who acquire things acquire what they do not yet have, 

those who acquire knowledge acquire what they do not yet know (c2-7). But again, the 

argument does not actually refute the conclusion of E2, because Dionysodorus exploits the 

very equivocation Socrates later points out:  

 

[D2]: [refutandum (=refutans of E2)] Then you understand (µανθάνειν2) what you know, 

[Euthydemus] said, if you in fact do know all your letters — … [argument] Tell me, [Cleinias, 

said Dionysodorus] isn’t learning (µανθάνειν1) the acquisition of the knowledge about which 

one learns? — Cleinias agreed. — And what about knowing? he said. Is it anything except 

having knowledge already? — He agreed. — Then not knowing is not yet having knowledge? 

— He agreed with him. — And are those who acquire something those who have it already or 

those who do not? — Those who do not. — And you have admitted, haven’t you, that those 

who do not know belong to the group of those who do not have something? — He nodded. — 

Then the learners (µανθάνειν1) belong to those who acquire and not to those who have? — He 

agreed. — [refutans] Then it is those who do not know who learn (µανθάνειν1), Cleinias, and 

not those who know (277a8-c5). 
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Again, the refutans only appears to contradict the refutandum.  

The foregoing analysis shows that Socrates’ direct exposure of the equivocal 

arguments in the first Eristic episode is sufficient. A question might arise here why Plato only 

directly exposes the first set of fallacies in the dialogue. My suggestion is that Plato does this 

to prime his readers for the exposure of Eristic refutations, to get them thinking about what 

has gone wrong in the brothers’ arguments. As the dialogue proceeds, Plato does not directly 

expose any other fallacies by explaining their mechanics in the detailed way he exposes the 

first two. But I will argue that he does provide his readers with resources necessary for 

understanding what he takes the errors in the brothers’ arguments to be. In what follows I 

examine some cases in which Plato indirectly exposes two other kinds of linguistic ambiguity 

that the brothers employ. 

 

II. SYNTACTIC AMBIGUITY 

One technique of indirect exposure that Plato uses elsewhere in the Euthydemus in 

order to expose fallacies is imitation. In response to some of the brothers’ fallacies, Plato has 

his protagonists imitate the fallacious reasoning in the argument that has just gone before as a 

way of clarifying what in the preceding argument created the illusion of a real refutation. This 

technique is on display most clearly in a series of six arguments in the third Eristic episode 

(298b4-300e2) over the course of which Ctesippus, Socrates’ dialectical ally, starts copying 

the brothers so as to give them a taste of their own medicine. Socrates in fact claims at the 

end of this final Eristic display that Ctesippus has achieved near-mastery of the Eristic art in 

his imitation of the brothers (303e4-8). Ctesippus’ imitation and eventual mastery of these 

argumentative strategies gives us insight into exactly what aspects of these Eristic arguments 

Plato took to be the causes of the appearance of a genuine argument. Here I will discuss the 
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last two fallacies in this episode and show that Ctesippus’ responses to these Eristic 

arguments correctly isolate the exploitation of syntactic ambiguity as the means by which the 

brothers brought off their apparent refutations.   

In the first of these arguments, Euthydemus argues that because his and his brother’s 

cloaks are able to be seen, that the cloaks themselves are able to see:  

 

Πότερον δὲ ὁρῶσιν, ἔφη ὁ Εὐθύδηµος, καὶ Σκύθαι τε καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι ἄνθρωποι τὰ δυνατὰ ὁρᾶν 

ἢ τὰ ἀδύνατα; — Τὰ δυνατὰ δήπου. — Οὐκοῦν καὶ σύ, ἔφη; — Κἀγώ. — Ὁρᾷς οὖν τὰ 

ἡµέτερα ἱµάτια; — Ναί. — Δυνατὰ οὖν ὁρᾶν ἐστὶν ταῦτα. — Ὑπερφυῶς, ἔφη ὁ Κτήσιππος. 

— Τί δέ; ἦ δ' ὅς. — Μηδέν.  σὺ δὲ ἴσως οὐκ οἴει ὁρᾶν αὐτὰ·15 

 

Tell me, said Euthydemus, do the Scythians and the rest of humankind see things capable of 

sight or incapable? — Capable, I suppose. — And do you do so too? he asked. — Yes, so do 

I. — And do you see our cloaks? — Yes. — Then these same cloaks are capable of sight — 

Absolutely, said Ctesippus. — Well, what do they see? he said. —  Nothing at all. And you, 

perhaps, don’t suppose that you see them (300a1-5). 

 

The exchange turns on a syntactic ambiguity in the phrase ‘δυνατὰ ὁρᾶν,’ which can mean 

either (1) ‘things that can see’ or (2) ‘things that can be seen’, depending on how one 

construes it. Ctesippus initially affirms that the cloaks are “δυνατὰ ὁρᾶν” because he 

understands sense (2) (a2-3), but Euthydemus then proceeds to ask him what it is that their 

cloaks can see (a5). The question renders Ctesippus’ original response absurd, but 

Euthydemus only brings it off by changing the meaning of the phrase ‘δυνατὰ ὁρᾶν’ from (2) 

to (1). That this is what has gone wrong becomes all the more apparent when Ctesippus 

                                                
15 Reading ‘ὁρᾶν αὐτὰ’ with T.  
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responds by repeating the same trick. He first accepts the brothers’ reading of the phrase in 

sense (1) and answers that their cloaks cannot see anything (µηδέν—a5), but then asks 

Euthydemus whether he acknowledges that he sees the cloaks (σὺ δὲ ἴσως οὐκ οἴει ὁρᾶν 

αὐτὰ) (a6), and this question understands sense (2) of the phrase ‘δυνατὰ ὁρᾶν’. The fact that 

Ctesippus responds by bringing out the same syntactic ambiguity that Euthydemus exploited 

in the preceding exchange suggests that he has caught a glimpse into the mechanics of this 

fallacy. I suggest that Plato has Ctesippus respond in this way to direct his readers toward the 

same insight.  

