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� e re� ection upon the categories leaves a fundamental mark in the history of philosophy. By 
theorizing such issue, philosophy gains a meta-re� exive feature, which is probably one of the 
most distinguishing traits of this kind of knowledge, including its method.
In the history of philosophy, the question of the categories has been gradually investigated 
and clari� ed but it still remains to be solved. � erefore, from a philosophical perspective, the 
history of the categories is far from coming to an end: since ancient times, it has been debated 
and discussed, thus revealing all its theoretical potential.
Such a broad history should be taken into account by any present study that wants to represent 
a real progress in the research, in order to avoid repeating errors that have been already made 
in the past. Among other things, this is one of the objectives of the present volume, which 
comes from the will to describe some paths and perspectives of this history, without claiming 
to deliver an exhaustive overview and rather representing the � rst partial contribution to a 
wider project.

Das Nachdenken über die Kategorien markiert einen grundlegenden Übergang in der 
Geschichte der Philosophie. Durch die � eoretisierung dieses Problems erhält die Philosophie 
jenen metare� exiven Charakter, der wahrscheinlich eines der typischeren Merkmale 
philosophischen Wissens und ihrer Methode darstellt. 
Das Kategorienproblem wurde im Laufe der Geschichte der Philosophie schrittweise durch-
drungen, aber nie endgültig gelöst. In dieser Hinsicht kann die Geschichte der Kategorien im 
Rahmen der Philosophie nicht als abgeschlossen gelten: tatsächlich wird das Kategorienthema 
vom Altertum bis in die Gegenwart hinein analysiert und diskutiert, ohne dass seine 
theoretische Fruchtbarkeit bereits erschöpft wäre. 
Die aktuelle Kategorienforschung muss sich unweigerlich mit der Geschichte der Kategorien 
befassen, wenn sie Fortschritte erzielen und bereits in der Vergangenheit begangene Fehler 
vermeiden will. Hieraus ergibt sich eine der Aufgaben des vorliegenden Bandes, der von 
dem Bedürfnis ausgeht, Perspektiven und Wege der Kategoriengeschichte aufzuzeigen. Das 
Ergebnis ist nicht erschöpfend; vielmehr wird ein erster und partieller Beitrag zu einem 
ausgedehnteren Projekt vorgelegt.
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Introduction to a History of Categories 

Giuseppe D’Anna / Lorenzo Fossati  
(Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milano) 
 
 
The reflection upon categories leaves a fundamental mark in the history of 
philosophy. By theorizing such issue, philosophy gains a meta-reflexive 
feature, which is probably one of the most distinguishing traits of this kind 
of knowledge, including its method (see Baumgartner, Gerhardt, Konhardt, 
Schönrich and Tonelli 1976: esp. 714). In the history of philosophy the 
problem of categories represents what Nicolai Hartmann (1949: 12) would 
call “metaphysical” problems, meaning those problems that cannot be 
entirely solved within an historically determined system, because they 
possess fruitful aporetics in the development of the history of ideas. On this 
point Trendelenburg maintains: 
 
Wäre die Kategorienlehre so abgerundet und in sich ganz, wie ein dichterisches oder 
plastisches Kunstwerk der alten Zeit: so wäre es genug, sie für sich zur Anschauung zu 
bringen. Aber einem philosophischen System oder einem Gliede desselben wird es so gut 
nicht. Indem es sich abschliesst, öffnet es sich auch schon wieder dem schärfern Blicke. Denn 
durch die Mängel, die es hat, durch die Lücken, die es lässt, zeigt es schon auf die künftigen 
Bestrebungen der Geister hin (Trendelenburg 1846: 196–197).1 

 
In the history of philosophy the question of categories has been gradually 
investigated and clarified but it still remains to be solved. Therefore, from a 
philosophical perspective the history of categories is far from coming to an 
end: since ancient times it has been debated and discussed, thus revealing all 
its theoretical potential. What are categories? Which is their value? Which is 
their nature? What is their purpose? How many are they? Which is the relation 
between them? Are they the utmost level of universality? These questions 
define the philosophical history of categories within the broader history of 
philosophy. Not only should the historian of philosophy depict the historical 
and cultural origin of philosophical issues: he also has to define “what is alive 
and what is dead” in that history, what is left uncompleted and can be finished, 
what is significant for the present time and what is not. Therefore, the historian 
of philosophy aims also at spotting and describing the real progress of 
philosophy itself, rejecting issues, solutions, approaches and methods that turn 
                                                        
1 “If the doctrine of categories were so perfectly developed and self-realized, like a poetic or plastic 
masterpiece of ancient times, presenting it would be enough. But this is not the case as far as a 
philosophical system, or part of it, is concerned. When the system closes down, at a deep insight it 
immediately opens again. Thus, the faults it shows and the gaps it leaves already point at the future 
effort of the spirits.” 
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out to be inaccurate. This is also one of the objectives of the present volume 
and on this issue, once again, Trendelenburg makes some important remarks: 
 
In diesem […] Bande […] ist die Kategorienlehre, die in ihren Anfängen noch nicht gehörig 
verstanden ist und in ihrem Ende zu früh von der Vollendung träumte, der Gegenstand eines 
solchen Versuchs, für die Philosophie von der Geschichte zu lernen. Zunächst wollte dabei 
die Untersuchung das Factische, wo es dunkel ist, aufklären, und wo es zweifelhaft ist, 
feststellen. Ohne die Sorgfalt für den Thatbestand gibt es kein Recht zum Urtheil. Es ist die 
erste Pflicht des Forschers, das Geschichtliche in seiner Eigenthümlichkeit zu erkennen, und 
die Erfüllung dieser ersten bedingt die zweite, was geleistet und was nicht geleistet sei, 
darzuthun (Trendelenburg 1846: VII–VIII).2 
 
Even though, since the second half of the XIX century, research has been 
moving forward on the question of categories, their genesis, nature, features 
and use, the issue continues to be a relevant object of study. An apt example 
is Categories, the monographic issue of The Monist, edited by Javier Cumpa 
and Peter M. Simons in 2015. On the one hand the volume confirms the 
living debate on categories, on the other it demonstrates its importance 
within the general philosophical debate. The main topics included in the 
research deal with the relationship between ontological and linguistic 
categories, between natural categories and genera, the possible existence of 
universal categories in the field of language, the question of categories in 
relation with the categories of space and time, the systems of categories and 
the relation between theory of categories and complexity. 

In this respect, it is worth mentioning Alberto Peruzzi’s work of 2017, 
Delle categorie, where the author indicates three different ways of interpreting 
categories: ontological, epistemological and formal (mathematical); he then 
relates to each of them a “paradigmatic point of reference”: Aristotle for the 
ontological interpretation, Kant for the epistemological and Mac Lane for the 
mathematical. After taking into account aporias, problems and ambiguities of 
Aristotle and Kant doctrines, Peruzzi claims the necessity of a notion of 
universality “intersecting the categorical areas.” The development of a system 
of categories requires concepts that the previous systems had not been able to 
provide and that now can be expressed in the “mathematical theory of 
categories.” (Peruzzi 2017: 11–13). 
                                                        
2 “The doctrine of categories as an attempt to find a lesson for the philosophy from history is the 
object of the present volume. The genesis of the doctrine of categories has not been adequately 
understood yet; moreover, in its recent developments, it has too often been dreamed to reach an 
end. The present research’s purpose is then to clarify historical facts when they are obscure and to 
fix them when they are uncertain. Without a thorough analysis of the state of affairs, it is not 
possible to express some judgements. Scholar’s first duty is to recognize the specificity of the 
historical data, and the accomplishment of this duty determines the second, that is to show what has 
been accomplished and what remains to be.” 
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The above mentioned volumes are just two examples (there are several 
works dedicated to this subject) demonstrating the vast area of historical-
philosophical investigation that still has to be covered with respect to the 
problem of categories and its different steps. An history of categories should 
be taken into account by any present study that wants to represent a real 
progress in the research, in order to avoid to repeat errors that had been 
already made in the past. Only in the framework of such history it is possible 
to legitimize new theoretical instruments that are necessary to deal with this 
topic in the philosophical domain. 

