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Abstract

Logic systems that can handle contradictions were being used for some
time without having a general technical name. One of the main proposers
of these systems, Newton da Costa, asked Francisco Miró Quesada to
suggest him a name for those systems. In the historical letter that here
we translate into English for the first time, Miró Quesada suggests three
names to da Costa for this purpose: ‘ultraconsistent’, ‘metaconsistent’,
and ‘paraconsistent’; explaining their pros and cons.
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Introduction by the Annotator

Of all the contributions made by Francisco Miró Quesada Cantuarias to logic,
the remembered one is his having coined the term ‘paraconsistent’ to designate
those systems of logic that can handle contradictions. Ayda Arruda, for
instance, says that “the term paraconsistent logic ... was employed by the first
time in a lecture delivered by him at the [III SLALM] held at the University
of Campinas, Brazil, in 1976” [1, p. 11].

Although the abstract of the talk was included in the report of the event [3,
p. 354], the full paper was not published in the proceedings of this event [2]. We
do not know exactly why, but it is possible that he did not send the final version
of his paper for publication on time.1 Unfortunately, it seems that the text of
this talk is lost, although a translation into Spanish has been published [13],
but which is little known outside Peru. This paper, however, was not the first
document where Miró Quesada used the term.

1This opinion was expressed to me by Itala D’Ottaviano in a personal communication.
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Aware of Miró Quesada’s enthusiasm for coining names, Newton da Costa
wrote a letter to his friend in 1975 asking him to suggest a name for the
latter’s logics of inconsistent formal systems. These logics were presented in
English in 1974 [6], but they had already been developed extensively in a ‘thesis
of habilitation’ for full-professorship that he wrote in Portuguese in the year
1963 [5].2 In all those years, da Costa was not satisfied with the name that
he was using, and was in the search for a generic name for these logic systems
where the principles of non-contradiction and explosion are somehow restricted.
It was in this search that he wrote to Miró Quesada:

Several years ago, when I needed a convenient and meaningful name
for a logic that did not eliminate contradictions as false from the
outset, that is, as absolutely unacceptable, he came to my aid. ...

I wrote to Miró Quesada, who viewed the new logic with enormous
enthusiasm, asking him to suggest (coin, if necessary) a name for
it. [7, p. 191]

Miró Quesada’s response contained not just one, but three proposals for
naming the logic systems pioneered by da Costa, and commented on the pros
and cons of each of these proposals.

I remember ... that he answered me, making three proposals: it
could be called metaconsistent, ultraconsistent, or paraconsistent.
After commenting on these possible names, he stated that he found
the last one to be the best. To me, the word ‘paraconsistent’
sounded splendid, and I started using it, also insisting that everyone
interested in the subject do the same. [7, p. 191]

Da Costa’s insistence paid off, since less than one year after the date of this
letter the term ‘paraconsistent’ was used in at least two talks precisely in the
III SLALM: ‘On paraconsistent logic’ by Elias H. Alves and ‘A paraconsistent
infinitary propositional calculus’ by Carlos Lungarzo [see 3, pp. 358–359].

Despite its current predominance as the technical term for this kind of
logics, the term ‘paraconsistent’ has not been free of criticism. Moreover,
some other terms have been proposed to replace it such as ‘non-explosive’ [4,
p. 7], ‘paratrivial’ [10, p. 670], or even ‘parainconsistent’ [15]. Although those
proposals are interesting and worthy of consideration, Miró Quesada himself
did not regard any of his proposals as optimal, and he had anticipated some
of his critics in this very letter.

2This work is currently being edited and translated into English by Itala D’Ottaviano for
the Logic PhDs series of College Publications.
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For example, in showing his disagreement with the term ‘paraconsistent’,
Walter Carnielli proposed the term ‘metaconsistent’ [10, p. 670] as an
alternative. Miró Quesada had nevertheless already advanced the objection
that, given that the prefix ‘meta’ is normally associated with ‘metatheory’
among mathematicians and philosophers, a metaconsistent logic would be
perceived as a “logic relative to metalanguage” (p. 169).

Of course, I am not implying that ‘paraconsistent’ is the best possible name
for these logics. In fact, a possible weakness of this term is placing consistency
rather than explosion in the spotlight. This makes sense from Miró Quesada’s
standpoint, as he probably had in mind a logic that could serve as a formal
tool for a philosophical position that rejected the law of non-contradiction.
From the standpoint of current logicians, though, this would not make too
much sense since paraconsistent logics are currently defined as those logics
where the principle of explosion, or ex contradictione sequitur quodlibet, does
not hold in general. As has been made clear several times, restricting this
principle in a formal system logic does not require us to restrict the principle
of non-contradiction in that same system. (Although it is up to debate whether,
philosophically, the rejection of the ex contradictione implies the rejection of
the principle of non-contradiction.)

In any case, although Miró Quesada had the first word on the naming
of these systems, his open-minded and humble spirit hardly meant to have
the last one. It is up to us what name or names will be used in the future,
the most likely scenario being that different names will be used in different
contexts or for different purposes. We may use ‘paraconsistent’ when referring
to logics that restrict both the ex contradictione and non-contradiction;
‘non-explosive’ when referring to logics that only restrict the ex contradictione
or when aiming at philosophical neutrality; ‘metaconsistent’ when—somehow
confirming Miró Quesada’s concerns—we want to convey that the metalogic
is classical; ‘paratrivial’ when explosion is restricted in such a way that no
trivialization can take place; and so forth.

