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5 Those ‘Funny Words’ Medieval Theories of Syncategorematic Terms Joke Spruyt and Catarina Dutilh Novaes



What does it mean to say that words have meaning? Perhaps the most immediate answer to this question would be to point out that words have the property of standing for things so that we can talk about the latter by using the former. This is why the Lilliputians in Gulliver’s Travels thought they could do away with language by carrying around large collections of objects, so that (for the purpose of communication) the objects themselves could be demonstrated rather than being designated by means of words. One immediate problem with the Lilliputian conception of word meaning is that there are all kinds of words that we regularly use, but that do not obviously designate ‘things’, properly speaking. This is true even of some kinds of nouns (say, in the case of abstract nouns such as ‘solitude’ or ‘justice’), adjectives, and verbs—that is, the kinds of words that would typically mean objects. But the issue becomes more acute with respect to a large number of words that are regularly used in discourse and yet do not signify things, not even abstract things, in any obvious way. Some examples are, ‘every’, ‘some’, ‘not’, ‘if ’, ‘and’, ‘or’, and many others. If the Lilliputians are right, these words do not make any signiﬁcant contribution to the overall meaning of a piece of discourse; their existence would perhaps be for mere adornment. But, of course, the Lilliputians are wrong: such words typically perform crucial functions for the meaningfulness of complex expressions, and therefore their semantic import must be accounted for by any encompassing theory of linguistic meaning. Some of the philosophical questions pertaining to such words are: Do they have meaning at all? If yes, what is the nature of their meaning? What is the ontological status of whatever it is that they signify? Do they have meaning when taken in isolation, or are they meaningful only in conjunction with other words that themselves do signify ‘things’? What do they contribute to the meaning of the complex expressions where they occur, and how do they do so?



MEDIEVAL THEORIES OF SYNCATEGOREMATIC TERMS



101



As it happens, the Latin thirteenth and fourteenth centuries constituted a period of intense philosophical interest in this class of words. The medieval authors conceptualized the distinction between terms that (usually) signify things on their own (which are typically the subjects or predicates of propositions)1 and these other ‘funny words’2 by means of the opposition between categorematic and syncategorematic terms. To be sure, the distinction as such (if not the terminology) dates back to Aristotle and the sixth-century grammarian Priscian (see Section 1.1); but in the thirteenth century, for the ﬁrst time, a large number of treatises focusing speciﬁcally on such terms and bearing the title Syncategoremata were composed. In the fourteenth century, discussions on syncategoremata were absorbed into general logical treatises, and this later period represents the maturation and consolidation of this tradition. These authors offered various answers to questions pertaining to the meaning of syncategoremata (such as the ones listed in the previous paragraph), giving rise to a wealth of interesting discussions on the nature and meaning of such terms. One of the important features of this collection of texts is that authors were interested in the behaviour of such terms from a distinctively logical point of view, thus departing from the earlier grammatical focus. Because this tradition adopts a logical perspective to discuss these words that do not obviously stand for things, the range of expressions that were dealt with tended to correspond to terms speciﬁcally contributing to the inferential and truth-conditional properties of propositions, such as quantifying terms (‘every’ (omnis), ‘something’ (aliquid), and so on) and propositional connectives (‘or’ (vel), ‘if ’ (si), ‘and’ (et), etc.). So these medieval authors did not discuss extensively words that are now of interest to the modern linguist (such as prepositions, particles, auxiliaries, and so on), but that arguably do not have a signiﬁcant impact for the inferential properties and truth-conditions of propositions. Given this distinctively logical focus, it is not surprising that the medieval tradition on syncategoremata has received ample attention predominantly from historians and philosophers of logic. Nevertheless, these discussions represent an example of the ﬂuidity with which philosophical issues pertaining to logic and to language were treated in the Latin medieval period. Some contemporary authors, such as MacFarlane (2009), have suggested that the concept of syncategoremata is to be seen as the medieval counterpart of the modern notion of logical constants. There are, however, important conceptual dissimilarities going beyond the mere differences in historical context; to begin with, the extension of the class of syncategorematic terms was typically considered to be much wider than what is now typically considered to be the extension of the class of logical constants. Now, reﬂecting on the differences and commonalities between medieval discussions on syncategorematic terms and modern discussions on logical constants 1 In what follows, we will use ‘proposition’ in the medieval sense of propositio, which roughly means a declarative sentence. 2 A very apt expression used by Sten Ebbesen (1995: 180) to refer to syncategoremata.
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offers a fruitful vantage point to discuss signiﬁcant philosophical implications on both sides of the story. In particular, the contrast with medieval discussions on syncategoremata allows for a critical evaluation of some of the presuppositions underpinning current debates on logical constants. The goal of this chapter is thus to present a survey of the syncategoremata literature in the Latin thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The emphasis will be on the different answers given to the question of the nature of syncategoremata and their meaningfulness. The ﬁrst part offers a historical overview of the medieval discussions on syncategoremata, focusing in particular on thirteenth-century treatises and their analyses of the nature of these terms, as well as some of their semantic and metaphysical implications. It ends with a brief account of later developments in the fourteenth century. Overall, it may be said that the main concern of medieval authors in their analyses of syncategorematic terms is to investigate the contribution of these terms to the meaning (and truth-conditions) of the propositions in which they occurred. Such discussions were integrated in the broader context of the medieval focus on issues of linguistic interpretation in general—in particular, but not exclusively, textual interpretation. Indeed, the generation of the possible meaning(s) of complex expressions such as propositions is a key component of Latin medieval logic and semantics (Dutilh Novaes 2008). The second part presents a systematic comparison between the medieval concept of syncategoremata and the modern concept of logical constants—a salient comparison, given that medieval authors conceptualized the meaning of such terms mostly in terms of their inferential and truth-conditional (logical) properties. One important commonality between the two frameworks is the issue of whether syncategoremata/ logical constants have meaning at all, and if they do, what is the nature of their meaning. The main difference, by contrast, seems to be that medieval authors did not in any way view the enterprise of demarcating the class of syncategoremata as related to the broader issue of the scope of logic. Relatedly, while some medieval authors did conceptualize the notion of the form of an argument or proposition in terms of syncategoremata, most of them recognized that the demarcation between categorematic and syncategorematic terms (which would correspond to the matter and the form of an argument or proposition, respectively) need not (or cannot) be a sharp one. All in all, the chapter presents an overview of a textual tradition where the issue of the meaning of words that do not obviously stand for things is extensively discussed, and where different answers are given. The comparison with modern debates on logical constants serves to illustrate the systematic interest of this historical analysis for an important issue in current philosophy of logic and language. However, the relevance of these medieval discussions for contemporary questions on linguistic meaning in general most likely goes well beyond the speciﬁc debate on logical constants, and concerns more generally the issue of the nature of these ‘funny words’, which represent a serious challenge to the Lilliputian conception of linguistic meaning.
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1. Syncategoremata in the Medieval Context In order to make sense of medieval analyses of the properties of terms3 in general, including those of syncategorematic words, we need to be aware of their starting point. As is well known, logic in the Middle Ages was listed alongside rhetoric and grammar as composing the trivium curriculum, to be pursued (alongside the quadrivium) by students before they embarked on a speciﬁc academic curriculum (theology, law, medicine). Indeed, logic was thought to provide the methodological foundations for students in their further academic pursuits; in particular, skills of (textual) interpretation were highly relevant. Discussions of syncategoremata are found in a variety of treatises. From the way in which linguistic expressions like syncategoremata were dealt with, especially in the thirteenth century and later on, we can see that the authors attempted to ﬁnd a way to solve speciﬁc problems, in particular with respect to propositions that pose interpretational difﬁculties (known as sophismata).4 In the recent literature, it has been suggested that syncategoremata should be viewed exclusively as logical operators or constants. For example, in her comprehensive study on the Syncategoremata of William of Sherwood, Kirchhoff emphasizes the logical import of syncategorematic words. Focusing on this particular aspect of syncategoremata leads her to make a distinction between syncategorematic words in a broad and a strict sense. It is, she thinks, only words that fall in the latter category that are to be qualiﬁed as syncategoremata proper—that is, words that carry out a speciﬁc (logical) function in a proposition. Speciﬁcally, she seems to identify syncategorematic words with expressions whose function can give rise to ambiguities of scope, and thus have a potential to lead to fallacious inferences. Hence her claim that many of the expressions studied in the syncategoremata treatises of the thirteenth century are not really syncategorematic words at all, by which she obviously means to say that the expression syncategorema for such expressions is a misnomer (Kirchhoff 2008: 162). However, the history of syncategoremata itself reveals that, for quite a long time, the division between categorematic and syncategorematic words was not based on any uniﬁed system of linguistic or logical analysis. Even though many authors presented similar-sounding deﬁnitions of syncategoremata, none of the earlier treatises actually provided a clear-cut criterion to distinguish them from other linguistic 3 ‘Term’ is the translation of terminus, an expression that was used for the subject and predicate in a proposition. But when the medievals spoke about ‘properties of terms’, they meant the features of words relevant for deciding on the truth or falsity of a proposition where they occurred. See Read (2011). 4 A sophisma is a proposition that is something of a puzzle, or of which the truth-value is difﬁcult to determine because it can be understood in different ways. Well-known examples of sophismata are ‘Only one is’, ‘Inﬁnitely many are ﬁnitely many’, ‘Nothing is nothing’, ‘Nothing and a chimaera are brothers’, ‘No one running you are an ass’. For a list of sophismata discussed in the Syncategoremata treatises, see Kirchhoff (2008: 173–7); for a detailed explanation of sophismata and a discussion of examples, see Pironet and Spruyt (2011).
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expressions. It is not surprising then that different authors of Syncategoremata treatises were not in agreement about which expressions counted as syncategoremata, and thus which were to be dealt with in those works. After the thirteenth century, the descriptions and explanations of syncategorematic words became more reﬁned, but, even so, there was still no decisive way to differentiate these expressions from others. Moreover, the nature of syncategoremata is not always explained in the same way. Some authors focused on semantic aspects of such terms taken in isolation, by considering the peculiar kind of (con)signiﬁcation of syncategorematic words, while others highlighted the role of syncategorematic expressions within the context of a proposition as a bearer of truth and falsity.