The argument that immediately follows also relies on a syntactic ambiguity, which 

Ctesippus exposes through imitation:   

 

Ἦ γὰρ οὐχ οἷόν τ', ἔφη ὁ Διονυσόδωρος, σιγῶντα λέγειν; — Οὐδ' ὁπωστιοῦν, ἦ δ' ὃς ὁ 

Κτήσιππος. — Ἆρ' οὐδὲ λέγοντα σιγᾶν; — Ἔτι ἧττον, ἔφη. — Ὅταν οὖν λίθους λέγῃς καὶ 

ξύλα καὶ σιδήρια, οὐ σιγῶντα λέγεις; — Οὔκουν εἴ γε ἐγώ, ἔφη, παρέρχοµαι ἐν τοῖς 

χαλκείοις, ἀλλὰ φθεγγόµενα καὶ βοῶντα µέγιστον τὰ σιδήρια λέγεται, ἐάν τις ἅψηται·… ἀλλ' 

ἔτι µοι τὸ ἕτερον ἐπιδείξατον, ὅπως αὖ ἔστιν λέγοντα σιγᾶν. …Ὅταν σιγᾷς, ἔφη ὁ Εὐθύδηµος, 

οὐ πάντα σιγᾷς; — Ἔγωγε, ἦ δ' ὅς. — Οὐκοῦν καὶ τὰ λέγοντα σιγᾷς, εἴπερ τῶν ἁπάντων ἐστὶν 

[τὰ λεγόµενα]. — Τί δέ; ἔφη ὁ Κτήσιππος, οὐ σιγᾷ πάντα; — Οὐ δήπου, ἔφη ὁ Εὐθύδηµος. — 

Ἀλλ' ἄρα, ὦ βέλτιστε, λέγει τὰ πάντα; — Τά γε δήπου λέγοντα. — Ἀλλά, ἦ δ' ὅς, οὐ τοῦτο 

ἐρωτῶ, ἀλλὰ τὰ πάντα σιγᾷ ἢ λέγει; 

 

But surely speaking of the silent is impossible, said Dionysodorus. — Entirely impossible, 

said Ctesippus. — Then neither is there silence of speaking? — Still less so, he answered. — 

But whenever you speak about stones and wood and pieces of iron, are you not speaking of 

silent things? — Not if I go by the blacksmiths’ shops, he said, because there the pieces of 
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iron are said to speak out and cry aloud if anyone handles them … But prove me the other 

point, how is there silence of speaking? … — Whenever you are silent, said Euthydemus, are 

you not silent with respect to all things?— Yes, I am, he said. — Therefore, you are also 

silent with respect to the speaking, if “the speaking” is included in all things. — What, said 

Ctesippus, all things are not silent, are they? — I imagine not, said Euthydemus. — Well then, 

my good friend, do all things speak? — All the speaking ones, I suppose. — But, he said, this 

is not my question, I want to know, are all things silent, or do they speak (300b1-c7)? 

 

In the first part of this argument, Dionysodorus asks Ctesippus whether σιγῶντα λέγειν is 

possible, which Ctesippus emphatically denies (b1-2). His emphatic denial suggests that he 

understands the phrase to mean ‘for one who is silent to speak’ (taking ‘σιγῶντα’ as a 

masculine accusative singular and subject of ‘λέγειν’), and not to mean ‘to speak about silent 

things’ (taking ‘σιγῶντα’ as a neuter plural accusative and object of ‘λέγειν’), which, of 

course, would call for affirmation. Dionysodorus then “refutes” this claim by taking 

Ctesippus’ denial as though he meant it in the second sense, and explains that whenever 

Ctesippus speaks about stones, wood and iron, he speaks about silent things (σιγῶντα λέγεις), 

which shows that it is in fact possible “to speak about silent things” (σιγῶντα λέγειν). 

Ctesippus responds to Dionysodorus’ argument by exploiting a third possible ambiguity in 

the phrase σιγῶντα λέγειν. Ctesippus “refutes” Dionysodorus’ claim that it is possible to 

speak of silent things, by showing that these allegedly silent things about which one can 

speak are not actually silent: in blacksmith shops, the iron cries out when blacksmiths work 

with it (b4-7). Here Ctesippus has pointed out a third possible ambiguity in the phrase 

‘σιγῶντα λέγειν:’ in claiming that allegedly silent things (like iron) “speak,” Ctesippus is 

implicitly taking ‘σιγῶντα’ as the neuter plural subject of ‘λέγειν.’ Plato thus ingeniously 

marks what kind of fallacy has occurred here by having Ctesippus reverse-engineer the same 
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kind of refutation the brothers brought against him.  

