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Introduction

This work examines homonymy, a topic that lies within Aristotle’s theories
of language and predication. In Aristotle’s work, the idea of homonymy
is paired with that of synonymy, and in fundamental ways, rests upon it. To
English speakers, homonymy is known as a grammatical category referring to
the case in which the same word has different meanings, and synonymy, the
case in which different words have the same meaning. In contrast, Aristotle
finds homonymy and synonymy to be concerned not merely with words, but
also, and primarily, with things. As he explains in Cat. 1, synonymy refers to
the situation in which two or more things have the same name, or term, and
the same defining character (cf. Cat. 1a6–7). For example, we use “animal”
synonymously of a human being and an ox in the sense that the term picks
out the same characteristic feature in each thing; human and ox share what
it is to be animal (cf. Cat. 1a7–8). In contrast, homonymy refers to the case
in which two or more things have the same name, but not the same defining
character (cf. Cat. 1a1–2). Re-iterating Aristotle’s example, we use “animal”
homonymously of a human being and a drawing of one in the sense that
they are not animal in the same way, and so, the term “animal” picks out
different properties in each (cf. Cat. 1a1–4). One way of taking Aristotle’s
distinction in Cat. 1 is that homonymy signifies the absence of an identical
common character, F-ness, across all instances of things called “F,” whereas
synonymy requires it. But drawing the distinction in this fashion leaves open
a conceptually interesting possibility, that of an intermediate range between
synonymy and its absence. The things lying between synonymy and non-
synonymy would include those that have a common term and some, but not
all, common characteristics. For, as long as this group did not share all the
features in virtue of which they had the name in common, they would prove
to be non-synonymous. At the farthest extreme, we would find things having
only a common name “F” and no shared characteristic signified by “F.”
While this latter group would belong to what Aristotle considers accidental

1
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2 Introduction

homonymy,1 and hold no special interest to him, the previous group of
things that have the same term and overlapping but not identical defining
characteristics he finds worthy of particular philosophical consideration.
To this group belong those things that are systematically ambiguous or, as
some have it, that fall under the concept of core-related homonymy, which
includes such diverse notions as good, one, nature, cause, life, and others.2

In addition, as is well known, it is upon the possibility of such a kind that
Aristotle founds metaphysics, or the science of being.

In Western scholarship on Aristotle, ancient commentators such as
Alexander and Simplicius as well as medieval thinkers like Albert and
Zabarella found Aristotle’s discussions of synonymy, homonymy, and anal-
ogy to be of great philosophical interest.3 Later Scholastic and Renaissance
philosophers, including Aquinas and Cajetan, gave special consideration
to the concept of analogy, which they distinguished as two types: analogia
attributionis and analogia proportionalitatis.4 The former kind, “analogy by
attribution,” is thought of as holding among things with a common name
but having different relationships to the term (cf. Cajetan, De Nom. An. II,
8) and, in this regard, approximates Aristotle’s notion of systematic
homonymy. In fact, Aristotle’s examples of the medical and the healthy
from Meta. Gamma 2 and elsewhere are mentioned throughout as cen-
tral cases of analogy of attribution by the Scholastics.5 The second type,

1 The classification of things with the same name having a certain type of shared features (show-
ing systematic relations among them) is here termed “core-related homonymy,” although
various other interpretations have been offered, for example, as a type of synonymy (Leszl
1970, 135–55), homonymy (Irwin 1988; Shields 1999), or a special type of equivocity (Owen
1960, 179, 181; Owens 1963, 265–67).

2 To this list, Shields (1999, 268) adds these other Aristotelian homonyms: body, principle,
necessity, part, whole, priority, posteriority, state, justice.

3 For example, among Greek commentators, Alexander, Averoes, Simplicius, Sophonias, and
Philoponus have views concerning what kind of class (e.g., pros hen homonymy or chance
equivocal) things like being, good, and soul belong to; among medieval commentators, see
Albert (Opera Omnia VII, 7: De Anima, 8, 26–28), Zabarella (In Tres Aris. Libros De Anima, 46, F-
47, A), and Aquinas (In Aris. Librum De Anima, II. V, 295–98) on the soul. In the commentary
on Meta. Gamma 2, and the pros hen account of being, Alexander places being intermediate
between univocals and chance equivocals (In Aris. Meta. 241, 1–25; CAG I, ed. Hayduck 1891).
Similarly, Ross (1924/1997, 256) finds pros hen terms, such as being, one, and good, to be
“intermediate” between synonyma and homonyma.

4 Like other Scholastics, Aquinas takes analogy of proportion as the concept to explain the
relation between God and creatures, specifically, the way in which attributes may be used
of God, on which see, e.g., Summa Theol. I, q. 13, a. 2; I Sentent., dist. 19, q. 5, a. 2; also see
Cajetan’s discussion of kinds of analogy, De Nomine Analogia (Rome, 1934); with regard to
his comments on Aristotle’s theory in Meta. Gamma 2, see esp. ch. II, 8–11, and chapter 2 of
this work.

5 For example, Aquinas on the healthy, De Veritate, 21, 4, ad 2; Sum. Theol. I, 13, 6; Cajetan, on
the healthy and the medical, De Nom. An. II, 8 and 11.
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known as “analogy by proportion,” names what Aristotle considers “geomet-
rical” analogy, expressible in an arithmetic proportion, A : B : : C : D (cf. EN
1131b12–14).6

Subsequent to the largely theological interest paid by medieval philoso-
phers, systematic ambiguity and homonymy emerged as topics in their own
right in mid-twentieth century, culminating with studies by Owen (1960),
Lezsl (1970), Ferejohn (1980), Irwin (1981, 1988), and most recently,
Shields (1999). Among these contributions, Owen’s work remained pivotal
in the sense that, while not always in congruence with its conclusions, other
works took their bearing from it.7 Typically, modern scholarship devoted to
the topic of pros hen relation or systematic homonymy sought to address two
conclusions that Owen drew. The first was concerned with a developmental
claim that what Aristotle calls pros hen relation was a later invention, absent in
the earlier, logical works and appearing only in conjunction with Aristotle’s
conception of metaphysics in Meta. Gamma 2. The second concerned the
nature of Owen’s interpretation: from his baptism of Aristotle’s notion as
“focal sense,” it was clear this was to be understood primarily as a linguistic
claim about the inter-relation of meanings. Scholarly work, post-Owen, has
tried to show where Owen’s line of thought proved inadequate. In partic-
ular, the contributions by Irwin (1981, 1988) and Shields (1999) moved
the discussion forward in central, but different, areas of discussion. Shields’
book provided critical impetus by unifying Aristotle’s various discussions
about homonymy to a single, comprehensive account, advancing explana-
tions about the ways in which different kinds of homonymy function. Here
Shields develops two notions of special interest, core-dependence, and a
causal analysis, which he demonstrates by application to central philosoph-
ical concepts, such as being, body, life, and one.

The present book on homonymy seeks to augment recent discussions,
particularly aspects of Irwin’s and Shields’ work, by furthering the investi-
gation in some areas and initiating study in others. In brief summary, the
present chapters fall into three areas: (1) Aristotle’s account of homonymy
in Cat. 1 and its possible precursors, (2) the utility of homonymy for refin-
ing premises in scientific arguments, and (3) the application of homonymy
to specific concepts. Let me say more about these topics in turn. First, in

6 Although Aquinas and Cajetan hold that to consider “analogy of attribution” as analogy is
incorrect, and that, properly speaking, only “analogy of proportion” is analogy; cf. Cajetan,
De Nom. An. III, 23; Aquinas, de Veritate 23, 7 ad 9, Sum. Theol. I, 12, 1 ad 4.

7 W. Leszl’s book concerning the various kinds of equivocity in Aristotle offers an extended
discussion of Owen’s position (Leszl 1970, esp. 162–82); Ferejohn (1980), Patzig (1979b),
and Shields (1999, 226–36) also offer analyses of Owen’s view. Not all recent works men-
tioning homonymy and synonymy demonstrate a reliance on Owen’s work; see, for example,
Owens’ book on Aristotle’s metaphysics (Owens, 1963) and De Rijk’s two-volume study of
semantics and predication in Aristotle (De Rijk, 2002).
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chapter 1, the question about possible historical antecedents is conjoined
with a discussion about homonymy in Cat. 1. For one of the notable features
of Cat. 1 concerns its truncated appearance, allowing for speculation that
it originally had an introductory section.8 The absence of mention about
rival accounts to Aristotle’s classification naturally leads to speculation about
the origin of the terms. While some terminological similarities suggest con-
nections to Speusippus, Plato’s nephew, more substantial evidence supports
a link to Plato, whose influence is evident even in Aristotle’s rejection of
his theories about naming and participation in Meta. Alpha 6 and 9, for
example. With regard to the second topic, that relating homonymy to sci-
entific investigation, parts of chapters 2, 3, and all of 6 are concerned with
setting out the relation of homonymy to dialectical practice and how this
activity is conjoined with scientific inquiry and knowledge. These chapters
focus on the underlying unity of homonymy, distinguishing what I find to
be the positive and negative aspects of homonymy. Across this discussion,
homonymy begins with the postulation of to posachōs, asking in “how many
ways” a word is being used, as the first step in the inquiry. So construed, I
consider homonymy as a means for investigating terms and concepts aris-
ing from the method of dialectical argument, which is also applicable to
the process of scientific inquiry. Finally, with respect to the third topic, the
middle chapters of the work, chapters 4 and 5, consider how the method
of homonymy is used with regard to some lesser discussed philosophical
notions. More specifically, the work takes up an examination of nature,
being, and friendship, topics that have not been adequately dealt with in
other studies of homonymy.

