
1 

NICHOLAS OF AUTRECOURT:  
A FORERUNNER OF PARACONSISTENT LOGICS 

 
 

Arturo Tozzi 
Center for Nonlinear Science, Department of Physics, University of North Texas, Denton, Texas, 

USA 
ASL Napoli 2 Nord, Distretto 45, Caivano, Naples, Italy 

tozziarturo@libero.it 
arturo.tozzi@alsnapoli2nord.it 

 
 
 
 
We suggest that the 14th century scholar Nicholas of Autrecourt can be 
regarded as a precursor of the paraconsistent logics developed around 1950.  
We show how the Sorbonne licentiatus in theology provided in his few 
extant writings a refutation of both the principle of explosion and the law of 
non-contradiction, in accordance with the tenets of paraconsistent logics.  
This paves the way to the most advanced theories of truth in natural language 
and quantum dynamics.   
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Paraconsistent logics (henceforward PCLs), first put forward in 1910-1929 by the Russians 
Vasil’év and Oreov, were formalized around the 50s by the Polish Jaśkowski (1948) and the 
Brazilian da Costa (1974).  Suggesting that not every contradiction entails arbitrary absurdities, 
PCLs reject two tenets of the classical aristotelian logic: the principle of explosion (henceforward 
PEX) and the law of noncontradiction (henceforward LNC).   
 
The principle of explosion (PEX) asserts that ex falso quodlibet, i.e., from falsehood -or from 
contradiction- anything follows).  PEX states that:  
 

p ∧ ¬p → q 
 

i.e., for any statements p and q, if p and not-p are both true, then it logically follows that q is 
true.  Once a contradiction has been asserted, both a positive statement and its own negation 
can be proven true.  The inference from p and ¬p to an arbitrary conclusion leads to 
inconsistencies in formal axiomatic systems, since it makes it impossible to distinguish truth 
from falsehood.  To avoid the dangers of meaningless statements implicit in PEX, the law of 
noncontradiction (LNC) comes to the rescue:   
 

¬(p ∧ ¬p) 
 

Since contradictories cannot be simultaneously true, LNC removes the inconsistency from the 
beginning and neutralize PEX.    
PCLs, together with other non-classical logics such as relevance and minimal logic (Johansson 
1973), suggest that the classical ex falso quodlibet is incorrect (Priest and Routley, 1989), since the 
inference from p and ¬p to an arbitrary conclusion does not hold (Varzi 2000).  A logic is 
paraconsistent iff it is not the case for all sentences p, q that p, ¬p ⊢ q.  This means that we 
cannot be certain of the truth of any proposition which is irreducible to PEX (Copleston 1974).     
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Apart from the logical treatment tackled in the 12th-century by the French Parvipontians Adam 
Balsham and William of Soissons (Priest 2011), PEX has been accepted as self-evident 
throughout the centuries.  We show that the critique to PEX (and also to LNC) put forward by 
PCLs has been anticipated in writings dating back to the first half of the 14th century.  The 50-
year-old Nicholas of Autrecourt, a Master of Arts in the Parisian arts faculty and baccalaureus 
and licentiatus in theology, was condemned in 1347 by the papal court in Avignon after 
allegations of false teaching.  Around 60 articles of either “false, or erroneous, suspect, 
presumptuous, dangerous, or heretic” propositions were collected and publicly recanted in 
Avignone and Paris (Kaluza 1995).   
 
 
 
 
 
CRITIQUE TO THE PRINCIPLE OF EXPLOSION 
 
 
Here we focus on Autrecourt’s condemned articles concerning LNC, that he calls the primum 
principium.   The Latin articles reproduced here are numbered according to the Chartolarium 
Universitatis Parisiensis (Deniflis and Chatelain, 1891):  
 

 
 
Here is an approximate translations:  
 
Starting from LNC, it follows that:   

 From the fact that one thing is, it cannot be inferred the fact that another thing is (5)   
 From the fact that one thing is, it cannot be inferred that another thing is not (6) 
 From the fact that one thing is not, it cannot be inferred that another thing is (7) 
 From the fact that one thing is not, it cannot be inferred that another thing is not (8)”  

Therefore, Autrecourt suggests that the following logical propositions cannot be inferred from 
LNC:  
 

p → q 
p → ¬q 

¬p → ¬q 
¬p → q 

 
Summarizing, Autrecourt rules that:  
 

¬(p ∨ ¬p) → ¬(q ∨ ¬q) 
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Consequently,  
¬(p ∧ ¬p) → ¬(q ∨ ¬q) 

 
 
Therefore, since p ∧ ¬p → q is false, Autrecourt does reject PEX as the modern PCLS do (Fitch 
2013).  
 