1.1. Early Sources and Medieval Treatises on Syncategoremata It would be beyond the scope of this chapter to go through the entire, very long history leading up to the development of syncategorema treatises,5 so let us conﬁne ourselves to a few important landmarks leading up to the distinction between categorematic and syncategorematic terms in the Middle Ages. One of the origins of the medievals’ interest can be traced back to Aristotle’s De interpretatione, speciﬁcally the passage in De interpretatione 3, 16a19–25, in which he distinguishes between noun and verb, and the expression ‘to be’.6 Aristotle explains that nouns and verbs are tied up with some res, whereas the expression ‘is’ taken by itself has no such connection. This distinction is based on the notion that there are words that have a complete meaning of their own—that is, they allow the intellect to come to rest by presenting a concept to it. The expression ‘to be’, however, acquires its meaning only by being adjoined to other expressions. The medievals’ interest in syncategoremata was also inspired by Priscian’s Grammar, which presents a division of linguistic expressions into different classes. Priscian mentions the ‘dialecticians’ (presumably the Peripatetici, following Aristotle), who considered nouns and verbs as having a signiﬁcation of their own, whereas other kinds of expression, the syncategoremata, were claimed to ‘consignify’ only (Inst. gramm. II, 15, 545–7). The notion of consigniﬁcation also came to the fore in another important source for the medieval classiﬁcation into two separate types of expression—that is, the work of Boethius. He drew a distinction between true parts of speech—that is, nouns and verbs—and other linguistic expressions, on the grounds that only the former can function as the subject or predicate of a proposition; others, such as ‘is’ (est) and ‘is not’ (non est), the expressions ‘every’ (omnis), ‘no’ (nullus), and ‘some’ (aliquis)—that is, the signs of quantity (signa quanititatis),