The present discussion about the truth-seeking function of homonymy
inevitably leads to the broader question concerning the relationship
between dialectic and science. The ongoing scholarly debate has focused on
the nature and aim of the two disciplines and, specifically, whether dialectic
can aid us in providing scientific knowledge (epistēmē ). The objects of sci-
entific knowledge are invariant, necessary, and real, and the exposition of
such knowledge is demonstration (apodeixis, cf. An. Po. 71b15, 73a22). As
he elaborates in An. Po. A 2–4, demonstration is a kind of inference with
true, non-dialectical premises,9 and it describes “what cannot be other than
it is” (An. Po. 74b5–6). Yet since demonstration is not an investigative tool,
it seems to fall to dialectic to provide the means for obtaining the premises
for such arguments. However, Aristotle’s descriptions of dialectical practice,

8 Frede suggested the work lacks its original beginning section (Frede 1983/1987); numer-
ous nineteenth-century scholars, such as Prantl, Rose, and Spengel, as well as Jaeger in
the twentieth, doubted the authenticity of the work as a whole (on which, see Wedin
2000, 1).

9 A demonstration is a kind of syllogism, or inference, consisting of premises that Aristotle
describes as being “true, primary, immediate, better known than, and prior to the conclusion”
(71b20–21).
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both in Topics and Rhetoric, appear to render it of no use to scientific inquiry.
One construal of the problem posed by Irwin (1988) depends on two types of
dialectic, what he terms “weak” and “strong,” as distinguished by their func-
tions.10 On his view, weak dialectic is used to frame preliminary definitions
of a thing based on endoxa, “what is accepted.” Since weak dialectic lacks a
method of winnowing true from false endoxic propositions, it cannot establish
their truth independently; it only shows which endoxa are self-consistent.11 As
this method leaves a gap between dialectic and scientific knowledge, Irwin
supposes that texts like Meta. Gamma 2 employ another kind, “strong” dialec-
tic, which possesses a rigorous means for screening endoxa so as to achieve
a correct subset of endoxa for use in scientific arguments.12 The study of
homonymy presented here does not aim at directly answering the conflict
of method that Irwin and others have posed. Instead, it aims to provide
the lines of continuity between the negative method of homonymy in the
earlier works and the positive, synthetic method utilized in the later, mature
works. Depending on the nature of the work in which it appears, rhetor-
ical or metaphysical, I find that the method of homonymy can be put to
use for purely argumentative or for philosophical ends. However, there is a
common thread across these various contexts in which homonymy appears:
Aristotle’s practice of asking “how many ways” (posachōs) something is being
said is present in both the negative and positive uses of homonymy. Having
the benefit of Shields’ analysis concerning core-dependent homonymy, the
present work examines the way in which systematic homonymy constitutes an
ampliative method of inquiry, able to illuminate meaningful inter-relations
among characteristics referred to by a common term.

The plan of investigation for the work consists in opening the consid-
eration of homonymy by examining the account in Cat. 1, where Aristotle
introduces the concept as part of a three-way distinction including synonymy
and paronymy. The extreme brevity of Cat. 1 and the lack of discussion con-
cerning its terminology invite speculation concerning the possible sources
of influence for the three-way division. As I noted, two contemporaries of
Aristotle, Speusippus and Plato, recommend themselves as likely sources of
influence. Speusippus’ division of names is preserved for us through Sim-
plicius’ commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, where we find that Speusippus
made use of the same three terms Aristotle employs. Following an exam-
ination of Aristotle’s account of synonymy and homonymy in Cat. 1, we
examine Speusippus’ account of names, and then turn to consider Plato’s
views of naming and participation, centering on his theory of eponymy in the
middle dialogues where certain features suggest Aristotle’s own theory of
core-related homonymy.

10 The argument is abbreviated from the exposition presented in Irwin 1988, chs. 1–2.
11 For discussion of the problem, see Irwin 1988, ch. 1, secs. 3–8.
12 On the winnowing capacities of strong dialectic, see Irwin 1988, 19.



P1: SBT
9780521874861int CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 17:31

6 Introduction

The study proceeds in chapter 2 with an examination of the nature and
uses of homonymy from the standpoint of the dialectical practice described
in Topics. In addition to discussing the notion of a truth-seeking aspect of
dialectical practice that Aristotle raises in Top. Alpha 2, I also examine certain
standing objections about the nature of dialectic in relation to science. I find
it significant that Aristotle uses a specific tool of dialectic, homonymy, as the
means for the refinement of terms and testing of ambiguity in Top. Alpha 15.
Developing this notion in chapter 2, I raise the possibility that this kind of
concept refinement may be utilized for substantive ends, such as construct-
ing overlapping accounts of homonymous things, as well as for discerning
simple ambiguity among common terms. Taking up this line of thought,
subsequent chapters move to consider the positive role of homonymy out-
side Topics. Chapter 3 is primarily concerned with discussing what is termed
“core-dependent” homonymy using the standard cases of the medical and
the healthy from Metaphysics Gamma and Zeta. Chapters 4 and 5 investigate
the extent to which core-dependent homonymy may be seen at work in the
discussion of Aristotle’s central philosophical concepts, including nature,
friendship, and being.13

Overall, the mid-section of this study, chapters 3 through 5, has two aims:
to set out and modify Shields’ account of how the causal analysis of core-
dependent homonymy works and to utilize the causal framework of core-
dependent homonyms so as to examine some concepts central to Aristotle’s
philosophical discussions.14 With regard to the latter aim, the present study
adds to Shields’ recent work by extending the scope of the concepts under
investigation and by coming to different conclusions about the homonyms
he investigated, as is the case in the core-dependence of being.

Finally, the analytical method of homonymy typified in the arguments of
Top. A 15 allows us to find the continuity with its use in philosophical con-
texts. Chapter 6 is concerned with examining how homonymy functions in
relation to scientific investigation, specifically, the search for and formula-
tion of scientific premises. By attempting to make evident the investigative
and testing aspects of homonymy, the chapter suggests that homonymy can
make a positive contribution to such inquiry. For, homonymy as method
provides core-dependent analyses of homonymous things which elucidate
their systematic organization. The description of their organization may

13 I follow the terminology introduced by Shields about kinds of related homonymy with a
focus on core-related homonymy (Shields 1999, 9–42). It is useful to note that related
(i.e., non-accidental) homonymy distinguishes a core-dependent kind, where one instance
or case of a common character is prior to the others, from a non-core-dependent kind,
where the instances of the character are non-univocal, have overlapping accounts, but not
inter-related by virtue of priority and posteriority.

14 Shields (1999, 110–22) offers a precise formulation of the notion of core-dependence,
developing a causal analysis of core-dependence following Cajetan’s causal interpretation
of analogy by attribution; see De Nom. An., 2.9. These topics are discussed in chapter 3.
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then be used to advance our understanding about how the features signi-
fied by the terms are inter-related. In this way, we can refine our use of the
common terms, or predicates, employing them in arguments in such a way
as to preserve the natural systematization of things.

Two other issues are raised in the course of this work. The first is about
whether homonymy should be understood as a theory about words or about
extra-linguistic things. While Cat. 1 distinguishes synonymy and homonymy
by reference to ways that “words” (onomata) signify in different ways and
Topics often refers to homonymy as a device for analyzing terms and their
meanings, these examples are misleading. For Aristotle holds that spoken or
written words ultimately signify things, and not other words (De Int. 16a3–8).
Similarly, when Aristotle employs the method of homonymy in Meta. Gamma
2 in relation to being, it is clear that he is drawing conclusions about the ways
in which extra-linguistic items, such as substances, qualities, or relations, are
metaphysically, not semantically, related. Thus, the detection of homonymy
as well as its use across philosophical discussions has to be regarded as imply-
ing that the things so named as homonymous are real, extra-linguistic enti-
ties. Since Aristotle holds that spoken or written signs ultimately refer to
extra-linguistic items, it should occasion no surprise to find that homonymy
is used sometimes in relation to language and other times in relation to
the investigation of extra-linguistic, or real, entities, some of which are the
subject matter of scientific study.

The second, and larger, issue here concerns the question about devel-
opmentalism in Aristotle’s work. It is perfectly reasonable to hold that
Aristotle’s works reflect theoretical changes across texts where the same
topics appear; nonetheless, the purely negative aspect of a developmen-
tal approach is not being stressed in this work. So, although the appear-
ance and function of homonymy as a method are not the same in Topics
and Metaphysics, they are not unrelated either. Rather, I find that Aristotle’s
account of homonymy constitutes a single theory, one that undergoes refine-
ment and extension. Consequently, instead of posing a discontinuity of the-
ory, this work will attempt to show where the method of homonymy begins
as a testing device for non-synonymy and gets developed into a full-fledged
tool for philosophical speculation. In this regard, I find that the account of
homonymy in the early works constitutes the first stage of the full method
appearing in later texts. In brief, I find that homonymy as it appears in Topics
is primarily a tool for negative dialectical practice, and this tool develops into
a method for mapping related instances of the same concept for scientific,
philosophical ends.15 As well, it allows Aristotle the theoretical framework
to criticize Platonic metaphysics and to avoid regress problems such as the

15 Chapter 2 of this work develops this nature of the distinction described by Irwin (Irwin
1988), as well as presenting in more detail the kinds of opposing views concerning the
function of dialectic.
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Third Man.16 In this respect, the full method of homonymy is adequately
plastic so as to allow its use in varied contexts, from detecting the lack of
synonymy in Topics to framing a science of being in Metaphysics.

16 This argument follows, in part, what Owen (1960/1986, 180–99) has suggested concerning
the role of focal sense; it is a response to the function of homonymy described by Irwin
(1988, 121–22).
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1

The Theory of Homonymy in Categories 1
and Its Precursors

1.0 Overview

Aristotle makes use of the concepts of homonymy and synonymy in various
contexts, such as detecting ambiguity in dialectical arguments, formulating
preliminary scientific definitions, and describing relations among existing
things.1 But he comes to the point of giving definitions of the concepts
only once, and this occurs in the first chapter of the Categories. It seems
reasonable, then, to begin the examination of homonymy with the account
Aristotle gives in Cat. 1. The chapter, running only fifteen lines in the Greek
text, proposes a tripartite distinction among homonymy, synonymy, and
paronymy. Overall, the aim is to differentiate the ways in which a common
term or a set of related terms can be said to signify something.2 Put briefly,
homonymy refers to things having the same name and different definition;
synonymy, to things having both the same name and the same definition;
and paronymy, to terms related by their inflected ending. The bare bones of
the three-way account may be set down easily. Yet certain interpretive issues
concerning the precise lines of the account, as well as the overall scope and
nature of Cat. itself, remain subjects of debate.