The present volume comes from the will to describe some trajectories and 
perspective of this history, without claiming an exhaustive overview of it 
and rather representing the first partial contribution to a wider project. It was 
impossible to disregard some fundamental philosophers, such as Aristotle 
and Kant, who are the milestones in the analysis of the problem of categories. 
The volume presents some relevant moments in such philosophical path, 
giving though more space to contemporary debate. 

Meanwhile a second collection of works will be soon published, which 
includes further perspectives and insights on the philosophical history of 
categories. These two books are supposed to represent the first step in a wider 
project of a thematically oriented series of historical-philosophical studies. 

Finally we would like to express our gratitude to the specialists that 
enthusiastically contributed to the project and to the publication of the book. 
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Aristotle and the “Categories” 

Cristina Rossitto (Università degli Studi di Padova) 
 
Next, then, we must distinguish (διορίσασθαι) between the categories of predication  
(τὰ γένη τῶν κατηγοριῶν) in which the four above-mentioned [sc. property, definition, genus, 
accident] are found (ὑπάρχουσιν). These are ten in number (ἔστι δὲ ταῦτα τὸν ἀριθμὸν 
δέκα): what-a-thing-is, quantity, quality, relation, where, when, being-in-a-position, having, 
doing, being-affected (τί ἐστι, ποσόν, ποιόν, πρός τι, ποῦ, ποτέ, κεῖσθαι, ἔχειν, ποιεῖν, 
πάσχειν). For the accident and genus and property and definition of anything will always be in 
one of these predications (ἐν μιᾷ τούτων τῶν κατηγοριῶν ἔσται); for all the propositions 
found through these signify either what something is or its quality or quantity or some one of the 
other types of predicate (ἢ τί ἐστιν ἢ ποσὸν ἢ ποιὸν ἢ τῶν ἄλλων τινὰ κατηγοριῶν 
σημαίνουσιν). It is clear, too, on the face of it that the man who signifies what something is 
signifies sometimes a substance, sometimes a quality, sometimes some one of the other types of 
predicate (ὁ τὸ τί ἐστι σημαίνων ὁτὲ μὲν οὐσίαν σημαίνει, ὁτὲ δὲ ποσόν, ὁτὲ δὲ ποιόν, ὁτὲ 
δὲ τῶν ἄλλων τινὰ κατηγοριῶν). For when a man is set before him and he says that what is 
set there is a man or an animal, he states what it is and signifies a substance (τί ἐστι λέγει καὶ 
οὐσίαν σημαίνει); but when a white colour is set before him and he says that what is set there is 
white or is a colour, he states what it is and signifies a quality (τί ἐστι λέγει καὶ ποιὸν 
σημαίνει)... (Top. I 9, 103b 20–33; Aristotle 1984: 172–173, slightly modified). 

 
Aristotle carries out these arguments, involving the “categories” 
(κατηγορίαι), in the first book of Topics, his work devoted to dialectic. 

Our choice to start the exposition by quoting this text and not by quoting 
the usual ones, in which Aristotle has illustrated the doctrine of the 
categories—as, for example, the homonymous book, namely the 
Categories—is due to the many advantages that this text reveals, even with 
regard to the many aspects that the categories present. 

First of all, from a general point of view, this place is “beyond suspicion” 
both with regard to its “authenticity”—since it appears in the Topics, a work 
certainly attributed to Aristotle—, and as well with regard to its 
“genuineness”—since, in it, he tries to determine which are “the categories 
of predication” (τὰ γένη τῶν κατηγορεῖν), given that, in these, the four 
predicables are found (ὑπάρχουσιν). 

In fact, the way in which Aristotle refers here to the “categories,” i.e. as 
τὰ γένη τῶν κατηγοριῶν, invites to remember that the term κατηγορία 
derives from the verb κατηγορεῖν, that is extensively used by Aristotle in 
order to indicate the operation of predicating.1 From this point of view, 
κατηγορία therefore means “predication,” and the expression used at the 
beginning of the text “literally” means “genera of the predications.”2 But, 
                                                        
1 In order to examine the Aristotelian use of κατηγορεῖν and κατηγορία see Bonitz 1955: 
376–378. 
2 Cf. Liddell, Scott, Jones and McKenzie 1968: s.v. κατηγορέω. The most general meaning 
of the verb is “to accuse,” whereas, in the sense of “to predicate,” it is not attested before 
Aristotle. Instead, according to Düring 1966: 53–64, “das Wort kategoria in der Bedeutung 
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precisely because the “categories” themselves are “genera,” indeed maxima 
genera, some scholars, as it has happened in this case, prefer to use the term 
κατηγορία in two ways, that is both in its translation, “predication,” and in 
its transliteration, “category.” As a result, the translation of the expression 
τὰ γένη τῶν κατηγοριῶν can be “the categories of predication.”3 

From the very beginning of the passage, Aristotle declares that the 
categories are ten of number, and even this information is very important. 
The context promotes the numerical precision, because, in the first book of 
Topics, he is particularly concerned with establishing the exact number of 
what it is dealing with: ten are the categories; three are the uses of dialectic; 
four are the predicable, and so on (cf., respectively, Top. I 9; 2; 4). 

Aristotle, however, rarely mentions all the ten categories, given that, 
when he refers to them, he is normally only limited to the first three or four. 
With reference to that number, it is interesting to note that it is used in the 
title of a lost work on categories that is the Περὶ τοῦ καθόλου λόγου ἤτοι 
δέκα κατηγοριῶν. The ancient thinkers Iamblichus and Simplicius, quoting 
some fragments of this work, present it as a source of inspiration for 
Aristotle’s Categories, since they believe that its author is the ancient and 
famous Pythagorean Archytas Tarentinus, the friend of Plato. But, as is well 
known, it is, as in many other cases, a much later scripture, which “just and 
on the contrary” resembles Aristotle’s Categories.4 

The categories listed in the passage of Topics are: what-a-thing-is (τί 
ἐστι), quantity (ποσόν), quality (ποιόν), relation (πρός τι), where (ποῦ), 
when (ποτέ), being-in-a-position (κεῖσθαι), having (ἔχειν), doing (ποιεῖν), 
being-affected (πάσχειν). Indeed, the same list, with the same terminology,5 
                                                        