The second part of the argument concerns the possibility of λέγοντα σιγᾶν, which can 

mean either ‘for one who is speaking to be silent’ (where ‘λέγοντα’ is the singular accusative 

subject of ‘σιγᾶν’) or ‘to be silent with respect to speaking things’ (where ‘λέγοντα’ is a 

plural accusative of respect with ‘σιγᾶν’). Ctesippus initially agrees that λέγοντα σιγᾶν is 

impossible, taking the phrase to mean ‘for one who is speaking to be silent’ (b2-3). 

Euthydemus then refutes Ctesippus’ statement: treating Ctesippus’ agreement as though he 

had claimed that “it is impossible to be silent with respect to speaking things”, he argues that, 

because when one is silent one is silent with respect to all things, and because speaking things 

are among all things, Ctesippus is silent with respect to speaking things (300c2-4). Ctesippus 

again demonstrates his grasp of this syntactic ambiguity by once more turning the meaning of 

Euthydemus’ phrase and making ‘all things’ (πάντα) the subject of both ‘λέγειν’ and ‘σιγᾶν,’ 

rather than the accusative of respect it was for Euthydemus (c4-7). Again, by having 

Ctesippus respond in this way, Plato draws our attention to the various ways in which one 

meaning of an ambiguous phrase can be used to refute a claim that was made with a different 

meaning of the ambiguous phrase in mind.  

In connection with passages such as these it is worth reiterating Sprague’s helpful 

reminder that Plato’s dialogues are written by Plato (1977, 45). Sprague presents the 

tautology in hopes of correcting our tendency to credit Plato primarily with the view of his 

protagonists and the arguments and explanations they offer, and not to reflect on the more 

general understanding that would be required in order to compose a dialectical exchange. 

Instead of looking for Plato’s general awareness of things like linguistic ambiguity in the 

generally withheld explicit diagnoses of the fallacious arguments we find in Plato’s 

dialogues, we should consider the level of general awareness of syntactic ambiguity that 
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would be required to compose such an exchange. It seems to me that quite a sophisticated 

understanding of syntactic ambiguity would be necessary to compose exchanges such as 

these, in which the Eristic arguments offered, and the imitative responses to them, repeatedly 

exploit each possible construal of these ambiguities. 

Plato’s unique way of depicting the way these arguments, and objections to them, 

functioned in their dialectical context, is of course sharply distinct from Aristotle’s systematic 

treatment of these arguments. But this difference, it seems to me, should be rather explained 

in terms of the two philosophers’ preferred ways of communicating their philosophical 

insights, rather than in their respective grasp of the mechanics of fallacious arguments. We 

should however notice that the aims of the two treatments of fallacies are not as different as 

they might initially seem. Indeed, one significant goal of Aristotle's SE is to provide 

answerers in an Eristic exchange with the ability to expose fallacious inferences (chs. 19-33). 

In this connection, let us briefly consider Aristotle’s discussion of the argument we just 

surveyed:   

 

The following [is an apparent refutation] due to amphiboly (παρὰ τὴν ἀµφιβολίαν): … [1] is it 

possible σιγῶντα λέγειν? [2] For σιγῶντα λέγειν [is said in] two ways: both for the one 

speaking to be silent (τὸν λέγοντα σιγᾶν) or for the things spoken of (τὰ λεγόµενα) [to be 

silent] (166a12-14).  

 

Here again we have only a reference to, rather than an actual example of, a fallacious 

refutation. In [1] Aristotle gives the question which would open up a fallacious argument, but 

does not present the argument. Instead, (in [2]) he explains the syntactic ambiguity which can 

be exploited in an argument that begins with such a question. This example is in fact referred 

to more than any other in the SE, but in none of these cases does Aristotle give us more than 
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the question with which the argument opens (166a12; 171a28-29; 177a25-6), an explanation 

of the syntactic ambiguity the argument exploits (166a12-14), or else refer to the argument by 

name: ‘τὸ σιγῶντα λέγειν’ (171a8; 177a12). 

 A number of commentators have noticed that with the phrase ‘τὸ σιγῶντα λέγειν’ 

Aristotle refers to the Eristic refutation at Euthydemus 300b1-c4, where we see the full 

version of the refutation carried out (Narcy 1984, 204 n.258, Canto 1987, 277 n.106; 1989, 90 

n.129; 199 n.109; Dorion 1995, 91-101). What earlier commentators haven’t noticed is that 

Aristotle’s advice about how to solve refutations that exploit syntactic ambiguity also comes 

from the Euthydemus. Aristotle advises dialecticians to respond to amphibolous arguments as 

follows:  

 

At the start, then, one should reply with regard to an ambiguity, whether of a word or of a 

phrase, in this manner, that in one sense it is so, and in another not so, as e.g., that speaking of 

the silent is in one sense possible, and in another not possible … If, however, the ambiguity 

escapes one, one should correct it at the end by making an addition to the question: “is 

speaking of the silent possible?” “No, but [to speak of] this man while he is silent [is 

possible]” (οὔ, ἀλλὰ τόνδε σιγῶντα) (177a20-26). 