5



More details can be found in Braakhuis (1979: pt I, ch. 1) and (Kirchhoff 2008: pt I). A shorter but informative account can be found in Kretzmann (1982). 6 From the Aristotelian perspective, and within the tradition of the thirteenth-century Syncategorema treatises, it is not correct to identify the verb ‘is’ (est) as the copula. For an in-depth discussion of the Aristotelian background of medieval analyses of the verb ‘to be’, see de Rijk (2002: 75–80).
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expressions we now know as quantiﬁers—merely indicate the quality and quantity respectively of the propositions they occur in—for example, ‘Every man is an animal’ (omnis homo est animal). The semantic function of such signs of quality and quantity, according to Boethius, is to consignify (cf. Boethius, In periherm. II, 149– 157; De syll. cat., 706C–797A). Syncategoremata came to be a separate domain of enquiry only in the thirteenth century, with the emergence of treatises devoted exclusively to this class of terms. This period is interesting for our purposes, because of the growing importance of studying linguistic expressions in general from the perspective of their being a vehicle of truth.7 From this period, there are three kinds of tracts on syncategorematic words—namely, Distinctiones treatises, Sophistaria, and Syncategoremata. All these treatises present, analyse, and discuss syncategorematic terms, albeit from slightly different starting points,8 and all of them deal with the analysis of propositions that require close scrutiny in virtue of the syncategorematic words occurring in them. From the outset, the nature of syncategorematic words was usually established along two main lines—namely, in semantic or in grammatical terms.9 The ﬁrst type of explanation is based on the meaning of these linguistic expressions: unlike categorematic terms, syncategorematic ones do not have a (complete) signiﬁcation of their own, but only if they are combined with an expression of the former kind. The grammatical approach to syncategoremata is based on the idea that certain words can function as subjects or predicates (which were called the ‘extremes’) of a proposition, whereas syncategoremata by themselves cannot; instead, if a syncategorematic word is combined with a subject or a predicate, it will modify that term in a certain way. Besides these characterizations, authors had other ways to single out syncategoremata from other kinds of terms in the texts. For example, the famous medieval logician Peter of Spain (one of the most widely read logicians in the Middle Ages)10 claims that the expressions ‘is’ (est) and ‘not’ (non) are the two basic syncategoremata, and that all others are such that they can be substituted by expressions with the addition of ‘is’.11 Throughout his expose´ we can see traces of the different perspectives—that is, grammar and (Aristotelian–Boethian) logic from which the interest in syncategoremata had started to grow. But, although these perspectives are still alive in the thirteenth century, more attention is devoted to the analysis of complex expressions in which the syncategorematic terms occur.



7



See Goubier (2003) for a discussion of this development. For a more elaborate discussion of the different perspectives on syncategorematic expressions, see Braakhuis (1979: pt I, 16–21). 9 In fact, Kirchhoff (2008: 47) identiﬁes four different ways in which authors distinguished between categorematic and syncategorematic expressions. 10 See Spruyt (1989, 2012). 11 For example, the syncategorema ‘alone’ (solus) signiﬁes ‘not with another’ (non cum alio); see Peter of Spain, Syncategoreumata, III, ch. 6). 8
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1.2. Explaining the Nature of Syncategoremata Most authors of syncategoremata treatises in the thirteenth century simply mention the meaning of syncategorematic words as one of the properties of terms in general, apparently taking for granted that syncategorematic terms do have a meaning/ signiﬁcation. One exception is Nicholas of Paris: he raises the question whether syncategorematic words have signiﬁcation at all, and mentions a number of arguments pro and contra the suggestion that syncategeromatic words do signify something, somehow. The arguments contra are all related to the suggestion that signiﬁcation is tied up with a ‘thing’ (res) of some kind—that is, a substance or a quality, and, since syncategorematic words do not fulﬁl that requirement, they do not have a signiﬁcation. The arguments in favour of the claim pertain to the idea that the combination of a syncategorematic word with a categorematic expression affects the signiﬁcation of the resulting expression, and therefore a syncategorema must have a signiﬁcation in its own right as well. In order to settle the dispute, Nicholas refers to the well-known distinction between ‘general signiﬁcation’ (signiﬁcatio generalis) and ‘speciﬁc signiﬁcation’ (signiﬁcatio specialis) (cf. Nicholas of Paris, Syncategoreumata, 45–9; the distinction also features in modistae treatises). To give an example, the noun ‘man’ has a twofold signiﬁcation: the general signiﬁcation is to signify substance with a quality, and the special signiﬁcation of ‘man’ is a substance under the (speciﬁc) quality of humanity. While the general signiﬁcation tells us which type of word we are dealing with (for instance, whether a word is a noun, or a verb, and so on)—something we need to know in order to produce a well-formed locution12—the special signiﬁcation forms the basis of a locution in so far as it signiﬁes something that is true or false. This distinction is then used to explain the nature of syncategoremata. Some words, like indeclinables (that is, adverbs that modify the expressions they are conjoined with, such as ‘now’, ‘not’, ‘when’, ‘possibly’; syncategoremata are reckoned among them), do have a distinctive characteristic that identiﬁes them as being an expression of a certain type (like a syncategorema), but they are different from nouns and verbs, because they can have a complete signiﬁcation only if they are conjoined with a categorematic word.13 For some authors, for example, Peter of Spain, all syncategorematic words can ultimately be reduced to the verb ‘is’ (est) and to the negative particle ‘not’ (non). These expressions have a general signiﬁcation. To be sure, syncategoremata do not