One long-standing problem arising from the Greek commentators con-
cerns whether Categories is primarily a logical or metaphysical work.3 The

1 For example, the different uses of homonymy at Top. Alpha 15, An. Po. Beta 13 (97b13–39),
and Meta. Gamma 2 (1003a33–b6), respectively; these uses are discussed in chapters 2, 4,
and 6 of this work.

2 On Aristotle’s theory of language, a term, or name (onoma) is meaningful primarily in virtue
of its signifying an extra-linguistic item (a thing or its essence) and not another word; see
also note 11, below. For discussion of the signification of spoken and written words (phonē)
in De Int. 16a3–8, see Modrak (2001, ch. 1, 3–27).

3 Extant Greek commentaries on Categories include those by Porphyry, Dexippus, and Sim-
plicius, contained in the multi-volume work Commentaria in Aristotelum Graeca (CAG), ed.
Hermann Diels. For these commentaries, see Porphyry, CAG vol. iv. 1; Dexippus, CAG; Sim-
plicius, CAG, vol. viii.

9
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question about the nature of the work as a whole bears on the interpre-
tation of Cat. 1 in the sense that taking one position rather than another
would incline us to a more (or less) expansive understanding of homonymy
or synonymy. For example, if we were to consider the Cat. as concerned with
marking logical distinctions, the account of homonymy in Cat. 1 would more
likely be regarded as linguistic in nature. In this case, the account would
appear less germane to the mention of homonymy in relation to being in
Meta. Gamma 2 or Zeta 1, for example. However, the original dichotomy
between a logical and metaphysical discussion is unnecessary, as subsequent
chapters, such as Cat. 2, make clear. There, Aristotle’s distinctions among
things that are “said of” a subject and those that are “in” a subject subsume
items in both categories.4 As the work thus resists being classified under
a single kind, we may avoid the dichotomy suggested by the ancient com-
mentators. By taking Cat. as offering metaphysical, as well as logical, insights
about words and their referents, we find a basis for comparison with similar
theories in the mature works, such as the Physics or Metaphysics. By providing
a basis for the comparison, we may then move to consider the more cen-
tral issue about the nature of Aristotle’s theory of homonymy, specifically,
whether the theory changes in fundamental ways across his works.

Briefly said, we may ask whether Aristotle’s account of homonymy
sketched in Cat. 1 and utilized in early works, such as Top. Alpha 15, differs
fundamentally from that which is articulated in relation to to on, or being,
in Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1. My own hypothesis is that what appears in
the later works is, at base, a more complex version of what appears in the
Organon. So, in what follows, that which we shall come to call systematic
homonymy (based largely on its appearance in Meta. Gamma and Zeta)
should be regarded as a refinement of the simple account offered in Cat.
1 and Topics. Thus, I find Aristotle’s later utilization of homonymy to be an
extension, not a reversal, of the theory in Cat. 1.

The continuity hypothesis running behind the theory might be seen as
resting on two different interpretive principles about how to approach Aris-
totle’s writings. While the traditional ordering of his works into an earlier
and later group is being accepted, it also seems reasonable to look for con-
tinuities between them, ignoring the difference in their dating. Since the
present works are based on redactions of works likely to have been revised
over Aristotle’s lifetime, it seems perfectly justified to observe the whole
corpus in order to make comparative observations about the theories, par-
ticularly that of homonymy. Moreover, in what follows, I make theoretical
continuity across the earlier and later works a priority insofar as the theory
of homonymy as a method is concerned.

4 For one example, the distinctions he introduces as “being in X as subject” and “being said of
X as subject” (1a20–25) refer to things in non-substance categories, or species and genera,
respectively.
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Turning to an examination of Cat. 1 itself, there are two problems of inter-
pretation that will be addressed in subsequent sections of this chapter. One
issue concerns how to interpret the logical force behind Aristotle’s distinc-
tions of synonymy and homonymy. In terms of understanding homonymy, it
would differ whether the chapter provides a definition in the sense of stating
exactly what its essential features are (say, the necessary and sufficient condi-
tions for homonymy) or whether it merely gives one feature (say, a sufficient
condition for homonymy). The interpretive problem here concerns the fact
that homonymy is defined in negative terms, as lacking of the two conditions
for synonymy, having the same name and the same definition.5 This ques-
tion is taken up in section 1.1, below. The second issue concerns possible
sources of influence on Cat. 1, a question arising naturally due to Aristotle’s
lack of mention of other accounts regarding homonymy and synonymy. This
point occupies the bulk of the present chapter (secs. 1.2–1.6). For, Aristotle’s
failure to observe rival views about homonymy and synonymy differentiates
Cat. 1 from his standard endoxic procedure that opens an inquiry with certain
views of the subject matter.6 Other works within the Organon concerned with
common philosophical problems make mention of standing accounts, as for
example, the paradox of learning mentioned at An. Po. Alpha 1 (71a30),
where Aristotle notes Plato’s formulation of the problem in Meno 80d5–e5.
So, the fact that Cat. 1 does not begin with any discussion about homonymy
and synonymy raises the question about the precursors to the accounts. One
explanation that has been given for the difference in procedure is that Cat. 1
is truncated, the chapter having lost some of its original material.7 Another
suggestion (not necessarily inconsistent with the first) is that Aristotle’s clas-
sification of terms in Cat. 1 derives from a set of terms already current in
the Academy. In this case, we would expect to find evidence of the terms or
some of them among those used in the Academy.

Since the most probable source of influence on Aristotle in the area
of language and predication is Plato, we begin by looking for a common
lexicon. The search at first yields few similarities: cross-referencing Aristo-
tle’s terms oJmwnuvmoı (homōnymos), sunwnuvmoı (synōnymos), and parwnuvmoı
(parōnymos) with Plato’s texts provides little overlap. Simply put, Plato does
not employ the terms that Aristotle uses in Cat. 1. In fact, Plato does not utilize
synōnymos or parōnymos at all in his works, and in addition, he makes infre-
quent use of homōnymos, and it appears to carry a different sense than Aristo-
tle’s term. Thus, the initial comparison with Plato’s usage seems to yield little

5 The difference here is analogous to that between what Irwin terms the “exhaustive” and
“moderate” readings of the Cat. 1 account of homonymy (Irwin 1981; cf. Fine 1995).

6 To mention but one central essay, see Owen 1961.
7 Frede has suggested that the work lacks its original beginning and that this accounts for the

abruptness of the text at Cat. 1a1, as well as its silence concerning to what part of philosophy
it belongs (Frede 1983, 1/1987, 11); cf. Strange’s introduction to Porphyry’s commentary
on Categories (Porphyry 1897/1992, 6).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c01 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:37

12 Theory of Homonymy in Categories 1 and Precursors

of substance. Yet a more thorough examination between the two thinkers
reveals some significant lines of comparison on these concepts, as I endeavor
to show in secs. 1.4–1.6, below. Overall, I find significant Platonic influence
on Aristotle’s ways of marking homonymy and synonymy, although differ-
ences between the two emerge as well. Two general conclusions emerge from
the comparison: first, that Plato has two uses for his notion of homōnymos,
with one use being more technical, and second, that he employs a wholly
different concept, eponymy, to refer to the situation Aristotle describes as
synonymy.8 In fact, the technical work accomplished by Aristotle’s concept
of synonymy is achieved through Plato’s use of a group of terms related
to ε jpwnumavzεin (epōnymazein) and, in particular, ε jpwvnumoı (epōnymos), that
have as their common meaning being “named for” or “called after” some-
thing. By examining the overlapping uses between the terms in the Aris-
totelian and Platonic passages, some significant points of comparison
emerge.

Another source of influence on Aristotle’s classifications in Cat. 1 is given
by a work attributed to Speusippus, a well-known figure in the Academy and
Plato’s successor.9 According to a passage in Simplicius’ commentary on the
Categories, Speusippus constructed a three-way classification of terms, and
this account employs the same terms that Aristotle uses in Cat. 1, homōnyma,
synōnyma, and parōnyma.10 The terminological identity between the two
accounts as well as Speusippus’ proximity to Aristotle suggest a possible
line of influence on Cat. 1 and warrant a look at Speusippus’ account. The
outline of the present chapter is thus: (1) analysis of homonymy, synonymy,
and paronymy in Cat. 1; (2) discussion of the classification of names from
Speusippus; and (3) comparison of Plato’s theories of naming and predica-
tion with Aristotle’s account of homonymy.

1.1 Homonymy in Categories 1

In Cat. 1, Aristotle opens his list of three kinds of naming expressions with
what looks to be a definition of homonymy: “homōnyma are things which have
only a name in common, but a different account of being corresponding to
the name” (oJmwvnuma lεvgεtai w»n o[noma movnon koinovn oJ dε; kata; tou[noma lovgoı
th�ı oujsivaı ε {tεroı, homōnyma legetai hōn onoma monon koinon, ho de kata

8 Textual comparison with specific texts using homōnymos, such as Phd. 78e2 and Par. 133d3–4,
show that in addition to a generic sense, Plato employs the term in a more narrow sense
to signify the case where although the particular shares the same name as the Form, it is
ontologically distinct from it (for discussion, see section 1.5 below).

