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A: This sentence is false.

1. Introduction: the Liar Paradox
Is this first sentence (A) true, false, both, neither? If it is true, then it is true that it is false. But if it is false,

then it is true (but then, is it still false?). This riddle, commonly known as the Liar Paradox, is a canonical
example of an insoluble, one of the paradoxes that puzzled medieval logicians. Whether this problem was intended
by Buridan to be viewed as an exercise for his students or as a more serious challenge to his logic, it is only one
of many sophismata to which he has devoted a whole book of his Sumulae de Dialectica (Buridan 2001 ). Among
the sophismata, this paradox belongs to the category of the alethic paradoxes, i.e., those that involve the modal
possibility or impossibility of the sentence (logical impossibility in this case). It is a particular case of self-falsifying
sentences. The first sentence of this document could indeed be rephrased “A: ‘A is false’”, or “A : ‘¬A’”.

The Liar Paradox predates Buridan and continues to be debated (see Spade and Read 2013 for an overview).
It is a challenge not only to medieval logicians, but more generally to any theory of truth that wants to avoid
contradictions. In particular, it is a challenge to a theory of truth that rests on the law of non-contradiction1 and
the principle of bivalence.2 Indeed, if we adopt the law of non-contradiction, we cannot accept that this sentence
be both true and false. For if we did, we could form two contradictory sentences, A and ¬A, both true. And if we
adopt the principle of bivalence, we cannot accept that A be both true and false.

One might expect from a theory of truth that adopts bivalence that it should provide us with a way to decide
whether A is true or not. Alternatively, if it proves impossible to decide whether A is either true or false, a theory
of truth ought to propose a criterion that distinguishes between the sentences that can receive a truth-value and
those that cannot, in order to know how to avoid the risk of forming contradictory sentences.

In order to assign a truth-value to A, Jean Buridan has offered a solution that rests on a conception of truth
by supposition, and on a requirement of contextual consistency, crucial for the assessment of self-referencing
sentences. We will see later more precisely what both these criteria consist in, and how they solve this paradox.

Recent works have brought new interest to Buridan’s solution to the Liar Paradox (the eleventh sophism of
chap. 8 of the Sophismata in Buridan 2001 ). While Stephen Read (2002 ) has argued that it was an ad hoc
solution, others (especially Gyula Klima (2008 ) and Catarina Dutilh Novaes (2011 )) have suggested that, if not
ad hoc, Buridan’s solution weakens his theory of truth.

It has been argued that Buridan’s (allegedly ad hoc) appeal to the principle of contextual consistency (or virtual
implication) reveals the insufficiency of his theory of truth by supposition. The accusation of insufficiency makes
of the requirement of contextual consistency a new principle, an addition to Buridan’s theory of truth, which
would otherwise be unable to handle self-referencing sentences.

I will show that the accusation of insufficiency is not tenable, since the principle of contextual consistency is a
mere consequence of more fundamental principles (namely, that of non-contradiction and that of bivalence). I also
wish to contest Read’s accusation of adhoccery, and thereby clarify the scope and strength of Buridan’s theory of
truth.

I will first give a brief overview of other medieval treatments of such insolubles, so as to situate the originality
of Buridan’s solution. We will see in particular to what extent it differs both from Ockham’s ban on self-reference,
and from Buridan’s understanding of Thomas Bradwardine’s solution based on a notion of truth by signification
(and not supposition).

Following the work of Dutilh Novaes (2011 ), I will then consider whether a defense of Buridan’s solution against
the accusation of adhoccery implies a weakening of his theory of truth. I will here defend that this picture of a
‘weak’ theory of truth (that allows one to identify false sentences more clearly than true ones) is consistent with
other passages of Buridan’s writings. The solution to the Liar Paradox then merely helps clarify, rather than it
restricts, the scope of a theory of truth that Buridan has established independently of considerations about the
insolubles.