12 This is to say that there are rules about which kinds of words can be combined with one another. So a verb can be combined with a noun (i.e., any nominalized expression, including nominalized verbs and adjectives) and vice versa, but one cannot produce a meaningful phrase by just placing two verbs after one another. 13 Nicholas of Paris, Syncategoreumata (= Braakhuis 1979: pt II), 68–9: “Unde signiﬁcatio generalis eorum [sc. syncateg.] est quidam modus signiﬁcandi incomplete per se, quod modus terminatur ad adiunctum.”
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signify some ‘thing’ (res), but they indicate a disposition, which is a kind of ‘quality’ that pertains to the subject or predicate—not in the sense of their being some ‘thing’, but in their function of being the subject or predicate of a proposition. To give an example of this distinction, in the expression ‘A white man runs well’, the adverb ‘well’ and the adjective ‘white’ are (expressions of) dispositions of the things underlying the predicate and subject respectively (that is, the adverb ‘well’ expresses a disposition of the act of running and the adjective ‘white’ expresses a disposition of the substance man), whereas syncategoremata do not signify things or dispositions of things, but instead they signify dispositions of a subject in its function of being a subject and/or of a predicate in its function of being a predicate.14 So the expression ‘not’ in the proposition ‘A man is not running’ expresses a disposition of the predicate in its function of being the predicate of the proposition, which is to say it is not some quality of the act of running, but rather some ‘quality’ of the predicate in relation to the subject. Thus, for Peter of Spain, the notions of composition and negation (as expressed by the terms ‘is’ and ‘not’, respectively) form the basis for all syncategoremata. The concept of ‘composition’ used here derives from the traditional way of explaining the signiﬁcation of nouns and verbs. As already mentioned, a noun is said to signify a composition of a quality with a substance, and a verb (a conjugated verb, that is, like ‘runs’) a composition of an act with a substance. The starting point for the analysis of the verb ‘is’ is an account of the verb in general. This is because every verb contains ‘is’ as a basic element.15 Every verb, Peter says, signiﬁes a composition of an act with a substance: the composition involved is based upon an inclination—that is, the natural inclination of an act towards a substance.16 But a verb also (con)signiﬁes a second kind of inclination—namely—one of the intellect: the intellect has a natural inclination to unite the act (or being acted upon) signiﬁed by the verb with a substance, and so the intellect carries out that composition.17 For instance, the verb ‘runs’ signiﬁes a speciﬁc something (which the medievals called a res verbi)—that is, the act of running—but to be meaningful this verb also requires an underlying substance—that is, the thing that is carrying out the act of running. So this (second) composition of the act of running with a substance comes about only as a result of an



14



The expression ‘every’ (omnis) is explained in a similar way (Tractatus XII, p. 2112–4). This is explained by analysing a verb; e.g. the verb ‘runs’ (currit) is identical to ‘is running’ (est currens), i.e. a combination of the verb ‘is’ plus the participle corresponding to the verb. 16 Traditionally, the noun was said to signify a quality with a substance without ‘distance’, i.e., the substance and quality are understood as being completely united; for example, in the noun ‘man’ the quality of manhood and the entity that posesses it are understood as completely one. The verb, on the other hand, signiﬁes an act with a substance, but with ‘distance’, i.e., the act is not considered as being completely united with the substance, but as being ‘inclined’ towards a substance; so the verb ‘runs’ obviously gives to understand a something that is doing the running, but the act is understood separately from any particular kind of substance (anything can be doing the running). 17 For details, see Spruyt (1989: 134–7). 15
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activity of the intellect: the intellect realizes that the running must be executed by a substance. Interestingly, the way in which Peter makes use of the notion ‘as carried out’ in this connection is ambiguous. His explanation of the basic syncategorema ‘is’ as (con) signifying a composition ‘as carried out’ contains two elements: the carrying-out of the composition applies both to the function of the verb itself, that is, the verb ‘is’ itself combines a substance with an act, but it also indicates the underlying activity of the intellect, which has the inclination to unite an act with substance. This would mean that the signiﬁcation of the expression ‘is’ is ultimately based upon a mental activity of combining. The intellect is affected by some relationship between two ‘things’ (that is, a substance and some act or being acted upon), and then proceeds to unite them. To put it differently, the intellect understands the act expressed by the verb as being inclined towards a substance, and is affected by that inclination, whereupon it proceeds to unite that act with a substance.18 The second basic notion underlying the signiﬁcation of all syncategoremata is that of the negation expressed by the particle ‘not’, which is discussed in depth by Peter of Spain and others.19 The way in which this particle expresses negation, however, is not the same as that of the noun ‘negation’. While the noun signiﬁes negation ‘as signiﬁed’ (ut signiﬁcatus), that is to say it indicates a kind of something, a concept, the particle signiﬁes negation ‘as carried out’ (ut exercita).20 The syncategorema ‘not’ is predominantly explained in terms of its function, which is to remove a composition. Besides explaining consigniﬁcation of the particle in these general terms, Peter also analyses the kinds of composition the particle can remove, when it is added to a noun (as in ‘not-man’, the particle removes the composition of some substance with the quality of humanity), or a verb (for example, ‘not runs’, or ‘is not running’, in which case the particle removes the act of running from some substance), or a complex expression, containing a noun and a verb (for example, ‘Socrates is not running’, in which case the whole composition that Socrates is running is denied). The discussion in this section also focuses on issues pertaining to scope. Another Syncategoremata author, Robert Bacon (early thirteenth century), also speaks of syncategoremata in terms of “affects of the intellect” (Braakhuis 1979: pt. I, 109). This mental counterpart of syncategorematic expressions plays a vital role in his way of explaining the syncategorematic word ‘if ’ (si). Bacon says that the expression 18 The noun and verb are different in that respect: unlike the noun, the signiﬁcatio of the verb only indirectly includes the substance it belongs to, and so it requires the detour of ‘predication’ to be united with its substance; see Spruyt (1989: 124–5). 19 For an overview, see Kirchhoff (2008: 133). 20 For a linguistic expression to signify something ut conceptus means that it gives to understand a something (a concrete or abstract ‘entity’ of some sort), whereas to signify something ut exercita is to signify it as a function. A negation is a kind of something, you could say, but a negation can also be understood as something that is carried out, or performed. For further details on this feature of syncategoremata, see Spruyt (1989: 144–5).
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‘if ’ consigniﬁes a “continuation” of the prior (that is, that which precedes the expression ‘if ’ in the sentence) to the posterior (that is, what comes after ‘if ’), as in ‘If Socrates is running, he is moving’. However, it does not signify this continuation in the manner of a concept, but instead in the manner of an affect: the intellect is affected, so to speak, by a particular ordering between two complex states of being—for example, that Socrates is running and that he is moving—to the extent that the two states are related to each other in such a way that one complex state, that Socrates is moving, follows from the other, that Socrates is running. So the intellect conceives two coherent complexes and is affected by the ordering between them—that is to say, it is “disposed” by the ordering. And the sign of this ordering actually affecting the intellect is the word ‘if ’.21 From this very short survey of some Syncategoremata authors and their views as to what a syncategorema is, we can see that the accounts are quite diverse.22 Moreover, their discussions are not always in line with what they explicitly present to us as syncategoremata in their treatises. The lists of syncategoremata they discuss are not always the same either.23 Finally, it is not always clear how to distinguish between a syncategorema and other expressions. Most authors recognized that certain expressions, such as ‘inﬁnite’ (inﬁnitus), can be used in two different ways: some make a distinction between ‘inﬁnite’ as a something (res) or a mode (modus).24 Another way of putting it is to say that ‘inﬁnite’ can be used either categorematically—in which case it indicates a something, that is, a particular number, which is inﬁnite—or syncategorematically—in which case it indicates a ‘mode’, as they say: ‘inﬁnite’ in this way is taken to be equivalent to something like ‘more than whichever number you choose’. These two ways of understanding ‘inﬁnite’ are then used as a means to analyse the sophisma25 Inﬁnita sunt ﬁnita, somewhat inappropriately translated as ‘Inﬁnitely many are ﬁnitely many’.26