 

Ctesippus does not at the start of the argument respond by distinguishing the various possible 

construals. The fact that he immediately responds to the question with emphatic denial 

suggests that the ambiguity initially escapes him. But, as we saw above, Ctesippus does 

respond to the conclusion that it is possible σιγῶντα λέγειν in exactly the way Aristotle 

suggests one should in such cases: by denying the conclusion, and by offering the opposite 

conclusion, which exploits another construal of the ambiguous phrase. In doing so, he 

demonstrates his awareness of how these phrases can be employed under different meanings 
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so as to apparently contradict claims made with the same words, but under a different 

construal. Plato’s treatment of this argument thus enacts precisely the sorts of dialectical 

moves that Aristotle recommends to those who have come to a proper understanding of this 

kind of fallacy. I thus see no reason to think that Plato’s way of writing about fallacious 

arguments betrays a weaker grasp than Aristotle had of the way syntactic ambiguity can be 

exploited to render sophistical refutations apparently genuine. The fact that these exchanges 

in the Euthydemus provide the reader with many meanings of the ambiguous phrases in 

question and also with examples of how each of these meanings can be used to refute claims 

that were made with a different meaning in mind tells strongly in favor of thinking that Plato 

had a sufficient grasp of the mechanics of such arguments.  

 

III. ELLIPTICAL AMBIGUITY 

Plato also indirectly exposes what I will call fallacies of elliptical ambiguity through 

imitation by having Ctesippus make a remark that turns on elliptical ambiguity in explicit 

response to two of the brothers’ fallacies of this kind. At 299c8-e3, Dionysodorus concludes 

from Ctesippus’ agreement that gold is a good, and that it is necessary to have goods “ἐν 

ἑαυτῷ,” that the happiest person is the one who has a talent of gold in his stomach and skull 

and a stater of gold in each eye. What Dionysodorus has done is take the claim that it is good 

to have gold “ἐν ἑαυτῷ” as though this phrase literally meant “inside oneself”, and in doing 

so he exploits a third kind of linguistic ambiguity. The original use of the phrase it is almost 

certainly elliptical. In a similar manner to phrases like ‘chez moi’ in French, the reflexive with 

a preposition is sometimes used in classical Greek with an elided complement to denote one’s 

home: for example in Xenophon’s Memoriabilia a man complains to Socrates that the water 

is too warm “παρ᾽ἑαυτῷ,” which in this context clearly means “at his own [house]” (3.13.3). 
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Because Dionysodorus is here discussing places one wants to keep one’s gold, the natural 

way understanding the claim that Ctesippus wants gold most of all “ἐν ἑαυτῷ”, is that he 

most wants to keep his gold at home. But Dionysodorus takes this more natural and familiar 

use of the expression ‘ἐν ἑαυτῷ’ and treats it as though there were no elided complement, and 

simply meant “in oneself”. Dionysodorus thus concludes that Ctesippus wants gold in his 

stomach (ἐν τῇ γαστρί), in his head (ἐν τῷ κρανίῳ) and in each of his eyes (ἐν ἑκατέρῳ 

τὠφθαλµῷ) (299d6-e3).  

It is clear that there is some ambiguity at work here in the phrase, but it is also clear 

that the ambiguity is neither equivocation nor amphiboly. Neither the preposition ‘ἐν’ nor the 

reflexive ‘ἑαυτῷ’ is lexically ambiguous the way words like ‘µανθάνειν’ are. Moreover, the 

phrase ‘ἐν ἑαυτῷ’ does not literally admit of multiple syntactical construals the way that the 

phrases ‘δυνατὰ ὁρᾶν’ and ‘σιγῶντα λέγειν’ do. The feature that distinguishes the ambiguity 

at work here from the forms of ambiguity discussed earlier is that this use of ‘ἐν ἑαυτῷ’ is an 

elliptical expression and calls for us to understand some further elided complement.  

This form of ambiguity, which Plato goes on to expose, was later given the name 

‘ellipsis’ by the Stoics, who seem to have worked out an explicit account of ellipsis 

ambiguity in connection with arguments of the sort Plato here treats indirectly (see Edlow 

1975, 432-433). This form of ambiguity is a unique feature of possessive pronouns, genitive 

expressions and reflexives with elided complements, all of which can admit of different 

construals when they are expressed elliptically and a more precise specification of the 

possession is omitted. Galen provides our only surviving explicit discussion of this kind of 

ambiguity, which he defines as follows:  

 

The fourth [kind of ambiguity] is that arising from ellipsis, for example “the child is yours”. 
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For the parenthesis (τὸ διὰ µέσου) is omitted, namely, [yours] as master or [yours] as father 

(DC 13. 8-10).16   

 

‘τὸ διὰ µέσου’ is an expression for rhetorical parenthesis (see Herodianus’ de Figuris in 

Spengel 1856, 83), but it is here used in a more technical sense to refer to the elided or 

expressed word that more precisely fixes the meaning of an elliptically ambiguous term 

(Edlow 1975, 432). It is easy to see how this form of ambiguity could be exploited in 

refutations: a paidagogos might answer affirmatively to the question “is this child yours?” 

understanding “yours (as master)”, and from this agreement the Eristic questioner might 

exploit the ambiguity in the possessive pronoun and conclude that the child is the son of the 

paidagogos (i.e., the child is “yours (as father)”). Analogously, the reflexive pronoun in 

Dionysodorus’ argument is elliptically ambiguous, and can mean different things depending 

on whether one understands an elided parenthesis: in the original use of the expression, it 

simply denotes that Ctesippus wants gold in his own home, but Dionysodorus exploits the 

elliptical ambiguity in the words ‘ἐν ἑαυτῷ’—and treats this as a claim that Ctesippus wants 

gold inside of himself.  

