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Avicenna’ Reasons in Attributing Truth and

Falsity to the Person Who Utters a Proposition

Introduction

One of the ways in which Avicennian logic is different from the other ancient
logical systems is the definition of proposition. In his early works, such as
al-Shifa and al-Najat, by considering truth and falsehood as properties of
propositions themselves, Avicenna defines the proposition as an assertoric
statement that can be true or false. But later, by emphasizing that it is only after
stating a statement that it could be true or false, he chooses a different
definition. In ISarat wa-tanbihdt, a proposition is a statement which we can
say the utterer is true or false in what she has said. This definition is generally
accepted and has been expressed in various ways in the works of Avicennian
logicians. So, it seems that the definition can be considered as one of the
characteristics of Avicennian logic. The question now is why Avicenna
changes the definition of the proposition.

Some Previous Answers

There are some answers to the question. For example, referring to Russell's
analysis of propositions, Gharamaleki considers the reason for this change
to be the existence of indexical words in some sentences. According to
Gharamaleki’s explanation, the truth value of the propositions whose
subjects are, for example, a pure indexical or a pronoun, depend on the
context of utterance. As a result, it is only after saying a sentence that it
could be true or false.

But it does not seem to be a good explanation for the change. On the one
hand, none of Avicenna's examples mentions these cases. On the other, in
this explanation truth and falsehood continue to be the characteristics of
the propositions themselves; While Avicenna attributes them to the
speaker.

Avoiding circularity problem

In the present article, we attempt to present a new explanation of this
feature of Avicennian logic to determine its superiority over other logical
systems. According to the explanation, one reason is that Avicenna sought
to provide a criterion for identifying propositions to avoid the problem of
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circularity. The circularity problem only arises when we define the
proposition using the concept of truth and falsehood. So, providing a
criterion for identifying the proposition, Avicenna has sought to nullify the
circularity problem. However, avoiding circularity problem alone cannot be
a good explanation for attributing truth and falsity to the person who utters
a proposition, because, in principle, he could choose another criterion.

A new explanation of the change
Our proposed explanation is based on the distinction between a potential
roposition and an actual proposition. A potential proposition is a vocalized
malfiiza) or conceptualized (maqila) proposition that has not been uttered.
Until a potential proposition is uttered, it is merely a conception. By uttering
a potential proposition, we accompany a judgment with the conception, and
thus it becomes an assertion. It is only a’r%er uttering a potential proposition
that it can be true or false. By being uttered by someone, a potential
proposition transforms to an actual one. It is only the actual proposition that
can be true or false. So, the actual proposition is the primary bearer of truth
and falsity. According to this distinction, the truth and falsity of the
gotential proposition is secondary, and only by means of the truth and
alsity of an actual proposition, it can be true or false. Accordingly, by stating
an actual proposition, the utterer can be considered true or false in what she
has uttered. In fact, if the judgment stated in the actual proposition
corresponds to the fact, the utterer is true. Also, if the judgment does not
correspond to the fact, the speaker has made a false judgment. Avicenna
considers not the potential proposition but the actual proposition as the
primary bearer of truth. So he attributes truth and falsehood to the speaker
of the actual proposition, i.e., the person who utters the sentence.

Note that the ancient logicians was completely aware of this
distinction, but in most cases they have not specified the intended meaning
of the proposition. However, they sometimes clearly have stated the
distinction. For example, in Lavami al-asrar fi sharhi Matali al-Anvar, Qutb al-
din Al-Razi explicitly uses this distinction to respond a question about how
to distinguish between attributive and conditional propositions. He says
that the components of the conditional proposition, i.e. the antecedent and
consequent, lack judgment, and he considers them as potential propositions.

Conclusions

Avicenna’s reasons for his definition of the propositions are (i) he sought to
provide a criterion for identifying propositions to avoid the circularity
problem in defining the proposition; and (ii) Since Avicenna considers not
the potential proposition but the actual proposition as the primary bearer
of truth, he attributes truth and falsity to the speaker of the actual
proposition, i.e., the person who utters the sentence.
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