1.3. Syncategoremata and the Meaning of Complex Expressions The authors of Syncategoremata treatises are also deeply concerned with how syncategorematic expressions occurring in a proposition can affect its meaning as a whole. The presence of these words is a decisive factor to establish the truth-value of an expression. In the words of Peter of Spain, “it is because a state of affairs is or is not



21 Robert Bacon, Syncategoreumata, in Braakhuis (1979: pt I, 153): “hec coniunctio ‘si’ signiﬁcat continuationem prioris ad posterius. Verbi gratia: ‘si Sortes currit, Sortes movetur’. Notandum tamen quod non signiﬁcat continuationem tamquam conceptum sed tamquam affectum. Hoc est dictu quod anima concipit duo complexa coherentia, et ita afﬁcitur ordine eorum; cuius ordinem actualiter afﬁcientis anima nota est hec dictio ‘si’ ”. 22 The diverse approaches are highlighted in Goubier (2003: 96–7) and Kirchhoff (2008: 163). 23 For an overview of all the expressions included among the syncategoremata in the thirteenth century, see Kirchhoff (2008: 133–4). 24 See, e.g., Henry of Ghent, Syncategoremata, 13331–335. 25 For an explanation of sophisma, see n. 3. 26 See, e.g., William of Sherwood, Syncategoremata, 3011–23.
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the case that a proposition is true or false. Now the truth or falsity in an expression is caused by [sic] the syncategorematic words, such as ‘only’, ‘alone’, ‘unless’, ‘but’ and the like” (Peter of Spain, Syncategoreumata, Introduction, ch. 1). Propositions then are explained as signifying a kind of ‘composition’ between extremes. For instance, the proposition ‘John is running’ is said to signify the composition of the substance John with the act of running. Accordingly, some authors (following Peter of Spain) take the notion of ‘composition’27 as the starting point of their discussion on syncategorematic words (cf., e.g., Nicholas of Paris, Syncategoremata, 9–11). In order to understand a complex expression (enuntiatio), we need to understand its principal parts—that is, the noun and verb—and the secondary parts, which include (a) the parts that determine what exactly the primary parts signify—that is, adjectives and conjunctives—and (b) the parts that determine the primary parts as subjects or predicates of a proposition—that is, the syncategoremata (William of Sherwood, Syncategoremata, 31–18). Sometimes the speciﬁc logical contribution of such terms is made explicit, by listing their functional properties—that is, distribution, exclusion, negation, and so on (Henry of Ghent, Syncategoremata, 41–3). Thus, the thirteenth-century treatises share one very important premiss: they all recognize that it is of paramount importance to understand how a syncategorema operates in a proposition. All the treatises on syncategorematic terms show a keen interest in problems related to the correct understanding of the propositions in which they occur. Goubier has duly noted this particular thirteenth-century perspective on syncategoremata, a development he sees as connected to a “list of problems analysed within a formal semantics of natural language” (Goubier 2003: 85; emphasis added). However, it remains to be seen whether it is indeed speciﬁcally a formal semantics of natural language that the authors are after.



1.4. Syncategoremata and Metaphysical Issues It is worth noticing that, in discussions about the basic syncategorematic terms, authors actually delve quite deeply into metaphysical problems. Thus, questions are asked along the lines of “What kind of being is a composition?”, “What exactly is the nature of the composition that is removed by the negation?” These questions are addressed by looking at speciﬁc problematic propositions containing ‘is’ and ‘not’. How should we interpret propositions like ‘A chimera is a non-being’? What is the subject matter of the denial involved? Similar problems are addressed when the authors discuss the expressions ‘necessarily’ (necessario) and ‘contingently’ (contingenter), two syncategorematic terms.28