9 See Taran (1981, 7–11) on the ages of Speusippus and Aristotle and the succession of
Speusippus to the Academy.

10 For discussion on the classification of names attributed to Speusippus, see notes 23 and 24
below.
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tounoma logos tēs ousias heteros (1a1–2)).11 He then continues by citing a
pair of things that are homonymously called “animal,” a human being and
a picture of one. In this context, he says that although the term is the same,
the attribute of being animal, to; zwv/w/ εi\nai (to zōiōi einai) differs in the two
things (Cat. 1a5). Here it becomes readily apparent that the referents of
words are extra-linguistic entities, not other words.12 The textual point at
issue concerns that what distinguishes homonymous things is the difference
in attribute, or in what “the account of the being corresponding to the
name” (1a1–2) consists. In this example, “animal” is used ambiguously to
refer to a flesh and bones human being and to a drawing of a human being.
Aristotle specifies that the lovgoı th�ı oujsivaı (logos tēs ousias) of the two things
corresponding to the name differs (1a1–2). In the case of a flesh and bones
human being, the def inition of animality would refer to what being an ani-
mal consists in – for example, having a sensitive soul – whereas the account
of animality in a drawing of a human being would refer to what a drawing of
animal is.13 Whether or not one supposes that a drawing of a human being
exhibits a pictorial similarity to humans, it is clear that the difference in what
is being referred to as “animal” in the two cases is not linguistic but substan-
tial, depending on entirely distinct categories of being. Having argued that
the two things of which animality is predicated are homonymous, Aristotle
is also entitled to say that the term itself is being used homonymously.

In contrast to homonymy, synonymy in Cat. 1 is described as depending
on two fully shared features, a common name and a common definition of
the essence. More precisely, he states: “synonymy is used among things where
the name is common and the account of being corresponding to the name
is the same” (sunwvnuma dε; lεvgεtai w»n tov tε o[noma koino;n kai; oJ kata; tou[noma
lovgoı t

+

hı oujsivaı oJ aujtovı, synōnyma de legetai hōn to te onoma koinon kai ho
kata tounoma logos tēs ousias ho autos (1a6–7)). As distinct from homonymy,
Aristotle finds that synonymy refers to things having the same name and the
same definition, or, as he states: “the account of being corresponding to the
name is the same” (1a7). To illustrate synonymy, he says that when the term
“animal” is predicated of both a human and an ox, it names the same thing

11 Although cumbersome, I am following the practice of supplying transliterations where it
seems necessary to use the Greek. The translations are my own, unless noted otherwise.

12 Although, for example, in De Gen. Cor. 322b29–32, Aristotle claims that words are used
in many ways, some homonymously, and others on the basis of other words, this does not
imply that homonymy has application only to linguistic items. The realist interpretation of
Aristotle’s theory is persuasively argued by Owens (1963, 112), Ackrill (1979, 71), Irwin
(1981), Bolton (1985), and Shields (1999, 12–13).

13 We might suggest that the account of the drawing would include mention of the likeness
of an animal there depicted; some degree of likeness between an animal and the drawing
would seem required for it to be a drawing of the same. The account might include mention
of what it is to be a representation of something. Neither of these characteristics is present
in the definition of what being an animal simpliciter is.
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in the sense that both human and ox are said to be animal in the same way
(1a6–10). So, although what it is to be human and what it is to be ox differ,
they are alike in being animal. Since the term “animal” picks out the same
generic feature of both kinds of living things, it is being used synonymously
in the two cases. Aristotle’s reasoning is that the definition, or the account
of being (logos tēs ousias), captures “the what it is to be X” – where “X”
stands for a sortal term. Furthermore, since “what it is to be animal” (to zōiōi
einai)14 refers to the same thing in both the human and the ox (1a10–11),
the definition that signifies what animality is in human and ox is identical;
since both the definition of being as well as the term “animal” are common,
the name is used synonymously.

The third distinction drawn in Cat. 1 concerns paronymy, the category
of things that derive their names from another term with a difference in
their ending. As he puts it, “parōnyma are things so called that have their
name from something with a difference in ending” (1a12–13).15 In the case
of paronymy, both the derived term and the core term are fundamentally
the same syntactically but differ in ending; for example, one term has a
case ending based on another. He offers two cases of paronymy: (1) the
pair oJ grammatikovı (ho grammatikos) and hJ grammatikhv (hē grammatikē),
meaning “grammarian” and “grammar,” and (2) the pair oJ ajndrεi�oı (ho
andreios) and hJ ajndrεiva (hē andreia), meaning “brave man” and “bravery.”
Aristotle’s claim is that because grammatikos (“grammarian”) is derived from
grammatikē (“grammar”), and andreios (“brave man”) is derived from andreia
(“bravery”), the pairs reflect paronymy (1a12–15). Of course, more than syn-
tax is involved in these examples in that when he claims that “grammarian”
and “brave man” are so called “from grammar” (apo tēs grammatikēs) and
“from bravery” (apo tēs andreias), it is clear that the former are related to the
latter in a non-trivial way – the grammarian knows grammar, and the brave
man has the quality of bravery – and this fact is reflected in their linguistic
similarities.16

In contrast to homonymy or synonymy, paronymy is defined by a class
of related terms that indicate derivatively named things where there is no
precise, single term common to the related items, as in homonymy or syn-
onymy. Instead, there is syntactic likeness among the terms related, and
as suggested above, a degree of semantic relation may be present as well.
In Aristotle’s examples of grammar and bravery, the derived term bears a

14 The phrase to; zwv/w/ εi\nai (to zōiōi einai), “being an animal” (1a4, a10–11), that the passage
employs is one of Aristotle’s formulations signifying the essence of a thing, here consisting
in the infinitive “to be” and the dative case of the thing; see Meta. Zeta 6, 1031a20–21ff.
Bostock (1994, xi), makes a distinction among the other formulations in Zeta.

15 The Greek is: parwvnuma dε J lε Jgεtai o{sa ajpov tinoı diafεvronta th/� ptwvsεi th;n kata; tou[noma
proshgorivan ε [kεi (la12–13).

16 For discussion of paronymy, see Ackrill (1979, 72–73), and Shields (1999, n. 23).
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similarity to the central term with a change in ending.17 In both cases, there
is an internal connection among the relata: a grammarian is one who is so
called in virtue of possessing knowledge of grammar, and a brave man, in
virtue of possessing bravery. Yet the text in Cat. 1 remains undetermined
as to whether paronymy requires an internal relation among the relata or
whether a syntactical (i.e., a linguistic) relation alone is sufficient. For, the
account defines paronymy as obtaining when things have their name from
another with a difference in ending (cf. 1a12–13), a description that nei-
ther requires nor excludes having some internal feature in common. So,
the definition of paronymy leaves open whether paronymous terms overlap
in meaning or not.18

Given the open texture to the definitions of homonymy and synonymy
in Cat. 1, it may not seem surprising to suggest that paronymy cuts across
homonymy and synonymy. So, while Aristotle’s examples of paronymy in
Cat. 1 consist in pairs of internally related things (grammar/grammarian,
bravery/brave man), it is possible he might as well include dissimilar things
under the heading of paronymy. This possibility is made more real by the
appearance of more disparate paronyms in a discussion in Topics Alpha
15, a chapter dealing with homonymy. Here Aristotle notes that one of
the methods for finding non-synonymous terms is by looking for ambiguity
among the inflected forms of terms. He observes that if the term “just”
has various different meanings, then the related term “justly” will admit of
various meanings (cf. 106b29–33). In the same passage, he also introduces
the terms “healthy” and “healthily” as paronymous terms (cf. 106b33–37),
cases that of course call to mind Aristotle’s rather different discussion of the
relation of being in Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1. My point in introducing the
latter as examples of paronymous terms is to suggest that paronymy may be
seen as spanning a range of related terms and things. From this perspective,
it may be reasonable to suggest that some paronymous terms signify things
with little actual similarity, such as we find in the case of the term klεivı
(kleis), which in signifies either key or collarbone.19 If nothing precludes
paronymous terms signifying things with little (or no) internal similarity,

17 The description may recall that of Aristotle’s theory of pros hen unity developed in Meta.
Gamma, Zeta; Patzig, for example, first offers the connection but then prefers Owen’s
“focal sense” for pros hen (Patzig, 1979b, 49). Later chapters show that paronymy is not to be
allied with pros hen relation nor with systematic homonymy in general (cf. Shields 1999, 24
n. 23); I suggest that this class remains undeveloped, being primarily a linguistic category
that may have been inherited from Speusippus’ classification of names; on paronymy, see
Owen 1960, 21, and n. 29.

18 While Cat. 1, 1a12–15, does not suggest the two kinds of paronymy, Top. A 15, 106b29–107b2,
mentions paronymous homonyms; this is also the view of Owens (1963, 111).

19 In EN Epsilon 1, Aristotle mentions kleis, meaning “key” or “collarbone,” as an example of
obvious homonymy where the ambiguity in meanings is evident, and the homonymy is not
deceptive (1129a29–30).
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we may consider paronymy as ranging across the classes of homonymy and
synonymy.20 In putting matters thus, I am following the recent modern view
that finds related equivocity to be a species of homonymy, not of paronymy,
as some ancient commentators maintain.21

Following the short introduction to Cat. 1, I propose a quick overview
of the scholarly positions taken about homonymy in that chapter, for there
is little consensus about the nature or scope of the account. With regard
to scope, the account of homonymy in Cat. 1 is susceptible of different
interpretations, as Irwin (1981) and Shields (1999) have pointed out. For
Aristotle states that homonymous things “have only the name in common”
(1a1), and this may be read as excluding or not excluding an additional,
shared feature. Thus, the phrase “has only the name in common” can be
read as meaning: (1) homonymous things have the name in common and
nothing more or (2) homonymous things have the same name but not the
same definition. If we adopt the first reading (1), all cases of homonymy
become cases of what we might call accidental homonymy, or what Aristotle
sometimes calls homonymy “by chance” (apo tuchēs), as, for example, at EN,
1096b26. In contrast, by adopting the second reading (2), we leave open the
possibility that homonymous things may possess overlapping features and
definitions although they lack identical natures. Irwin, calling these two
positions the “exhaustive” and “moderate” readings of the Cat. 1 account,
argues persuasively for the moderate reading of homonymy. Following the
same line of interpretation, Shields advances the scholarly discussion of
homonymy by distinguishing various different kinds of homonymy, among
them what he terms “discrete” and “comprehensive” sorts. The former kind
is to be identified with accidental homonymy and includes only those cases
in which the definitions do not overlap in any way; the latter kind, related
homonymy, includes cases in which the definitions do overlap (Shields 1999,
112–14). It is with the genus of related homonymy that Shields comes to
advance certain original and insightful theses about core-related homonymy,
which I put to use in subsequent chapters in the present work.

