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In the Categories, Aristotle recognizes two relations that an entity can bear to a

subject: it can either inhere in or be said-of a subject. In this dissertation, I offer an

interpretation of the natures of these relations and their relata. I also examine

Aristotle’s views about predication, the nature of truthmakers, and ontological priority.

At Categories 1a24-25, Aristotle offers a definition of inherence which, on the

most natural reading, holds that a nonsubstance can inhere in a substance only if it

cannot exist without that substance. An entity that inheres in a particular substance

must be a nonsubstantial particular which is numerically distinct from any entity that

inheres in a distinct substance. This reading of 1a24-25, however, is inconsistent with

the most natural reading of Aristotle’s claim 2a34ff that the universal color must

inhere in a particular body. To render Aristotle’s claims consistent, we must

reinterpret either 1a24-25 or 2a34ff. In chapters 2-6, I show that various attempts to

reinterpret these passages are not successful.

I argue that Aristotle’s claims really are inconsistent. In chapters 7-10, I

consider what might have led Aristotle to this inconsistency. I conclude that

Aristotle’s error results from a confusion about the nature of the said-of relation.

In chapter 7, I argue that Aristotle regards the said-of relation as a whole-part

relation holding between universals and particulars, but is confused about whether the

said-of relation is purely extensional. In chapter 8, I argue that the same confusion

infects some of Aristotle’s views about kath’ hauto and katholou predication in the De



Interpretatione and Analytics. In chapter 9, I examine Aristotle’s views about

ontological priority relations between particulars and universals. I note that none of the

types of priority defined in the Categories will secure Aristotle’s view that particulars

are prior to universals. I reconstruct a view with the desired result from Aristotle’s

discussion of one thing’s being a “cause of being” for another. I conclude in chapter

10 that Aristotelian primary substances are prior to all other entities in that they alone

are nonrelational entities.
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CHAPTER 1



THE CATEGORIES AND FUNDAMENTAL ONTOLOGY

In the Categories, Aristotle sets out to describe the fundamental logical

structure of the world. He points out that the true things we say about the world can be

thought of as the answers to various questions about objects. Imagine that yesterday

we saw a six-foot tall pale grammarian trying on shoes in the Agora and complaining

to his daughter about the blisters on his feet. In giving the rather complex description

above, I answer several potential questions about the man. I tell you what the object is,

a man; I tell you something quantitative, he was six feet tall; I tell you something

about the qualities of the man, grammatical and pale; I tell you something about the

relations that the man bore to other things, he was the father of a daughter; I tell you

where and when the man was; and so on. Aristotle claims that there are ten most

general kinds of question that we can ask, corresponding to which there are ten most

general kinds of term indicating ten most general kinds of entity—substance, quantity,

quality, relation, and so forth.

Aristotle also tells us that we make true or false statements about the world by

combining the terms for these entities. Aristotle often speaks about this combination of

terms as predication, and the word ‘kategoria’ normally translated as ‘category’ might

be taken to mean something like ‘predicate’.1 We are accustomed to using the noun

‘predicate’ to denote a certain type of linguistic object. Corresponding to this use of



1



For a fuller discussion of the right way to construe ‘katêgoria’ see Michael Frede’s

“Categories in Aristotle” (1981), and J.L.Ackrill’s commentary on the Categories and De

Interpretatione. I agree with Ackrill that Aristotle primarily uses ‘katêgorein’ to talk about a relation

between entities—one thing is predicated of another. There is no harm in allowing at this point that

Aristotle recognizes both a relation between words and a relation between entities, and that each of

these can be called ‘predication’. However, we should keep in mind that in linguistically predicating

one term of another, I claim that the metaphysical predication relation holds between the referents of the

linguistic predicate and linguistic subject.
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‘predicate’, there is a relation between terms. Let’s call the relation between two terms

where the first is predicated of the second ‘linguistic predication’ (or l-predication).

We can think of each simple instance of l-predication as the verbal answer to one of

questions talked about above.

Aristotle, however, does not use ‘katagorein’ primarily to denote a relation

between terms. Rather he commonly uses ‘katagorein’ to talk about a relation between

entities. Let’s call the relation that holds between entities ‘metaphysical predication’

(m-predication). Aristotle is perfectly at ease with a sentence like “Human is

predicated of Socrates”. However, this sentence might strike a contemporary

philosopher as a gross confusion of use and mention, and she might prefer “‘Human’

is predicated of Socrates” or even “ ‘Human’ is predicated of ‘Socrates’”. We should

keep in mind that Aristotle allows predication to be a relation between things.

It is clear that Aristotle takes l-predication and m-predication to be related in

an important way. When we l-predicate one term of another, we make a statement the

truth of which depends on whether various entities stand in the m-predication relation

to one another. Aristotle takes assertion or affirmation to require the ‘weaving

together’ (‘sumplekein’) of terms.2 When we make an affirmative assertion, it is true

just in case the entities referred to by the terms are combined in the world. At

Metaphysics Θ.10, Aristotle says:

What is [and what is not] in the strictest sense are truth and falsity. In

the objects, this is being compounded and divided, so that whoever

thinks the divided to be divided or the compounded to be compounded
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As Ackrill (1963) p73ff notes, Aristotle’s use of ‘sumplokên’ calls to mind Plato’s use of the

same term in the Sophist. Plato tells us that an assertion requires that a verb and a name be woven

together, and that a simple list of words is not yet an assertion, see Sophist 262e6. Plato also seems to

think that true speech requires a weaving together of entities in the world, see Sophist 240c1 and 259e6.

Aristotle further develops a similar view of what an assertion is in the De Interpretatione.
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speaks the truth, and whoever holds contrary to the things errs.

(1051b1-5)3



In a similar vein at Metaphysics E.4, Aristotle writes:

What is as truth and what is not as falsity are about composition and

division, and together these concern the apportionment of a

contradiction. For truth has the affirmation in the case of what is

compounded and the denial in the case of what is divided, and falsity

has the contradictory of this apportionment. (1027b18-23)

From these statements, I take it to be clear that Aristotle has a correspondence

theory of truth. There are many difficult issues involved in spelling out exactly what a

correspondence theory of truth involves.4 However, for present purposes we can start

with a bare bones principle. We can understand the Minimal Correspondence

Principle (MCP) as claiming merely that truth supervenes on being.5 In other words,

there could be no change in which statements, thoughts or propositions about the

world were true without some change in the world itself.6 It seems clear both that

Aristotle subscribes to this principle, and that it is true. However, there are two

respects in which (MCP) is far too weak to do any useful work in characterizing a

correspondence theory of truth.

First of all, correspondence theorists generally want to say that what

propositions, thoughts or statements are true depends on what the world is like, while

the converse does not hold. Supervenience is merely a modal covariation relation, and

does nothing to capture such dependence. Furthermore, in this instance, the

supervenience seems to run in both directions; it is equally true that being supervenes

Aristotle states at several places that truth and falsity have to do with combination and

division. See De Interpretatione 1, 3, Categories 4, 5, 10. Aristotle uses the terms from the verbs

‘suntithêmi’ and ‘sunkeisthai’ for composition and compound.

4

See Pitcher (1964), Horwich (1999), and Blackburn and Simmons (1999), and Armstrong

(2004) for a discussion of these issues.

5

This phrase is originally from Bigelow (1988), and shows up quite often in subsequent

discussions of truthmaking. See Armstrong (2004) for a discussion of the supervenience principle and

its shortcomings as a way of formulating correspondence theories of truth.

6

I am assuming that statements, propositions, etc. have their meanings essentially.

3
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on truth, since we couldn’t have a change in the way the world was without having

some change in which statements about the world are true. (MCP), therefore, can’t

capture the asymmetry in the relation that Aristotle takes to hold between world and

language.

Second of all, (MCP) says nothing about what sorts of features of the world get

into the subvenience base for truths. But unless we make some kind of distinction

about which features of the world do and which features of the world do not get into

the minimal subvenience base for truth, (MCP) will be unable to distinguish the

correspondence theory of truth from some of its main competitors. For example, if we

allow changes in which theories are most useful to count as changes in the world, then

(MCP) is compatible with pragmatic theories of truth. If we allow changes in which

theories would be acceptable at the ideal end of human enquiry to count as changes

about the world, then a theory like Putnam’s which takes truth to be equivalent to ideal

justifiability will satisfy (MCP).7 If we allow radical changes in human perceptual

capacities or explanatory interests to count as changes in the world, and think that such

changes could have an effect on what sorts of theories are maximally coherent, (MCP)

will be compatible with a coherence theory of truth.

It is clear that Aristotle, like any self-respecting correspondence theorist,

would take his theory of truth to be incompatible with pragmatism, human-faced

realism, or coherentism about truth. Furthermore, Aristotle clearly recognizes that

while being and truth ‘reciprocally imply the existence of each other’, the truth of our

thoughts or statements asymmetrically depends on the nature of the world. For

example, at Metaphysics Θ.10, he writes:

It is not through our thinking truly that you are white that you are

white, but through your being white that saying this we speak the truth.

(1051b6-9)

7



I am thinking of the theory that Hilary Putnam outlines in Reason Truth and History (1981).
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And at Categories 12:

For among the things that reciprocate concerning the implication of

being, the thing that is somehow the cause of being for the other can

rightly be called prior by nature. And it is clear that there are some such

cases. For there being a man reciprocates concerning the implication of

being with the true statement about it. For if there is a man, then the

statement by which we say that there is a man is true. And it

reciprocates, for if the statement by which we say that there is a man is

true, then there is a man. But the true statement is in no way the cause

of the thing’s being, while the thing certainly appears to be somehow

the cause the statement’s being true. For the statement is said to be true

or false by the thing’s being or not being. (14b11-22)



I take these statements to show that Aristotle is committed to a form of

Metaphysical Realism (MR), which I take to involve a commitment to two theses.

First, Aristotle holds that the truth of our statements and thoughts asymmetrically

depends on the way that the world is. Second, Aristotle holds that facts about how we

think, what theories we find to be useful, etc., are not to be counted among the features

of the world that underlie the truth of our beliefs and statements.8 Since Aristotle

subscribes to (MCP) and (MR), we can attribute to him the following Weak TruthMaker Thesis (WTMT).



The version of metaphysical realism that I attribute to Aristotle here is similar to that laid out

in Irwin (1988) pp5-7. There are some problems with my characterization. After all, some of the true

claims that we make about the world will be claims about our beliefs and theories, and truths about our

beliefs and theories will be belief- and theory-dependent in some way. Nevertheless, it seems that we

want to call Aristotle a realist about our psychological states. It is difficult to spell out exactly how to

deal with these issues, but I think that the following is correct in broad outline. Both the realist and the

idealist can accept the claim that (i) all statements not about the mind depend on mind-independent

features of the world. The idealist, however, holds that the antecedent in the above conditional is never

satisfied, since all claims are about minds. Perhaps, if we add to (i), (ii) at least some of our claims are

not about the mind, we will be on our way to a specification of the sort of metaphysical realism at issue.