Aussage kommt nicht bei Platon vor; nur einmal—Theaet. 167A—finden wir das Verbum in 
dieser Bedeutung.”(60) 
3 This is also the translation done by R. Smith, in Aristotle 1997: 8. The same line of 
arguments had already been embraced by J. Brunschwig, in Aristote 1967: 13 (and fn. 2): les 
catégories des prédications. Here are other translation proposals, in the main modern 
languages: “the kinds of categories” (E.S. Forster, in Aristotle 1960: 293); les génres de 
catégories (J. Tricot, in Aristote 1997: 20); die Gattungen der Kategorien (E. Rolfes, in 
Aristoteles 1968: 11); die Gattungen der Prädikationen (T. Wagner - Ch. Rapp, in Aristoteles 
2004: 55); i generi dei predicati (A. Zadro, in Aristotele 1974: 93); i generi dei predicati (M. 
Zanatta, in Aristotele 1996: 124); i generi delle categorie (A. Fermani, in Aristotele 2016b: 
1197); las clases de predicaciones (M. Candel Sanmartín, in Aristóteles 1982: 103). 
4 Cf. pseudo-Archytas 1972. The writer would come back to an author who probably lived 
between the 1st and the 2nd century AD, according to Moraux 1984: 608–623. This fact is a 
proof of the fortune that the work on the Categories, and on the notions expressed in these, 
had been from antiquity. In the quoted edition T.A. Szlezák also includes another short text, 
attributed to Pseudo-Archytas, entitled Καθολικοὶ λόγοι δέκα. In addition to the famous 
volumes written by P. Moraux, see, for the ancient tradition, the recent book of M.J. Griffin 
(2015); and, for a wider reception, Bruun and Corti (2005). 
5 With the exception of the first category, which is called “substance” in the Categories and in 
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almost in the same sequence, but with examples, is also present in the 
Categories, where it has the function of introducing the treatment of the 
individual categories. Here, in fact, Aristotle establishes that 

 
Of things said without any combination (τῶν κατὰ μηδεμίαν συμπλοκὴν λεγομένων), each 
signifies either substance (οὐσίαν σημαίνει) or quantity or quality or relation or where or 
when or being-in-a-position or having or doing or being-affected (Cat. 4, 1b 25–27). 

 
Even in the book Delta of Metaphysics—dedicated by Aristotle to the 
distinction of the many senses of the notions that are useful to the treatise—, 
there is an “almost complete” list of the categories, in the sense that Aristotle 
quotes eight of them: 
 
All things, which signify (σημαίνει) the figures of predication (τὰ σχήματα τῆς 
κατηγορίας) are said “to be” in their own right (καθ’αὑτὰ δὲ εἶναι λέγεται); for “to be” 
signifies in the same number of ways as they are said (ὁσαχῶς γὰρ λέγεται, τοσαυταχῶς 
τὸ εἶναι σημαίνει). Since, therefore, among things predicate some signify what a thing is, 
some a quality, some a quantity, some a relation, some doing or being-affected, some where, 
some when, “to be” signifies the same thing as each of these (Metaph. Δ 7, 1017a 23–30; 
Aristotle 1971: 40, slightly modified). 

 
As we can see, in this case Aristotle refers to the categories with the 
expression “the figures of predication” (τὰ σχήματα τῆς κατηγορίας), an 
expression similar to what appears in the Topics, that is “the genera of 
predication” (τὰ γένη τῶν κατηγοριῶν). But the importance of this 
quotation of the categories in the Metaphysics is due to the fact that the 
categories—taken together—constitute one of the meanings in which it is 
said “to be” (τὸ ὄν), and more precisely, “to be in its own right” (τὸ ὂν 
καθ’αὑτό). On that occasion, in fact, Aristotle distinguishes four main 
meanings of “to be” and “that which is” (τὸ εἶναι σημαίνει καὶ τὸ ἔστιν), 
that is, to be in its own right, to be potentially (δυνάμει) and to be actually 
(ἐντελεχείᾳ), to be coincidentally (κατὰ συμβεβηκóς), to be as true 
(ἀληθές) and not to be as false (ψεῦδος) (cf. Metaph. Δ 7, 1017a 7–b 9). 

Indeed, in the Book Epsilon of Metaphysics, where all this is confirmed, 
Aristotle presents these four meanings, in order to understand what is the 
meaning of being that philosophy can investigate: 
 
But that which “is”, when baldly so called, may be so called in several ways (τὸ ὂν τὸ ἁπλῶς 
λεγόμενον λέγεται πολλαχῶς). One of them was that [which is] coincidentally, another that 
[which is] as true (and that which is not, that [which is] falsehood). Apart from these there are 
the figures of predication (τὰ σχήματα τῆς κατηγορίας), as for instance what a thing is, of 
what quality, of what quantity, where, when, and anything else that signifies (σημαίνει) in 
                                                        
the list of Topics “what-a-thing-is.” However, as it can easily be seen, in the continuation of 
this text the term substance is also used. 
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this sense; again apart from all these, that [which is] potentially or actually (Metaph. Ε 2, 
1026a 33–b 2; Aristotle 1971: 68–69, slightly modified). 

 
From this point of view, he subsequently establishes that “to be in its own 
right” (in the text called τὸ ὂν τὸ ἁπλῶς), i.e. the categories, is exactly the 
meaning of to be that philosophy can investigate. With regard to the other 
three meanings, in fact, “to be potentially” and “to be actually” correspond 
to the same “to be in its own right,” since each being can be potentially or 
actually; “to be coincidentally” cannot be a subject of scientifical inquiry; 
“to be as true” and “not to be as false” is the subject of another type of 
inquiry, but not of philosophical inquiry (cf. Metaph. Ε 2–4). 

The text of the Topics mentioned at the beginning of the article allows us 
some further considerations concerning the categories in general, and more 
specifically concerning the way in which Aristotle himself presents them. 

The first and most evident feature is that the categories are “predicates”—
as the name κατηγορίαι suggests—, articulated into ten genera, and each 
genus (or category) is structured in “species” and in “individuals.” These ten 
genera are not further reducible: they are maxima genera. From this point of 
view, the categories have an important logical value. 

Secondly, the categories are real “significations,” because when someone 
wants to give a “signification” to something, and specifically wants to 
“signify” what something is, he “signifies” (σημαίνει) that something is a 
substance, or a quantity, or a quality, and so on. From this second point of 
view, the categories have an equally important semantic or linguistic value. 

If, finally, we examine the examples proposed by Aristotle—the first of 
which is: “when a man is set before him and he says that what is set there 
is a man or an animal, he states what it is and signifies a substance (τί ἐστι 
λέγει καὶ οὐσίαν σημαίνει)”—, there is no doubt that, when it is said of 
something that “is” a substance, or a quality, it is not indicating only a 
predicate, or a signification, but just “a way of being.” From this third 
point of view, therefore, the categories group “beings,” and thus have a 
decisive ontological value. 

The other two contexts in which the list of categories is used, namely the 
Categories and, above all, Metaphysics Δ 7 and Ε 2, confirm these three 
aspects. In the Aristotelian philosophy in general, in this case, we can only 
speak of three perspectives or three aspects. Aristotle’s vision is extremely 
“unitary,” given that “the thought” analyses the reality (logical aspect), “the 
language” describes it (semantic aspect), and “the reality”—that is, to be—
remains the constant point of reference (ontological aspect) (cf., for example, 
Berti 1977: esp. 177–196).  
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It is not difficult to recognize in these three aspects what, in broad terms, 
the posterior philosophy has developed and discussed about the 
Aristotelian doctrine of the categories, from time to time giving importance 
to a different aspect.6 

Given that it seems appropriate to make a brief illustration of the way in 
which Aristotle understood the categories, it should be recalled that he has 
offered at least two expositions, contained respectively in the Metaphysics (in 
the book Delta and, for the substance, in the book Zeta) and in the properly 
work titled Categories.7 In both cases, he has argued in detail about them, but 
in different ways and in contexts that reveal some critical issues. 

The treatment contained in the book Delta of the Metaphysics, in fact, 
necessarily appears rhapsodic, because the whole book is structured in this 
way. In fact, there are many notions studied by Aristotle (over thirty)—and of 
which he distinguishes the many senses—, but each one is considered 
independently of the others. With regard to the categories, in particular, they 
are not all themed.8 Generally speaking, moreover, the individual expositions 
contained in the book Delta of the Metaphysics must be considered with 
caution, since Aristotle, as it is well known, among the many senses of these 
notions quotes all that appear to him to exist.9 And they are not only the senses 
that are used in common. There are also senses that are “philosophical” but 
which are supported by other thinkers. These are meanings that he often 
disagrees with, but from which, in this context, generally does not distance. 