The second issue, one related to that about scope, concerns the nature
of homonymy. As is evident, the line of interpretation concerning the scope
of the definition of homonymy in Cat. 1 affects the interpretation of related
equivocals outside Cat. 1. More specifically, if we assume that no instances
of homonymy have related natures and overlapping accounts, then cases of
related homonymy such as the healthy, the medical, and being, all men-
tioned in Meta. Gamma 2, must be subsumed under a class other than
homonymy. In addition, the question concerning whether we consider

20 See, e.g., the view of Owens (1963, 111–12); Simplicius seems to find paronymy sharing in
features of both; cf. In Arist. Cat. Comm., ed. Kalbfleisch (Berlin, 1907), 37, 3–4.

21 According to Hirschenburger (1960, 197), many ancient commentators do not distinguish
paronymy from what what we consider to be related, systematic homonymy.
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these kinds of equivocal expressions as falling under homonymy or under
a third kind (neither homonymy nor synonymy) will be determined, to a
great degree, by the prior interpretation of Cat. 1. So, if we assume that
the distinction between synonymy and homonymy in Cat. 1 is exhaustive,
related equivocals cannot fall under homonymy, and some other classifica-
tion must be offered. Alternately, if we assume the distinction in Cat. 1 is
non-exhaustive, the chapter does not exclude cases of related equivocals
from falling under homonymy. As I see it, textual evidence supports the
reading of Cat. 1 such that there is room for a group of related equivocals
within the class of homonymous things. That is, Cat. 1 defines homonymy
as depending on things having the same name and lacking a common def-
inition, but this does not explicitly rule out things having similar, shared
natures and overlapping definitions from being homonymous. In terms of
specific textual examples, in Phys. Eta 4, Aristotle mentions various other
predicates as cases of what I term related homonymy, including one, much,
equal, sharp, and light, and he finds that they are not homonymous in
the same way (cf. 248b7–249a8). Other textual passages involving cases of
related homonymy include some that were previously mentioned: medical,
healthy, being, and just, drawn from Meta. Gamma 2 and Top. Alpha 15.
Common to all these cases is that they show a type of equivocity where the
things being designated possess shared features and shared accounts (or
definitions) but lack the exact same natures and definitions required for
synonymy to be present.

The view being endorsed here, namely, that related equivocal notions
such as the medical and the healthy belong to a kind of related homonymy,
is not without challenge, however. Some scholars persist in separating related
equivocals from homonymy tout court; of these, some think that related equiv-
ocals like the medical and being belong to a third kind, while others main-
tain that they fall under a kind of synonymy. Much of the disagreement
seems to be generated from the various positions about the scope of the
accounts of homonymy and synonymy sketched in Cat. 1. For example, tak-
ing as one group (admitting differences among their views) scholars such
as W. D. Ross (1924/1997, 256), G. E. L. Owen (1960/1986), H. Cherniss
(1944/1962, 357–58), J. Owens (1963, 113–15), and L. Robin (1963, 151–
53), what we find is their common rejection of subsuming related equivocity
under what they consider to be homonymy, namely, accidental homonymy.
Reasoning that the class of related equivocals lacks the features of accidental
homonymy and yet falls short of those required for synonymy, some place
it between the two.22 Among these views, that of G. E. L. Owen has played

22 E.g., Ross (1924, 256) claims that these concepts are “intermediate between synōnyma
which . . . have both a common name and common definition and homōnyma which have
only a common name. . . . [the healthy and the medical] answer to the definition of a third
class recognized in Cat., . . . namely, parōnyma, things called by a name derived from some
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a formative role. One thesis of his position consists in the notion that one
group of related equivocals possess what he terms “focal meaning,” which
he comes to consider (at least, at times) to be a variant of synonymy. The
second thesis he develops is that “focal meaning” was unknown to Aristotle
at the time of the composition of Cat. and developed only later in his mature
metaphysical works. More recently, scholars such as T. Irwin (1981) and C.
Shields (1999) have taken issue with these views. Both reject what we might
call the “developmental” interpretation of homonymy present in Owen’s
view, the idea that Aristotle did not arrive at the notion of related, system-
atic homonymy (Owen’s “focal meaning”) until the mature, metaphysical
writings such as Meta. Gamma and Zeta. What Irwin and Shields argue is
that the Cat. 1 account of homonymy is not restrictive in the sense that it
does not require another classification for related equivocals; consequently,
related equivocals may be seen as properly falling under homonymy. The
question of whether systematic equivocity belongs to homonymy or consti-
tutes a tertium quid differs from the developmental issue, although much of
the scholarship on homonymy tends to connect the two. By way of overall
comment, I find that the stronger argument rests with those holding that
Cat. 1 allows for related, systematic homonymy; in what follows, the reason
for skepticism about the alternative views on homonymy, especially that of
Owen, will be made apparent (see below, chapter 4, section 4.1).

The main issue of the present chapter is to investigate whether additional
evidence can be offered to help support the hypothesis that Cat. 1 allows
for things having overlapping accounts and shared natures. One line of
argument for things having overlapping definitions arises from a compar-
ison with the accounts of Plato and Speusippus. While the connections to
both are significant, the final verdict in finding a substantial connection
to Speusippus is negative. As I see it, Aristotle’s criticism of Speusippus’
method of division in De Part. An. Alpha provides us with a basis for inter-
preting Cat. 1 that augments the standing method of comparison. In what
follows, I argue that Aristotle’s distinctions between homonymy and syn-
onymy must be interpreted differently from those we find in Speusippus’
classification of names. If this is correct, there is additional reason to think
that the Cat. 1 definition of homonymy includes things with related, but
non-identical natures and similar definitions.

1.2 The Speusippean Account of Homonymy

Speusippus, whose dates are somewhat uncertain, is known to us as being
Plato’s nephew, his successor to the Academy, and Aristotle’s senior by about

other name.” Additionally, Owens (1963, 113–15), Robin (1963, 151–53, 162), and perhaps
Aubenque (1962, 189–92, 201) countenance subsuming some related equivocals, especially
being, under a third class (not, however, under paronymy) that has features of homonymy
and synonymy.
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twenty-five years.23 More important, he is thought to have composed a clas-
sification of names similar to that proposed by Aristotle in Cat. 1. Knowledge
about Speusippus’ classification of terms derives from Simplicius’ commen-
tary on Aristotle’s Categories where Simplicius’ sources appear to be Boethus
of Sidon and Porphyry. The textual evidence concerning Speusippus’ clas-
sification of names consists in three fragments, 32a, 32b, and 32c (Lang
1911), and although scholarly opinion is divided on the issue of the precise
features of the view attributed to Speusippus, sufficient evidence supports
the characterization of the following position as Speusippean.24 To begin
with, there is general agreement that he constructed his “division of names”
using a principle of dichotomy, or exhaustive difference. Specifically, one
fragment (fr. 32)25 attests that Speusippus divided names (onomata) into two
major kinds: (A) “things with the same name” (tautōnyma) and (B) “things
with different names” (heterōnyma), subdividing kind (A), tautōnyma, into
two species, homōnyma and synōnyma, and subdividing kind (B), heterōnyma,
into three species, as represented in the diagram.

Onomata

Tautonyma Heteronyma

Homonyma Synonyma Idios
Heteronyma

Polyonyma Paronyma

¯¯

¯ ¯ ¯ ¯
¯

This schema, based on material from frs. 32, 32a, indicates that Speusip-
pus subsumes homōnyma and synōnyma under tautōnyma, “things with the
same name,” and subsumes (1) genuine heteronyms, (2) polynyms, and
(3) paronyms under heterōnyma, “things with the different names.” Further-
more, it becomes evident on the exclusionary nature of the division that
heteronyma, or “things with the different names,” subsumes things with dif-
ferent names where both the things signified and their accounts differ sub-
stantially. In addition, polynyms, or various names for one thing, and also

23 L. Taran discusses the probable dates for Speusippus, concluding with ca. 410–408 b.c.e.
for his birth, and 339 b.c.e. for his death; he was the son of Plato’s sister, Potone, and
Eurymedon of Myrrhinous, a member of the Academy, and Plato’s successor at his death in
348/7 b.c.e., holding the position for eight years. Three lives of Speusippus are extant: one
by Diogenes Laertius, a passage in Academicorum Philosophorum Index Herculanensis and one
by Suidas (see Taran 1981, 3–11).

24 Barnes (1971) rejects the classification as belonging to Speusippus, arguing its similarity to
one by Boethus of Sidon whom Simplicius purports to use as his source on Speusippus; thus,
Barnes refers to this account as “Speusippan,” not “Speusippean.”

25 Fr. 32, in which Simplicius repeats the account of Boethus of Sidon; cf. Lang (1911, 66);
Simplicius (1897, 29, 5–6).

26 See Lang (1911, 25, n. 2).
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paronyms, related terms derived from one term, have the same nature as
full, or genuine, heteronyms.

For our interests, it is the distinction that Speusippus draws between
homonymy and synonymy that proves to be especially significant. From
what we can conclude based on the fragments, Speusippus finds the dis-
tinguishing feature of homonymous terms to be that “the account differs”
(ho logos heteros)27 in the sense that although the term is common, the mean-
ing, or definition, among the various cases of the term is not shared. Since
Speusippus’ method leads to a series of exhaustive divisions, it follows that
homonymy and synonymy are fully distinct in kind. If so, then homonymy dif-
fers essentially from synonymy: there is no possibility for homonymy to con-
tain items having similar natures or overlapping accounts. In essence, then,
Speusippus’ method of division does not allow for shared features in the
final difference, and therefore, Speussipus’ notion of homonymy reduces
to discrete, or accidental, homonymy. This result distinguishes Speusippus’
account from Aristotle’s. There is, in addition, the evidence arising from
Aristotle’s objections to Speusippus in De Gen. An. Alpha. The line of criti-
cism that Aristotle there presents about the correct method of division must
be considered in assessing the differences between Speusippus’ account and
Cat. 1 (this issue is examined in a moment).