2. General attitude toward insolubles
The general attitude when facing an insoluble, particularly a self-falsifying sentence, is either 1) to deny that it

is receivable as an acceptable proposition (to declare it asemantic), or else 2) to deny that it leads to a paradox,
i.e., deny that it is an insoluble. Among the first kind of solutions, one can for instance deny that any self-falsifying
proposition is a proposition. Or one can deny that such propositions are in fact self -falsifying, i.e., deny that a
proposition can falsify itself, or more generally that it can refer to (or supposit for) itself. This latter solution
consists in asserting that falsification cannot be reflexive. It restricts the application of falsification to non-reflexive
cases.3

In order to dissolve the Liar Paradox, Ockham adopted a partial ban on self-reference. As Spade (1974 ) has
argued, self-reference for Ockham “is to be allowed except where it would lead to paradoxes (. . . ).” This solution,
which conveniently avoids all paradoxes stemming from self-falsifying cases is ad hoc, motivated solely by the wish
to avoid such paradoxes, and therefore unsatisfying.

1according to which ∀P,¬(P&¬P ).
2according to which ∀P , either P is false or P is true (and there are no other truth-values).
3These two attitudes are not mutually exclusive and may rest on one another, as shown in Recanati 1983.
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Buridan’s assessment of Ockham’s ban on self-reference can be found in his study of the seventh sophism of
chapter 8 of Sophismata, “Every proposition is false” (uttered by Socrates in this example), which is a self-falsifying
proposition. Buridan points out that

others, trying to evade [the difficulty], say that the terms that are apt to supposit for propositions
are not put in propositions to supposit for the propositions in which they are put, but for others.
Therefore, they say that the term ‘proposition’ in Socrates’s proposition did not supposit for that
proposition, but for all the others, and those all were false.

And goes on to say that

it is obvious that this solution is worth nothing: for what one understands, of that he can speak.
But by means of the concept to which the name ‘proposition’ is subordinated one understands
indifferently all propositions, indeed, present, past and future ones, his own as well as those of
another person; therefore, he can speak of all. (. . . ) Therefore, the term ‘proposition’, which was
put in the proposition [in question], supposited for [this proposition]. Again, this evasion by no
means avoids the difficulty (. . . ). (Buridan 2001, chapter 8, 7th sophism)4

This is a criticism directly aimed at Ockham’s partial ban on self-reference, “an evasion” that is “worth nothing”
for Buridan. More than just rejecting the Ockhamian ban on self-reference, Buridan refuses to deny that such
insolubles are propositions, since “what one understands, of that he can speak.” Thus, as long as the sentence is
well-formed and intelligible, it cannot be easily dismissed by such ad hoc moves.

Buridan’s alternative move to solve this seventh sophism and others is then to deny that they are insolubles.
To do so, it has to be shown that they can be assigned a truth-value.

Even though it has been argued that Buridan does not explicitly endorse bivalence anywhere in the Sophismata
(Read 2002, pp. 197–198), one can find clear indications that he would reject an absence of bivalence. About that
same seventh sophism, he writes

Others have said that such a proposition is true and false at the same time. But from this something
unacceptable immediately arises, for then, if its contradictory were true, both contradictories would
be true, and if it were false, then both contradictories would be false, and both of these are impossible.

Thus, as Buridan seems to adopt the principle of bivalence,5 he is forced to decide whether the seventh sophism,
as well as the eleventh one (i.e., the first sentence of this document), is true or false.

3. Which truth-conditions: signification or supposition?
Assigning a truth-value to A requires that we have a criterion for truth. As we will see, Buridan’s solution

involves his conception of truth by supposition. But let us first recall how he discussed, and eventually rejected,
that of truth by signification.

• According to the conception of truth by signification, a proposition is true is when things are however it (the
proposition) signifies.

• According to the conception of truth by supposition, a proposition is true when subject and predicate supposit
(i.e., stand) for the same.

Stephen Read (2002 ) has shown in detail how, prior to Buridan’s work, Thomas Bradwardine addressed the Liar
Paradox and advanced a solution by means of the signification criterion (see also, e.g., Read 2010, pp. 14–23). This
solution lies on Bradwardine’s definition of truth by signification: “A true proposition is an utterance signifying
only as things are.” (Bradwardine 2010, §6.2) This solution assumes that a proposition is true if it signifies only
as things are, and false if it signifies otherwise. It also assumes that signification is closed under implication and
entailement.6 In other words, “[i]n order for a proposition to be true, all of what it signifies to be the case must
in fact be the case; if any of what it signifies to be the case fails to be the case, the proposition is false.” (Spade
and Read 2013, §3.1) Thus, in virtue of this definition of truth by signification and the principle of closure under
implication, propositions that signify themselves to be false are false. Indeed, although a proposition that asserts
itself to be false does signify things as they are (i.e., that it is false), it follows that it also signifies something
else, namely that it is true. Therefore, a self-falsifying proposition does not meet the requirement for truth (more
demanding than the requirement for falsity).