It will be a further matter to specify what sorts of claims are about the mind, and this might be

something about which different realists will have different opinions; e.g. some metaphysical realists

might include colors as the sorts of things that are mind-dependent, others might disagree. Finally, even

in the case of psychological states, we can distinguish between the fact that someone is in a certain state

and the claim or the belief that she is in such a state. We can then claim that realism amounts to the

view that the fact that a person has a belief is not dependent on anyone’s claiming or believing that the

person has that belief.

8
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(WTMT) Whenever a statement or thought is true, the truth of the

statement depends on a mind-independent feature of reality.9

(WTMT) is still compatible with vastly divergent theories. For all it says, there

might be a single feature of reality responsible for the truth of every true statement;

such a theory would be maximally coarse-grained, since there is only one fact. On the

opposite extreme, there might be a different feature of reality making true each true

statement; facts are as fine-grained as the linguistic expressions that report them.

Between these two unattractive extremes, there are a vast number of intermediate

positions. If we want a truly substantive theory of truthmaking, (WTMT) must be

supplemented with answers to two questions. First, what are truthmakers in general?

Second, which truthmakers are there? In response to the first question, we might want

to know whether truthmakers are simple or complex entities. If they are complex, then

what are their parts and how do these parts go together to form truthmakers?

Two theorists might give the same answer to the first question, but might

disagree about which truthmakers exist. For example, say that two people agree that

truthmakers are complex entities containing universals and particulars as parts that

stand in a fundamental relation of instantiation. Furthermore, say that both people take

the sentence, “Bob is in pain” to be a true sentence. However, say that one of these

two people is a reductive materialist while the other is a dualist. The second will

affirm, while the first will deny, that some truthmakers have immaterial minds as

particular components. The first will claim that the truthmaker for “Bob is in pain”

will be the very same item as the truthmaker for the claim that Bob is in some physical

state, while the second will claim that we need two distinct truthmakers for these

claims.10

Subject to the proviso that the statement isn’t about a mind or theory. See the previous note for

some thoughts about how to expand the principle to deal with statements about minds and theories.

10

The following example might be helpful. Take the a posteriori realism about universals

espoused by Armstrong in Universals and Scientific Realism (1978). The fact that there are real

universals in Armstrong’s ontology counts as an answer to the general question of ontology, our first

9
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In the Categories and De Interpretatione, Aristotle goes a long way toward

answering these questions. He fleshes out an ontology of truthmaking by telling us

what sorts of entities exist in the world, and telling us by which fundamental relations

these entities combine with each other to yield truthmakers for our various claims

about the world. Aristotle begins with the thought that the structure of our true

statements roughly mirrors the structure of the world, and holds that corresponding to

the combination of terms in a true affirmative sentence, there is a combination of

things in the world.

Aristotle assumes that it is acceptable to work from data about linguistic

predication to a theory of metaphysical predication, even though he does not think that

the correspondence between our conceptual/linguistic apparatus and the world is due

to the world’s somehow being constructed or shaped by our concepts or language. As

a thoroughgoing metaphysical realist, Aristotle’s view that an examination of our

language and intuitions can help reveal the nature of the world reflects a kind of

hopeful optimism. Aristotle holds that human beings are rational creatures whose

natural end is to understand the world, and that the world is structured in a way that

allows things to achieve their natural ends. As such, he thinks that we can discover the

nature of the world by rational investigation.

Aristotle thinks that human beings already understand, if only tacitly or

potentially, a good deal about the nature of the world. Furthermore, this tacit

understanding is embedded in the structure of human language and thought.

Nevertheless, Aristotle does not take the match between language and world to be

perfect. It would be a mistake to think that we will be able simply to read the structure



question above. The further claim that which universals exist is to be answered by looking at our best

scientific theories specifies the way in which we should answer the second question above.
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of the world off the structure of language. An examination of two passages will be

helpful here.

At the outset of the Sophistical Refutations, Aristotle tells us that it sometimes

appears that an argument succeeds as a deduction or refutation when it does not

actually succeed. There are several reasons for the apparent success and actual failure

of an argument, but Aristotle tells us that “the most clever and common (such)

argument is the one “through names” (ho dia tôn onamatôn).” (165a5-6) He goes on to

explain why we are susceptible to fallacious arguments through names:

For since it is not possible to bring the things themselves into

conversation, we instead use the names of the things as symbols, and

we suppose that the things that follow in the case of the names also

follow in the case of the things, just like those performing a calculation

do in the case of the counters. (165a6-10)

Take a very simple case of counting. Every time a cow walks into a pen, I put

one black rock in a bowl. Every time that a cow walks out, I remove one black rock

from that bowl. Provided that I have followed this procedure correctly, someone could

find out how many cows were in the pen by counting the number of rocks in the bowl.

There is a simple isomorphism between the cow-pen world and the rock-bowl model,

and my understanding of this fact allows me to find out about the former by examining

the latter.

Aristotle tells us that our use of names in reasoning is supposed to accomplish

a function similar to the function accomplished by our cow counting system. When we

use words in various ways in arguments, we are supposed to be able to find out things

about the world. Often when we go wrong in an attempt to find out about the world by

attending to language, our failure will be due to some sort of breakdown in the

isomorphism between our linguistic models of the parts of the world that we are

talking about, and those parts of the world.
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Such breakdown of isomorphism is inevitable according to Aristotle. At

165a10-13 he claims, “Names and the multitude of accounts are limited, but the things

are unlimited in number. It is necessary then for the same account or a single name to

signify more than one thing.”(165a10-13) The existence of this sort of equivocation

indicates that the isomorphism between language and world sometimes fails, and this

failure of isomorphism explains one reason for the existence of apparent refutations or

deductions that are not true refutations or deductions. An argument that commits the

fallacy of equivocation will be a merely apparent refutation or deduction.

Unscrupulous sophists, who are more concerned with appearing wise than with being

wise, exploit this failure of isomorphism to get over on their unsuspecting victims.

Just as in the case of counting those who aren’t clever at using the

counters are misled by the experts, the same happens in the case of

arguments where those inexperienced with the meanings of names misreason in their own discussions and when listening to others. (165a1317)

In order to prevent ourselves from falling into error, we have to be on the lookout for

ways in which our language fails to accurately mirror reality. We will be able to use

logic, thought of as a theory about “what follows in the case of the names”, as a tool

for gaining knowledge about the world only if we have some assurance that there is

not a mismatch between our names and the world.

In addition, Aristotle thinks that the syntactic structure of language can

sometimes fail to mirror the ontological structure of reality.11 For example, in chapter

22 of the Posterior Analytics, Aristotle notes that we can truly say both (a) and (b).

(a) The white (thing) is a log.

These two passages, therefore, show that isomorphism between ordinary language and the

world fails in two ways. First, the two domains are not the same size. Second, while the M-predication

relation is asymmetrical, the L-predication relation is not (at least if we take this to be something that

holds between grammatical subject and grammatical predicate in ordinary natural language sentences).

Both these failures of isomorphism can be corrected, however. First, we need to pay careful attention to

phenomena like homonymy and equivocation. Second, we need to avoid confusing the surface

grammatical structure of ordinary language with the underlying logical structure.

11
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(b) The log is white.

Nevertheless, Aristotle tells us that (a) is somewhat misleading.

When I say that the white is a log, I mean that something which

happens to be white is a log, but not that the white is an underlying

subject for the log. For it was neither being white nor being this

particular white, that it came to be a log—so that it is not [white] unless

coincidentally.12 However, when I say that the log it white, I do not say

that something different is white and that that happens to be a log, as

for example when I say that the musical is white (in this case, I mean

that the man who happens to be musical is white). Instead, the log is the

underlying subject that came to be white, not by being something

different than what is essentially a log or this log. If we must legislate,

let’s say that speaking the second way is predicating and that speaking

the first way either is not predicating at all, or else is predicating not

unqualifiedly, but coincidentally. What is predicated is something like

the white, and that of which it is predicated is something like the log.

(83a4-18)

Aristotle makes two important points in this passage. First, an object’s being the

referent of the grammatical subject of a predicative sentence does not entail that the

object is the ontological subject of the instance of metaphysical predication

underwriting the truth of that sentence. Second, he claims that being an ontological

subject is essentially connected to being the sort of thing that can underlie change.

Therefore, if we want to derive any conclusions about the nature of reality from an

examination of the way that we talk about reality, we need to pay close attention to the

order of predication. When we speak in a way that does not properly reflect the

predicative structure of the world, Aristotle tells us that we either fail to predicate at



I follow Irwin and Fine (1995) here and take the ‘so that…’ clause to indicate that the thing in

question is only coincidentally pale. Barnes (1994) translates the last clause “…hence it is not a log

except incidentally”. Tredennick (1960) also takes Aristotle to be saying that the thing in question is

only wooden or a log coincidentally. Both translations are possible renderings of the Greek, “…Àst'

12



oÈk ¶stin éll' ≥ kata suµbebhkÒw” which specifies no subject complement for ‘¶stin’.

Nevertheless it seems difficult to square ‘it is a log coincidentally’ with what Aristotle is doing in the

rest of the passage. He seems to be saying that the underlying subject is essentially a log (see 83a14) but

only coincidentally a white thing. Furthermore, he emphasizes that unqualified linguistic predication

requires that the ontological subject rather than a coincident of the ontological subject be the referent of

the grammatical subject of the sentence.
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all, or else that we predicate only in a derivative sense. Only when the syntactic

structure of a predicative sentence is truly isomorphic with the ontological structure of

the world do we have a case of unqualified predication.13

Take a sentence in which we have unqualified predication, like “The log is

white.” The truthmaker for this sentence will involve the holding of some relation

between the semantic value of ‘white’ and the semantic value of ‘the log’ where the

latter is a metaphysical subject. For the time being, let’s simply call this relation ‘mpredication’. Imagine that we had a collection of the truthmakers for all cases of

unqualified predication. We will have gone a long way toward being able to specify

the truthmakers for all the sentences in which there is coincidental predication going

on. For example, the truthmaker for “The white is (a) log” will be the same as the

truthmaker for “The log is white.” In some cases, the story will be more complicated.

For example, take “The musician is white.” Aristotle seems to think that this sentence

is made true by the facts that both musical and white are m-predicated of a single

underlying subject.