An initial comparative statement between the two accounts has to include
some discussion of the similarities as well, of course. As we have noted in
relation to a comparison of the terminology, the basic, three-way classifica-
tion (homonymy, synonymy, paronymy) is common to both. At first glance,
it may appear that Aristotle’s account in Cat. 1 comprises a sub-portion of
Speusippus’ account. To begin with, both accounts understand homōnyma
and synōnyma as falling under tautōnyma, “things having the same name.”
Here, though, it may be noted that Speusippus explicitly marks off the high-
est difference being between words having the same name (tautōnyma) and
those having different names (heterōnyma), which Aristotle does not. But
a second similarity is more basic: Speusippus states that homōnyma refer
to terms that possess different meanings and lack a common definition,
contrasting them with synōnyma, which possess the same concept and def-
inition. Both of these features show a clear similarity with Aristotle’s char-
acterizations of homonymy and synonymy in Cat. 1.28 For a third point,
Speusippus places parōnyma, “things with derived names,” under the class
of heterōnyma, “things with different names,” going on to describe the latter
as having different names, different accounts, and as referring to different
things (fr. 32a). The similarity to Aristotle’s account is deepened with the
observation that Speusippus’ account gives the same examples of paronymy.

27 See P. Lang (1911, fr. 32b, p. 66).
28 The comparison of the two accounts is well discussed by Cherniss (1944, 58–59 n. 47),

Anton (1968, 315–26), Barnes (1971), and Taran (1978b).
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Specifically, Speusippus offers the same two pairs, specifically, that of
bravery/brave man, and of grammar/grammarian, for examples of
paronymy. Thus, there is sufficient substantial likeness between the two
accounts to assume some influence of Speusippus on Aristotle.

But, as we have noted, there are dissimilarities, and so, we need to ask
whether they are more fundamental than the similarities. To begin with,
in Speusippus’ scheme, parōnyma fall under heterōnyma, and the implication
is that paronymous terms are fully distinct from one another – in name,
meaning, and referent. In this respect, the description of paronymy by
Speusippus is not comparable to that of Aristotle. For whereas both thinkers
hold that in paronymy the words themselves are non-identical, as Aristo-
tle’s examples of “grammarian” and “grammar” demonstrate, Speusippus
rules out that paronymous terms display any kind of internal relationship
of meanings, or refer to related features among things. In contrast, Aris-
totle’s examples of the paronymous pairs, “grammar” and “grammarian,”
as well as “bravery” and “brave person” clearly suggest the possibility of
paronymous terms displaying certain internal relationships among their
referents.29

Two other characteristics serve to distinguish Speusippus’ account of
names from Aristotle’s account in Cat. 1: one concerns the intended scope
of the theory, and the other, the method. With regard to the first differ-
ence, it seems evident that Speusippus’ interest in mapping kinds of terms
is linguistic and not ontological, for his focus is on words and the mean-
ings of words, not on extra-linguistic referents.30 The argument support-
ing this claim arises from Aristotle’s distinction between homonymy and
synonymy depending on the phrase “the definition of being correspond-
ing to the name” (1a1–2). According to standard interpretations of the
phrase, the referents are the real properties of things and not meanings
of words. So, the question becomes whether sufficient evidence exists in
Speusippus’ account to consider it as having ontological as well as linguis-
tic implications. As mentioned, in fragment 32b, Simplicius distinguishes
Speusippus’ notion of homonymy as consisting only in the claim that “the
definition differs”; the Speusippean passage makes no mention of the phrase
“the definition of being corresponding to the name” (1a1–2) that serves to
clarify what is distinct in cases of homonymy in Cat. 1. For according to
Aristotle, homonymy obtains in cases where the name is common but the
definition and the nature are different. As we have seen, his example of
homonymy, a human being and a picture of a human being, points to a
case in which the difference in natures is obvious. But no comparable line
in Speusippus’ text makes plain that a similarity or difference in natures

29 The fact that this difference between the two accounts appears may be considered as evidence
for Aristotle’s early account of homonymy preserving room for related homonymy.

30 See Taran (1981, 72–73) on the scope of Speusippus’ account.
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is at stake, and so, the text suggests that he is concerned with words, not
things.31

The focus on language in Speussipus’ division of names seems to distin-
guish it from Cat. 1, where Aristotle’s interest is to characterize homonymy
and synonymy as ultimately belonging to things, not to words. It may be
objected, in turn, that other texts, such as Top. Alpha 15, seem to indi-
cate a linguistic application of homonymy to which the response is that
Aristotle has both interests. So, for example, the passages in Topics giving
a linguistic focus to homonymy reflect its usage for detecting ambiguous
terms in the premises of dialectical arguments.32 But this application of
homonymy does not preclude that it is also primarily about signifying extra-
linguistic items. The other, more basic, issue that distinguishes Aristotle’s
account from that of Speusippus concerns the difference in the method of
classification.

Although it is not obvious from his account of names, Speusippus is
thought to have followed a method of definition by division, one that is
criticized by Aristotle in Top. and De Part. An. In the latter work, Aristotle
articulates a sustained argument against dichotomic diairesis, the method
of division that Speusippus uses to attain a natural classification and which
Aristotle rejects, showing why his method cannot yield a true infima species.33

According to Speusippus’ method, kinds are obtained by a procedure mark-
ing off dichotomic divisions, divisions that exclude one other. Accordingly,
for each class postulated, one part of the class will have the defining feature
and the other part will lack it. Next, the principle of similarity is employed
to describe the common features within the same class: similarity thus pre-
supposes a prior division constructed on identity and difference. But as
Aristotle points out in De Part. An. Alpha, the Speusippean method of divi-
sion makes use of privative terms that are useless in furnishing real differ-
entiae and, so, in providing a classification of natural kinds based on the
real divisions of things (642b21–643a27). One consequence of employing
privative terms as differentiae is that accidental attributes become confused
with essential attributes, so that artificial classes are generated and genuine
ones are disrupted (642b10–20, 643a27–b26). A passage from De Part. An.
Alpha 3 is central in seeing how Aristotle constructs an argument against the

31 Following Taran (1978, 82–84), as against Barnes (1971, 69–74).
32 The fact that Top. Alpha 15 reveals a linguistic application of the theory of homonymy does

not predetermine an answer concerning possible lines of influence between Speusippus
and Aristotle on homonymy. The evidence, at a minimum, supports Speusippean influ-
ence on Aristotle; see discussions by Hambruch (1904), Lang (1911), Stenzel (1929),
Cherniss (1944, 44–62), Anton (1968), Barnes (1971), and Taran (1978b) and Taran (1981,
72–73).

33 That Aristotle develops a sustained argument against Speusippus’ method in De Part. An.
Alpha 2–3 has been well argued by Cherniss (1944, 48–58). For discussion of the various
objections posed by Aristotle to Speusippus’ method of division, see Taran (1981, 67–72).
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Speusippean method of division.34 The passage at De Part. An. A 3 (643b3–8)
finds Aristotle criticizing a method of simple division, that which employs
a single dichotomy, on the grounds that it leads to postulating incorrect
classes or genera. He says:

[D]ivision into the wild and the tame [is not permissible]: for it would also involve
the disruption of a species into different groups, for in almost all species in which
some members are tame, there are also members that are wild. Such, for example, is
the case with humans, horses, oxen, dogs, swine, goats, sheep; groups which, if they
have the same name, have not been divided, and which, if single, prove that wildness
and tameness do not amount to specific differences. (643b2–8, trans. Barnes)

In essence, what Aristotle is arguing may be set out along the following
lines:

P1. Humans as such are either specifically the same or different.
P2. Assume that humans are divisible into wild and tame kinds.
P3. If humans differ as being wild or tame, then humans are not the same

in species.
P4. Since human is an infima species, humans as such are specifically the

same.
P5. So, wild and tame cannot be proper terms of division for an infima

species.

The starting point of Aristotle’s argument against Speusippus centers on
his use of “wild” and “tame” as a correct division among animals for their
proper species.35 Aristotle employs the Speusippean principle of division as
the starting point for his reductio argument. The line of reasoning begins with
two notions that are accepted by Speusippus: first, humans form a group;
second, wild and tame constitute proper principles of division within the
group. The argument shows that one of two consequences must follow: (1)
if human being is a genuine species, then wild and tame cannot be further
differentiae of the species, or (2) if human is not a genuine species and
differentiated as being wild or tame, then many other animals will fall under
the same division of wild and tame. Of course, one of the consequences is
more plausible, that the dichotomy into wild and tame things is not definitive
of a genuine species. The other alternative leads to an insupportable result

34 With regard to the passage in De Part. An. A, I agree with Taran (1978b, 97–99), in contrast
to Barnes (1971, 77–78) and Balme (1972); Speusippus is Aristotle’s unnamed opponent
here.

35 The reference to the hunting of wild and tame animals in Soph. 222b does not reflect a
similar use of the dichotomy “wild/tame” insofar as Plato’s argument is concerned with
making divisions within the activity of hunting based on different kinds of objects (wild or
tame animals) or different kinds of means (hunting by force or by persuasion); it does not
employ the dichotomy as a defining feature within a biological species.
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in that we end up postulating a kind that would include, say, wild humans,
wild horses, and wild boars.