A general discussion of the categories is present, of course, in the 
homonymous treatise, that is in the Categories properly named. Although the 
work is among the most read and studied from ancient times—and indeed, 
perhaps precisely for that—, it reveals some problematic aspects, starting 
with the text itself, either because it may be partly corrupt and because it has 
been questioned, in whole or in part, about authenticity. In addition, this text 
has always been read with the help of numerous interpreting filters. 

On the other hand, the Categories are the only text in which Aristotle has 
described, in details, the doctrine of every single category, but also, in 
general, the doctrine of all the categories, because he has identified the 
relationship between them, for affinity and for difference. For this reason, it 
                                                        
6 For the history of the interpretative tradition concerning the categories, see Berti 2017: esp. 39ff. 
7 In truth, W.D. Ross in Ross 1955 also inserts a title that he calls Κατηγορίαι. The two 
testimonies and the five fragments that he collects, however, do not refer to a lost work of Aristotle, 
but to the same Categories, on which pseudo-Ammonius, Elias and Simplicius, Ammonius, 
pseudo-Ammonius, Boethius (and one Scholium) make very brief observations (see 103–105). 
8 The notions that Aristotle treats in Metaphysics, book Delta, and correspond to categories are, as it is 
well known, substance (Δ 8), quantity (Δ 13), quality (Δ 14), relation (Δ 15) and having (Δ 23). 
9 For a specific discussion of the book Delta of Metaphysics, independent of the rest of the 
work, see at least Aristote 1991; Dubois 1998; Aristote 2014. 
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seems appropriate to choose the Categories as better text in order to examine 
the doctrine of the categories.10 

In this book, the illustration of the categories actually occupies only the 
central part (chapts. 5–8), considering the categories of substance, quantity, 
relation, and quality, and abruptly interrupts (chapt. 9) with a reference to 
the categories of doing and of being-affected. This central part is preceded 
by the list we just saw (chapt. 4), and by three general observations (chapts. 
1–3), concerning different aspects of the predication (homonymy and 
synonymy, the “saying of” and the “being in,” the “generic predication”), 
and followed by the consideration of some notions (chapts. 10–15), which 
are connected with the categories (opposition and in particular contrariety, 
priority and posteriority, simultaneity, change, having). 

Now, it is, above all, this latter section, called postpraedicamenta, which 
has raised the greatest problems of authenticity. Andronicus of Rhodes (1st 
century BC) might have been the first to feed that suspicion, given that he 
published—according to the tradition—, the first organized collection of 
Aristotelian works, then called corpus aristotelicum. 

Even if the Aristotelian Categories are clearly constituted by three 
distinct parts—the antepraedicamenta, the central part, and the 
postpraedicamenta—,11 the most popular interpretative tendency today is, 
however, to consider them as a whole, also because the ancient commentary 
tradition has always considered and commented them in their entirety.12 The 
                                                        
10 In this perspective, and because of the difficulties of interpretation, in this article, we have 
chosen to limit our analysis at the examination of this text, as it is, regardless of the 
occasional references of Aristotle to categories in other works, but also regardless of the 
interpretations of ancient commentators. 
11 From the point of view of the contents of antepraedicamenta and postpraedicamenta, while it 
is more evident the character of “addiction” of these to the central body, the question remains 
indefinable in case of the antepraedicamenta. Appearing at the beginning of the work, in fact, 
they have probably the function of establishing the main concepts, which are useful to the 
treatment which follows. But, if we take into account all the words which appear in the text, we 
can see them as functional overall in the analysis of the category of substance, rather than the 
analyses of other categories. From this point of view, the contents of antepraedicamenta may 
also seem to be an extrapolation of the arguments related to the argumentations about substances 
and their relationship with the other categories. It may also be recalled that some of 
postpraedicamenta have a specific discussion both in Metaphysics, book Delta: opposites and 
contraries (Δ 10, but also Ι 4), prior and posterior (Δ 11), having (Δ 23); and in the Divisiones 
Aristoteleae: prior and posterior (div. 65M), simultaneous (div. 66M), opposites and contraries 
(divv. 23M and 67M–68M) (see Aristotele e altri Autori 2005). In this article, we will refer to 
antepraedicamenta and postpraedicamenta only from the analysis of the central part of the 
Categories, i.e. how clear it is that there are connections to them. 
12 This does not mean to overcome the actual problems and disagreements more or less 
consistent with other Aristotelian texts, but recognize that the situation is not very different 
from that of other works. But there are a lot of reasons for the difficulties, that is, both the 
different time of text processing and the context of the investigation. 
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three parts, in fact, might well be three texts, elaborated by Aristotle himself, 
but in different times.13 

Concerning the perspective used in this article, we will try to consider all 
the three aspects quotes, i.e. logical, linguistic and ontological. It seems, 
however, to be reminded that, although the “tradition” has transmitted the 
Categories as the first work of the Organon, that is, as a treatise of logic, and 
even if the linguistic origin of the doctrine of the categories is undeniable, 
one cannot surely evade the constant presence of the ontological aspect. 
Otherwise, one would have to assume that Aristotle has never elaborated a 
discussion of the many senses of being.14 

In order to taking into consideration the features and nature of each 
category (chapts. 5–9), it seems appropriate to recall the complete list of 
them, quoting also their related examples (chapt. 4):15 
 
Of things said without any combination, each signifies either substance or quantity or quality or 
relation or where or when or being-in-a-position or having or doing or being-affected. To give a 
rough idea, examples of substance are man, horse; of quantity: four-foot, five-foot; of quality: 
white, grammatical; of relation: double, half, larger; of where: in the Lyceum, in the market-place; 
of when: yesterday, last-year; of being-in-a-position: is-lying, is-sitting; of having: has-shoes-on, 
has-armour-on; of doing: cutting, burning; of being-affected: being-cut, being-burned (Cat. 4, 1b 
25-2a 4; Aristotle 1974: 5, slightly modified).16 

 
The first category analysed by Aristotle in detail is that of substance. The 

treatment may be articulated into two great sections, of which the first 
concerns the identification, within the category of substance, of two kinds of 
                                                        
13 A decisive turning point among the studies and the interpretations of the Categories is 
represented by the new critical edition of the work curated by R. Bodéüs (Aristote 2002a). 
This text is also a good reference for the discussion about the authenticity, the title, the nature 
of the work and the comparisons of it with other Aristotelian contexts, such as the Topics and 
the book Delta of Metaphysics (see Bodéüs 2002). More recent is the collection of studies 
Bonelli and Masi 2011. 
14 The secondary literature on the Categories and the doctrine of the categories, in general and 
in details, is endless. For a more detailed comment of the work, including links with other 
treatments of the single categories (contained over all in the book Delta of the Metaphysics, 
and for the category of substance in the book Zeta), see these modern translations and 
commentaries: Aristotle 1974; Aristotele 1966; Aristote 1994; Aristoteles 2006; Aristotele 
1989; Aristote 2002a; 2002b; 2007; Bonelli and Masi 2011; Aristotele 2016a. 
15 The list of categories with their examples is enclosed between two observations, which 
characterize the nature of categories as expressions “without combination” (ἄνευ 
συμπλοκῆς) (Cat. 4, 1b 25–26; 2a 4–10). These observations have the function of linking the 
treatment of the categories to the antepraedicamenta. In fact, Aristotle had noted, in Cat. 2, 
1a 16–19, that “of things that are said, some involve combination while others are said 
without combination (τῶν λεγομένων τὰ μὲν κατὰ συμπλοκὴν λέγεται, τὰ δὲ ἄνευ 
συμπλοκῆς). Examples of those involving combination are: man runs, man wins; and of 
those without combination: man, ox, runs, wins.” 
16 The critical edition of Categories here adopted is Aristoteles 1966. 
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substances, that is of primary substances and secondary substances. The 
second section will be dedicated to the characteristics of primary and 
secondary substances, in general and in particular.  