But before proposing new names, let us learn from the master by reading
the letter where he coined the name that most of us are currently using.
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Figure 1: Scan of Francisco Miró Quesada’s original letter (in Spanish) to
Newton da Costa, September, 29, 1975, recto (SPCLEARQ, FNCAC, 147).
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The Letter

Lima, September 29, 1975

Dear Newton:

thank you very much for the invitation to Campinas. [Ayda]3 Arruda has just
written to me and I, of course, have accepted. But as I told you in Lima,
I do not consider myself a logician in any way, but an informed philosopher.
However, just as you made me see, I believe that I can propose interesting ideas
on the philosophical domain, and that I handle logic well enough to be able to
say some original things from the point of view of the philosophy of knowledge.4

I have accepted to participate in the conferences on non-classical logics because
I think that I can say some interesting things about the significance of the logic
of inconsistent systems for the philosophy of knowledge. I will soon write to
you in detail to show you what I intend to do.5 As always, your suggestions
will be received with joy.

I am very flattered that you consult me about the name that could be
given to the logic of inconsistent systems. This problem would be easy if
it were not for the damned semantic load of words. I think the ideal name
is ‘ultraconsistent logics’, because ‘ultra’ in Latin means beyond. Remember
the Pillars of Hercules, non plus ultra, and the motto of the Colónidas6, plus
ultra, that is, beyond the Pillars of Hercules. You are a Colónida of logic
because you have gone beyond consistency, you have created a logic that
goes beyond consistency because it can be applied to both consistent and
inconsistent systems (avoiding trivialization in this case). The problem is
that ‘ultra’ is used today as a synonym for an extremely intense increase
in a quality. So ‘ultraconsistent logic’ appears to be a logic that has an
extraordinary consistency, a done and dusted consistency. That is why it
would perhaps be better to say ‘metaconsistent logic’, because ‘meta’ means in
Greek beyond, after, that is, more or less the same as ‘ultra’ (it also means
other things, but with different cases). Besides, it sounds very nice. It

3Miró Quesada mistakens Ayda Arruda’s name—a major Brazilian logician who was a
close collaborator of da Costa—by calling her ‘Lidya’.

4This is not exactly an exhibition of false modesty by Miró Quesada, for he contributed
much more to the philosophy of logic and “the knowledge field that” then “begun to be called
‘philosophical logic’” [13, p. 9], than to logic itself [however, see 11, 12, 14].

5The event referred to is the III SLALM mentioned in our introduction [cf. 8].
6Miró Quesada possibly refers to the Peruvian literary movement Colónidas, which was

developed between 1915 and 1916. This movement conceived itself as “a sequel to Columbus’
work, a foot in a new world: that of the new literature” [17, p. 7].
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Figure 2: Scan of Francisco Miró Quesada’s original letter (in Spanish) to
Newton da Costa, September, 29, 1975, verso (SPCLEARQ, FNCAC, 147).
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is true that it is a barbarism or, better, a solecism, but this should be no
problem, since so is ‘sociology’. The defect of ‘metaconsistent’ is that, in the
mathematical-philosophical circles, ‘meta’ is associated with ‘metatheory’ and
gives the impression that it is a logic relative to metalanguage.7 But, apart
from this semantic load, I would see no objection.

There is, however, another possibility: use [the prefix] ‘para’, which in
Greek means next to8. ‘Paraconsistent logics’ sounds nice, a bit esoteric, it
gives a more or less precise idea of what it is about (logics that are not like
the classical ones, but are a little next to them because they can be applied
to inconsistent systems) and it has the advantage that there is no deforming
semantic load. I thus propose you to choose between the following three names,
whose precision is directly proportional to their negative semantic load:

1) Ultraconsistent logics

2) Metaconsistent logics

3) Paraconsistent logics

I hope you like any of the three, I would be happy to contribute to baptize
this kind of logics that have such a great philosophical importance.

I’m writing to you soon to tell you how the Morelia Philosophy Congress
went, where I had an active participation, and to talk to you a little about
my works.9 Oh, and, as I think I’ve already anticipated, I want to ask you a
question about the definition of constructible number.

With a big hug,

Paco

7Here is the objection to the term ‘metaconsistent’ referred to in the preface.
8Notice that this is only one of the possible senses of ‘para’. Consider what Graham Priest

said about the time when Newton da Costa informed him that this was Miró Quesada’s
sense of ‘para’: “Until then, I had always assumed that the ‘para’ in ‘paraconsistent’ meant
‘beyond’, as in ‘paranormal’ and ‘paradox’ (beyond belief). Thus, ‘paraconsistent’ would be
‘beyond the consistent’. I still prefer this reading.” [16, p. 130]

9Miró Quesada refers to his participation in the I National Philosophy Colloquium
organized by the Mexico Philosophical Association (UMSNH, Mexico, 4-9 August 1975).
His participation was very important because, together with other distinguished participants
such as E. Dussel, A. A. Roig, A. Villegas, and L. Zea, he co-authored a declaration called
‘Philosophy and independence’ [9] that was very representative of the spirit of this event.
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Propiedades Relacionales (Outline of a Generalized Theory of Relational
Properties, in Spanish). PhD thesis, Instituto de Ciencias F́ısicas y
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y Filosóficos, pp. 13–44. PUCP, 1978.
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