 
The unfeasibility of p ∧ ¬p → q is frequently observed also in natural language, e.g., when two 
men hold opposite conclusions (Treatise, O’Donnell 1936, pg. 236, Chapter: an omne illud quod 
apparet sit):  

 

 
 
Sometimes one says: “I said this”, while the other says: “no. I said that”, even though something 
is clear to both.  Everything which appears to be true is true according to the two contenders, 
even at the risk to predicate the truth and the falsity of the same thing in the logical discourse.  
People taking part in the discussion may disagree while being (self-) consistent, using some 
vague terms either purposefully or unintentionally (Ciuciura 2013). Conclusions are not really 
demonstrated since the opposite conclusions can be drawn from the evidence of each one of the 
contenders.  This approach is very similar to what suggested by the PCLs’ non-adjunctive 
discursive logic: “from the fact that a thesis P and a thesis Q have been advanced in a discourse 
it does not follow that the thesis P∨Q has been advanced, because it may happen that P and Q 
have been advanced by different persons” (Jaśkowski 1999).   
In conclusion, Autrecourt’s account is in touch with paraconsistent logics: they both aim to 
remove PEX.   
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WHEN THE LAW OF NONCONTRADICTION FAILS  
 
 
The logical and epistemological strength of LNC in Autrecourt’s writings is matter of 
controversy.  It has been suggested that he bears a dual interpretation of the certitude provided 
by LNC (Groarke 1984).  On the one hand, Autrecourt holds the conventional, scholastic 
medieval view that LNC stands for the foremost principle ensuring firm ground upon which to 
build the truth.  For example, in the second letter to Bernard, Autrecourt writes that there is no 
other certitude but the certitude of LNC, except for the certitudes of faith (De Rijk 1994).  He 
asserts that every syllogism can be reduced to the truth of LNC trough immediate or mediate 
operations.   On the other hand, in other places Autrecourt raises questions about the steadiness 
of his own belief in LNC.  The last chapters of the Tractatus (conceivably written later) appear 
to somewhat deny the absolute certitude previously guaranteed by LNC.  The most contentious 
paragraphs (O’Donnell 1939, pg. 237, chapter: an omne illud quod apparet sit) are reproduced 
here:    
 

 
 
Here an objection is raised, put forward in Giles’ Letter to Nicholas too (De Rijk 1994): the fact 
that God can make miracles seems to deny the existence of LNC.  Indeed, God can annihilate 
every proposition by miracle, and, if He should do so, LNC would not be valid, since it would 
not even exist.  This means that the possibility to distinguish, e.g., between the propositions 
“God exists” and “God does not exist” fades away.  If contradictories signify the same, the 
firmness of LNC is undermined beyond repair.  Elsewhere in the Treatise Autrecourt suggests 
that the only thing which guarantees the certitude of the first principles is our firm belief that 
we know them clearly and evidently.   
 
 
Another highly controversial paragraph of the Tractatus (O’Donnel JR 1939, pg 237, Chapter: an 
omne illud quod apparet sit) states:  
 

 
 
