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The Sea Battle: Aristotle on Fatalism 
 

 

In De Interpretatione, Aristotle examines various issues concerning dialectic 

and gives particular attention to contradiction. In chapter 9, Aristotle 

discusses an argument involving a sea battle which is usually to understood 

to proceed from some premise(s) concerning bivalence (or something akin to 

bivalence) to a fatalistic conclusion that we cannot do other than what we do 

(and that the future is already determined, inevitable, etc.). Aristotle also 

offers a response to the argument. Precisely how this should be understood 

has been much discussed. The translation is adapted from J. Ackrill, 

Aristotle: Categories and De Interpretatione (Clarendon Press, 1963).  
 

§9 [18a28] With regard to what is and what has been it is necessary for the affirmation 

(kataphasis) or the denial/negation (apophasis) to be true or false. And with universals 

taken universally it is always necessary for one to be true and the other false, and with 

particulars too, as we have said; but with universals not spoken of universally it is not 

necessary. But with particulars that are going to be it is different. 

[18a34] For if every affirmation or denial is true or false it is necessary for everything 

either to be the case or not to be the case. For if one person says that something will be 

and another denies this same thing, it is clearly necessary for one of them to be saying 

what is true—if every affirmation is true or false; for both will not be the case together 

under such circumstances. For if it is true to say that it is white or is not white, it is 

necessary for it to be white or not white; and if it is white or is not white, then it was true 

to say or deny this. If it is not the case it is false, if it is false it is not the case. So it is 

necessary for the affirmation or the denial to be true. It follows that nothing either is or is 

happening, or will be or will not be, by chance or as chance has it, but everything of 

necessity (ex anankēs) and not as chance has it (since either he who says or he who denies 

is saying what is true). For otherwise it might equally well happen or not happen, since 

what is as chance has it is no more thus than not thus, nor will it be. 

[18b10] Again, if it is white now it was true to say earlier that it would be white; so that 

it was always true to say of anything that has happened that it would be so. But if it was 

always true to say that it was so, or would be so, it could not not be so, or not be going to 

be so. But if something cannot not happen it is impossible for it not to happen; and if it 

is impossible for something not to happen it is necessary for it to happen. Everything that 

will be, therefore, happens necessarily. So nothing will come about as chance has it or by 

chance; for if by chance, not of necessity. 

[18b17] Nor, however, can we say that neither is true—that it neither will be nor will not 

be so. For, firstly, though the affirmation is false the denial is not true, and though the 

denial is false the affirmation, on this view, is not true. Moreover, if it is true to say that 

something is white and large, both have to hold of it, and if true that they will hold 

tomorrow, they will have to hold tomorrow; and if it neither will be nor will not be the 

case tomorrow, then there is no ‘as chance has it’. Take a sea-battle: it would have neither 

to happen nor not to happen. 
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[18b26] These and others like them are the absurdities that follow if it is necessary for 

every affirmation and denial either about universals spoken of universally or about 

particulars, that one of the opposites be true and the other false, and that nothing of what 

happens is as chance has it, but everything is and happens of necessity. So there would be 

no need to deliberate or to take trouble (thinking that if we do this, this will happen, but 

if we do not, it will not). For there is nothing to prevent someone’s having said ten 

thousand years beforehand that this would be the case, and another’s having denied it; so 

that whichever of the two was true to say then, will be the case of necessity. Nor, of 

course, does it make any difference whether any people made the contradictory 

statements (antiphaseis) or not. For clearly this is how the actual things are even if 

someone did not affirm it and another deny it. For it is not because of the affirming or 

denying that it will be or will not be the case, [19a1] nor is it a question of ten thousand 

years beforehand rather than any other time. Hence, if in the whole of time the state of 

things was such that one or the other was true, it was necessary for this to happen, and 

for the state of things always to be such that everything that happens happens of 

necessity. For what anyone has truly said would be the case cannot not happen; and of 

what happens it was always true to say that it would be the case. 

[19a7] But what if this is impossible? For we see that what will be has an origin (archē) 

both in deliberation and in action, and that, in general, in things that are not always 

actual there is the possibility of being and of not being; here both possibilities are open, 

both being and not being, and consequently, both coming to be and not coming to be. 

Many things are obviously like this. For example, it is possible for this cloak to be cut up, 

and yet it will not be cut up but will wear out first. But equally, its not being cut up is 

also possible, for it would not be the case that it wore out first unless its not being cut up 

were possible. So it is the same with all other events that are spoken of in terms of this 

kind of possibility (kata dunamin ten toiautēn). Clearly, therefore, not everything is or 

happens of necessity: some things happen as chance has it, and of the affirmation and the 

denial neither is true rather than the other; with other things it is one rather than the 

other and as a rule, but still it is possible for the other to happen instead. 

[19a23] What is, necessarily is, when it is; and what is not, necessarily is not, when it is 

not. But not everything that is, necessarily is; and not everything that is not, necessarily is 

not. For to say that everything that is, is of necessity, when it is, is not the same as saying 

unconditionally that it is of necessity. Similarly with what is not. And the same account 

holds for contradictories: everything necessarily is or is not, and will be or will not be; but 

one cannot divide and say that one or the other is necessary. I mean, for example: it is 

necessary for there to be or not to be a sea-battle tomorrow; but it is not necessary for a 

sea-battle to take place tomorrow, nor for one not to take place—though it is necessary 

for one to take place or not to take place. So, since statements are true according to how 

the actual things are, it is clear that wherever these are such as to allow of contraries as 

chance has it, the same necessarily holds for the contradictories also. This happens with 

things that are not always so or are not always not so. With these it is necessary for one or 

the other of the contradictories to be true or false—not, however, this one or that one, 

but as chance has it; or for one to be true rather than the other, yet not already true or 

false. [19b1] Clearly, then, it is not necessary that of every affirmation and opposite 

denial one should be true and the other false. For what holds for things that are does not 

hold for things that are not but may possibly be or not be; with these it is as we have said. 