A certain story about truthmaking is naturally suggested by the passages

above. There are certain entities in the world that serve as ontological subjects, and

there are entities (call them ‘ontological predicates’) which stand in a relation of mpredication to these. When we say true things about the world, our statements are

made true by the holding of the m-predication relation between these entities. If we

want to get a better understanding of what Aristotle takes to be going on, we need to

get clear on three questions. What sorts of entities are ontological subjects? What sorts

of entities are ontological predicates? What is the relation of m-predication holding

I think that there are two lessons to take from these passages. First of all, Aristotle wants us to

distinguish the ontological form of truthmakers from the orthographic-grammatical form of sentences.

Second, Aristotle thinks that we often have the ability to tell when the form of a sentence fails to reflect

the form of the underlying truthmaker, and to modify our understanding of the sentence accordingly.

For example, “The white is a log” really means that white is m-predicated of the log.

13
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between these, and can it be analyzed in terms of more fundamental relations? We

can begin to answer these questions by looking at some of Aristotle’s comments in the

Categories.

At Categories 1a16, Aristotle divides the things that are said (tôn legomenôn)

into two classes. There are the things that are said with combination (kata sumplokên

legetai) and those said without combination (aneu sumplokês). The things said with

combination are simple assertions like ‘Man runs,’ or ‘Man wins,’, while ‘man’, ‘runs’

and ‘wins’ are said without combination. Despite the fact that Aristotle here uses only

one-word expressions as examples of things said without combination, we should not

take the distinction that he is making here to be a purely syntactic one between one

word and multiple word expressions. Aristotle later counts some multiple word

expressions to be among the things said without combination. At 1b25 Aristotle tells

us that each thing said without combination, including complex expressions like ‘in the

Lyceum (‘en Lukeiô’) and ‘in the agora’ (‘en agora’), signifies an item in one of the

ten categories. So an expression’s being syntactically simple is not a necessary

condition for its being a thing said without combination.

Aristotle also tells us that the combination of simple expressions with each

other produces affirmations that can be true or false. However, the combination of

uncombined expressions with each other to form an affirmation involves more than

simply giving a list of expressions. ‘Hippos’ and ‘leukon’ are given as simple

expressions the first signifying a substance, the second a quality. However, the

expression ‘hippos leukon’ is not an affirmation, or even a grammatical sentence. I do

not think that Aristotle would take ‘hippos leukon’ to be either a thing said without

combination or to be a thing said with combination. If we want to count the division of

things that are said into combined and uncombined to be an exhaustive one, then we

should hold that ‘hippos leukon’ isn’t a single thing that it said at all. Rather than
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having one thing said with combination, we have two simple expressions, ‘hippos’ and

‘leukon’, each of which is said without combination. To get a single thing said with

combination, simple expressions must be woven together in the proper manner.14

We can also ask about the status of one-word paronymous expressions like

‘grammatikos’ said in reference to a grammarian. Should we count these as things said

without combination? To answer this question, we must ask whether ‘grammatikos’

signifies an item in a single category. If ‘grammatikos’ simply indicates a certain

particular human being, then there is no problem with counting it as a thing said

without combination. On the other hand, if ‘grammatikos’ indicates the combination

of grammaticality with a particular human being, something like ‘grammatical man’,

then the expression would not indicate an object in a single category and so should not

count as an expression said without combination by the test that Aristotle gives at

1b25ff.15 However, neither does ‘grammatikos,’ seem to be an affirmation of anything,

and we might think that it should thus fail to count as something said with

combination. If we are going to preserve the exhaustivity of the with

combination/without combination distinction, we are forced to hold that

‘grammatikos’ does not count as a single thing that is said at all, but is something

more or less like an abbreviation of ‘grammatikos anthrôpos’ which is a list of things

said without combination that has yet to be woven together into a single assertion.16

In the De Interpretatione, Aristotle tells us that the formation of an assertion requires the use

of a verb. The distinction between a two-member list of simple expressions and a single complex

assertion is also a central concern of Plato’s in the Sophist.

15

Ackrill (1963) pp73-74 hypothesizes that Aristotle would not countenance a one-word

expression meaning ‘white man’ as an expression said without combination, since it would not signify

an item in a single category. Either the expression is said with combination, in which case Aristotle’s

examples like ‘Man runs,’ and ‘Man wins,’ pick out only a sub-category of things said with

combination. Or Aristotle’s division is not an exhaustive one. I respond to this by holding that not every

syntactically simple expression counts as a single thing that is said in the technical sense under

consideration by Aristotle.

16

Notice that the examples Aristotle gives at 1a16ff—“Anthrôpos trechei,’ and ‘Anthrôpos nika’

—involve a subject and an inflected verb. ‘Grammatikos anthropos’ is missing the verb necessary to

make it an assertion. Notice also that Aristotle gives the inflected verb forms ‘trechei’ and ‘nika’ as

examples of things said without combination. Later, however, when Aristotle gives the expressions

14
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One general observation to make here concerns Aristotle’s method. He begins

with some observations about how we speak (1a16ff), and makes a distinction

between syntactically simple and syntactically complex expressions. He then claims

that corresponding to the things that are said without combination, certain entities exist

which can be grouped into the categories (1a20-1b10 &amp; 1b25-2a11). We then find

mismatches between the structure of the linguistic data that Aristotle begins with, and

the structure of the ontology that he ends up with. For example, we see that some

syntactically simple expressions do not indicate a single entity, while some multiple

word expressions do indicate a single entity.

I suggest that Aristotle wants to attribute these differences to failures of

ordinary language to mirror the underlying structure of the world. Aristotle will put

some restrictions on what it is to be a proper thing that is said, and these restrictions

will be semantic. A proper thing that is said either indicates a single categorial item, or

indicates a combination of simple categorial items. We are told in the De

Interpretatione that the task of affirming a combination requires a verb. Without a

verb we cannot turn a list of things said without combination into a single thing said

with combination.

At Categories 1a20, Aristotle turns from the division of the things that are said

(ta legomena) to the division of the things that are (ta onta). Aristotle is drawing a

contrast between ‘ta legomena’ (at 1a16) and ‘ta onta’ (at 1a20), indicating that he

now means to talk about the nature of the things in the world signified by our

expressions, rather than about the expressions themselves.

Aristotle divides entities (ta onta) into four basic types by introducing two

relations that a given entity can bear or fail to bear to a subject. There is the inherence

without combination that signify entities in the categories, he uses infinitives (2a2-4). If the infinitives

count as names of categorical items, should inflected verb forms be treated in the same way as other

paronymous expressions? They are derived from the names of entities by a change in ending.
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relation, some entities are in a subject (en hupokeimenô), some fail to be in any

subject. And there is the said-of relation, some entities are said-of a subject (kath'

hupokeimonou tinos legatai), some are not said-of any subject. Any entity can be

placed in one of four types depending on whether or not it stands in each of these

relations to a subject. The four types of entities, and examples, given by Aristotle are

as follows:

(i) Those said-of a subject, but not in any subject. e.g. man is said-of a

subject, the individual man, but is not in any subject.

(ii) Those in a subject, but not said-of any subject. e.g. the individual

grammatical knowledge is in a subject, the soul, but is not said-of any

subject; and the individual white is in a subject, the body (for all color

is in &lt;a&gt; body), but is not said-of any subject.

(iii) Those both said-of a subject and in a subject. e.g. knowledge is in a

subject, the soul, and is also said-of a subject, grammatical knowledge.

(iv) Those neither in a subject, nor said of a subject. e.g. the individual

man (ho tis anthropos) or the individual horse (ho tis hippos)—for

nothing of this sort is either in a subject or said-of a subject.

Traditionally commentators have taken the entities which are said-of a subject

to be universals, and those which are not said-of any subject to be particulars, and the

entities which are in a subject to be accidents, and those which are not in any subject

to be substances. 17 So, the four-fold division gives us (i) universal or secondary

substances, (ii) particular accidents,18 (iii) universal accidents, (iv) particular or

See, for example, the commentaries on the Categories by Ammonius, Simplicius, and Porphyry.

See Ammonius In Aristotelis categorias commentarius pp. 9, 25-27; Simplicius In Aristotelis categorias

commentarium Vol. 8 pp. 44-51; Porphyry In Aristotelis categorias expositio per interrogationem et

responsionem Vol. 4,1 pp. 73-88.

18

For the present we need attach no ontological weight to this use of ‘particular’. One of the

primary controversies surrounding the interpretation of the Categories concerns the status of type-ii

entities. What does Aristotle take a particular accident to be, and in what sense is it particular? In order

17
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primary substances. Aristotle takes the division of the onta into types (i)-(iv) to be an

exhaustive and exclusive categorization of all the entities in the universe. This division

complements the division of the things that are into the ten categories in chapter 4.

Each of the things said without combination signifies an entity in one of the ten

categories, and each of these entities is of one of types (i)-(iv).

Corresponding to the inherence and the said-of relation, there are two ways in

which an entity can be an ontological subject. We might understand the relation that I

have been calling ‘m-predication’ to this point as a disjunction of the inherence and

said-of relations. For one entity to be m-predicated of another is for the first to inhere

in the second or for the first to be said of the second. Accordingly, the ultimate

truthmakers for our claims will consist in the obtaining of the inherence and said-of

relations between the things that are.19 Furthermore, I think that Aristotle takes

inherence and the said-of relation to be fundamental relations, and takes the holding of

these relations between entities to be fundamental facts. A relation is fundamental if

the holding of the relation between entities is not ontologically analyzable into the



to answer this question we need to look more closely at Aristotle’s statements about inherence and the

said-of relation, which I do at length in what follows.

19

This analysis of m-predication turns out to be too simple. First of all, I will argue in chapter 8,

that Aristotle needs to accept a more complex analysis of some true cases of linguistic predication.

When we linguistically predicate ‘pale’ of ‘Socrates’, the truthmaker is the inherence of a

nonsubstantial particular pallor in Socrates. However, there is also the universal pallor, which can be

metaphysically predicated of Socrates, because in it said-of something that inheres in Socrates.

Furthermore, while I begin by holding that Aristotle takes all truthmakers to involve the holding of

relations between distinct entities, I do not think that this story is quite right. In chapter 10, I argue that

Aristotle will take some truthmakers—the ones making true claims about the essence of an entity—to

be non-relational. So, for example, I start out taking “Socrates is human” to be made true by the

universal human’s being said-of Socrates. However, I will later deny that the most fundamental way of

thinking about the truthmaker for “Socrates is human” involves a relation between Socrates and any

other entity. Rather the truthmaker involves only the intrinsic nature of Socrates—it this way I take the

truthmaker to be non-relational. Socrates’ being human explains the holding of the said-of relation

between the universal and Socrates, rather than vice versa. Further development of my position will

have to await the development of some further technical apparatus. For now, I will take a relation to be

fundamental if the fact that the relation holds between entities cannot be explained in terms of the

holding of other relations between entities.
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holding of any further relations between entities. What I mean by a fundamental

relation should become clearer by an examination of some examples.