According to Kennedy’s influential translation (Kennedy et al., 1971):  
“The sixth conclusion is that there is no conclusion that can be proven true unless by means of evidence, 
that is, unless it be proven evident by evident propositions”.   
This translation emphasizes the main role of PNC in gnoseological issues.  However, Kennedy’s 
translation is wrong, since per medium does not mean “by means”.  The true sense of the test is 
different:  
“the sixth conclusion is that no conclusion can be proven true if not by (considering) the evidence of the 
middle (term of the proposition), i.e., what is proven to be evident through evident propositions”.   
This latter translation runs counter PNC as the tenet of firm belief.  In Autrecourt’s opinion, the 
knowledge of appearances cannot rely on LNC, since what is known through LNC is analytic 
and devoid of factual information (Beuchot, 2005). 
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In touch with the critique to PNC, it is noteworthy that one among PCLs, i.e, the relevance logic, 
states that antecedent and consequent of implications must be relevantly related.  It is 
remarkable that this correlation is explicitly required by Autrecourt too, who states that the 
antecedent and the subsequent must share their contents.  The consequent cannot be inferred 
from a doubtful antecedent, since antecedent and consequent obey the principle of identity and 
must be identical.   According to Autrecourt, a priori demonstrations hold just when the 
identity A=A occurs between the consequent and the antecedent (dal Pra 1952; Maccagnolo 
1953).  In Autrecourt the cognitive borders between logical and psychological approaches are 
rather fuzzy.  His duality lies in the fact that at times he stresses empiricism, at another time 
Revelation.  Here we provide a few examples.  In a letter to Giles, Autrecourt writes that it is 
unclear whether the consequent is equal to the antecedent, since it is not discernible whether a 
perceived thing is simple and indivisible (De Rijk 1994).  Only God comprehends all the things 
in a single, simple apprehension.  The strongest way to provide a bridge between mental 
contents and their supposed noumenal correlates is to build a probability, though probable in the 
mere sense of being of worthier assent than its contradictory opposite (McDermott 1973).  
In conclusion, Autrecourt’s account is in touch with paraconsistent logics: they both aim to 
remove not just PEX, but also LNC.   
 
 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
We showed how and why Nicholas of Autrecourt can be considered to have pioneered the 
modern paraconsistent logics.  
In the sequel, we suggest novel lines of research involving Autrecourt and PCLs.  Autrecourt 
states in the Treatise that the ultimate reason why the evident truths (including LNC) are to be 
accepted is that they please our minds, since a being is nobler that another if naturally pleases 
men more (Kennedy et al., 1971).  In touch with Aristotle, the optimistic concept of cosmic 
goodness is the pivotal point of Autrecourt’s system.  Since the universe has complete goodness, 
falsehood is the evil of intellect.  The intellect is not made for being pleased with the false, so 
that it can be stated that “what appears is, what is evident is true” (McDermott 1973).  The 
concept of cosmic goodness recalls the modern notion of the antropic principle (Dicke 1961), 
which states that the scientific scrutiny of the Universe would not even be possible if the laws of 
the universe had been incompatible with the development of life.  Since humans are still here, 
this means that the evolution did not let our senses to believe to false cues, otherwise we could 
not have survived.  This takes us in the logical world of PCLs, where our intellect makes an 
effort to grab not just the being, but also the non-being (Maccagnolo 1953).  In touch with 
Autrecourt’s cosmic goodness, PCLs hold that no true theory would ever contain 
inconsistencies.  In practice, PCLs (and the gnoseological belief in truth provided by evolution) 
allow damage control to restore contradictions when information systems generate unavoidable 
errors.   
 
A further connection can be found among Autrecourt, PCLs and quantum mechanics (Brown 
1993).  Autrecourt writes in the Tractatus that two points can touch with each retaining its own 
different position.  This apparently weird statement is in touch with the quantum concept of 
bosons’ superposition.  Bosons are not subject to the Pauli exclusion principle: any number of 
identical bosons can occupy the same quantum state.  Further, Autrecourt states in the 
Condemnations that a transition occurs from one state to the contradictory one in the absence of 
a real intrinsic change of any of the terms.  Connectives such as “¬” do not mean anything since 
they are syncategorematic terms lacking denotation and ontological status (Thijssen 1990).  In 
touch with Ockham, Autecourt seems to support the thesis that we have no knowledge of 
things outside the word, but only of terms: God and creatures become nothing.  In accordance 
with this approach, recent approaches interpret quantum mechanics as a reference-frame theory 
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pertaining to observer-dependent relational properties (see, e.g., Yang 2018).  Amazingly, these 
rather extreme relational formulations of quantum mechanics have been experimentally 
supported by recent studies (The BIG Bell Test Collaboration 2018).  Their results, in touch with 
PCLs and Autrecourt’s Ockhamism, seem to contradict local realism, suggesting that the 
properties of the physical world are dependent from the observer.    
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