27



For a more detailed explanation of ‘composition’, see Section 1.4. For a survey of thirteenth-century accounts of the syncategoremata ‘necessario’ and ‘contingenter’, see Spruyt (1994). (Everyone agreed that ‘necessarily’ and ‘contingently’ are syncategoremata.) 28
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To be sure, the topics just mentioned enter the logical treatises mainly because of the authors’ engagement in argumentation.29 But, by doing so, the authors’ underlying metaphysical interests clearly come to the surface. From the different solutions in their treatments of syncategorematic words, we can see that they have distinct views regarding the truth-value of the expressions where they occur. The diverse approaches to syncategorematic words reveal different stances with regard to ontological questions, as some examples will show. Let us start with the expression ‘is’; for Peter of Spain, it is apparent that it does not necessarily have ontological import. The author reveals his position by addressing the question of whether the composition expressed by the verb ‘is’ (that is, in a locution of the form of ‘A is B’ expressing the composition that A is B) is a being or not. He answers in the afﬁrmative, claiming that every composition expressed by the verb ‘is’ is indeed a being of some kind, but not necessarily a being of a real kind. One should distinguish between ‘being simpliciter’, as expressed in statements like ‘man is an animal’ (homo est animal) and ‘Socrates is running’ (Sortes est currens, on the assumption, of course, that Socrates exists and is in fact running), and what he calls ‘being in certain sense’ (or ‘being in a qualiﬁed sense’), as expressed by ‘a chimera is opinable’ (chimaera est opinabile; ‘opinable’ means that it can be thought of, or thought about). This distinction is also explained in terms of the inferential force of the three different expressions: from ‘Socrates is running’ it follows ‘Socrates is’ (Sortes est, in which case ‘is’ amounts to ‘exists’), whereas from ‘man is an animal’ it does not follow ‘(a) man is’ (homo est, in which case too ‘is’ amounts to ‘exists’) and from ‘a chimera is opinable’ it does not follow ‘a chimera is’.30 Similar considerations are found in Peter’s analysis of the expressions containing the syncategorema ‘necessarily’ (necessario). The issue is brought forward by considering the question whether or not the modal adverb ‘necessarily’ has ampliative force—that is, whether the application range of the subject term of the proposition in question includes (in medieval parlance, ‘ampliates to’) past, present, future, and even possible instances of the relevant entities. According to Peter of Spain, it does. For example, the proposition ‘every man is necessarily an animal’ (omnis homo necessario est animal) is true whether or not any man actually exists: the modiﬁer ‘necessarily’ ampliates the application range of the expression ‘man’ to include past, present, future, and possible instances of men. The truth of this proposition is based upon the subject matter at hand: the proposition is about the necessity involved in being a man, which includes his being an animal. Thus what is referred to in this proposition is man as such (that is, the species man), not individual men. Other Syncategoremata authors, like Henry of Ghent—who, incidentally, presents an elaborate account of the notion of necessity in general—disagree with this approach. 29 Ebbesen (2011: 101) rightly remarks that what thirteenth-century logicians were interested in was “detecting ﬂaws in argumentation”. 30 For details, see Spruyt (1989: 138–42).
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His view emerges in his analysis of the inference ‘every man is of necessity an animal; therefore Socrates is of necessity an animal’ (omnis homo de necessitate est animal; ergo Sortes de necessitate est animal). Peter of Spain says that the inference is invalid, on account of his perspective on the kind of being spoken of in the ﬁrst proposition; Henry of Ghent, on the other hand, denies that ‘necessarily’ (or ‘of necessity’) has ampliative force, claiming that the necessity here applies to the relationship between the subject and the predicate only. Considering the fact that every man is necessarily an animal, and given that Socrates is a man, then of course Socrates is of necessity an animal.31 Another example of a syncategorema inviting reﬂection on ontological issues is ‘only’ (tantum), particularly bought up in connection with the sophisma ‘only one is’ (tantum unum est).32 Even in some relatively short expositions, the ontological problems underlying the discussion are apparent. In Peter of Spain’s work the sophisma ‘only one is’ comes up when he introduces two rules that govern the use of ‘only’: the ﬁrst rule roughly runs “If you use an exclusive word (e.g. in ‘Only men are white’) the very thing you are excluding (in the example, ‘whiteness’) should be asserted in that (i.e., in ‘men’) from which all other things are excluded” (Syncategoreumata, III, 9, 108–9); the second says that “Every true exclusive proposition (e.g. ‘Only men are white’), leaves the truth of the basic proposition intact” (Syncategoreumata, III, 10, 110–11). The proof of the sophisma runs: One is, and there is nothing that is not one; therefore only one is. The disproof runs: Many things are; therefore not only one is (Syncategoreumata, III, 11, 110–11). Peter concludes that the sophisma ‘Only one is’ is ambiguous, because the term ‘one’ is equivocal: it can indicate either an essential or an accidental (that is, a numerical) unity. Taken in the ﬁrst sense, the proposition is true, but, taken in the second sense, it is false (Syncategoreumata, III, 12–13, 110–13). In the Sophistaria treatise by Matthew of Orle´ans, the sophisma ‘only one is’ features in a discussion about one particular distinction between the kinds of exclusion ‘only’ is said to perform—namely, an exclusion owing to form (gratia forme) or owing to matter (gratia materie).33 Such a distinction applies only when an exclusive word like ‘only’ is adjoined to an ‘accidental’ term (that is, a term indicating an ‘accidental’ property, like ‘white’). Matthew says then that the sophisma ‘only one is’ can indeed be interpreted in two ways, depending on whether we take it as an exclusion owing to form or owing to matter. In the ﬁrst way, the exclusion applies to



31 For a more detailed discussion of the difference between Peter of Spain’s and Henry of Ghent’s analyses, see Spruyt (2011: 102–7). 32 This sophisma features brieﬂy in Peter of Spain’s and Henry of Ghent’s treatises, among others and is discussed at length in the treatise of Ribert Kilwardby. For a detailed commentary on an elaborate discussion of the sophisma in the thirteenth century, see Braakhuis (1999). For the vicissitudes of this thesis in the thirteenth century, see Ebbesen (1995). 33 For more information about the distinction between syncategorematic functions (such as exclusion and exception) gratia forme–gratia materie, see Spruyt (2003).
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a substantial form, as is given to be understood in the expression ‘that which is’, whereas, in the second way, it applies to an accidental form, as is given to be understood in the expression ‘unity’. In the ﬁrst sense the proposition is true, in which case it means ‘Only that which is, is’, and thus non-beings are excluded. In the second sense it means ‘Only a unity is’, in which case multitudes are excluded, and in that case it is false (Matthew of Orle´ans, Sophistaria, II, chs 14–15, 14916–1504). In sum, analyses of some particular sophismata led medieval authors to delve into metaphysical issues in connection with syncategorematic terms. Conversely, the authors’ particular perspectives on such issues also affected the way in which they interpreted speciﬁc linguistic expressions containing syncategorematic words.



1.5. Later Developments After the thirteenth century, syncategoremata were no longer discussed in separate treatises, but became incorporated in general logical textbooks. Authors now tended to dwell less on their signiﬁcatio than had been done previously. Instead, the expressions were increasingly dealt with from the viewpoint of their functions in propositions, and the role they play in argumentation. However, we still ﬁnd interesting explanations of what kinds of terms they are. John Buridan (c.1300–c.1358/9, one of the most inﬂuential fourteenth-century logicians), for example, distinguishes between three different kinds of words. Some words are purely syncategorematic, some are categorematic, and others are of a mixed, intermediate variety. The purely syncategorematic words, such as ‘not’, ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘therefore’, ‘every’, and so on, he deﬁnes as words that “signify nothing besides the concepts they immediately signify, except, perhaps, the things that the terms to which they are attached signify” (Buridan 2001: 232). This description of purely syncategorematic words is based on the traditional, semantic account of syncategoremata. However, if this were the only criterion to separate categorematic words from syncategorematic ones, many other interesting expressions that do have syncategorematic features would fall off the radar screen (Kirchhoff 2008: 688). Buridan, therefore, introduces a new class of words, which is located between categorematic and purely syncategorematic words. The idea of a third class of terms, between categorematic and syncategorematic terms, is both novel and philosophically important (see Section 2). The intermediate or mixed ones, however, are so called either because besides the concepts that they immediately signify they also signify the things conceived by these concepts, but cannot be subjects or predicates in themselves, or because they imply categorematic and syncategorematic terms as well, e.g., ‘today’ (hodie), ‘somewhere’ (alicubi), ‘no one’ (nemo), ‘nothing’ (nihil), ‘with itself ’ (secum), and many others. (Buridan 2001: 233)