Aristotle begins in this way: 
 
A substance (oὐσία)—that which is called a substance most strictly, primarily (πρώτως) and 
most of all—is that which is neither said of a subject (καθ’ὑποκειμένου τινὸς λέγεται) nor 
to be present in a subject (ἐν ὑποκειμένῳ τινί ἐστιν), e.g. the individual man or the 
individual horse. The species in which the things primarily called substances are, are called 
secondary substances (δεύτεραι […] οὐσίαι), as also are the genera of these species. For 
example, the individual man belongs in a species, man, and animal is a genus of the species; 
so these—both man and animal—are called secondary substances (Cat. 5, 2a 11–19; Aristotle 
1974: 5–6, slightly modified). 

 
The distinction between primary substances, i.e. individual substances (as 
Socrates), and secondary substances, i.e. species and genera of “substance” (as 
“man” and “animal”)—which will disappear in the treatment of the substance 
contained in Metaphysics, book Zeta17—employs the distinction between “said of 
a subject” and “be present in a subject”, already exposed in the antepraedicamenta 
(cf. Cat. 2-3).18 Actually, Aristotle needs these characteristics to disavow, now that 
they belong to the primary substances, in the following to forge the structure of the 
whole system of the predication and the inherence, system that, as noticed, 
harmonizes with the reality as a whole. 

Aristotle, de facto, underlines that: 
 
thus, all the other things are either said of the primary substances as subjects or in them as 
subjects. So, if primary substances did not exist, it would be impossible for any of the other 
things to exist (μὴ οὐσῶν τῶν πρώτων οὐσιῶν ἀδύνατον τῶν ἄλλων τι εἶναι) (Cat. 5, 2 b 
3–6; Aristotle 1974: 6). 

 
So, on the grounds of this, primary substances are always, undoubtedly and 
only “subject of predication” of secondary substances and “substratum of 
inherence” of any kind of entity; secondary substances are predicated of 
                                                        
17 About the different manner of dealing with the substance here and in Metaphysics, book Zeta 
see Berti 1977: 230ff. The scholar retains that the diversity between the two texts should be read 
not in contrasting terms, such as be intended in different cases, but in evolution terms. In 
Categories, in fact, are not present concepts such as matter-form and potency-act, employed in 
Metaphysics, book Zeta, and also the polemic tone towards platonic doctrines changes. We 
propend to this position in this context, much more when observing that in Categories Aristotle 
“desume il primato nell’essere dal primato nella predicazione”, while in Metaphysics, book Zeta, 
he “desume il primato nell’essere dal primato nella causalità” (see esp. 235–236). 
18 Later, Aristotle uses also the concept of synonymous, which opens the Categories (chapt. 
1), to underline the relationship which runs into a same category among the “species,” which 
are called of the individuals, the “genera,” which are called of the species and of the 
individuals, and the “individuals,” which are called of nothing (see Cat. 5, 3a 33–b 9). 
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primary substances and they express the essence of them, but they may also 
be subject of inherence proper of the beings belonging to other categories, 
that, in this respect, are called “accidents”. 

As it may be noticed, we have to do with a “real priority” of substance, 
namely the whole category of substance, in respect to the other categories, and, 
within the category of substance, with the priority of the primary substances in 
respect to the secondary substances. Such priority, as it can be inferred from 
the last mentioned passage, recognizes its meaning not only in its “logic” or 
“grammatical” sense, but also in its ontological perspective. Ergo, the 
determination of the structure of reality, conceived in its following 
relationships of priority and posteriority—already contrived by Plato—, finds 
in Aristotle an opposite outcome, exactly or deliberately: from the anteriority 
of the highest universal (the idea of Good) we revert to the anteriority of 
minimum particular (the man Socrates). It is therefore not by chance if among 
the postpraedicamenta appear also the senses of prior (cf. Cat. 12).  

After all, Aristotle insists on the primacy of the primary substances, in 
compliance with the other substances, perceiving that they are not only “much 
more” substances, but also that they mean “a certain this” (τόδε τι σημαίνει), 
because they are numerically one, while other signify “a certain qualification” 
(ποσόν τι σημαίνει), even not in an simply sense, but as regards to substances, 
because they are “said of” many things (cf. Cat. 5, 3b 10). 

Regarding to general characteristics of substances, Aristotle wonders in 
what relation they are with two couples of concepts, namely the contraries 
(ἐναντία) and “the more and the less” (τὸ μᾶλλον καὶ τὸ ἧττον), such as 
he will do even in the case of categories afterwards considered. As a matter 
of fact, and as will be argued relatively to substances, the importance that 
these concepts assume on the general restraint of Aristotelian speculation 
might explain the reason for which they are treated independently in the 
postpraedicamenta (cf. Cat. 10–11). 

First of all, for what concerns “the more and the less”, Aristotle states 
that the substance does not admit them. The demarcation he resigns after is 
very eloquent. Veritably, what he does not mean to say is that one substance 
is not more a substance than another—he remarks to have already 
established that primary substances are “more substances” as regard to the 
secondary ones—, “but that any given substance is not called more or less 
that which it is.” The example he evokes is very acquainted and it is often 
recalled for the consequent implications in respect to other doctrines: “if this 
substance is a man, it will not be more a man or less a man either than itself 
or than another man” (cf. Cat. 5, 3b 33–4a 9).19 
                                                        
19 Let us think for example about the difficulties he encounters when he tries to explain the 
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Aristotle’s declarations inherent the relation between substances and 
contrariety are equally worthy of interest. Primarily, he establishes that there is 
nothing contrary (ἐναντίον) to substances. In fact, it cannot be seen anything 
contrary to an individual man, to man or to animal. Nonetheless, this is not a 
peculiar characteristic of substances, but it is a peculiar characteristic also to 
other types of beings, such as quantities (cf. Cat. 5, 3b 24–32). 

Whereas, 
 
it seems most distinctive (μάλιστα [...] ἴδιον) of substance that what is numerically one and 
the same is able to receive (εἶναι δεκτικόν) contraries (Cat. 5, 4a 10–11; Aristotle 1974: 11). 

 
A man, for example, remaining the same, becomes white at one time and 
black at another, while a colour, if it becomes black at one time and white at 
another time, does not remain such. The reason why only substances, as 
opposed of everything else,20 possess such characteristic, lies in the fact that 
“in the case of substances it is by themselves changing that they are able to 
receive contraries” (Cat. 5, 4a 29–30). 

Ergo, Aristotle refers in this regard to the avowed doctrine of change, 
which is, from the philosophical point of view, his answer to Parmenides’ 
denial of the existence of becoming. In fact, the changing is explained by the 
theory of the three elements, neither of which is destined to change in itself: 
a substratum (δεκτικόν) and two contraries, which are received by the first. 
Naturally it happens in “successive moments” (i.e. “at one time [...] at 
another”), namely not at the same time (οὐχ ἅμα) as he himself will explain 
pointedly more further—even referred to substances—, as enfacing the 
nature of the category of quantity and its relation with the couples of 
contraries and of “the more and the less” (cf. Cat. 6, 6a 1–4). 