Ctesippus indicates that an ambiguity of this sort has been exploited when he 

responds to Dionysodorus’ ellipsis fallacy by citing another, related case of ellipsis 

ambiguity. He claims that the Scythians have gold “in their skulls, their very own [skulls]” 

(ἐν τοῖς κρανίοις …τοῖς ἑαυτῶν) and, amazingly, they drink out of their own skulls, look 

inside them, and hold their own heads in their hands (299e3-9). The fact that the Scythians 

kept the skulls of their defeated enemies, had them gold-plated, and drank from them was 

                                                
16 The text is corrupt. Here I accept Edlow’s reading (1975, 432). 



30 

well known.17 The natural reading of ‘τοῖς’ in the phrase ‘τοῖς κρανίοις’ (which is here used 

in place of a possessive) is thus possessive in a weak sense: the Scythians keep their enemies’ 

skulls as their possessions.18 But this possessive use of the definite article is elliptically 

ambiguous, and Ctesippus’ subsequent collocation of the article ‘τοῖς’ (‘their’) with the 

parenthesis ‘ἑαυτῶν’ brings out a different meaning of the term which suggests that the 

Scythians are drinking out of their own personal heads. The most interesting feature of 

Ctesippus’ imitation of this ellipsis fallacy is the fact that he explains his intended meaning of 

‘ἐν τοῖς κρανίοις … τοῖς ἑαυτῶν’ with reference to another of Dionysodorus’ arguments 

which also relies on ellipsis ambiguity:  

 

Φασί γε οὖν, ὦ Εὐθύδηµε, ἔφη ὁ Κτήσιππος, τούτους εὐδαιµονεστάτους εἶναι 

Σκυθῶν καὶ ἀρίστους ἄνδρας, οἳ χρυσίον τε ἐν τοῖς κρανίοις ἔχουσιν πολὺ τοῖς 

ἑαυτῶν, ὥσπερ σὺ νυνδὴ ἔλεγες τὸν κύνα τὸν πατέρα, 

They say that the happiest and best men are among the Scythians, who have a lot of gold in 

their skulls, their very own [skulls] (in the same way you were just now speaking about your 

dog, your father) (299E5-6).  

 

The argument to which Ctesippus alludes in order to indicate his peculiar use of the words 

‘τοῖς ἑαυτῶν’ is an argument in which Dionysodorus, as Ctesippus does here, changes the 

meaning of an elliptically ambiguous possessive by collocating it with a different parenthesis 

                                                
17 This practice is described by Herodotus (IV. 65) and in the Dissoi Logoi (II. 13).  
18 On the use of the definite article in place of a possessive see Kühner and Gerth 1898, §461.2. That 

these definite articles are being used in a rather strong possessive sense, rather than meaning something 

like “the skulls in question” is suggested by the fact that Ctesippus refers to the argument that 

concludes “your dog is your father” with the phrase ‘τὸν κύνα τὸν πατέρα.’   
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than the one an interlocutor originally understood. In this earlier argument—which here 

Ctesippus simply calls “your dog, your father” (τὸν κύνα τὸν πατέρα)—Dionysodorus 

concluded from Ctesippus’ agreement to the claims “the dog is yours” and “the dog is a 

father” that “the dog is your [sc. Ctesippus’] father” (298e1-5). By connecting these two 

arguments I take Plato to be suggesting that just as Ctesippus changes the natural reading of 

‘τοῖς κρανίοις’ (‘their skulls (as possessions)’) to mean ‘their very own skulls’ by collocating 

‘τοῖς’ with ‘ἑαυτῶν,’ so in this earlier argument Dionysodorus changes the natural reading of 

‘σός’ (i.e., ‘yours (as pet)’) to mean ‘yours (as father)’ by collocating ‘σός’ with ‘πατήρ.’ 

Thus, by explaining his use of ‘τοῖς ἑαυτῶν’ in his remark about the Scythians with reference 

to the dogfather argument, and by producing this example in explicit response to the gold-in-

your-body argument, Ctesippus suggests that all three of these arguments rely on the same 

kind of elliptical ambiguity. Plato therefore exposes the ellipsis fallacies in the gold-in-your-

body and the dogfather arguments by having Ctesippus imitate Dionysodorus’ exploitations 

of ellipsis, and by doing so, provides his readers with the resources necessary for 

understanding that the fallacy is brought about by the collocation of an elliptically ambiguous 

word with a different parenthesis than the one an interlocutor is likely to understand when it 

is elided.  

 Comparison with Aristotle’s treatment of one of these arguments again proves 

fruitful, in so far as he recognizes Plato’s treatment as a solution, even though he himself has 

a different analysis of why the argument appears to be genuine. In Ch. 24 of the SE Aristotle 

cites six sophistical refutations that he takes to depend on accident—roughly, the mistake of 

assuming that an attribute belongs in the same way to a subject and its accident—and then 

discusses and dismisses earlier attempts to solve these fallacies in different ways. The final 

pair of arguments whose earlier diagnoses Aristotle discusses are those that begin with the 
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questions “is the statue yours?” and “is the dog your father?” (179a34-35). His criticism of 

the earlier solution to these arguments runs as follows:  

 

Some people also use the principle of ambiguity (τῷ διττῷ) to solve (λύουσι) the 

[aforementioned] deductions, e.g., that he is your father, or son, or slave. Yet it is evident that 

if the appearance of a refutation depends upon a plurality of uses, the word or the expression 

in question ought to bear a number of literal senses (κυρίως εἶναι πλειόνων). But nobody 

speaks of someone as being his child in the literal sense; if he is the child’s master, rather, the 

combination (ἡ σύνθεσις) is due to accident (παρὰ τὸ συµβεβηκός). “Is he yours” — ”yes” —  

“and is he a child?” — “then the child is yours”, because he happens to be (συµβέβηκεν εἶναι) 

both yours and a child, but he is not your child (179b38-180a7).   