We can find a discussion of a solution based on signification by Buridan in the seventh sophism of the eighth
chapter, already mentioned above (“Every proposition is false.”). About this self-falsifying proposition, Buridan

4In this paper, I refer to Gyula Klima’s translation (Buridan 2001 ).
5See also, regarding the eleventh sophism of chap. 8 of the Sophismata: “two contradictories would be true together, (. . . )

two contradictories would be false together, and all these cases are impossible.” Clear instances of Buridan’s adoption of
the principle of bivalence can be found in his Questiones Elencorum (ed. R. van der Lecq and H.A.G. Braakhuis, 1994, p.
90–91, p. 92), or in his Treatise on Consequences, 1.1.7).

6See e.g., Dutilh Novaes 2009 for a discussion of the interpretation of this principle in Bradwardine’s work.



December 20, 2014 18:33 History and Philosophy of Logic Buridan˙Liar˙HPL˙revised

4 Yann Benétreau-Dupin

writes that

some people have said, and so it seemed to me elsewhere, that although this proposition does not
signify or assert anything according to the signification of its terms other than that every proposition
is false, nevertheless, every proposition by its form signifies or asserts itself to be true. Therefore,
every proposition asserting itself to be false, either directly or implicitly, is false, for although things
are as it signifies, insofar as it signifies itself to be false, nevertheless, things are not as it signifies
insofar as it signifies itself to be true. Therefore, it is false and not true, since for its truth it is
required not only that things should be as it signifies, but also that they should be in whatever way
it signifies [them to be]. (Buridan 2001, Sophismata, chap. 8, 7th sophism)

This last quotation conveys Buridan’s understanding of a solution based on a conception of truth by signification.
Read (2010, p. 15) noted that Bradwardine did not assert that “every proposition signifies itself to be true.”7

Nevertheless, Buridan shows here that the paradox can be solved by means of signification, as Bradwardine and
others (“some people”) did before him.

Now, it is interesting to consider why Buridan could not be satisfied with this solution. He has indeed devoted
a large part of the second chapter of that same book to a critique of the signification criterion. Examining the
reasons for this dissatisfaction will allow us to see his motivations for seeking another notion of truth-conditions,
and his criteria for it. In particular, Buridan rejected the signification criterion as being neither sufficient nor
necessary. Let us see briefly, by means of examples Buridan gave in that very chapter, how he proceeded.

First, to show that the signification criterion is not necessary, consider the following example (see the second
conclusion of chap. 2 of Sophismata): “The Antichrist will walk.” This proposition is true (it is a revealed truth)8

and yet signifies nothing since he does not exist (at least as of the time of Buridan). Therefore, the signification
criterion is not necessary for truth.9

Second, it is not sufficient. To show that, Buridan (in the third conclusion of the same chapter) asks us to
consider the proposition “A man is a donkey.” This proposition is obviously false, but Buridan disputes the fact
that this conclusion can be reached by means of signification. In that sentence, it is not signified that a man is a
donkey, since no such thing exists. This sentence signifies a man and a donkey, and so would the sentence “A man
is not a donkey,” but it does not signify a man-being-a-donkey. Therefore it cannot be said that this proposition
signifies that a man is a donkey (since no such thing can be signified). Therefore, signification is not sufficient for
truth.

Consequently, it is false to assert, as Buridan did in the quotation above, that a proposition can signify itself
to be true, which was required in the solution to the Liar Paradox by means of signification.10 More generally, it
is the criterion of truth by signification altogether that is inadequate. And it is not just inadequate for insolubles,
but for the analysis of many other sentences. Such a sentence as “A man is a donkey” should be decidable; our
notion of truth should help us see that it is a sentence that 1) can receive a truth-value, and 2) is false.

Before we go on to examine in detail how Buridan’s analysis of truth by supposition handles the Liar Paradox,
let us see how it fares with this simpler proposition,“A man is a donkey.” If such a sentence can be said to be
false, it is for Buridan in virtue of the respective supposition of the subject and predicate. If these suppositions
(i.e., what they stand for) correspond, then the proposition is true, and false otherwise.