With regard to the reference to the “changing” in this context, from one 
hand, it can be noticed, as previously recalled, that Aristotle does not employ 
the concepts that constitute his “definitive” doctrine of changing, because he 
does not mention the two contraries such as form and privation of the form. 
It is worth remembering that one of the postpraedicamenta concerns just the 
changing (indicated by the term of κίνεσις) (cf. Cat. 14). 

The second category held liable by Aristotle is that of quantity. He 
approaches like that: 

 
Of quantities some are discrete, others continuous; and some are composed of parts which 
have position in relation to one another, others are not composed of parts which have position. 
                                                        
slaveness in the Politics. 
20 In this context Aristotle examines the case of statement and opinion, which seems to have also 
the identical characteristic of substances, i.e. to remain the same while receiving the contraries 
contituted by true and false. But Aristotle shows that this is a different case. Cf. Cat. 5, 4a 22ff. 
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Discrete are number and language; continuous are lines, surfaces, bodies, and also, besides 
these, time and place (Cat. 6, 4b 20–25; Aristotle 1974: 12). 

 
Aristotle, as evidenced, employs two couples of opposed concept, in other 
words, discrete-continuous and composed—not composed of parts, which 
have position in relation to one another, in order to identify what qualities 
are. These are in fact characterized by having each one of the two members 
of the two couples. 

And about quantities which he indicates—namely number, language, line, 
surface, solid, place and time—, number and language are quantities which 
are both discrete and not composed of parts with position; line, surface, solid 
and place are quantities which are both continuous and composed of parts 
having position; finally the time, which is continuous and not composed of 
parts with position. It can be inferred, therefore, that quantities which are 
discrete are also not composed by parts with position, while quantities which 
are continue are also composed by parts which have position, except in the 
case of that quantity constituted by time, which is continuous but not 
composed of parts with position.21 

It can immediately be noticed that, differently from what happens to 
substances—and also to the beings belonging to other categories—, in the 
case of beings belonging to the category of quantity Aristotle does not 
simply provide some examples of quantitative beings, but he exactly 
mentions what he considers to be “all” the quantitative beings. He does not 
admit, in fact, any other quantity beyond these (cf. Cat. 6, 5a 38–39). 

After having shown the characteristics of each kind of quantity, Aristotle, 
in virtue of the initial development of argumentation, perseveres at 
considering, even in this category, the link with the contrariety and “the 
more and the less.” For what attains the latter couple, he briefly adduces that 
the quantity cannot receive the more and the less—as it was in the case of 
substances in their already considered connotation (cf. Cat. 6, 6a 19–25)—, 
while his cognition of contrariety tends to be more emphasized. 

Aristotle neatly avows that quantity has no contrary and, in this respect, 
he distinguishes two cases. If it is the case of definite quantities, for example 
two cubits, he asserts that there is no contrary. But there may be another case, 
like “many and few or large and small,” which he even tends not to denotate 
as indefinite quantities, but that he simply mentions because it could seem as 
such to some people of his times. In fact, he recognizes almost immediately 
that many-few or large-small do not signify quantities but relatives, in the 
meaning that they do not belong to category of quantities, but to category of 
                                                        
21 On the particular nature of “time,” such as Aristotle aims at defining that in this context, I 
just hovered in Rossitto 2016. 
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relation, given that they are said to each other, reciprocally. But if, by 
hypothesis, many-few and large-small were considered as quantities, they 
cannot be considered as contraries in any case, implying thus that quantities 
do not have a contrary (cf. Cat. 6, 5b 11–6a 11). 

One of the most compelling elements of such treatment is the 
clarification that Aristotle provides of the fact that the couples of many-few 
and large-small cannot be classified as contraries. Veritably, the members of 
each couple can coexist simultaneously in the same subject: “the same thing 
turns out to be at the same time (ἅμα) both large and small, since in relation 
to this thing it is small but in relation to another this same thing is large” 
(Cat 6, 5b 35–37; Aristotle 1974: 15–16). 

Now, if the “existing simultaneously in the same subject” is possible for a 
couple of opposites in condition that they are relatives, this cannot be 
realized in a couple formed by contraries. Actually, the contraries, as we 
have seen speaking about substance—which is explicitly quoted here by 
Aristotle (cf. Cat 6, 6a 1–4)—can be received in a same subject, anyway in 
different moments (theory of change). The element that underpins both the 
possibilities and corresponding not possibilities of both cases, is surely the 
law of non-contradiction. Its most complete formulation, contained in 
Metaphysics, book Gamma, is that “the same cannot at the same time belong 
and not belong to the same in the same respect” (τὸ γὰρ αὐτὸ ἅμα 
ὑπάρχειν τε καὶ μὴ ὑπάρχειν ἀδύνατον τῷ αὐτῷ καὶ κατὰ τὸ αὐτό) 
(Metaph. Γ 3, 1005b 19–20). 

The situation can be argued in the following way. If the opposites are 
relatives, they can subsist simultaneously in a same subject, because they 
refer to different things, and this happens without them being in 
contravention of the law of non-contradiction; if they refer to the same thing, 
they would contravene the law of non-contradiction. In turn, if the opposites 
are contraries, they can refer to the same thing, because they subsist in the 
same subject in different moments, without this constituting a contravention 
of the law of non-contradiction; if they subsist in the same subject 
simultaneously, they would contravene the law of non-contradiction. 

From this point of view, it can be noticed that the perspective that helms 
Aristotle may be seen as purely “physical,” in the sense that it concerns the 
being, and not merely the language and the discourse. It is in the reality that 
things appear in that way, namely there is a mountain—as taking his 
example in another way22—which is at the same time large, in relation to a 
smaller mountain, and small, in relation to a larger mountain; and that 
                                                        
22 The example of the mountain is also used in the category of relatives: see Cat. 7, 6b 9. 



Aristotle and the “Categories” 
 

 

23 

Socrates, in regard to his position, cannot remain seated and to be on foot 
simultaneously, but only in different moments. 

For what attains the choice of both couples, many-few and large-small, 
this cannot be considered as merely casual. It is quite acknowledged in fact 
that in the ancient platonic Academy many theories of principles were 
established, so called because, according to these Academics, the whole 
reality depended on two principles, the One and the Dyad. The Dyad 
precisely was indicated in different systems as “large and small,” “excess 
and defect” and in different ways yet.23 

The last observation developed by Aristotle about the relationship 
between quantity and contrariety is the reference to a specific type of 
contrary properties: “most distinctively of a quantity is its being called both 
equal and unequal” (ἵδιον δὲ μάλιστα τοῦ ποσοῦ τὸ ἴσον τε καὶ ἄνισον 
λέγεσθαι).24 This is valid for all quantities named at the beginning of the 
treatment, so for quantities as such. Indeed, Aristotle notes that equal and 
unequal do not seem to be applicable—or may be applied distinctively—to 
other categories. For example, in the case of the “disposition” (διάθεσις), 
which belongs to the category of relatives, one can rather talk about similar 
and dissimilar; and this also applies to the “white,” which belongs to the 
category of quality (cf. Cat. 6, 6a 27–35). 