A trope-theorist might give the following sort of account of the truthmaker for

“Socrates is pale”.20 The fundamental entities in the world are tropes or particular

property instances, like the paleness of Socrates which is numerically distinct from the

paleness of Coriscus. There are two fundamental relations that tropes can stand in to

each other—resemblance and bundling. “Socrates is pale” is true if and only if there is

a trope t, which is a paleness trope, and ‘Socrates’ refers to a bundle of tropes that

includes t. For t to be a paleness trope is for it to be a member of a primitive perfect

resemblance class which includes all and only paleness tropes. The relations of

resemblance and bundling are fundamental relations on this ontology, in that they are

not susceptible of further analysis. For a paleness trope to be part of a bundle of tropes

just is for it to stand in a certain relation to these other tropes. Most importantly, the

fact that certain tropes are cobundled does not consist in the existence of any further

cobundling trope. Facts about cobundling are rock-bottom facts. The same goes for

resemblance. The fact that two pale tropes perfectly resemble each other is not

accounted for by the existence of any further resemblance trope. The fundamental

ontology of this trope-theorist contains tropes, and the fundamental facts consist in the

holding of resemblance and bundling relations between these tropes.

On the other hand, a realist about universals might give the following account

of the truth-maker for the sentence “Socrates is pale”.21 There are two sorts of



For a discussion and defense of trope theories, see Stout “Are the Characteristics of Particular

Things Universal or Particular?” (1923), Williams “The Elements of Being” (1953), Campbell “The

Metaphysic of Abstract Particulars” (1981), and Abstract Particulars (1990). I am assuming that ‘pale’

refers to a real quality of objects, and that the trope theorist would think that there are paleness tropes.

While many trope-theorists might prefer to deny the real existence of color tropes as objective features

of external objects, I do not think that much in what follows rests on the choice of example.

21

See Armstrong (1978), and (1989). I assume that paleness is a real universal for the sake of the

example.

20
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fundamental entity in the world: universals and particulars. There is a fundamental

relation, instantiation, which particulars bear to universals—that is, particulars

instantiate universals. “Socrates is pale” is true if and only if the particular referred to

by ‘Socrates’ instantiates the universal indicated by ‘is pale’, call it ‘paleness’. We

explain the fact that Socrates is pale by saying that the instantiation relation holds

between Socrates and paleness. ‘Is pale’ is not a primitive predicate on this picture.

Instead the application of the predicate ‘is pale’ to an object is to be analyzed in terms

of that object’s bearing the instantiation relation to the universal paleness. On the

other hand, take the fact that an object bears the instantiation relation to the universal

paleness. The relational predicate ‘...bears the instantiation relation to…’ is primitive.

We do not analyze instantiation in terms of the holding of any further relation between

the universal paleness, the particular, and some other universal like instantiation.

According to the position under consideration, we cannot analyze the application of

‘instantiates’ by pointing to anything more fundamental.

A relation is fundamental, if the fact that entities stand in the relation is not

analyzable in terms of any further relation between entities. Imagine a theorist who is

a non-reductive realist about love, and who also accepts the existence of real

universals. Such a theorist might say that the truth of “Ernie loves Bert” is to be

analyzed in terms of the particulars, Ernie and Bert (perhaps in some particular order),

and the universal relation loving. The entities in question are combined in some way to

form the truthmaker for the sentence; let’s say that Ernie and Bert together instantiate

loving. There is an entity in this ontology that corresponds to the predicate ‘loves’, the

universal loving. However, there is no entity in this ontology that corresponds to the

predicate ‘instantiates’. Rather, some of the entities that the proponent of universals

accepts simply bear the instantiation relation to others, and this fact is not further
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analyzable. Instantiation is, accordingly, a fundamental relation in the universalist’s

ontology.22

I suspect that every ontology will accept some relations as fundamental.23 If we

were to require that every relational claim be susceptible to the same type of analysis,

we would end up being subject to a version of Bradley’s regress.24 Armstrong worries

about this threat of Bradley’s regress, and hopes to avoid it by asserting that

instantiation is not really a relation at all, but is a “non-relational tie”.25 However, this

language is somewhat obscure. It is unclear what a tie between two objects is

supposed to be, if it is not a relation. In later works, Armstrong claims that

instantiation is a relation, but holds that it is unlike other relations in that it is

fundamental.26 It seems clear to me that if we want to accept instantiation as part of

our fundamental story about the world, then we must hold that it is a relation. If we

want to avoid Bradley’s regress, we need to hold that not every relation is susceptible



The same distinction can be made about whatever the semantic values of non-relational

predicates are supposed to be. In some cases, the fact that x is F cannot be analyzed into the holding of

some relation between x and some entity indicated by F. Take the predicate ‘is a universal’ in “Redness

is a universal.” It doesn’t seem plausible to hold that the truthmaker for this claim is that the entity

Redness instantiates the universal Univeralhood. It seems better to hold that ‘is a universal’ is a

primitive predicate which is not analyzable in terms of any further entities.

23

At least it seems to me that a sensible method in ontology will be to take certain relations or

predicates to be fundamental, and to take others to be analyzable. I suppose, however, that there are

alternatives. On one of these, there are no fundamental relations at all and analysis can proceed forever.

On another, every relation and every predicate will be equally fundamental and none will be further

analyzable. I suppose that we could also have a theory on which some monadic predicates are

fundamental. The ontology outlined by Armstrong in A World of States of Affairs (1997) seems to be

such a theory. We are given states of affairs as primitive entities, and we arrive at particulars and

universals by applying the predicates ‘is a universal part of’ and ‘is a particular part of’ to the states of

affairs. These predicates seem to be fundamental.

24

Say that (a) Socrates’ instantiating Paleness is to be analyzed along the same lines as Socrates’

being pale. Then (b) the instantiation relation will have to hold between instantiation on the one hand,

and Socrates and Paleness on the other. But, (c) if the holding of this second instantiation relation is

susceptible of analysis, then (d) Instantiation will have to stand in the instantiation relation to

instantiation on the one hand, and instantiation, Socrates and Paleness on the other. And so on… This

sort of regress strikes me as exactly the sort of thing that Aristotle is concerned to avoid.

25

See Armstrong (1978). Also see Armstrong (1989) and Armstrong’s A World of States of

Affairs (1997).

26

See Armstrong (1989). Armstrong also uses the phrase ‘fundamental nexus’. I think that what

is important here is the fact that the fundamental relations do not admit of further ontological analysis.

22
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of further analysis. The relations that do not admit of analysis must be recognized as

fundamental.

I have said a bit about what I mean in claiming that inherence and the said-of

relation should be counted as fundamental relations for Aristotle. But can we give an

account of what it is for a relation to be fundamental in Aristotle’s terms? I think that

we can. While Aristotle classifies the things that are (ta onta) in terms of whether they

bear the inherence and said-of relations to anything, he does not take inherence and the

said-of relation themselves to be among the onta. Inherence and the said-of relation do

not seem to be entities at all. Rather the entities corresponding to the things said

without combination bear these relations to one another. The fundamental facts on

Aristotle’s view are the holding of the inherence relation and the said-of relation

between the onta. Furthermore, when Aristotle tells us at 1b25ff that each of the things

said without combination signifies an entity in one of the categories, there is good

reason to deny that he is thinking of inherence and the said-of relation as among the

categorial entities.27 In claiming that a relation—such as inherence or the said-of

relation—is fundamental for Aristotle, I mean that it is a relation that holds between

entities in the categories, and which is not such that its holding can be further analyzed

in terms of other relations between categorial entities.

When we give an ontology, we want to specify the fundamental types of

entities that exist, and the fundamental relations that these entities stand in to one

another. We can then specify the ultimate truth-conditions for all our claims about the



Here is an argument for not counting inherence as one of the onta. Take a particular instance of

inherence, and ask whether it inheres in anything or not. If it does not, then it is a substance, which is

unacceptable. If it does, then we must explain the fact that it inheres in something as a matter of the

holding of the inherence relation between it and something else. But then we can ask whether the

resulting inherence relation inheres in anything, and we are off on Bradley’s regress. We will run into

the same sort of regress if we think that the holding of inherence and said-of relations can be

paraphrased in terms of categorial entities. I take it to be the case that Aristotle would find such

regresses unacceptable.

27
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world in terms of these entities and relations. So far I have claimed that Aristotle takes

inherence and the said-of relation to be two fundamental relations.

Inherence is a relation that holds between accidents and substances. Accidents

inhere in substances, and are ontologically dependent on the substances in which they

inhere, in that it follows from the very nature of the accident in question that it inheres

in the substance in which it inheres. I argue at some length that Aristotle accepts the

existence of both particulars and universals in the category of substance and in each of

the non-substantial categories. Nonsubstantial particulars are entities like the particular

instance of grammaticality belonging to Socrates, or the particular instance of pallor

inhering in Socrates. Every nonsubstantial particular inheres in a particular substance

upon which it is ontologically dependent. Both nonsubstantial particulars and

particular substances have natures, in that neither is a bare particular.

Nevertheless, although they have natures, each of these particulars has a very

simple nature. The nature of each particular can be fully specified by locating it in the

various kinds to which it belongs. For example, the particular human being has a

nature that is exhausted by being human, or its being rational, two-footed, terrestrial

animal. The particular pallor has a nature that is exhausted by its being a specific

shade of color. Any other property that we attribute to the human being or to the

particular instance of pallor belongs to it because of relations that it stands in to other

things. So when we say e.g. that Socrates is pale, what we say is true because the

individual Socrates stands in a relation to an instance of pallor. When we say that the

pale thing is musical, what we say is true if both the instance of pallor and the instance

of musicality inhere in a particular substance. At the most basic level of Aristotle’s

ontology, we have a whole bunch of particular entities, with each of the nonsubstantial

particulars inhering in particular substances.
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Aristotle does not take particulars to be the only entities that exist, however.