The tenth conclusion of chapter 2 clearly provides us the rules for truth by supposition. Co-supposition of the
subject and predicate is a necessary condition for truth:

for the truth of an affirmative categorical proposition it is required that the terms, namely, the
subject and the predicate, supposit for the same thing or things (. . . )

And an absence of co-supposition is a sufficient condition for falsity:

(. . . ) it suffices for its falsity that they do not supposit for the same thing. (Buridan 2010, Sophis-
mata, chap. 2, 10th conclusion, continuation of the previous quotation)

“A man” and “a donkey” do not supposit for the same thing, and then the proposition is false. Here, we do
not need to refer to an impossible donkey-man, but simply to men and donkeys.

Truth by supposition clearly gives us necessary conditions for truth, and sufficient conditions for falsity. Unlike
Ockham’s ban on self-reference, this criterion for truth and falsity is not ad hoc. We shall now see how that

7According to Read (2010, p. 15), other medieval philosophers before and after Bradwardine have done so. It was because
Bradwardine did not make such an assertion that Read (2002 ) has considered his solution to be superior to Buridan’s.
Dutilh Novaes (2009, 2011 ) has disputed Read’s interpretation and argued that Bradwardine’s requirement of closure
under implication “inevitably leads to the conclusion that every sentence signifies its own truth.” (2011, p. 71)

8Even though Buridan asserts that “because of the lack of evidentness we do not properly have knowledge of [the content
of] these articles [of faith]” (Buridan 2001, §8.4.4), he does not contest that we can talk about their truth. Zupko (2003,
chap. 10, §1) argues that this is not inconsistent with the view that Buridan was a leading figure in the separation of
philosophy from theology.

9On the other hand, we know (insofar as it is a revealed truth) that “the Antichrist” and “will walk” supposit for the same
thing.

10To be sure, this was required of a solution by signification as Buridan understood it. As I recalled earlier, this solution is
not quite the same as Bradwardine’s.
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conception of truth helps him solve the Liar Paradox.

4. Buridan’s solution to the paradox
Can the supposition criterion help us know whether our first sentence A (“This sentence is false”) is true or

false?
Suppose that A is true. If it is true, then“the first sentence of this document” (“A”) and “false” supposit for the

same thing, i.e., “A” and “false” supposit for the same thing. It follows that A is false. The supposition criterion
gives the result: true → false. This result so far is not problematic, and if we can show that if A is false, then it
is false, then we would be able to solve the paradox and conclude that A is false. For the following would obtain:
whether or not A is at first taken to be true, either would lead to it being false.

Suppose that A is false. Then “A” and “false” do supposit for the same thing. Consequently, since “A” and
“false” co-supposit, the predicate and the subject in the proposition “A is false” supposit for the same thing, and
therefore “A is false” (which is what “A” is) is true. The supposition criterion gives us: false → true.

It then seems that the supposition criterion is not satisfying. The crux of the problem lies in this second step,
which needs to be blocked. If Buridan is to assert that A is false, then it needs to be shown that supposing that
A is false does not entail its being true.

It has been argued (Read 2002, Klima 2009, Hughes 1982, Dutilh Novaes 2011 ) that Buridan sees here that
the supposition criterion is not sufficient. Indeed, if correspondence of supposition is all that matters, then the
second step (false → true) does not agree with the first one, and the paradox remains. If so, it would seem that
Buridan undermines his claim that the supposition criterion suffices to establish the falsity of a proposition (see
previous section).

Buridan’s solution to this hurdle is often presented as the introduction of an additional principle: a principle
of truth-entailment or contextual consistency (Hughes 1982 ). Buridan talks about virtual implication, that is the
fact that one has to consider the propositions virtually implied by the one under consideration and see if they lead
to contradictions:11

every proposition virtually implies another proposition in which the predicate ‘true’ is affirmed of
the subject which supposits for [the original proposition]; and I say ‘virtually implies’ in the way in
which the antecedent implies that which follows from it. Therefore, a proposition is not true, if in
such an affirmative consequent the subject and the predicate do not supposit for the same [thing or
things]. (Buridan 2001, Sophismata, 8th ch., 7th soph.)

Let us see how that solves the paradox. In the second step, in which we suppose that “A” is false, we can add
to it the utterance “A is false”. This latter utterance is “virtually implied” by the former. We then have that “A
is false” and “false” do not supposit for the same thing (since “A is false” has been virtually implied as being
true, thereby implying that “A is false” and “true” co-supposit). In other words, uttering “A is false” implies that
A must co-supposit with both “false” and “true”, which is impossible. Therefore the original proposition A being
false does not entail its being true anymore, and then it is false. Considering other propositions virtually implied
by the one under consideration when we try to see whether assuming that it is false would render it true, and
showing that they lead to a contradiction allows us to solve the paradox.