 

We should first note that the solution Aristotle discusses seems clearly to be the Platonic one, 

and that he treats it as an attempt to solve the argument, rather than a mere report of a fallacy. 

Moreover, Aristotle’s report on this fallacy corroborates the view advanced above, that what 

Plato means to expose in these arguments is an exploitation of some kind of ambiguity. Plato 

indicates what he thought went wrong in the dogfather argument by having Ctesippus connect 

this argument with an inference just like it, one that also collocates an elliptically ambiguous 

term with a word that fixes its meaning in a way different from that under which it was 

originally understood. Aristotle moreover agrees with Plato that collocation, or combination 

(σύνθεσις) is the mechanism by which the fallacy is brought off. However, unlike Plato, he 

thinks the collocation exploits accident (παρὰ τὸ συµβεβηκός) rather than a form of 

ambiguity. Aristotle rejects Plato’s solution because he does not recognize ellipsis as a 

genuine kind of ambiguity: for Aristotle ‘σός πατὴρ’ does not literally mean both ‘your 

father’ and ‘your [possession who is a] father’ in the same way that ‘µανθάνειν’ does literally 
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mean ‘to learn’ and ‘to understand.’ Aristotle is thus operating with a more restricted 

conception of ambiguity than Plato.19  But even though he disagrees about which feature of 

the argument is problematic, the two are still in partial agreement about the means by which 

this problematic feature is exploited in these arguments. For Plato, the problematic feature of 

the argument is an elliptical ambiguity in the possessive pronoun, and in the Euthydemus, he 

shows that this ambiguity is exploited by means of collocation: by collocating ‘yours’ and 

‘father’, the Eristic fixes the meaning of the elliptically ambiguous term ‘yours’ with a 

different meaning than the answerer initially understood. Even though Aristotle instead thinks 

that the problematic feature of the argument has to do with a confusion about when accidents 

belong to their subject as well as the other accidents of that subject (179a35-39), he reveals 

his more general agreement with Plato about the means by which this feature is exploited 

when he calls arguments of this kind “a collocation due to accident” (παρὰ τὸ συµβεβηκὸς ἡ 

σύνθεσίς ἐστιν) (180a4). It is thus noteworthy that Aristotle does not dismiss this kind of 

solution because it fails to expose how the Eristics brought off the appearance of a genuine 

refutation, but rather because he has a more narrow conception of ambiguity, and his own 

theoretical commitments about the use of accidents in deductions.  

 

IV. DOES PLATO HAVE AN EXPLANATORY ACCOUNT OF FALLACY? 

 So far in this paper I have tried to show that Plato has a rather sophisticated 

understanding of the forms of verbal ambiguity he has his Eristics exploit in their refutations. 

Moreover, I have argued that the way Plato deploys these ambiguities in dramatic dialectical 

exchanges betrays a significant awareness of the way these forms of ambiguity can be 
                                                
19 Aristotle recognizes three kinds of linguistic ambiguity: Lexical ambiguity, syntactic ambiguity, and 

ambiguity in grammatical form, which produces fallacies that he calls “form of expression” (SE 

168a23-25).  
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exploited in arguments to create the appearance of a genuine refutation. We have also seen 

that Plato’s treatment of these particular fallacies is either identical to, or at least not 

significantly different from the sorts of solutions Aristotle offers for the same arguments. 

Nevertheless, it remains an open question whether these exposures are evidence of a proper 

theory of linguistic fallacies. Here I will take a step back from these particular arguments and 

consider how Plato’s solutions to linguistic fallacies measure up to the explanatory account of 

fallacies that Aristotle offers. I will first outline what I take it to mean to say that Aristotle has 

an explanatory account of fallacy. I will then show that Plato successfully achieved one part 

of this project.  

 Aristotle’s treatment of fallacies comes in the first half of the Sophistici Elenchi, 

where he presents an account of sophistical refutations and deductions in two phases. 

Aristotle defines sophistical refutations in the first sentence of the SE as arguments that 

“appear to be refutations, but are actually fallacies (παραλογισµῶν), not refutations” (164a20-

21). What I will call Aristotle’s explanatory account of fallacies is then an explanation of 

what both parts of this definition mean. He first explains what it means for the thirteen 

fallacies he recognizes to appear to be refutations or deduction (chs. 4 & 5) and then explains 

why each of these ways of appearing to refute or deduce fails to actually do so (ch. 6).  

The first part of Aristotle’s account of fallacies comes in chs. 4 and 5, where Aristotle 

divides the “ways (τρόποι) of [apparently] refuting” (165b23) into those “in language” and 

those “outside of language”: 

In language (παρὰ τὴν λέξιν) ch. 4:  
Equivocation (ὁµωνυµία): 165b30-166a6  
Amphiboly (ἀµφιβολία): 166a6-14 
Combination (σύνθεσις): 166a23-32 
Division (διαίρεσις): 166a33-38  
Accent (προσῳδία): 166b1-9  
Form of expression (σχῆµα λέξεως): 166b10-19).   
 