Aristotle generalizes the criticism mentioned by going on to explain that
the error committed consists in taking a binary opposition as definitive of a
kind. He claims, instead, that real genera, such as birds or fish, are marked
off by several differentiae, not by dichotomic divisions (cf. 643b12–13). As
Aristotle sees it, division by dichotomy faces one of two problems: either it
fails to arrive at a genuine kind because contrary groups will fall under the
same division – as evident in the group of wild and tame animals – or it will
yield a single differentia as the infima species (cf. 643b13–17). For someone
using the Speusippean method of combining the antecedent terms with
the final differentia, no real unity will be reached in the definition of the
class. According to Aristotle, the correct procedure consists in dividing by
the essential differentiae of the antecedent term, and this method requires
starting with more than a single differentia (cf. 643b16–18). To illustrate the
criticism advanced against Speusippus’ method, Aristotle suggests that we
start a division of “animal” into “wingless” and “winged,” and then divide
“winged” into “wild” and “tame,” or equivalently, divide “winged” into “pale”
and “dark” (643b19–21). The result of these divisions, Aristotle claims, is
that neither “tame” nor “pale” is a differentia of “winged,” but, in fact, either
line of division introduces a new line of differentiae that appear only by acci-
dent (643b21–23). So, for example, by dividing the winged into wild and
tame, we arrive at two classes: the winged tame and the winged wild or,
equally, the winged pale and the winged dark, none of which comes close to
finding or marking off the real attributes of a species. So, Aristotle argues,
the Speusippean procedure of division by dichotomy inevitably leads to the
postulation of accidental differentiae in place of genuine, definitive differentiae
(643b23–25). In Aristotle’s theory about the correct method of division, the
proper final differentiae reflect definitional and substantial unity. In contrast,
Speusippus’ method of division results in the lowest kinds being character-
ized by multiple differentiae that may reflect merely accidental attributes of
things. Broadly speaking, Aristotle faults the Speusippean method of divi-
sion for yielding incorrect results inasmuch as the method begins and ends
with a single pair of differentia at each division. Since there is no room for a
pair of differentia to be further divided, division by dichotomy fails to arrive
at the specific kinds of living things (cf. 644a8–11). So, a brief glance at Aris-
totle’s criticisms of Speusippus’ method of division reveals a fundamental
difference in their respective theories of definition and, ultimately, of what
constitutes a substance.36

Aristotle’s criticism of Speussipus’ method leads to what I take to be a sig-
nificant consideration about how to read the scope of homonymy in Cat. 1.
The fact that Aristotle finds division by dichotomy inadequate suggests that

36 For further discussion, see Cherniss (1944, 50–54) and Taran (1981, 67–70).
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he intends a similar constraint on the distinction between homonymy and
synonymy. If this is true, then the distinction between the two in Cat. 1
is not exhaustive. The longer argument for this conclusion depends on
the following consideration. On Speussipus’ method, the initial division
is made on the basis of words having or lacking the same name, and the
secondary distinction between terms having or lacking the same meaning
or definition (fr. 32a). Given that the principle of dichotomous division
establishes a final difference at each division, the Speusippean method dis-
tinguishing homōnyma from synōnyma entails that homōnyma are fully distinct
from synōnyma. Given the full difference implied by Speusippus’ division of
homōnyma and synōnyma, it follows that homonymous terms do not overlap
semantically: they are grouped as homōnyma insofar as they share a com-
mon name and lack a common meaning or definition. On this principle of
division, each differentia is itself an ultima species, so there is no possibility
that homonymous things could possess a further differentia. Consequently,
all members in Speusippus’ class of homōnyma have to be considered “acci-
dental homonyms,” or terms whose meanings have no overlapping senses
or overlapping accounts. Therefore, according to the Speusippean account,
homonymous terms possess only one characteristic common with synony-
mous terms – they share a common name – and, so, are subsumed under
tautōnyma, “terms having the same name.” However, their defining differ-
ence (viz., having a different account) rules out the possibility of further
dividing homonyms into related and non-related kinds. Put another way,
given Speussipus’ method of division, his classification of names implies
that all homonyms are defined negatively and this is their final differentia.
So, whatever set of homonyms we might choose to isolate would show them
as lacking a common definition, and have no further qualification.

Having examined some central differences between the two accounts,
we return to mention the similarities. First, as was mentioned, we cannot
overlook the striking similarity in the terminology being employed. The
three terms being used in Aristotle’s account overlap with those employed
by Speusippus in his classification of names. A second similarity concerns
Aristotle’s use of homonymy as a negative test to detect lack of synonymy in
relation to common terms or predicates in Top. Alpha 15, which is strongly
reminiscent of the negative aspect of Speusippean homonymy. This negative
feature of homonymy is developed in chapter 2 at the discussion of Top.
A 15, where Aristotle employs various kinds of tests for homonymy so as
to determine whether their accounts are non-synonymous. In summary, we
find that the evidence concerning the relationship between the two accounts
is mixed, some positive and some negative. This conclusion reflects the
scholarship on this issue as well, where a debate remains about whether
Aristotle’s and Speusippus’ classifications are similar or different.

It is possible to pose the scholarly debate as spanning two extremes, with
one side finding little in common, and the other, a great deal. One side of the
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debate is given by E. Hambruch (1904), who claims that although Speusip-
pus influenced Aristotle in his linguistic approach to homonymy, there are
substantial differences between the two accounts. Specifically, Hambruch
holds that, for Speusippus, the referents of homonymous or synonymous
names are words and not things, and this fact constitutes the main line of
difference. He also notes that Top. Alpha 15 shows evidence of Speusippean
influence. Hambruch’s early, pivotal work on the issue has come under
attack by J. Barnes (1971), who maintains, not without reason, that there
is little difference between Speussipus’ classification of names and Aristo-
tle’s account in Cat. 1.37 However, the degree to which I find Barnes’ view
persuasive depends on two prior assumptions, first, that Cat. 1 is primar-
ily linguistic in meaning and, second, that additional texts cannot be used
to determine the meaning of Cat. 1. In my view, what Barnes’ evaluation
leaves out concerns the weight of Aristotle’s criticism of Speusippus in De
Part. An. Alpha. As I have argued, Aristotle’s negative conclusions about the
adequacy of Speusippus’ method of division are pivotal in determining the
degree of similarity. Aristotle criticizes Speusippus for using a method of
division that results in incorrect divisions from creating classes having no
further common attributes. By suggesting an interpretation of Aristotle’s
distinctions in Cat. 1 in light of his criticisms of Speusippus in De Part. An. A
3, we conclude that what Speussipus intends by homonymy differs from what
Aristotle intends. For, while the comparison indicates a definite influence
along terminological lines and the classificatory distinctions behind them,
one cannot discount the differences between the two positions. First, as I
construe the meaning behind Speussipus’ classification, words refer primar-
ily to other words and not to things or their natures. Second, since Aristotle
criticizes Speusippus’ method of division for failing to provide an adequate
method for classification and definition (cf. De Part. An. Alpha 2–3), he
seems likely to have rejected the same principle of division in Cat. 1. Thus,
while the final conclusions about their similarities and differences remain
in debate, we may safely assume that the terminology and basic taxonomic
structure behind Cat. 1 originates with Speusippus.38

1.3 The Platonic Antecedents of Aristotelian Homonymy

As I have noted, Plato’s discussions relating to naming do not appear to bear
comparison to Aristotle’s accounts of homonymy and synonymy in Cat. 1 on
first glance. At least three points of difference would appear to separate the
respective lines of thought. At the highest level of generality, Platonic meta-
physics of the middle period partly depends on the accounts concerning the

37 See Hambruch (1904), Cherniss (1944, 48–58), and Barnes (1971, 65–80).
38 I am siding with Hambruch (1904), Cherniss (1944), and Taran (1978) against Barnes

(1971).
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participation and separation of Forms and particulars, and these theories
find no ready analogue in the Aristotelian theories of substance and pred-
ication. Throughout the Cat., Aristotle is at pains to distinguish items that
he thinks should stand in the subject as opposed to the predicate position,
and criticizes the conflation of things predicated of a subject with things
standing for individual subjects. In a similar vein, Aristotle’s objections to
Plato in Meta. Alpha 9 and Mu 4 concerning the charge that Platonic Forms
confuse “suches” with “thises” make it difficult to see how, at first glance
anyway, the two theories of predication may be thought to share common
ground. A further difficulty in the comparison concerns the lack of termino-
logical overlap between the Platonic and Aristotelian accounts concerning
homonymy. Unlike the classification of names in Speusippus, the Platonic
theory of language from the middle period dialogues does not employ the
two main terms of Cat. 1, namely, parōnymos and synōnymos, but makes use of
just one, homōnymos. Moreover, throughout these texts, Plato prefers to use
the term epōnymos, which is related to the verb epōnymazein, “to be named for”
(see below, section 1.4). Hence, the presence of a shared term between Plato
and Aristotle, namely, homōnymos, does not signal the presence of a com-
mon meaning or common usage. In fact, Plato’s use of homōnymos signifies
something quite contrary to that of Aristotle. In Platonic usage, homōnymos
tends to emphasize the shared character among entities with the same name
instead of emphasizing the absence of a common nature as Aristotle does in
his account of homonymy in Cat. 1. Having noted these differences, there
are, however, some highly significant lines of continuity between Aristotle’s
theory of homonymy, in particular that of related homonymy, and Plato’s
account of homonymy and eponymy.

1.4 Platonic Eponymy and Participation

The Platonic account of eponymy and homonymy intersects with a com-
plex metaphysical and epistemological theory that is well reflected in the
dialogues of the middle period, including Phaedo, Republic, and Symposium,
which describe an ontology, minimally speaking, of sensible things exist-
ing in a spatio-temporal domain and non-sensible Forms.39 For the present
purpose of explaining eponymy, we may consider Forms as entities that,
although ontologically distinct from sensible particulars, serve as their causal
and epistemological explanations. The ontological relation of dependence

39 While some ancients, such as the Academics, as well as certain modern interpreters (e.g.,
Strauss 1978 and Bloom 1991) have questioned the attribution of a theory of Forms (or,
indeed, any theory) to Plato, I am following a traditional path in ascribing metaphysical
theories to Plato and in thinking that the “middle period” dialogues support a theory of
Forms in conjunction with a doctrine about participation; for more discussion, see Malcolm
(1991), Annas (1994), and Fine (1995).
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between Forms and particulars is then reflected in the linguistic connection
between the two, specifically, that sensible particulars are “named for,” or
“called after” (epōnymazein), the respective Forms.40 In this way, Plato’s the-
ory of eponymy presupposes certain assumptions, according to which Forms
and particulars are related so as to share the same name meaningfully. By
way of a preliminary to Plato’s theory of eponomy, a few observations will
be made concerning the way that Plato refers to forms and particulars that
make evident their inter-relations at the linguistic level.