The category that Aristotle approaches immediately after is that of 
“relation” (πρός τι), whose occurrence is preceded by the category of 
quality in lists and in quotes of the various categories. The analysis is one of 
the most complexes and debated even today, not only under a logical 
perspective, but also and overall from a point of view that could be defined 
as “ontological,” as part of the issues rotate at least around the statute of this 
kind of beings such purely defined.25 

Aristotle was aware of the complexity of his own reasoning that he 
advocates to the multiplicity of perspectives in which the thematic of 
relatives can be enfaced. In fact, at the end of the treatment of this category, 
immediately after dealing with the problem of the relationship between 
substance and relation, he does not miss to conclude that 

 
                                                        
23 Plato would be the one who defines, among ancient Academics, the second law of these 
modes. Such is testified by Aristotle the same, after all, who ascribes this Platonic theory to “the 
so-called unwritten doctrines” (ἐν τοῖς λεγομένοις ἀγράφοις δόγμασιν). See, for example, 
Phys. IV 2; Metaph. Α 6; passim. About this see Gaiser 1963; Krämer 1982; Reale 1987. 
24 Cat. 6, 6a 26–27: Ἴδιον δὲ μάλιστα τοῦ ποσοῦ τὸ ἴσον τε καὶ ἄνισον λέγεσθαι. 
25 About the Aristotelian theory of relation, see for example, from different perspectives, 
Mignucci 1986; 1988; Hood 2004; Rini 2010. 
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it is perhaps hard (χαλεπόν) to make firm statements on such questions without having 
examined them many times. Still, to have gone through the various difficulties 
(διηπορηκέναι) is not unprofitable (Cat 7, 8b 21–24; Aristotle 1974: 24). 

 
He deals, then, of a matter in which some “aporetic” situations persist. The 
expression “to have gone through the various difficulties” (διηπορηκέναι) 
can be meant in a technical sense that Aristotle often attributes to it. For 
example, in the methodological introduction to the book Beta of Metaphysics, 
Aristotle explains that every philosophical inquiry—which is, according to 
him, “scientific knowledge” (ἐπιστήμη)—, is formed by three successive 
phases. First, it is necessary to state the difficulties, that is formulating the 
aporiae (ἀπορῆσαι); second, to discuss the difficulties, that is going through 
the aporiae (διαπορῆσαι); third, to get clear of difficulties, in the sense of 
solving the aporiae (εὐπορῆσαι) (cf. Metaph. Β 1, 995a 24–b 4).26 

Truly, the first part of the argumentation of the category of relation is fairly 
“linear.” In fact, Aristotle states, and immediately after he confirms, that 

 
we call relatives all such things as are said to be just what they are, of or than other things, or 
in some other way in relation to something else (πρός τι δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα λέγεται, ὅσα αὐτὰ 
ἅπερ ἐστὶν ἑτέρων εἶναι λέγεται ἢ ὁπωσοῦν ἄλλως πρὸς ἕτερον) (Cat. 7, 6a 36–37; 
Aristotle 1974: 17). 

 
Aristotle mentions as examples of relatives what is larger and what is 
double. Both of them, in fact, are called what they are, than or of something 
else. Later, Aristotle adds other kinds of relatives—habitus (ἕξις), 
disposition (διάθεσις), perception (αἴσθησις), scientific knowledge 
(ἐπιστήμη), position (θέσις)—which, all, have got as their characteristc to 
be called what they are of something else (cf. Cat. 7, 6b 2–14).27 

The expressions used here by Aristotle tend to demonstrate the deep 
cohesion between linguistic perspective and ontological perspective. It is 
true in fact that his analysis is conducted starting from a linguistic 
consideration: all the terms, which are quoted “are called of.” But it is also 
true that, at the same time, such consideration is crossed, united or even 
overlaid to an ontological consideration: all the terms, which are quoted 
exactly “what they are” they “are called of.” 

Immediately later, Aristotle raises the same questions that he had made 
for the previous categories, i.e. what kind of link there is among the relatives 
and the couple of opposites constituted by the contraries and “the more and 
the less.” Well, unlike the beings belonging to the previous categories, i.e. 
                                                        
26 On the concept of aporia, see Motte and Rutten 2001. On the specifically and explicitly 
dialectic character of the aporetical proceeding cf. Top. I 2 (and Rossitto 2000). 
27 Aristotle adds also the “similar” (τὸ ὅμοιον) to these relatives. 
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unlike the substances and the quantities—for which it was excluded that they 
had a contrary and that each was more or less than what it was—, the 
relatives result admitting both the couples: they can have a contrary and 
being more or less what they are. 

This is worth, nevertheless, for some relatives. For what attains the 
contrariety, Aristotle takes as example the “virtue” (ἀρετή). The virtue is a 
relative (in the sense that virtue is called of something else, such in the 
expression the virtue “of ” courage), and it has got a contrary, namely the vice 
(κακία), that is, in turn, a relative (the vice is called of something else, such in 
the expression the vice “of ” the cowardice). That is also in the case of 
scientific knowledge (ἐπιστήμη): the science, which is a relative (the science 
“of ” knowable, for example the science “of ” grammar) has got a contrary, 
namely the ignorance (ἄγνοια), that in turn is a relative (the ignorance “of ” 
knowable) (cf. Cat. 7, 6b 15–19). In reverse, other types of relatives have not 
got a contrary, as it happens for the double (and the half) or the treble (and the 
third). Distinct from these cases Aristotle leaves no details. 

Concerning the more and the less, Aristotle admits them for relatives 
such as the similar and the unequal. Each of them, which is a relative 
(similar “to” something else; unequal “from” something else), can be more 
or less what really is (more or less similar; more or less unequal). On the 
contrary, the double does not admit the more and the less (if something is the 
double of its half, it cannot be more or less double) (cf. Cat. 7, 6b 19–27). 

It is interesting to note—concerning these last arguments—that, as in the 
case of relatives such the double and the triple, they have no contrary, and that 
they do not admit the more and the less. But also—and on the contrary—, at 
least for what attains the similar and the unequal, that such kinds of relatives, 
which admit the more and the less, are those which—as it has been before—
have got a contrary, i.e., respectively, the dissimilar and the equal.28 

Aristotle argumentations result clear up to this point, maybe because they 
are still general. The complexity, instead, starts immediately later, namely 
when he examines three issues that the relatives involve: the reciprocity, the 
simultaneity and the relationship with the substances. 

With regard to the reciprocity, according to Aristotle, “all relatives are 
spoken of in relation to correlatives that reciprocate” (πάντα δὲ τὰ πρός τι 
πρὸς ἀντιστρέφοντα λέγεται) (Cat. 7, 6b 28; Aristotle 1974: 18). The three 
examples that Aristotle offers show how he intends that reciprocity: the slave 
                                                        
28 It is therefore not excluded that even science and knowable, as well as the virtue and the 
vice that are relatives (although, as we shall see, they are different in other respects), which 
have a contrary, can even admit the more and the less, at least from a certain point of view. In 
their turn, the terms similar and unequal, now referred to relatives, had been mentioned earlier 
as if they were their own characteristics of qualities and quantities. 
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is called (λέγεται) slave (δοῦλος) of the master (δεσπότης) and the master is 
called master of the slave; the double of the half and viceversa; the major 
(μεῖζον) of the minor (ἔλαττον) and viceversa. Reciprocity applies to all 
relatives, provided that the relationship is properly given, even if, sometimes, 
expressions can vary. For example, in the case of the relative consisting of 
scientific knowledge and knowable, reciprocity is respected, even if it is said 
scientific knowledge “of ” the knowable, but knowable “by” the scientific 
knowledge (cf. Cat. 7, 6b 28–36). From these cases one needs to distinguish 
those who, while being similar, do not respect the reciprocity, given that they 
are a real mistake. For example, if wing is called of the bird and bird of the 
wing, there is not reciprocity, for it has not been given properly. The proper 
reciprocity is in fact between wing and winged (cf. Cat. 7, 6b 36–7a 5). 