Outside of language (ἔξω τῆς λέξεως): ch. 5:  
Accident (παρὰ τὸ συµβεβηκός): 166b28-36 
Qualification (παρὰ τὸ (τὸ) ἁπλῶς ἢ µὴ ἁπλῶς 
λέγεσθαι): 166b37-167a20  

Ignorance of refutation (παρὰ τὴν τοῦ ἐλέγχου 
ἄγνοιαν):167a21-35  

Consequent (παρὰ τὸ ἑπόµενον): 167a36-39 
Begging the question (παρὰ τὸ <τὸ> ἐν ἀρχῇ 
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λαµβάνειν): 167b1-20 
Not-Cause as Cause (τὸ <τὸ> µὴ αἴτιον ὡς αἴτιον 
τιθέναι): 167b21-36  

Many questions (τὸ τὰ πλείω ἐρωτήµατα ἓν 
ποιεῖν): 167b37-168a16.  

  

Contrary to standard practice, I have intentionally not referred to the items Aristotle classifies 

here as “fallacious arguments”. Aristotle begins this classification with the “ways of refuting 

due to language”, and he describes the items that are usually called the “linguistic fallacies” 

as “the things that produce the illusion due to language” (τὰ µὲν παρὰ τὴν λέξιν ἐµποιοῦντα 

τὴν φαντασίαν) (165b24-25). This introduction to the classification thus suggests that what 

follows will be a catalogue of the sources of appearance in apparent refutations. This is in fact 

borne out by what follows: throughout these two chapters, Aristotle does not argue that the 

items he catalogues are fallacies; rather, each of these 13 categories isolates a different 

source—which Aristotle marks with the preposition παρὰ—of an argument’s appearing to be 

genuine without actually being so. Thus, what is being classified here are not yet fallacies as 

such—we don’t yet have an account of what it means for an argument to fail to be a genuine 

refutation. It is rather a classification and explanation of the sources of appearance in 

sophistical refutations and deduction. In what follows I will refer to these sources as the 13 

“causes of illusion”.  

 After he has classified these causes of illusion, Aristotle immediately introduces a 

new classification: 

 

We should either divide apparent deductions and refutations as above, or else explain them in 

terms of (ἀνακτέον εἰς) ignorance of what refutation is, making that the source (ἀρχὴν ταύτην 

ποιησαµένους); for it is possible to analyze (ἀναλῦσαι) all the aforesaid ways (τρόπους) [of 

apparently refuting] into breaches of the definition (διορισµόν) of a refutation (168a17-20).   
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It is clear that ignorance of the definition of a refutation is supposed to be some kind of 

source (ἀρχὴν—a19) that is explanatory of these ways of apparently refuting, but it is not 

immediately clear what kind of cause it is or what is being explained. Particularly puzzling is 

the relationship between the division of fallacies offered here, and the one that immediately 

precedes it. Much of the confusion over the relationship between these two classifications 

stems, on my view, from the assumption that both of these passages are classifications of 

fallacies.20 If, however, we recognize that the initial classification is a catalogue of the causes 

of illusion, we are provided a reading according to which the two classifications together 

provide an explanatory account of the 13 apparent refutations and deductions as Aristotle 

                                                
20 It is worth noting here that recognizing the distinct explanatory aims of the two classifications of 

fallacies helps us to understand one of the most puzzling features of these two classifications. In 

chapter five, “ignorance of the definition of refutation” is listed as one of the seven ways of refuting 

“outside of language” (167a21-35). But then in chapter six, all these ways of refuting are explained in 

terms of ignorance of what refutation is, and puzzlingly, the fallacy earlier called “ignorance of 

refutation” is shown to be fallacious because it is an instance of “ignorance of refutation” (168a17-21). 

If both classifications explain why these ways of refuting are fallacies, we have in chapter six the 

awkward explanation that the fallacy “ignorance of refutation” is a fallacy because it is an instance of 

itself. When we recognize that the two classifications do different explanatory work, this strangeness 

disappears. In the original classification, “ignorance of refutation” is shown to be a source of illusion: 

it is due to (παρὰ) an interlocutor’s ignorance of what a true refutation is that a sophistical refutation 

appears to be a genuine one. What Aristotle shows in this passage is simply that ignorance of the 

definition of genuine refutation is one of the possible sources of illusion in a sophistical refutation. The 

following classification then explains why arguments that depend on these sources of appearance are 

fallacies: arguments that fail to satisfy one of the criteria set down in the definition of a refutation, but 

appear to be genuine due to an interlocutor’s ignorance of true refutation are not genuine refutations 

because they do not satisfy the criteria necessary for a genuine refutation. The two classifications taken 

together teach us that those fallacies that appear to be genuine due to an interlocutor’s ignorance of 

what genuine refutation is (167a21-35) are in fact not genuine because arguments that exploit this 

ignorance fail to satisfy the criteria necessary for genuine refutation (168b17-21). 
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understands them. Sophistical refutations, for Aristotle, are arguments that “appear to be 

refutations (τῶν φαινοµένων µὲν ἐλέγχων), but are actually fallacies, not refutations (ὄντων 