5. An ad hoc solution?
Now, as we have seen, some assert that, contrary to Buridan’s claim, the supposition criterion is not sufficient

in all cases to prove falsity. That remark rests on the view that the “virtual entailment” principle is an ad hoc
principle, introduced only to prove the falsity of self-falsifying sentences. Read interprets that move as “raising
the standard for truth for [paradoxical cases], (. . . ) simply because they are paradoxical” (Read 2006, p. 309),
and therefore Buridan’s solution is “discriminatory” (ibid) and “ad hoc in the worst possible way.” (Read 2002,
p. 199)

The accusation of adhoccery raised against Buridan’s solution to the Liar Paradox is based on the assumption
that the principle of virtual entailment applies only to paradoxical cases, without any explanation: “What is ad
hoc and non-explanatory about this is to restrict it to the insolubles alone.” (Read 2002, p. 199) But as we have
seen it so far, virtual entailment does not seem to be restricted to insolubles alone. Recall the passage from the
seventh sophism of the same book: “every proposition virtually implies another proposition in which the predicate
‘true’ is affirmed of the subject which supposits for [the original proposition]” (my emphasis). Why, then, would
Read assert that the virtual-entailment principle only applies to chosen cases, and that it needs to “be added”
only to solve the insolubles because of the supposition criterion’s insufficiency?

If we consider how Buridan phrases his own solution to the eleventh sophism of the same book (the Liar Paradox
proper, “What I am saying is false.”) we may indeed be tempted to think that this solution is ad hoc:

because of the reflection that a proposition has, or is apt to have, upon itself, it is necessary to add
other utterances when contradicting it, so that reference may be made to the consequent implied by

11Buridan’s principle of virtual entailment is similar to Bradwardine’s (see previous section).
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6 Yann Benétreau-Dupin

the first proposition and the case. (Buridan 2001, Sophismata, chap. 8, 11th sophism, my emphasis)

One could read from this that another principle is necessary to solve self-falsifying-based paradoxes, only when
contradicting them.12 However, it seems surprising that Buridan would contradict himself four sophisms apart by
asserting about the eleventh sophism that the virtual entailment principle is not universal when he says it was not
about the seventh. It would also make him unjustified to criticize the addhoccery of Ockham’s ban of self-reference
and not be bothered by his own solution, if indeed he knew it to be ad hoc.

The attack on adhoccery is based on Buridan’s formulation of his solution to the Liar Paradox (eleventh
sophism). But this very accusation could not apply to other formulations, in particular that of the seventh
sophism, in which Buridan is very clear on this matter; as we have seen: “any proposition “virtually” entails
another proposition that claims the original proposition to be true (. . . ).” (Klima 2009, my emphasis) Hughes
(1982, p. 19) sums up the situation as follows: we can say that a proposition is true if, and only if, (1) truth-
conditions of correspondence of supposition are respected and (2) the proposition is contextually consistent (via the
principle of truth-entailment). These conditions apply to all propositions, but the second one matters only for self-
referential propositions. Now, as we have seen, these conditions clearly define what is sufficient to prove falsity:
it is enough that one of them is not respected for a proposition to be false. The second condition, contextual
consistency merely rests on principles of non-contradiction and bivalence. Should we then say that Buridan’s
supposition criterion is not sufficient for establishing the truth or falsity of a proposition because that of non-
contradiction is also required? It seems to be what Read (2002 ), Klima (2009 ), Hughes (1982 ), Dutilh Novaes
(2011 ) mean when they assert that Buridan sees his supposition criterion as not sufficient to solve the paradox.
That position is defensible in so far as we would hold it, e.g., for the principle of non-contradiction. But that is not
enough to show that it is ad hoc. Given non-contradiction, bivalence, and contextual consistency, it is sufficient
that, in a proposition, its predicate and subject co-supposit.