He also accepts the existence of universals, which are said-of both particulars and

subordinate universals. I said above that we specify the nature of a particular by

locating it in the kinds to which it belongs. These kinds are universals. I argue that

Aristotle takes universals to be wholes which have particulars as parts, and that he

takes the said-of relation to be a whole-part relation. I suggest that Aristotle takes the

relation between universals and particulars to be something like the relation that holds

between animals and their atomic constituents. Neither an animal nor an Aristotelian

universal is a simple collection of its parts. Nor, however, is either an entity that is

completely independent of the parts that constitute it at any given time. On my view,

Aristotle thinks of universals as entities that endure through time and are composed

out of different particulars at different times. Furthermore, these universals bear

inherence and said-of relations to one another, and the holding of these relations

between universals is not simply reducible to the relations that their particular parts

bear to each other. Aristotle conceives of science as the study of the relations that

universals bear to one another, and takes these relations to underwrite the long-term

stability of the world.

Aristotle also holds that substantial individuals are primary substances. In this

way, substantial individuals are ontologically prior to other things. However, it is

difficult to see how substantial individuals can be prior to other things given some of

what Aristotle says about priority. In the end, I think that Aristotle takes primary

substances to be prior to other things by being ‘causes of being’ for those things.

In the following two chapters, I give a preliminary analysis of what Aristotle

says about the inherence and said-of relations in the Categories. It soon becomes

evident that there are major interpretative difficulties involved in getting clear about

the precise nature of these relations. What Aristotle says at one point often conflicts



22



with what he says elsewhere. In chapters 4-6, I focus on the difficulties involved in

constructing a coherent account of the inherence relation, and argue both that Aristotle

accepts the existence of nonsubstantial particulars and that he takes inherence to

involve ontological dependence. As a result of these views, I am forced to say that

some of Aristotle is mistaken to claim that universal accidents can inhere in particular

substances.

In chapter 7, I argue that Aristotle takes the said-of relation to be a kind of

whole-part relation, and that he takes universals to be constituted by particulars. In

chapter 8, I examine Aristotle’s claim that non-substantial universals inhere in

particular substances on which they are not ontologically dependent. I consider a

number of possible explanations for Aristotle’s making this claim, which conflicts

with his definition of inherence. I also suggest, in chapter 8, that Aristotle’s

problematic claims about inherence are ultimately rooted in his view that particular

substances are ontologically fundamental. However, given Aristotle’s explicit

definitions of priority in the Categories, it is hard to see how particular substances

could be prior to other things, and in chapter 9, I turn to the task of trying to

reconstruct a notion of ontological priority that will do the work that Aristotle wants

done. I argue that there is a notion of priority suggested, but not fully developed, in the

Categories according to which one entity is prior to another by being a cause of being

for it. Primary substances are ontologically fundamental by being causes of being for

other entities. In chapter 10, I continue to examine ontological priority in Aristotle,

and suggest that Aristotle takes particular substances to be ontologically fundamental

because they alone are purely nonrelational entities. In other words, while the essence

of any other entity at least partially consists in fundamental relations that it bears to

other things, the essence of a primary substance does not consist in its bearing any

such relations to other things.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SAID-OF RELATION

Section 2.1: Preliminary Characterization of the Said-Of Relation

In this chapter I examine Aristotle's characterization of the said-of relation, and

consider some problems involved in trying to understand this relation. Throughout the

Categories, Aristotle tells us that the genera and species of an entity (1b10ff, 2b7ff), as

well as the differentiae characteristic of an entity's species and genera (3a1-3, 3a21ff),

are said-of that entity.1 Furthermore, the genus and differentia are said-of a species,

and the higher genera and differentiae are said of the lower genera.

At 1b10ff, we are told that the said-of relation is transitive:

(TransOF) If x is said-of y and y is said-of z, then x is said-of z.

Aristotle also tells us that differentiae are genus-specific (1b16ff.), which we

can render as follows. Where g and g* are genera and d is a differentia:

(GSDOF) If g and d are immediately said-of g*, then d is said-of any

entity only if g* is also said-of that entity.2

Aristotle also characterizes the said-of relation in terms of linguistic

predication, and contrasts it with the inherence relation. At 2a19ff, he writes:

It is clear... that if something is said of a subject both its name and its

definition are necessarily predicated of the subject. For example, man is

said of a subject, the individual man, and the name is of course

predicated (since you will be predicating ‘man’ of the individual man),

and also the definition of man will be predicated of the individual man

(since the individual man is also [a] man). Thus both the name and the

definition will be predicated. But as for things that are in a subject, in

most cases neither the name nor the definition is predicated of the

subject. In some cases there is nothing to prevent the name from being

1



I use ‘said-of’ with the hyphen to translate Aristotle’s use of the technical phrase ‘kath’

hupokeimenou tinos legesthai.’ For example, Aristotle tells us that human (the species) is said-of the

individual human by writing, “[A]nthrôpos kath’ hupokeimenou legetai tou tinos anthrôpos.” We might

translate this sentence more literally as “Human is said of some particular human as subject.”

2

See Categories, 1b16-24.
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predicated of the subject, but it is impossible for the definition to be

predicated. For example, white, which is in a subject (the body), is

predicated of the subject; for a body is called ‘white’. But the definition

of white will never be predicated of the body. (2a19-34. translation

Ackrill)3

Aristotle indicates that he is willing to allow features about the way that we

ordinarily talk to count as evidence for whether one item is said-of another. Aristotle

marks a distinction between the said-of relation, which holds between things, and the

relation of linguistic predication, by his use of two different phrases. That which is

said-of a subject (tôn kath’ hupokeimenou legomenôn) is such that both its name and

definition are (linguistically) predicated of the subject (katêgoreisthai tou

hupokeimenou). The said-of relation is part of Aristotle’s formal ontology, it is a

technical notion that he is introducing. However, he takes himself to be offering a test

for whether the said-of relation holds in terms of what we ordinarily say. I take

‘katêgoreisthai tou hupokeimenou’ to be a less technical expression in terms of which

Aristotle wants to explicate the said-of relation. It will be useful to examine how the

less technical relation of being predicated of a subject is supposed to work.4

The predication that is involved in ‘being predicated of a subject’

(katêgoreisthai tou hupokeimenou) is thought of as a relation that holds between a

name or other linguistic expression and a non-linguistic object. Let’s call this relation

3



φανερὸν δὲ ἐκ τῶν εἰρημένων ὅτι τῶν καθ' ὑποκειμένου λεγομένων ἀναγκαῖον καὶ

τοὔνομα καὶ τὸν λόγον κατηγορεῖσθαι τοῦ ὑποκειμένου· οἷον ἄνθρωπος καθ' ὑποκειμένου

λέγεται τοῦ τινὸς ἀνθρώπου, καὶ κατηγορεῖταί γε τοὔνομα, – τὸν γὰρ ἄνθρωπον κατὰ τοῦ

τινὸς ἀνθρώπου κατηγορήσεις· – καὶ ὁ λόγος δὲ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου κατὰ τοῦ τινὸς ἀνθρώπου

κατηγορηθήσεται, – ὁ γὰρ τὶς ἄνθρωπος καὶ ἄνθρωπός ἐστιν· – ὥστε καὶ τοὔνομα καὶ ὁ λόγος

κατὰ τοῦ ὑποκειμένου κατηγορηθήσεται. τῶν δ' ἐν ὑποκειμένῳ ὄντων ἐπὶ μὲν τῶν πλείστων

οὔτε τοὔνομα οὔτε ὁ λόγος κατηγορεῖται τοῦ ὑποκειμένου· ἐπ' ἐνίων δὲ τοὔνομα μὲν οὐδὲν

κωλύει κατηγορεῖσθαι τοῦ ὑποκειμένου, τὸν δὲ λόγον ἀδύνατον· οἷον τὸ λευκὸν ἐν ὑποκειμένῳ

ὂν τῷ σώματι κατηγορεῖται τοῦ ὑποκειμένου, – λευκὸν γὰρ σῶμα λέγεται, – ὁ δὲ λόγος τοῦ

λευκοῦ οὐδέποτε κατὰ τοῦ σώματος κατηγορηθήσεται.

4

I use, ‘…is said-of a subject’ to translate ‘kath’ hupokeimenou tinos legetai’, which is a bit of

Aristotle’s technical vocabulary. Aristotle sometimes uses ‘kath’ hupokeimenou’ and a form of the verb

‘katêgorein’ to indicate the said-of relation. The roundabout use of an object plus ‘kath’ hupokeimenou’

indicates the use of the technical notion. The less prolix ‘katêgorein’ + epi + object indicates the less

technical notion ‘is predicated of’. I use ‘said-of’ with the hyphen to indicate that the technical relation

is indicated.
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L-Pred. We can give truth-conditions for the holding of the L-Pred relation in terms

of the well-formedness and truth of certain sentences. Where  A is a linguistic

expression, x is an object, and L(x) is a function from an object to an expression

uniquely designating that object:5

(LPred) L-pred( A ,x) if and only if  L(x) is (a/an) A is true.6

What we want to capture is a relation between a linguistic item and a nonlinguistic

entity that holds whenever the sentence formed by linguistically-predicating the

linguistic item of an expression denoting the entity is a true sentence. Next we need to

say something about names and definitions.

Aristotle distinguishes cases in which an entity is merely indicated in a case of

linguistic predication from cases in which the entity is named. For example, in the

sentence “Socrates is brave,” Aristotle thinks that both ‘Socrates’ and ‘brave’

(‘andreios’ is the masculine singular) indicate entities.7 ‘Socrates’ indicates a certain

individual man, and ‘brave’ indicates a certain quality. However, while ‘Socrates’ is

the name of the individual that it indicates, ‘brave’ is not the name of the entity that it

indicates. The name of the quality in question is ‘bravery’ (‘hê andreia’ is feminine

singular).8 The attempt to linguistically predicate the name ‘bravery’ of Socrates,

presents us with the ungrammatical “Socrates is bravery”.9

5



Assume for the sake of simplicity that each entity has exactly one uniquely designating

expression, let this expression be its name in a language with no ambiguous names.

6

This is an English translation of a schema that, in the Greek, lacks the indefinite article. The

Greek sentences translated by “Socrates is a man,” (‘Sôkratês anthrôpos esti,’) and “Socrates is pale,”

(‘Sôkratês leukos esti.’) have a similar syntactic structure.

7

I use ‘indicate’ as neutral between naming and designating without naming. In a canonical

definition as Aristotle conceives it, the expression indicating the differentia will be an adjective, and the

expression indicating the genus will be the name of the genus. A problem might arise, since the name of

the differentia is best taken to be an abstract noun and it is not clear that we will be able properly to

linguistically predicate this term of the subject in question.

8

See Categories 1a12ff. I largely follow Ackrill in my view about this passage. What Aristotle

says here is closely related to his views about paronymy. Aristotle introduces the concept of paronymy,

“ When things get their name from something, with a difference in ending, they are called paronymous.