δὲ παραλογισµῶν ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἐλέγχων)” (164a20-21). The initial classification, which isolates 

the features due to which these sophistical refutations produce the illusion of a refutation, 

explains why sophistical refutations and deductions appear to be genuine refutations or 

deductions. This account, however, does not offer us an explanation of why arguments that 

exploit these illusions do not constitute genuine refutations or deductions. The explanation of 

why arguments that rely on these causes of illusion are fallacies, rather than genuine 

deductions, comes in ch. 6, where Aristotle shows that each of the arguments that exploits 

one of these illusions fails to satisfy at least one of the criteria laid down in the definitions of 

genuine refutation and deduction. Thus, the two classifications together, on the present 

reading, explain why the 13 forms of apparent refutations and deductions (1) appear to be 

refutations or deductions (chs. 4-5) but (2) are not actually genuine refutations or deductions 

(ch. 6). Because, for Aristotle, arguments that exploit these illusions are all possible fallacies 

(169a18-20), these two classifications together constitute Aristotle’s complete treatment of 

fallacy. Thus, if we take Aristotle’s account as the standard for having an explanatory account 

of fallacy, what it means to have such a theory is to have an account of both (1) why fallacies 

appear to be genuine deductions or refutations and (2) why they nevertheless fall short of the 

requirements for a genuine refutation or deduction.  

 Having such a treatment of fallacy, however, is a different matter than providing a 

solution to a fallacy, and there are indications in the SE that many people were offering 

solutions to fallacies before Aristotle offered his own explanatory account. The second half of 

the Sophistici Elenchi considers fallacious refutations from the perspective of the answerer in 

a dialectical exchange, and offers guidance on how an answerer should offer solutions to such 
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refutations. This discussion of solutions to fallacies provides us with valuable insights into 

the culture of propounding and solving Eristic refutations. In particular, the contrasts 

Aristotle frequently draws between his preferred solution to a particular refutation and 

various other solutions on offer (e.g., 177b27-34; 179b7-12; b34-37; b37-180a7) makes it 

clear that offering solutions to Eristic refutations was an important part of the overall culture 

of Eristic refutations. Of particular importance for present purposes are Aristotle’s 

methodological remarks about what it means, in this culture of Eristic argumentation, to offer 

a solution to a fallacy:  

 

it is possible for a person to prove that a false conclusion has been deduced, but not to prove 

what it is due to (παρ᾽ ὃ) … for a solution is an exposure of a false deduction, of that due to 

which it is false (ἡ λύσις ἐµφάνισις ψευδοῦς συλλογισµοῦ, παρ᾽ ὃ ψευδής) (179b18-24).  

 

Here Aristotle claims that to offer a solution to a fallacy is to expose “what it is due to” (παρ᾽ 

ὃ). And as we have seen, Aristotle uses this παρὰ-expression to pick out the cause of illusion 

in an argument. To solve a fallacy is therefore to expose the cause of illusion on which it 

depends. For example, to solve an equivocal argument, for Aristotle, involves showing that it 

exploited lexical ambiguity, and therefore only appeared to refute an interlocutor’s claim, or 

only appeared to deduce about the same thing, because the argument uses the same word but 

exploits at least two different meanings of that word.  

Providing a solution to a fallacious argument, in a dialectical context, thus does not 

require a complete theory of fallacy of the kind Aristotle has, but rather only part of that 

theory—an understanding of the “ways of producing an illusion” in arguments (165b25). The 

fact that one can have this part of a theory of fallacy, but not the other, is corroborated by the 
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fact that Aristotle in the SE frequently attributes this kind of solution to his contemporaries 

and predecessors: because Aristotle was the first person to develop a definition of deduction 

and refutation (184b1-2), and because demonstrating that an argument is not a genuine 

refutation or deduction requires one to show that it fails to satisfy criteria set down in this 

definition, it would not have been possible for Aristotle’s predecessors to provide solutions to 

fallacies if doing so required that one explain why the argument is fallacious. In attributing 

solutions to other philosophers, including Plato (e.g., 165b31-34; 177a20-26; 179b38-180a7), 

Aristotle thus concedes that they understood some of the causes of illusion in fallacious 

arguments, even if they did not have all of the formal resources necessary for demonstrating 

that these arguments fall short of the standards for genuine deduction and refutation.  

We do not have evidence that Plato had the formal resources necessary to explain 

why the Eristic refutations he discusses in the Euthydemus are not genuine refutations, 

because doing so would require a formal conception of genuine refutation to hold up as the 

standards of which Eristic arguments fall short. But the foregoing analysis of Plato’s 

treatment of linguistic fallacies should make it clear that he did correctly identify a number of 

ways Eristic refutations produce the illusion of being genuine arguments. His exposures of 

arguments that depend on lexical, syntactic and elliptical ambiguity successfully identify the 

ambiguous terms that are exploited in these arguments and provide his readers with the 

resources necessary for understanding how the exploitation of these ambiguities makes a 

refutation appear to successfully refute even though it does not actually do so. The task of 

exposing these illusions, moreover, goes a long way toward understanding why such 

arguments are illegitimate, even if one has not yet worked out all the formal details. Once one 

recognizes, for instance, that ‘µανθάνειν’ means different things when it applies to opposite 

people, one is no longer under the illusion that one has been refuted by arguments like those 
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the Eristics offer. It is not additionally necessary to be offered an explicit definition of 

refutation, of which such an argument falls short, in order to be rid of the illusion that one has 

been refuted by such an argument. Thus, although Plato had not done the formal work of 

defining genuine deductions and refutations, and therefore did not have a complete treatment 

of fallacy of the kind Aristotle does, his exposures of the causes of illusion due to ambiguous 

language nevertheless made significant progress in the demarcation of fallacious from 

genuine reasoning.21  
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