In his discussion of the Liar Paradox (eighth sophism of chap. 8 of Sophismata), Buridan gives an example of
such principles that usually do not need to be considered unless we are facing a particular type of sentences. If
a person α were to disprove the sentence “What you say is false,” uttered to him or her by another person β,
he or she would have to replace “you” by “I” in order to be able to carry out this inquiry. What is required in
such proofs is that we be able to treat our terms suppositionally. Would such a replacement also be considered
as ad hoc? In this case, as well as that of the Liar Paradox, we have to consider propositions virtually implied,
and this is done in terms of supposition. Such rules seem not to be ad hoc, but also in line with Buridan’s general
conception of truth in terms of supposition.

As a reply to the accusation of addhoccery brought against the adoption of the principle of virtual entailment,
Hughes’s interpretation seems reasonable: “[i]t seems to be no more than a spelling out of one of the fundamental
principles that underlie any sound theory of deductive inference, that true premises never entail a false conclusion.”
(Hughes 1982, p. 20) He then sees “nothing arbitrary” about it.

That what is false cannot follow from what is true is indeed recalled by Buridan at several occasions. See for
instance Buridan’s mentions of Aristotle’s Prior Analytics in the third conclusion of the first sophism, in the
chapter 8 of Sophismata: “a possible antecedent never entails an impossible consequent, as I assume from bk.
1 of the Prior Analytics,” or in the next conclusion: “The fourth conclusion is that it is impossible for a valid
consequence’s antecedent to be true while the consequent is false. For this is how we are supposed to understand
that something true does not entail something false, as is stated in bk. 1 of Prior Analytics. The principle of
contextual consistency does not seem to assert more than that. Therefore, it is reasonable to hold that it follows
directly from the fundamental principles that are bivalence and non-contradiction.

Therefore, it can be said that self-referential sentences do not make us add a new principle, as much as they
force us to handle supposition with more caution, and consider principles that we would otherwise overlook. And
that is different from saying that Buridan’s solution is ad hoc. Because these principles are mere consequences
of fundamental principles already assumed in Buridan’s conception of truth by supposition, it cannot be claimed
that Buridan’s criterion for truth (namely, co-supposition of the subject and predicate) is not sufficient in the
case of self-falsifying propositions. And since virtual implication is nothing more than the consequence of other
fundamental, universal principles, the accusation of addhoccery is not tenable.

6. Does Buridan’s solution, if not ad hoc, weaken his theory of truth?
The discomfort with Buridan’s solution may stem from the consequence that the principle of virtual entailment,

if not ad hoc, bears on the scope of his theory of truth. If virtual entailment is not ad hoc, then it is not true
that Buridan raises the standard for truth for paradoxical cases (in Read’s words, see infra, previous section). But
then, it helps clarify how high these standard for truth are, not only for paradoxical cases, but for all propositions.
They may be so high that, for Klima (2008 ), it means that Buridan only offers us “a logic without truth.” We
would then be caught between a rock and a hard place: either Buridan’s solution to the Liar Paradox by means
of the virtual entailment principle is ad hoc, or else Buridan’s logic offers no condition for truth. I have already
addressed the first of these two options and concluded that the virtual entailment principle is not ad hoc. Let us

12One might reach the same conclusion from the twelfth conclusion of chap. 2 of the Sophismata: “The twelfth conclusion
is that for the truth of an affirmative indefinite or particular categorical [proposition] it is necessary and sufficient that the
subject and the predicate supposit for the same [thing or things], except when because of its self-referential character, the
proposition along with its context entails that it is false.”
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now see why it is too assertive to claim that Buridan’s logic is “without truth,” and that this would result from
Buridan’s solution to the Liar Paradox.

If contextual consistency is to be required of any proposition before we can assert whether or not it is true, we
would have to virtually consider all possible propositions that are by it virtually entailed (and there are infinitely
many of them) and see whether or not they lead to any contradiction before we can assert that it is true. It makes
truth either almost impossible to establish with certainty, or else circular (one would have to assume truth to a
virtually entailed proposition to make the first one true). Read (2002 ) sees that as impossible, whereas Klima
(2008, 2009 ) and Dutilh Novaes (2011 ) see that as a sign of a weak theory of truth, since it allows one to identify
falsity much more clearly than truth, or perhaps even makes truth impossible to assert with certainty. With the
principle of truth-entailment, proving the truth of a proposition would then face infinite regress. But as Dutilh
Novaes noted,

this definition is not entirely uninformative, since it does provide a procedure for identifying sen-
tences that are not true: if one of the co-suppositional clauses is violated, either for s [the proposition
under consideration] itself or for one of its implications, this is sufficient for the non-truth (or fal-
sity, under bivalence) of the sentence. It may also indicate potentially strong candidates for truth,
namely, those sentences whose co-suppositional clauses can all be verified except one (i.e., s itself
[or what is assumed to be true if s is assumed]). But it can never show in a definitive way that a
sentence is true, since one of the necessary conditions for the truth of a sentence is precisely that it
is true: the definition corresponds to a looping, non-terminating procedure. (Dutilh Novaes 2011, p.
70)13