Thus, for example, the grammarian (ho grammatikos) gets his name from grammar (hê grammatikê),

and the brave-man (ho andreios) gets his from bravery (hê andreia).” A full discussion of paronymy is
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In the case of predicating a thing’s definition of a subject, I take Aristotle to be

thinking of linguistically predicating a definition-indicating phrase of the subject in

question. Take the case of human and Socrates. Assume that the phrase ‘rational

animal’ gives the definition of human. We can L-predicate the name of human,

‘anthrôpos’ of Socrates, and we can L-predicate the phrase ‘rational animal’ of

Socrates. In the case of Socrates and white, we are unable to linguistically predicate

the definition of white of Socrates. The sentence resulting from an attempt to do so—

something like “Socrates is (a) lightest color”—is at best a category mistake. In cases

where one item is not said-of another, Aristotle tells us that we will never be able to Lpredicate the definition-phrase of the entity in question.

We end up with the following test for whether the said-of relation holds

between two entities. Let N(x) and Def(x) be functions from entities to linguistic

expressions. N(x) takes us to the linguistic expression that is the name of x. Def(x)

takes us to a linguistic phrase of the form  Aish B where  Aish is an (adjectival)

expression indicating the immediate differentia of x, and  B is an expression

indicating the immediate genus of x. So in ‘rational animal’ the differentia of man,

rationality, and the genus of man, animal, are both indicated while only the latter is

named. We can see Aristotle first as laying down a necessary condition on the holding

of the said-of relation:

beyond the scope of this project, but there are a couple of points that can be made. First, paronyms are

not words, but things. One thing’s being a paronym of another depends on a relation between nonlinguistic entities. Ho andreios is called ‘ho andreios’, because a certain man bears a relation to a

certain quality, where the quality in question is named ‘hê andreia’. While I cannot establish my

claim here, I think that ‘ho andreios’ is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, the phrase can be

used to refer to a certain man, the underlying subject of the instance of bravery; on the other hand, the

phrase can be used to refer to the complex of that man and the quality of grammaticality. In the latter

case, I do not think that ‘ho andreios’ serves as an expression that refers to a single categorial entity,

nor do I think that ‘ho andreios’ serves as a single thing which is said.

9

In Greek, the sentence (‘Sôkratês andreia esti.’) would have a mismatch in the gender of the

subject and adjective. The sentence would not even be syntactically well-formed. Notice, however, that

to linguistically predicate ‘animal’ of Socrates in Greek, we have to use the neuter form of the noun

‘animal’: ‘Sôkratês zôon esti.’ In this sentence, we do predicate the name of the universal animal of

Socrates.
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(OF) For any two entities x and y, if x is said-of y then L-Pred(N(x),

y), and L-pred(Def(x),y).

Does Aristotle think that we can give sufficient conditions for the holding of

the said-of relation in terms of L-predication as well? While he does not explicitly say

as much, he does tell us that in cases where the inherence relation holds, the definition

of the inherent entity is never properly linguistically predicated of the subject. On the

assumption that Aristotle takes inherence and the said-of relations to be the only

relations that underlie true linguistic predication and to be exclusive of each other, the

consequent of (OF) will then be sufficient for the antecedent. I do not think that

Aristotle intends a relation other than inherence and the said-of relation to hold

between an ontological predicate and its subject.10 Accordingly, I suggest that he

would accept:

(OF1) For any two entities x and y, x is said-of y if and only if

L-Pred(N(x), y), and L-pred(Def(x),y).

It is important to emphasize that (OF1) is intended as a test for whether or not

the said-of relation holds, and not as an ontological analysis of the said-of relation.

Aristotle is not trying to define the said-of relation in terms of anything more

ontologically fundamental. The linguistic facts are not meant to explain the holding of

the said-of relation. Rather, the linguistic facts are the way they are because our

language reflects the difference between inherence and the said-of relation. Why is it

the case that we can say, “Socrates is (a) man,” but not “Socrates is (a) bravery”? It is

because the syntax of our language reflects a certain deep truth about the world—the

fact that Socrates bears a different relation to bravery than he does to man.11 We



10



I do not think that Aristotle means to hold that there is a relation between entities other than the

said-of relation which holds when both the definition and name of one is linguistically predicable of the

other. However, perhaps Aristotle takes identity to be such a relation. If he does, then my discussion of

the logical properties of the said-of relation below will be affected.

11

Notice, there is a certain problem with Aristotle’s methodology here. We end up with the same

kind of grammatical monster in the case of “Socrates is humanity”. Aristotle’s even having a test here

relies on a substantive doctrine about which of the many phrases indicating an entity are names of the

entity. And our intuitions about which words count as names will depend on what category we think an
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cannot linguistically-predicate the name and definition of bravery of Socrates, because

bravery does not bear the said-of relation to Socrates.

What is the difference between the relation that Socrates bears to man and the

relation that Socrates bears to bravery? There are various ways in which we could

describe the difference between the relations. People sometimes mark the distinction

by saying that man is essentially predicated of Socrates, while bravery is accidentally

or nonessentially predicated of Socrates.12 We might try to fill out an account on

which the differences between the said-of and inherence relations are to be explained

in terms of differences between essential and accidental predication. For example, we

might point out that while it is possible for Socrates to fail to be brave, it is not

possible for Socrates to fail to be human. We might try to give an analysis of the saidof relation in terms of various modal facts along with a predication relation that is

neutral between inherence and the said-of relation. For example, say that we think that

property possession is a matter of bearing a relation of instantiation to a universal. We

might say that to possess a property essentially is for it to be necessary that you have

that property, while to possess a property nonessentially is for it to be possible for you

not to possess the property. We will then have analyzed essential possessing a

property in terms of necessity and a neutral notion of property possession.

I want to contrast this approach to essential and nonessential property

possession with Aristotle’s. On my view, Aristotle does not take the holding of the

said-of relation between human and Socrates to be analyzed into a neutral relation of

predication and some modal facts. Rather, I think that Aristotle takes predication to be

analyzable in terms of inherence and the said-of relation. Furthermore, I think that the

entity belongs to, which will already bring in substantive intuitions about what is said of what. If (OF1)

was supposed to be more than a practical test, Aristotle would be in serious trouble.

12

Matters are somewhat complicated by the fact that Aristotle allows that there are necessary but

nonessential properties of things, so-called propria. I think that Aristotle takes propria to inhere in their

subjects, rather than to be said-of their subjects.
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holding of the said-of relation explains the modal facts about for Aristotle, rather than

vice versa.13 I take Aristotle to propose the said-of relation as a fundamental relation in

his ontology. Any attempt to define essential predication in Aristotelian terms will

ultimately make reference to the said-of relation. The essence of something is the

account of what the thing is, where this is to be thought of as the real definition of the

object. In trying to explicate what the real definition of an entity is, we will talk about

the said-of relation. The species is said-of the individual, and it is the primary answer

to the question of what the individual is because it is immediately said-of the

individual. Real definitions of a species are given in terms of the immediate genus of

the species, and the final differentia distinguishing that species from every other

species in the genus. The notion of species, and of immediate genus and differentia,

are themselves to be defined in terms of the said-of relation. The species of an

individual is the entity which is immediately said-of that individual; the genus and

differentia of a species are the entities immediately said-of the species.14 The proper



13



In chapter 10, I argue that Aristotle takes all essential facts about an entity to be grounded in

the identity of that entity, while all accidental facts are grounded in relations between distinct entities.

In other words, the truthmakers for essential predication are nonrelational, while the truthmakers for

other types of predication are relational. However, for the time being, I want to talk as if the

truthmakers for essential predication involve the holding of the said-of relation between an entity and its

species, genera, and differentiae. I will argue in chapter 7 that Aristotle takes the said-of relation to be a

type of whole-part relation by which universals are composed of subordinate universals and particulars.

In one way, I think that the holding of the said-of relation between universals and particulars is simply a

brute fact about the world for Aristotle. Certain particulars go together to compose certain universals.

On the other hand, I have some sympathy with a view on which it is primitive perfect similarity

between particulars that grounds their being parts of the same universal. On the latter view, we might

think that the similarity is more fundamental than the said-of relation. However, I am somewhat

inclined to think that such primitive perfect similarity could exist even in an ontology that did not

recognize the existence of universals—for example, certain theories on which there are tropes but no

universals seem to fit the bill. Since Aristotle does accept universals in addition to particulars and

internal relations of perfect similarity between particulars, we should not take his theory to be one on

which the said-of relation reduces to similarity, in which case, we cannot give an analysis of the said-of

relation solely in terms of similarity. Since, I don’t see any other relation which Aristotle holds can be

added to similarity to give us an account of the said-of relation, I think that he takes the relation to be

fundamental.

14

It is unclear whether Aristotle holds that every species has both a genus and differentia said of

it. If some items are related to others as determinates to determinables, then there will be no immediate

differentia said of the determinate.
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nominal definition of a term is the phrase produced by combining terms designating

the entities immediately said-of the referent of that term. Furthermore, everything that

is involved in giving a full account of the essence of a thing is said-of that thing. On

the other hand, whenever something external to the essence of an entity is

metaphysically predicated of a subject, it inheres in that subject.

Notice, from the above discussion of inherence and the said-of relation, it

follows immediately that no entity can both be in and be said-of another entity. In

cases of inherence, the definition is never predicable, but in cases of when one thing is

said-of another, the definition is always predicable. We have already seen that the

said-of relation is transitive. It is clear that the relation is not symmetric, since the

universal human can be said-of Socrates, but Socrates is not said-of anything.

Furthermore, it seems that neither the name nor the definition of the species (or

subordinate differentia) can be linguistically predicated of the genus, and the same

holds for the names or definitions of lower-order genera being predicated of higherorder genera. So the species cannot be said-of the genus, nor can lower genera and

differentiae be said-of higher. That the said-of relation is not reflexive is clear.

Socrates is a primary substance, and primary substances are said-of no subject. We

might think that the name of Socrates can be linguistically predicated of Socrates.

However, Aristotle tells us at 3a36-37 that there is no predicate from a primary

substance and it is unclear whether he would take “Socrates is Socrates” as a case of

linguistic predication. Even if Aristotle does take the name of Socrates to be Lpredicated of Socrates, since Aristotle does not take there to be any definition of

particulars,15 there is no definition of Socrates available to be L-predicated of

anything.



15



For example, see Metaphysics 1036a3-5, 1039a28-b4.