Aristotle speaks in detail about these problems, concerning the names 
(ὀνόματα): so, this part of the treatment, in particular—but in general the 
treatment of the relatives—, is considered as one of the most clear proof of 
the fact that the Aristotelian perspective is essentially linguistic (cf. Cat. 7, 
6b 36–7b 14).29 Now, it seems that the linguistic perspective is predominant, 
but not exclusive. The point of reference, in fact, continues to be the reality, 
if, in the same context, Aristotle suggests to invent new names 
(ὀνοματοποιεῖν), in order to express the reciprocity of the relatives. In fact, 
in the expression the rudder of the boat, there is no real reciprocity between 
the two terms, “for it is not as being a boat that a rudder is said to be of it, 
since there are boats which have not got rudders” (Cat. 7, 7a 8–10; Aristotle 
1974: 19): so, it would be right to invent the name “ruddered.” 

The interest in ontological perspective emerges especially in the 
examination of the second concept, which is “strictly” related to relatives, i.e. 
“to be at the same time” (ἅμα), in the sense of simultaneity. About this 
concept, there are two cases, given that not all the relatives have this feature 
by nature. In fact, relatives as “double and half” are simultaneous, while 
relatives as “knowable and knowledge” seem to be, the first one, prior, and 
the second one, posterior. 

It is interesting the explanation used by Aristotle in order to clarify this 
difference. In fact, the double and the half are simultaneous because “when 
there is a half there is a double... Also, one carries the other to destruction, 
for if there is not a double there is not a half, and if there is not a half there is 
not a double”; while “destruction of the knowable carries knowledge to 
destruction, but knowledge does not carry the knowable to destruction” (Cat. 
7, 7b 15–29; Aristotle 1974: 21). As it can easily be seen, it is a perspective, 
                                                        
29 Aristotle also examines those relations for which reciprocity is not proper. These are those 
relatives, which are given as related to something accidental (πρός τι τῶν συμβεβηκότων: 
Cat. 7a 22). The example is a slave related to “not the master,” “but the man.” 
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and a justification, certainly ontological, given that the simultaneity and the 
priority-posteriority of the relatives are determined on the basis of the 
consideration of their existence and their destruction (συναναιρεῖν) —
simultaneous in the first case and prior-posterior in the second case. 

Moreover, this type of argument appears to be widespread in the ancient 
Academy, and, concerning Plato, it would have been at the base of his theory 
of principles set in “the so-called unwritten doctrines,” and used to establish 
the various levels of reality.30 The concept of prior-posterior and simultaneity 
are specifically discussed in postpraedicamenta as well (cf. Cat. 12–13). 

It may therefore not be a case if the third issue that the relatives involve is 
the relationship with the substances, which Aristotle presents, as we have 
already seen, as a very difficult problem. It is well-known that the ancient 
Academy had much discussed about this subject. Both for the Academy and 
for Aristotle, what indicates substantiality is “determinacy” and “separation,” 
that is, the ability of the substances to stand alone.31 

Some ancient Academics had taken different positions about the 
possibility or not that there are ideas (which for them were “substances”) of 
the relatives, precisely because of the complexity of the ontological 
perspective. For example, Plato seems to have been favourable—for 
understand this, it is sufficient to think at the idea of “different” in the 
Sophist, that is at the same time one of “the most important forms” and a 
being “that is said in relation to other things” (cf. Plat. Soph. 254 B–255 
E)—, while other Academics seem to have been unfavourables.32  

Aristotle presents the third issue in this way: 
 

It is a problem (ἔχει δὲ ἀπορίαν) whether (as one would think) no substance is spoken of as 
relative, or whether this is possible with regard to some secondary substances (Cat. 7, 8a 13–
15; Aristotle 1974: 22). 

 
                                                        
30 See, for example, Krämer 1982. According to the witnesses, the levels of reality (ordered 
according to the ontological priorities and posteriorities), had, starting from the principles, 
“the One” and “the indefinite Dyad,” as first level, the Ideal Numbers, and to follow the 
Ideas, the mathematical numbers and magnitudes, which were called “intermediate,” and, 
finally, the sensible things. 
31 Even in the common recognition that these are the characters that something must possess 
in order to be substance, the individuation of what are these things, as it is known, brings the 
Academics “supporters of the Ideas” and Aristotle to outcomes totally opposed. For Aristotle, 
in fact, the primary substance is the particular individual, for Academics, instead, it is the 
maximum universal (the Idea-principle, for example, in Plato is the Idea of good). 
32 About the different positions of the Academics, see, at least, Berti 1962; Isnardi Parente 1979. 
In this regard, it may be remind that, according to some scholars, the same Aristotelian doctrine 
of the categories would find its source in these discussions on the relationship between substance 
and relation. See, for example, Berti 1977: 177–196. Even the contemporary philosophy, as it is 
well known, is discussing on this same problem in several perspectives. 
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Concerning primary substances, there is no doubt that they are not relatives, 
because neither wholes nor parts are spoken of in relation to anything (cf. 
Cat. 7, 8a 15–16). 

Concerning secondary substances, there is much to be discussed, 
especially in the case of the head and the hand, which are called “someone’s 
head” and “someone’s hand”. According to Aristotle, there might be a 
solution, however hardly reached and left in doubt. In fact, “if someone 
knows any relative definitely he will also know definitely that in relation to 
which it is spoken of” (ἐάν τις εἰδῇ τι ὡρισμένως τῶν πρός τι, κἀκεῖνο 
πρὸς ὃ λέγεται ὡρισμένως εἴσεται). On the contrary, in the case of the 
head and the hand, it is possible “to know them, what they themselves are, 
definitely without necessarily knowing definitively that in relation to which 
they are spoken of”: from this point of view they do not seem to belong to 
the relative things (cf. Cat. 7, 8a 16–b 24). 

The next category that Aristotle analyses is the quality. At the very 
beginning of the discussion, he establishes that: 

 
By quality I mean that in virtue of which things are said to be qualified somehow (ποιότητα δὲ 
λέγω καθ’ἣν ποιοί τινες λέγονται)· But quality is one of the things spoken of in a number of 
ways (ἔστι δὲ ἡ ποιότης τῶν πλεοναχῶς λεγομένων) (Cat. 8, 8b 25–27; Aristotle 1974: 24). 

 
Unlike the previous discussions, in which he considered each category like it 
was articulated in parts or comprising types of things, in the case of quality, 
he is inclined to think about an articulation established in virtue of the 
various meanings that the term assumes.33 This is probably due to the wealth 
of this category, in which Aristotle falls into most of the many properties 
that characterize the things, or, precisely, that qualify them. Truly, it deals 
even about those characteristics, which often function as “specific 
differences” by their definitions.34  

It is worthy noticed also that qualities include all those aspects which are 
not strictly “qualifying” or “measurable”, in the proper meaning of the term. 
Moreover, from the philosophic point of view, even in the contemporary age 
we have been facing with the recover and a return to the Aristotle’s thought, 
so much to award him as “philosopher of quality” (cf. Berti 1976).35 
                                                        
33 This choice, as it is well known, characterizes the descriptions of the various notions in the 
book Delta of Metaphysics. 
34 In this case, we refer to the “essential” property, that is to say, the “necessary” characteristic 
that only the species considered has in comparison with the other species of the same genus, 
and which therefore serves to differentiate it from these. 
35 Even in a strictly scientific field, one seeks to reconsider the qualitative aspects of reality in 
view of better knowledge, a need that had emerged also from the contributions (in which 
Berti’s essay is included) to well-known Conference titled “La qualità,” held in Venice in 
1974, and organized by the Italian Committee of UNESCO with the Fondazione Giorgio Cini. 