Buridan’s criterion of truth by means of supposition, along with the principle of virtual entailment may then
provide a clear way to identify sufficient, clearly identifiable conditions for falsity. No proposition, whether self-
referential or not, can be true if its subject and predicate do not co-supposit, nor if it is not contextually consistent.
But this criterion of truth would not provide as clear conditions to establish definite truth.14

Now, it is not clear that, from this absence of sufficient conditions for truth, we can say that truth is impossible
to assert. As we saw earlier, revealed truths undoubtedly can be asserted. And assuredly we can assert the truth
of a negative proposition if its negation is false, and then we can consider, as Buridan does in the 11th conclusion
of chap. 2 of the Sophismata, that we have sufficient conditions for the truth of such negative propositions.
Furthermore, even if we assume Buridan’s criterion for truth, then it is not certain that we can do so categorically.
One of the conclusions of the Sophismata, already cited above, makes it clear:

The tenth conclusion is that for the truth of an affirmative categorical proposition it is required that
the terms, namely, the subject and the predicate, supposit for the same thing or things; therefore,
it suffices for its falsity that they do not supposit for the same thing. And perhaps this is not a
conclusion, but rather an indemonstrable principle, or, if it is a conclusion, it comes close to an
indemonstrable principle. (Buridan 2001, Sophismata, chap. 2, 10th conclusion, my emphasis)

These conditions for truth and falsity must apply to themselves. Therefore, if they are true, then it is, as with
any other true proposition, almost impossible to assert them with certainty. At least, it may be impossible to do
so demonstrably. Nevertheless, the impossibility to assert the truth of a proposition does not necessarily follow
from the impossibility to demonstrate it. Thus, asserting that there is no fully demonstrable truth for affirmative
propositions is not the same as saying that there are only “candidates for truth.” Asserting that a proposition
can be true (or taken to be true) if it cannot be proved false (or as long as it has not been proved to be false)
is consistent with formulations of truth-conditions from the conclusions of the second chapter of the Sophismata.
Regardless of his treatment of the Liar Paradox, we can then see that Buridan’s logic is a logic with certain
falsehoods, certain truths (among them are negative categorical truths and revealed truths), and demonstrably
strong candidates for truth.

7. Conclusion
We have seen that we could not assert Buridan’s solution to the Liar Paradox being ad hoc without making

Buridan either (1) oblivious to the very criticism he addresses to others (namely, regarding Ockham’s ban on
self-reference as being ad hoc), or (2) inconsistent, since he asserts that the principle of virtual entailments applies
to every proposition. Moreover, the application of this principle is to be done in terms of supposition, reasserting
the latter as the relevant criterion by which we carry out inquiries about the truth and falsity of propositions.

Recognizing for Buridan that the particular case of self-referential or self-falsifying sentences forces us to han-
dle assessments of truth by means of supposition more carefully, and consider principles that can be otherwise

13Dutilh Novaes has argued that this conclusion also applies to Bradwardine’s logic, since it requires closure under entailment,
thereby undermining Read’s argument for the superiority of Bradwardine’s solution to the Liar Paradox over Buridan’s
(see infra n. 7).

14Buridan made that clear in the ninth conclusion of chapter 2 of the Sophismata regarding affirmative propositions: “it
does not follow that if the terms of an affirmative proposition supposit for the same [thing], then the proposition is true
(. . . ).”
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overlooked (whether or not their consequences are problematic), is not the same as introducing arbitrary, ad hoc
rules, particularly when these principles are consistent with the rest of his logic.

If Buridan’s treatment of the Liar Paradox does not imply any new, ad hoc principles, it cannot be said that
it weakens his theory of truth. Rather, it merely contributes to reveal the implications and limits of his truth-
criterion, namely, that in many cases conditions for falsity are better defined and more definitive than conditions
for truth.
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