31



However, it is less clear whether the relation is irreflexive. (OF1) requires us to

hold that ‘animal’ and the definition of animal can be linguistically predicated of the

species man, since animal is said-of the species (as well as being said of individual

men). So the sentence ‘Man is [an] animal,’ expresses a truth, even when ‘man’ refers

to a species, and a species human is not an animal. An interesting problem comes

about because the word ‘anthrôpos’ is ambiguous between the species human and an

individual human being. Greek does not have an indefinite article, but sometimes

Aristotle disambiguates by using a form of the indefinite pronoun ‘tis’. Hence,

Aristotle could take the sentence ‘zôon anthrôpos esti,’ (‘[A] human is [an] animal,’)

as linguistically predicating ‘zôon’ (the name of the genus animal) of the species

human, or as predicating the name of the genus of an individual man.16 Now take a

sentence like ‘Man is man,’ as used to linguistically predicate the name of the species

of the species itself. It seems clear that both the name and definition of man are

linguistically predicable of the species man. Therefore, it seems that in cases where an

entity has a definition, the entity is said-of itself.17 Unless Aristotle rules out cases like

16



Some, e.g. Ackrill (1963) have taken this fact to indicate that Aristotle is confusing two different

relations, the one between a kind and an individual, and the one between a kind and a subordinate kind,

thereby holding that Aristotle conflates class membership and class inclusion. I think that this can be

avoided by seeing the relation as something like the parthood relation, which will allow the relation to be

straightforwardly transitive. Frede develops something like a mereological reading of the said-of relation

extensively in his “Individuals in Aristotle” (1987). I argue that we should take the said-of relation as a

relation of whole to part in chapter 7.

17

It is clear that Aristotle does not think that individual substances have definitions, and that

individual substances are not said-of anything. What is less clear is whether Aristotle thinks that there

are sub-specific universals that have no definition. Owen (1965) seems to think that there are such

entities. If Aristotle thinks that every universal is definable, then every universal will be said-of itself.

Furthermore, since no universals exist without being said-of a particular, we could conclude that every

entity that is said-of anything is said-of itself.

It might appear from the current discussion that the said-of relation is not being taken as

primitive. However, I think that definability can be defined in terms of the said-of relation. On the

assumption that the differentia and genus of a species are distinct, then we can say that an entity is

definable if and only if it has two distinct entities immediately superordinate to it. One entity will be

immediately superordinate to another if and only if, the second is said-of the first, and the second is not

said-of anything distinct from the first which is also said-of the first. While we might be able to talk

about definability independently of the said-of relation and we might have intuitions about which terms

and entities have definitions, I still take Aristotle to hold that the fact that one entity is in the definition

of another at bottom precisely is the fact that the said-of relation holds between the two. The fact that
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‘Man is man,’ as improper predications, he can’t hold that the said-of relation is

irreflexive. Rather the relation will be reflexive over the restriction of the class of

entities to the class of entities that have definitions, and any entity that is said-of

anything will be said-of itself. Furthermore, if the said-of relation is not irreflexive,

then it will not be asymmetric but antisymmetric.18

When Aristotle gives examples of entities that are said-of other entities, he

includes both substances and nonsubstances—human is said-of the individual man,

and knowledge is said-of a bit of grammatical knowledge. Both substances and

nonsubstances can be subjects of the said-of relation. On the other hand, Aristotle

seems to think that only substances can be subjects of the inherence relation.

Aristotle draws a strict contrast between things that are numerically one and

things which are said-of something. He writes, “Unqualifiedly things that are

indivisible (ta atoma) and one in number (hen arithmô) are said-of nothing as a

subject” (1b6-7). Some of the entities that Aristotle takes to be said-of something also

inhere in something. These entities are nonsubstances, and each of them inheres in a

substance and is said-of a nonsubstance. These entities will generally be the species

and genera in a nonsubstantial category. On the other hand, substantial species and

genera will be said-of a subject, but will not inhere in any subject.

What we have so far should serve as a preliminary characterization of the saidof relation. The said-of relation is intracategorial and serves as a kind of ordering

relation. At the bottom we have the entities that are not said-of anything. As we move

on to entities said-of increasing numbers of things we find increasingly general genera.



we have intuitions about what sorts of terms are definable before we accept Aristotle’s ontology reflects

the fact that we have some way of tracking when the said-of relation holds between entities. However,

the said-of relation needn’t be properly definable in terms of the things to which we have some pretheoretic access

18

So, ∀x∀y (( x is said-of y &amp; y is said-of x) ⊃ x = y). Aristotle will also accept:

∀x(∃y(x is said-of y) ⊃ (x is said-of x)).
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While this picture of the taxonomy of entities is standard fare among interpreters of

Aristotle, there are some troubling comments in the Categories that complicate

matters. One serious problem involves Aristotle’s treatment of differentiae.

Section 2.2: The Problem of Differentiae

Aristotle tells us that it is not properly definitive of substance to say that

substance is what is not in any subject. While not being in any subject is necessary, it

is not sufficient for being a substance, since the differentiae of substances are said-of

something but are not in anything.

So, no substance will be among the things in a subject. This is not,

however, a proper characteristic of substance, but the differentia is also

not in a subject. For footed and two-footed are said-of man, but are not

in man; for neither two-footed nor footed are in man. (3a20-25)19

We can see that Aristotle wants to put forward two theses about the

differentiae of substances. First, the differentiae of substances are not

themselves substances. Second, the differentiae of substances are said-of

substances. It is difficult, however, to see how Aristotle can coherently hold

both these theses.

Ackrill (1963) worries that the claim that an entity outside the category

of substance can be said-of a substance will lead to an absurdity. Given that

Aristotle takes the said-of relation to be transitive, Ackrill worries that

Aristotle will be forced to say that a substance belongs to a category other than

substance. Let s be a primary substance and let D be a differentia said-of s. We

can construct the following argument:20

(1) D is not a substance, and does not belong to the category of substance.

(2) D is said-of s.

19



ὥστε οὐκ ἂν εἴη οὐσία τῶν ἐν ὑποκειμένῳ. – οὐκ ἴδιον δὲ οὐσίας τοῦτο, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἡ

διαφορὰ τῶν μὴ ἐν ὑποκειμένῳ ἐστίν· τὸ γὰρ πεζὸν καὶ τὸ δίπουν καθ' ὑποκειμένου μὲν

λέγεται τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, ἐν ὑποκειμένῳ δὲ οὐκ ἔστιν, – οὐ γὰρ ἐν τῷ ἀνθρώπῳ ἐστὶ τὸ δίπουν

οὐδὲ τὸ πεζόν. (3a20-25)

20

I take it that Ackrill (1963) has an argument like this one in mind on pg. 85ff.
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(3) Every entity belongs to one of the ten categories.

∴ (4) D belongs to one of the nonsubstantial categories, call the category C.

(5) If D belongs to C, then C is said-of D.

∴(6) C is said-of D.

(7) The said-of relation is transitive.

∴(8) C is said-of s.

∴(9) There is a substance that belongs to a nonsubstance category.

Since (9) is absurd, we must deny one of the premises.

I would like to begin by making four preliminary points about the argument

above. First, this argument assumes that differentiae are entities. I think that this

assumption is warranted, and that Aristotle takes anything that can be said-of an entity

to be an entity. Second, I assume that Aristotle accepts (3) and takes every entity to

belong to a category.

Third, I have some concern about whether Aristotle would accept (5) and (6). I

can’t think of any passage where Aristotle asserts that the categories are said-of

anything in the technical sense. Aristotle does sometimes call the categories ‘genera’

and it has become traditional to call the categories the highest genera. Since Aristotle

generally takes genera to be said-of subordinate genera, we might conclude that he

takes the categories to be said-of entities belonging to those categories. However, we

might think that the categories represent an exception to this general rule. We might

think that the categories do not count as genera in the ordinary sense. Furthermore,

even if the categories are genera in the ordinary sense, it isn’t clear that they can

satisfy the linguistic test laid out in (OF1). Categories will not have definitions, and so

will not count as things that have their definitions predicated of anything.21 They

21



Notice that this same argument can be run against any other candidate for a highest genus. If

we provide a definition by pointing to a higher genus and a differentia, then the highest genera have no

definitions.
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might, therefore, fail to be said-of anything. If categories aren’t said-of anything, then

we cannot derive (9). While I do think that these concerns should be noted, the attempt

to deny (5) on their basis strikes me as somewhat desperate, and I think that we should

accept (5) for the present.22

My fourth preliminary point about the argument above concerns the absurdity

of (9). We might think that there is something absurd about claiming that any entity

belongs to two categories. I share Ackrill’s sense that there is something wrong with

this possibility. Aristotle spends the majority of the Categories telling us how to

distinguish entities in one category from those in another. However, Aristotle makes a

couple of curious claims in the Categories that run counter to the intuition that a thing

cannot be in two categories. In the course of discussing the category of quality at

8b25ff, Aristotle mentions states and conditions as types of quality. However, at

11a20 he claims that states and conditions are relatives.

Aristotle considers two solutions to this prima facie problem, without finally

endorsing either of them. First, he suggests that particular states will be qualities,

while the genera of these states will be relatives. For example, knowledge will be a

relative while grammar will be a quality and will not be a relative. This solution

implies that a genus can belong to a different category than its species, and is

inconsistent (given the transitivity of the said-of relation) with the claim that the

categories are said-of every entity belonging to the category.23



22



Notice, that even if someone insists on denying (5), we can recast the argument in other terms.

For example, while the category of quality might not be said-of anything, there will be genera in the

category of quality that will be said-of things, e.g. state, condition, affection. If a differentia is in the

category of quality, one of these will be said-of the differentia. If this differentia is in turn said-of a

substance, we end up with an analogue of (9) claiming that a substance is a state, condition or affection.

23

Notice that Aristotle considers not just holding that grammar is a quality but denying that

grammar is a relative. However, if relative is said-of knowledge and knowledge is said-of grammar, the

transitivity of the said-of relation requires that relative be said-of grammar. We might use the fact that

Aristotle considers this solution to indicate that he doesn’t take the categories to be genera in the

ordinary sense.



36



The second solution Aristotle considers is to hold that an entity like grammar

might belong to two categories (11a37). By allowing that an entity might belong to

more than one category, Aristotle undermines one of our reasons for thinking that he

would be troubled by (9). Anyone who thinks that Aristotelian categories are meant to

serve as an exhaustive and exclusive division of everything that exists will have to

contend with Aristotle’s claims at 11a37ff.24

Nevertheless, even if Aristotle would allow some entities to belong to multiple

categories, we might think that there is something especially problematic about

allowing a substance to belong to a nonsubstantial category. The distinction between

substance and nonsubstance is of such central importance to Aristotle’s ontology that

we should be loath to allow that any entity could be both. It is especially problematic

that a primary substance would end up being in a nonsubstantial category, since

primary substances are supposed to serve only as subjects while other entities are

supposed to have further subjects. In what follows, therefore, I will proceed on the

assumption that (9) really would be a problem for Aristotle, even if he did not properly

appreciate it as a problem.

