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Dissertation Abstract

Aristotle’s syllogistic, as developed in his Prior Analytics, is often regarded as the birth of logic in Western phi-
losophy. In my dissertation, I argue that Aristotle’s logical theory was influenced by Platonic division, a method

which aims to give accounts of essences of natural kinds, in a number of respects.

Central to my account of Plato’s method is its normative structure. Division has the goal of finding essences, but
some divisions fail to. Once we realize this, a research program suggests itself: articulate the norms that can guide
one’s inquiry towards essences. I argue that Plato took himself to have made important first steps in this program,
which was later continued by Aristotle and others, forming the dominant question surrounding the method of
division.

The dissertation divides into parts on Plato and Aristotle. The first chapter on Plato asks what a division is
generally, whether or not the divider obeyed the norms. I argue for an expansive view of division in Plato: the
relation that holds between the divided kind (genus) and the kind it divides into (species) has very little structure—it
need only be transitive—but might not satisfy other requirements such as exclusivity or dichotomy. The evidence
for my claim comes primarily from the Sophist and, with this point in place, I can give a new interpretation of the

puzzle of the many definitions of sophistry.

In the second chapter, I give an account of the norms Plato introduces, showing how he thought they were
necessary for division to reliably achieve its goal. Division without norms was unable to reliably guide the inquirer
to the essence she seeks, but are there sufficiently strong general norms that can? While Plato never articulates a

fully satisfying set of norms, I argue that he has the ambition to articulate such a rigorous, scientific methodology.

In the first chapter on Aristotle, I examine his reception of division in the Analytics. I argue that his criticisms of
division there as a method of demonstration do not undermine his commitment to its use in inquiry. I do this by
giving a sustained reading of Posterior Analytics 11.13, a contested chapter in which Aristotle says how one should
search for essences. His account there includes an important role for division in the discovery of the essences, just
like Plato did. His disagreement with Plato is rather in his account of what constitutes knowledge. Whereas having

an account of the essence is sufficient for Plato, Aristotle also requires demonstrations based on these accounts.

Finally, I argue that Plato’s idea of a rigorous, general method was taken up and developed by Aristotle in his
syllogistic, as well as Plato’s conception of predication as parthood. As part of my argument, I prove that several
semantics based on mereological structures are sound and complete for the deduction system used in the literature
to model Aristotle’s syllogistic. I then compare Aristotle’s achievement with Plato’s, arguing that his innovation is
neither to use precise semantic notions, nor to investigate reasoning at a maximal level of generality and rigor—both
of these features are present in Platonic division. Rather, Aristotle’s innovation was to isolate the concept of validity
and subject it to examination.

These historical investigations suggest new directions in thinking about the nature of logic. As practiced today,
logic more or less covers what Aristotle called syllogistic. However, logic is also characterized by its maximum
generality. These claims are in tension, since division, and methodology more generally, is general in the relevant
sense, but not part of the contemporary practice. In the conclusion, I argue that the generality of logic is well

motivated and so logic ought to include the study of methodology within its purview.