Another signiﬁcant fourteenth-century development is the emergence of the concept of mental language (Panaccio 1999). While the notion of some form of ‘interior discourse’ had been available for centuries, fourteenth-century authors such as Ockham (active in the 1320s and 1330s) and Buridan took thought to be a kind of language,



114



JOKE SPRUYT AND CATARINA DUTILH NOVAES



not fundamentally different from spoken or written language. With respect to syncategoremata in particular, this led to an account of the signiﬁcation of such terms, which exploited even more systematically the idea that syncategoremata correspond to the mental acts modifying the signiﬁcation of categorematic mental terms (concepts). We have seen that precursors of this general idea can already been found in Peter of Spain and other thirteenth-century authors, but it receives a different twist in terms of the notion of a fully ﬂedged mental language. There is, in fact, a growing tendency in the fourteenth century (culminating in, for example, Peter of Ailly) of increased emphasis on the role of the agent and her (mental) acts as providing the foundations for semantic phenomena; in this context it is very natural to account for the meaning of syncategoremata in terms of mental acts and operations, as Buridan (2001: 234) does: the copulas ‘is’ and ‘is not’ signify different ways of combining mental terms in order to form mental propositions, and these different ways [of combining] are in their turn complexive concepts . . . And so also the words ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘if ’, ‘therefore’, and the like designate complexive concepts that combine several propositions or terms at once in the intellect, but nothing further outside the intellect. These words are called purely syncategorematic, because they signify nothing outside the intellect, except along with others, in the sense that the whole complex consisting of categorematic and syncategorematic words does signify the things conceived outside the intellect, but this is on account of the categorematic words.34



Finally, a noteworthy fourteenth-century novelty is the explicit association of syncategorematic terms to the concept of the form of a proposition or argument. The idea that the form of an argument would correspond to a subset of its constituent parts emerged from the complex history of logical hylomorphism in the later Middle Ages (Dutilh Novaes 2012a, 2012b). It then became tacitly assumed by fourteenth-century authors, but not often explicitly formulated. In his treatise on consequence, however, Buridan (1976: 30) explicitly draws this connection: In the present context, the way in which we here speak of matter and form, we understand by the “matter” of the proposition or argument the purely categorematic terms, i.e. subjects and predicates, omitting the syncategorematic terms that enclose them and through which they are conjoined or negated or distributed or forced to a certain mode of supposition. All the rest, we say, pertains to the form.35



34 Similar statements can be found in other fourteenth-century authors such as Albert of Saxony, Peter of Ailly, and Thomas of Cleves. See Klima (2006) further details. 35 “Et dico quod in proposito, prout de materia et forma hic loquimur, per ‘materiam’ propositionis aut consequentiae intelligimus terminos pure categorematicos, scilicet subiecta et praedicata, circumscriptis syncategorematicis sibi appositis, per quae ipsa coniunguntur aut negantur aut distribuuntur uel ad certum modum suppositionis trahuntur; sed ad formam pertinere dicimus totum residuum.” Translation Dutilh Novaes.
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It may be tempting to conclude that Buridan is indeed saying that syncategoremata signify the form of an argument or proposition, but his formulation is vaguer than this: he simply says that the terms that are not categorematic terms (‘the rest’) pertain to the form of a proposition or argument. (Notice also that this passage is from a different text— namely, his treatise on consequences—whereas the previously quoted passages are from his treatise on supposition.) While the fourteenth-century analyses often present a more precise focus on the semantics of syncategorematic terms if compared with the thirteenth-century analyses, this is still very far from saying that their approaches became more ‘formal’ or that their endeavours were aimed at a formal semantics of natural language. The distinctions drawn by Buridan help us understand the different kinds of functions words can play in a proposition, in such a way that we may be able to interpret propositions that contain syncategorematic words more accurately. They continued to be the set of ‘funny words’ that were important to discuss because of the underlying interpretative and semantic issues.



2. Medieval Syncategoremata and Modern Logical Constants As we have seen, the terms that are now typically described as ‘logical constants’ were among those that were treated under the heading of syncategoremata in the Middle Ages. But we have also seen that the class of syncategoremata—which in any case varied slightly from author to author, and was often thought not to have sharp borders—is strictly larger than the modern class of logical constants. Now, the possibility of a sharp, precise demarcation of the class of logical constants remains an open question (MacFarlane 2009). It is true that many contemporary authors maintain that it is pointless to search for such a demarcation (and MacFarlane refers to them as the ‘debunkers’), but numerous others believe that it is possible to demarcate this class, and moreover that such a demarcation is the best and perhaps the only route towards a proper philosophical understanding of the nature of logic as such. In other words, the general attitude of medieval logicians towards syncategoremata contrasts sharply with some modern widespread views on logical constants. In this section, we offer a systematic comparison between the two.



2.1. A Commonality One salient similarity between medieval and modern discussions on syncategoremata/logical constants is the focus on the issue of their signiﬁcatio/meaning. As we have seen, medieval authors often took as their starting point the idea that syncategoremata did not have the same kind of signiﬁcation as categorematic terms, which typically (though not always) signify ‘real things’, substances, or qualities. The question was thus whether, besides modifying the signiﬁcation of categoremata,
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syncategoremata had a signiﬁcation of their own, and, if they did, what kind of special signiﬁcation it was. Medieval authors offered distinct answers to this general question, and (as we have seen) a recurring theme is the idea that syncategoremata signify entities belonging to the mental realm, such as the mental acts of composition and division. These theories in many senses anticipate Kant’s account of judgement as the mental act of composition (or division) (Klima 2006). In the early twentieth century, the issue of the meaningfulness of logical constants was a central point of disagreement between Russell and Wittgenstein. Russell held that logical constants were indeed meaningful, and parting with this belief was viewed by Wittgenstein himself as the crucial turning point in which he began to develop his own account of logic (Potter 2009: }5.7). He thus famously writes in the Tractatus (4.0312): “My fundamental thought is that the ‘logical constants’ do not represent. That the logic of the facts cannot be represented.” To this day, the debate on the meaning of logical constants remains a lively one. The main contenders are inferentialist accounts (the meaning of logical constants is determined by the inferential relations between the propositions in which they occur and others), inspired in particular by the work of Dummett (1991); and truththeoretical accounts (according to which the meaning of logical constants is determined by their contribution to the truth-conditions of propositions) such as Davidson’s (1984). While it would be rather anachronistic to attempt to map these two positions onto medieval discussions, what this commonality shows is the continued interest in the issue of the meaning/signiﬁcation of expressions that do not obviously signify ‘things’, and in particular those that inﬂuence the inferential/truthconditional properties of the propositions where they occur.