Therefore, if accepting both (1) and (2) would lead to (9), then we must either

deny that differentiae are said-of substance or accept that the differentiae of substances

fall in the category of substance. Ackrill suggests that Aristotle accepts (1), and should

as a consequence deny (2). According to Ackrill, Aristotle ought to say that

differentiae inhere in substances. If differentiae are going to belong to a nonsubstantial

category, it is most natural to claim that they are qualities or qualifications. In the



24



Like Ackrill (1963), I do want the categories to serve as an exhaustive and exclusive division

of the things that are. I also think that it is problematic to have genera in a different category than their

species. Therefore, I think that we need to offer a revisionary reading of this passage. We need to

distinguish the possession of a certain intrinsic quality of the soul from bearing the knowledge relation

to a certain subject matter. When we talk about grammar being in a subject, there are two things

inhering in the subject. There is a quality in the subject’s soul as well as a relative.



37



remainder of this chapter, I want to do a couple of things. First, I want to examine the

claim that Aristotle takes the differentiae of substances to be qualities or

qualifications.25 The evidence is indirect, but I will argue that there is some evidence

from the Topics and Metaphysics Δ that Aristotle thinks of the differentiae of

substances as qualities. Second, I want to try to offer an account of why Aristotle

might have thought of differentiae as qualities. I will suggest that in trying to give an

informative definition of a substance Aristotle might have thought that he needed

recourse to entities that were not themselves identical to the substances being defined.

In short, I will try to present the best case I can for accepting Ackrill’s suggested

revision of Aristotle.

I will then turn to some arguments against Ackrill’s suggestion. I will look at

some evidence from the Categories that Aristotle thinks about the differentiae of

substances in a way that is totally at odds with the way that he thinks about ordinary

qualities. Aristotle emphasizes that differentiae of substances meet the conditions laid

down in (OF1), and that they do not inhere in substances. Furthermore, I will argue

that Aristotle can’t take the differentiae of nonsubstances to inhere in their subjects,



Ackrill uses ‘qualification’ to translate Aristotle’s use of ‘poion’ which is used as an

interrogative (‘how’) and as an indefinite adjective (‘of a certain nature’), and reserves ‘quality’ to

translate Aristotle’s use of the abstract noun ‘poiotês’. Corresponding to the distinction between ‘poion’

and ‘poiotês’, Aristotle sometimes uses abstract nouns derived from adjectives as the names of

qualities. For example, at 9a34 Aristotle tells us that a body is called pale (the neuter adjective ‘leukon’

is used) because it has paleness (‘leukotês’ the abstract noun). At other places, I think that Aristotle

employs a substantive use of the neuter adjective as the name of the quality. For example, when

Aristotle introduces examples of things in the category of poion, he uses ‘leukon’ and ‘grammatikon’.

Furthermore at 2a32-34 Aristotle seems to use ‘leukon’ as the name of the entity that inheres in the

universal body. There are several subtle issues that I am not prepared to go into here. However, I am

going to make the following assumptions. Aristotle takes the fact that a body is white to consist in the

inherence of a nonsubstantial entity in a substance. The nonsubstantial entity is not identical to the

substance in which it inheres. Aristotle sometimes indicates that the entity in question should be called

‘hê leukotês’ and sometimes seems to think that it can be called ‘to leukon’ or ‘to ti leukon’. On the

other hand, Aristotle sometimes seems to think that the use of ‘to leukon’ refers not to the

nonsubstantial entity that inheres in the substance, but rather to the combination of the substance and

the inherent nonsubstance. In any case, Aristotle does not seem to think that there are two different

nonsubstantial entities involved in this case. Rather, there is a single nonsubstantial entity that bears the

inherence relation to a substance.

25
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since nonsubstantial entities can be the subjects for differentiae, but can never be

subjects of inherence. I will end by suggesting an alternative revisionary reading of

Aristotle’s position on differentiae. I think that Aristotle should continue to accept (2),

and will be forced to deny (1). In the end, I think that Aristotle should hold that

differentiae are identical with the species and genera for which they are the final

differentiae. I think that this revision is in line with some of what Aristotle says in his

later works, and that he did eventually adopt a position like the one that I suggest.26

I will begin with the question of whether Aristotle takes the differentiae of

substances to be nonsubstantial. While Aristotle implies that differentiae are not

substances, he does not say explicitly in the Categories that differentiae are located in

any other category. However, on the assumption that only substances belong in the

category of substance, differentiae will have to be located in another category.

Furthermore, there are some suggestions in other works that Aristotle takes the

differentiae of substances to be in the category of quality. While it is unclear how

much weight we can give to these passages in trying to interpret the Categories, it

might be worth taking a look at some of them.

At Topics IV.2, in the course of emphasizing the distinction between

differentiae and genera, Aristotle says “…a thing’s differentia never signifies what it is

(ti esti), but rather some quality (poion ti), as do walking and two-footed.” 27 When

Aristotle tells us here that the differentia signifies a quality (poion ti), there is some

suggestion that he takes the differentiae to be located in a category other than

substance. 28 Furthermore, when Aristotle gives examples of differentiae, he uses



26



I revisit this issue in chapter 7.

Topics IV.2, 122b16. I have chosen to translate ‘poion ti’ as ‘some quality’. Were we to

follow Ackrill, we would translate this as ‘some qualification’. We should note that Aristotle uses the

same term ‘poion’ here that he uses as the name of the relevant category in the Categories.

28

As many have pointed out, the Topics and Categories differ in their lists of categories. In the

Categories Aristotle distinguishes quality and the rest from substance (ousia), while in the Topics (see

27
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neuter adjectives ‘to pezon’ (walking or footed—differentiating terrestrial animals

from birds and sea creatures) and ‘to dipoun’ (two-footed—Aristotle’s standard

example of the human differentia). Aristotle in the Categories sometimes uses the

same grammatical form when he gives the names of qualities.29

At Topics VI.6, Aristotle tells us that substance is wholly incapable of being a

differentia of anything (143a33). Furthermore, he tells us that “it seems that the

differentia signifies a quality (poion ti)” (144a18). Aristotle’s claim comes at the end

of a discussion about what counts as the proper genus of virtue. We might try to locate

virtue in the genus of good and in the genus of state. However, we cannot hold that

both are genera of virtue since neither is a genus of the other. Aristotle then argues that

state is the proper genus while good is a differentia, on the grounds that state signifies

what virtue is (ti esti) while good signifies how virtue is (poion ti). Aristotle then

concludes with the claim that the differentia signifies some quality (144a18).

It would be hasty to conclude just on the basis of these passages that Aristotle

takes the differentiae of substances to signify entities in the category of quality. There

are two ways to translate Aristotle’s claim at 144a18: “dokei d’ hê diaphora poion ti.”

While we might translate the passage to say that the differentia-term signifies an entity

in the category of quality, we can also translate the passage as simply saying that in



Top I.9, 103b21ff) he distinguishes quality and the rest from essence (to ti esti literally the what it is).

We should keep this distinction in mind when comparing the two texts.

29

At 2a30ff, for example, Aristotle gives the neuter ‘to leukon’ as the name for the quality of

paleness, and says that the name is linguistically predicated of body, the name of which is also neuter.

In other places, Aristotle uses feminine abstract nouns as the names of nonsubstantial entities. For

example, at 1a15 we are told that the name of the quality of bravery is ‘andreia’ rather than ‘andreion’.

Matters are complicated by the fact that both ‘pezon’ and ‘dipoun’ also seem to be understood as

adjectives that modify the unexpressed neuter noun ‘zôon’ (‘animal’). At 3a28, Aristotle writes “pezon

gar esti ho anthrôpos.” The mismatch in gender between ‘pezon’ and ‘anthrôpos’ indicates that the

former is not used to modify the latter, but is neuter because it is modifying an understood neuter

‘zôon’. Finally, Aristotle sometimes uses the expression ‘to pezon’ to indicate a species of the genus

animal—the land animals as opposed to the birds and fish.
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giving a thing’s differentia we tell someone how the thing is rather than what it is.30

Aristotle gives the term ‘poion’ a technical sense in the Categories where he uses it as

a name of a category of entities, but we need not take the term to have this same

technical sense in the Topics.

In fact, there is even at least one place in the Categories where Aristotle uses

‘poion ti’ nontechnically. At 3a10ff, Aristotle distinguishes between primary

substances, which are properly said to be “a certain this” (tode ti) and secondary

substances like human and animal, which signify “some qualification” (poion ti). In

this passage, it is clear that Aristotle is not saying that secondary substances are

located in a category other than substance, but is simply distinguishing the primary

substances, which are numerically one, from secondary substances, which are

predicated of a plurality of things. Furthermore, Aristotle seems to have a slightly

different aim in the Topics than the aim that I take him to have in the Categories. The

aim of the Categories is to discriminate among types of entities—we want to

distinguish among substances, quantities, qualities, relatives, etc. On the other hand, it

is natural to take the Topics to be drawing the distinction among various things that we

can say about any entity—I can tell you what it is, how it is, how it is quantified, how

it is related to other things, etc.31

Note the use of ‘semainein’ here. Aristotle says that the differentia signifies something, and not

that a linguistic expression like the differentia-term signifies something. Aristotle sometimes allows that

non-linguistic items signify, but in this case I do not think that there is any harm in taking him to mean

that certain terms signify how as opposed to what a thing is.

31

There are two key differences between the Topics and Categories relevant to the current

discussion. First of all there is the fact that in the Categories, Aristotle is distinguishing ousia from the

rest of the categorial items, while in the Topics he is distinguishing the ti esti (the essence—literally the

what it is) from the rest of the categorial items. ‘Ousia’ seems to denote substance, where this is thought

of as a certain ontologically fundamental type of entity. On the other hand, ‘ti esti’ or essence does not

seem to denote a sort of entity, but rather to denote the fundamental character of any entity. The second

difference between the Categories and Topics is closely related to this distinction between ti esti and

ousia. While ‘ousia’ applies only to entities that are substances, Aristotle allows that nonsubstantial

entities will have an essence. In fact, in the Topics passage under discussion, Aristotle is talking about

virtues, which he takes to be states rather than substances in the Categories. In terms of the Categories,

a state is a type of quality and not a substance. So a state is not a substance (ousia), but is still a thing

that has an essence (ti esti). These differences between the Categories and Topics make it difficult to

30
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