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Aristotle on Demonstration by reductio ad impossibile 

Abstract:  

In the first book of the Posterior Analytics, Aristotle develops a theory of 

scientific knowledge and demonstration. He argues that direct 

demonstrations are superior to demonstrations by reductio ad impossibile on 

the grounds that the former, but not the latter, proceed from premises which 

are prior in nature to the conclusion (Posterior Analytics 1.26). While this 

view has been widely influential throughout the history of philosophy, 

Aristotle's argument for it is not straightforward and has been deemed 

problematic since antiquity. The purpose of this talk is to shed new light on 

this argument. I argue that it relies on a specific relation of priority in nature 

among scientific propositions that is determined by the theory of predication 

presented in Posterior Analytics 1.19-23. I show how this relation of priority 

in nature allows us to make sense of Aristotle's thesis concerning 

demonstration by reductio ad impossibile. I conclude by indicating how 

Aristotle's thesis is related to analogous results in contemporary theories of 

grounding. 
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