2.2. Dissimilarities Nevertheless, for the purposes of philosophical analysis, it is arguably more illuminating to reﬂect on the dissimilarities rather than on the similarities between medieval discussions on syncategoremata and modern discussions on logical constants. Examining the differences between the two frameworks allows us to evaluate some of the assumptions and tacit theoretical commitments underlying current discussions on logical constants. A widespread (though not unanimously endorsed) position among current philosophers of logic is that the boundaries of logic as a discipline can be determined by a demarcation of the class of logical constants (Bonnay 2008; Sher 2008). In fact, some seem to claim that demarcating the class of logical constants is the only way to attain “a proper understanding of the scope and nature of logic” (MacFarlane 2009: Introduction). The rationale for this position seems to be captured by three main theses, which together might be described as the ‘textbook’ account of the nature of logic (Dutilh Novaes 2012a):
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1. The subject of logic par excellence is the validity of arguments. 2. Arguments are valid in virtue of their (logical) forms. 3. The form of an argument, in turn, is (at least partially) determined by the logical constants occurring in it. If one endorses these theses, it may seem natural to view the boundaries of logic as deﬁned by the concept of logical constants. By the same token, on this picture, logic is formal in virtue of dealing with the forms of arguments. However, all three points rest on substantive theoretical assumptions, and yet are typically treated as uncontroversial, almost trivial, claims (Dutilh Novaes 2012a). Now, while different versions of these claims can be found in some medieval authors, none of them was taken to be self-evident truths. An examination of some medieval positions on these issues reveals a very different conception of logic, so let us examine them in turn. 1. It is fair to say that, for medieval authors, the scope of logic went well beyond where we now typically draw the borders of the discipline, including much of what we would now consider to belong to the ﬁelds of philosophy of language, semantics, and epistemology (see Ebbesen 2011). To be sure, the theory of syllogisms and arguments in general occupied a central position in the medieval conception of logic, but syllogistic was not in any way thought to exhaust the scope of logic. Perhaps most importantly, the very concern with sharply demarcating logic as a discipline is not to be found in the Latin medieval authors. As we have seen in the previous section, much of the writings of medieval logicians pertains to issues of interpretation and meaning, and this holds in particular of their analyses of syncategoremata. While it is true that syncategoremata analyses did contribute to the emergence of medieval theories of consequence—that is, theories about the logical relations between propositions (Green-Pedersen 1984; Dutilh Novaes 2012c)—the focus of these analyses is clearly not reduced to the issue of the validity of arguments. 2. While some authors, in particular Abelard (twelfth century), did claim that at least some arguments (which he referred to as perfect inferences) are valid in virtue of their structure or construction alone (Martin 2004),36 several other authors rejected the idea that the grounds for the validity of arguments pertain to a sub-set of their vocabulary. Buridan, who in fact even developed a sophisticated concept of formal consequence, evidently viewed the validity of arguments as pertaining to the impossibility of the antecedents being the case while the consequent is not (Dutilh Novaes 2005). Even Abelard, who distinguished between perfect and imperfect inferences, did view imperfect inferences as perfectly valid, even though they were not valid in virtue of their structure. So the prevailing view on the validity of arguments was that



36



Abelard did not use the hylomorphic terminology in his discussion on validity in the Dialectica, so he does not use the term ‘form’ to refer to what he calls the complexio of a proposition.
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validity is not strictly related to a special sub-set of the terminology—namely the logical or ‘syncategorematic’ terminology (Dutilh Novaes 2012c). 3. The notion of the ‘form’ of an argument has a long and complex history, going from the ancient commentators to Arabic and Latin medieval logicians (Dutilh Novaes 2012b). It came to be associated to the division between categorematic and syncategorematic terms only at a fairly late stage, and Buridan is one of the few authors to have formulated this association explicitly (as we have seen). On this view, one might be tempted to think that categorematic terms signify the matter of an argument/proposition, while syncategorematic terms signify its form, but Buridan continues to view the signiﬁcation of syncategoremata as connected to mental operations. Now, if the form of an argument (as determined by its syncategorematic terms) were to be that in virtue of which a valid argument is valid, then presumably a sharp demarcation between form and matter, and thus between categorematic and syncategorematic terms, should exist. But, as we have seen, some authors, including Buridan himself, did not take the separation between categoremata and syncategoremata to be a clear-cut, sharp one. Again, this is not surprising, given that the concept of syncategoremata emerged within traditions of grammatical and semantic analyses, not from discussions on the validity of arguments. It was only at a later stage that the two debates somewhat crossed paths. Thus, the main dissimilarity between the medieval distinction between categorematic and syncategorematic terms and the modern distinction between logical constants and extra-logical terms seems to be that medieval authors did not in any way view their distinction as somehow related to the scope of logic or speciﬁcally to the validity of arguments. The distinction played no broader demarcating role whatsoever; instead, investigations on syncategoremata constituted just one of the sub-ﬁelds within logical analysis, and pertained in particular to issues of interpretation of propositions containing those ‘funny words’. Philosophically, the discrepancies between the medieval and the modern distinctions suggest that our own conception of logical constants as a means to demarcate the scope of logic may be contentious. The ﬂuidity with which medieval authors studied syncategoremata—that is, not searching for the exact borders of the class— may serve as inspiration for an open-ended conception of logical constants: one in which it is of logical interest to study the systematic behaviour of certain terms, but where they are not expected to perform a demarcational function for logic as a discipline.
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