To begin with, Plato qualifies particulars and Forms by means of terms
that indicate their similarity and difference. For example, although he some-
times uses a generic expression such as “the many things” (ta polla) in refer-
ring to particulars, more often than not, he qualifies these things as individ-
uals of a certain kind, such as humans, horses, and cloaks (cf. Phd. 78d10–1).
If there is no natural kind term available, particular things are signified by
the use of a neuter plural form of using the adjective, such as “equal things”
(ta isa, Phd. 74d6), which is based on the adjective “equal” (isos). In specific
cases of attribute terms, such as “equal,” Plato considers that the many equal
things (F-things) imply reference to something distinct from these that is sig-
nified by the abstract substantive form “equality” (F-ness). One should note
that Forms, like particulars, may be signified in a few ways: by the use of an
abstract substantive, such as “justice” (dikaiosynē , Rep. 433a), by the neuter,
singular form of the adjective, such as “the equal” (to ison), or by the neuter,
singular adjective with a reflexive pronoun, such as “the equal itself ” (auto
to ison, Phd. 74a11–12).41 So, for example, in Phd. we find that the abstract
substantive “equality” (isotēs) is related both to the adjective “equal” and
to “the equal things.” In such cases, the resemblance between Forms and
particulars is made apparent by the linguistic tie. The significance of sys-
tematically related, but different, terms referring to Forms and particulars
is two-fold. On the one hand, their ontological difference is apparent from
passages in which sensible things are said both “to differ from” and “to fall
short of” the Forms in any of several ways, as may be seen at Phd. 74c4–5,
74d5–8, 74d10–e1, 74e3–4, 75a3, 75b2, b9. For example, sensible partic-
ulars are deficient with regard to being subject to change of various kinds
(Phd. 78c7–8, e2–4), whereas Forms remain the same and do not admit
of any change or variation (Phd. 78d3–7). In this regard, a in Phd., Form,
such as Beauty, Equality, Goodness, Justice or Piety (cf. Phd. 75c11–d1) is
described as being uniform (monoeidēs, 78d5, 80b2) and existing by itself
(hauto kath’ hauto, cf. 78d5–6). The ascent passage in Sym. (210a4–211d)

40 For discussion of the Platonic theory of eponymy, see Levin (2001, ch. 4, esp. 106–18).
41 The reference to “the equals themselves” (auta ta isa) at Phd. 74c1 should be read as referring

to those things that are “just equal” (Burnet 1911, 56) or “really equal” (Bluck 1955, 67),
namely, to mathematical equals (angles, lines, triangles, etc.), but clearly not to sensible
equals, for these cannot be perfectly equal.
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offers a metaphysical distinction comparable to that mentioned in Phd. by
means of the same contrast between the Form of beauty and beautiful par-
ticulars.42

Although the homogeneous, invariable Forms stand in contrast to the het-
erogeneous, mutable particulars, there are also similarities. As mentioned,
the particulars fall short of Forms, yet their dependency on and likeness
to Forms are evident from the related terms that are used to refer to them.
While a linguistic tie may suggest a similarity, its real basis must be an internal
feature: part of the explanation for the real resemblance is given by Plato’s
claim that the Forms function as the models, or standards (paradeigmata),
for a given attribute.43 Part of what this implies is that particulars bear like-
nesses to the Forms of the same name as they, having an internal connection
to these Forms insofar as they are described as “striving after” (bouletai) and
“desiring” (oregetai) the Forms. Passages such as these suggest that particu-
lars are in an active state of having a certain character in such a way as to
remain like the Forms after which they are named (Phd. 74d9–10, 75a1–2,
75b1–2).44 The rest of the resemblance relation is borne out, as I see it, by
Plato’s thesis about participation that is developed shortly.

The linguistic connection, namely, that the particulars have the same
name, or are named after (epōnymazein) Forms (Phd. 102b2, 102c10, 103b7–
8), makes it evident that particulars bear an internal, non-accidental resem-
blance to certain Forms. The feature of resemblance apparent among lin-
guistically related things such as “equal particulars” and “equality” is sig-
nificant insofar as the particulars so named exhibit the said quality. In this
regard, the theory presupposes a real feature of resemblance between Forms
and eponymous particulars, which are, after all, distinct ontologically. As
developed later in this chapter, some relation of resemblance is required
for the semantic connection, in virtue of which it is meaningful to use a
specific term, say F, in relation to certain particulars as well as to a Form.
In contrast, when F is used to signify some feature of a particular in the
absence of a genuine, internal connection to a Form, the result will be
accidental homonymy. For, in this case, “F” is being used across various

42 In the ascent passage, for example, we find that the form Beauty is eternal, neither coming
to be nor ceasing to be, nor is it affected by contraries (Sym. 211a1–2); rather, it is uniform,
(monoeidēs), exists independently, itself by itself (auto kath’ hauto, 211b1), and while beautiful
things partake of it, Beauty grows neither greater nor less, nor is it affected by anything
(cf. Sym. 211b2–4).

43 The notion of Forms as standards seems plausible in these passages mentioned where sensi-
ble particulars are said to “fall short” of Forms; in addition, Forms as paradeigmata appear at
Rep. 510b2–9, 510d5–511a1; Tim. 48e, 29a–b. The notion of Forms as standards, however,
does not imply that they need be self-predicating; I reject the argument of Malcolm (1991,
ch. 5).

44 The notion of “striving after” Forms provides a dynamic image for the way in which sen-
sible particulars referred to under a certain characteristic resemble Forms, although they
necessarily fall short of them (Phd. 74d7–8, 74e1, 75a1–2, 75b1–2, b7–8).
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instances where there are no shared features, and so, the reference becomes
ambiguous.45

The Platonic account of the way in which Forms and particulars may be
meaningfully related encompasses two aspects, one being linguistic, and the
other, ontological. With regard to the former, a semantic relation obtains
between certain Forms and particulars such that certain particulars bear
the same name (epōnymazein) as the Forms, such as the equal particulars
that have the same name as the form of Equality.46 The justification for
the linguistic connection is provided by the idea of participation, or shar-
ing, a relationship of similarity between particulars and Forms based on
their common character. As has been observed, the reason that particular
things and Forms share the same name (in a non-accidental fashion) is
that particulars participate in the Forms, and so are eponymous with them.
In this regard, the metaphysical basis for the resemblance is causally and
explanatorily prior to the semantic and linguistic basis, as various passages
attest. Forms are prior to particulars both in being and in explanation, as is
reflected in many passages about participation and eponymy. For example,
at Phd. 102b1–2, we find that “each one of the Forms exists, and the other
things sharing in them get their name from them.” In a nearly identical pas-
sage in Par. 130e5–131a2, we have: “There are certain Forms from which
the other things sharing in them get their names, for instance, they come
to be like by sharing in likeness, or large by sharing in largeness.” As these
texts make clear, the relation of participation between particulars and Forms
serves as the foundation for eponymy. On the account of eponymy devel-
oped, the linguistic connection between Forms and particulars depends on
their common character, which is explained by the idea that particulars
“share in” Forms of the same name as they. To reiterate the passages, first,
at Phd. 102b2, particular things are said “to get their name” (tēn epōnymian
ischein) (th;n ε jpwnumivan i[scεin) from the Forms in which they share, and
again, at Par. 130e5–6, individual things “get their names” by “sharing in”
(metalambanein) the relevant Forms.

Lacking the relation of participation between Forms and particulars, the
similarity between them would be reduced to trivial significance, to what
Aristotle calls “accidental” homonymy. Plato, too, would appear to concur
on this point: eponymy requires an internal, real connection between the
Form and the particular named after it. But having made the claim about
similarity between them, Plato is faced with potential problems. One poten-
tial difficulty already mentioned concerns the regress of common characters
that eponymy and participation seem to suggest. For, if Forms themselves

45 Noting, of course, that in the Platonic case, the term is not identical but related, as “equality”
and “equal things” have the same core term, “equal,” in common.

46 Plato’s standard term denoting “being named after” is epōnymazein; epōnymos (and related
forms), as is used at Phd. 102b2, while a secondary term, homōnymos, is used at Phd. 78e2.
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are thought to possess the characteristics they give rise to in particulars and
in the same way, certain standard difficulties arise. While consideration of
these and related problems lies outside the present discussion,47 some dis-
cussion of participation is in order to clarify the way in which I find Plato
to be marking differences between Forms and particulars at the linguistic
level. In addition, the manner in which Plato seems to distinguish cases of
homonymy from those of eponymy provides a comparative basis to assess
similarities between Plato’s and Aristotle’s accounts.

1.5 Platonic Participation, Eponymy, and Homonymy

While much has been written about Plato’s theory of participation, two spe-
cific ideas are useful to the present discussion comparing Platonic eponymy
and Aristotelian homonymy. The first concerns the principle that the Forms
are the causal source of the characters that we find instantiated in particular
things. So, for example, we find: “[I]f anything is beautiful beside the Beau-
tiful itself, it is beautiful for no other reason than it shares in the beautiful,
and this applies to everything” (Phd. 100c4–7). The second point concerns
the idea that Forms do not possess the relevant character in the same way
as particulars.48 Taking these two ideas in conjunction amounts to saying
that the Form, the F-itself, brings about the character F in the particulars,
but it remains that the Form and the particulars do not possess F in the
same way, and so, they are not called “F” univocally. On the interpretation
I suggest, the many F-things are called “F” in the sense that they possess or
display the character F, whereas the Form does not display the said charac-
ter, but is just what the character F is.49 If this kind of distinction may be
maintained, it follows that terms signifying certain character-types, such as
being beautiful, just, pious, or equal, possess different uses when they are
applied to Forms and to particulars.50 Putting this point in terms closer to
Aristotle’s notion, one might say that when a term signifying a characteris-
tic (e.g., being beautiful, being just) is applied with reference to the Form
(Beauty, Justice), it is applied in its primary sense, and when it is applied
to the same-named particular, it is applied in its secondary sense. This line
of interpretation is supported by various passages concerning the kinds of
beings exemplified by Forms and particulars as well as those about partic-
ipation, some of which have been noted previously in our discussion. In

47 For full examination, see Malcolm (1991, chs. 5–7).
48 Part of my view arises from suggestions in Allen (1963), maintaining the non-univocity

of Forms and particulars and Malcolm (1991, 92), describing this as the “non-univocal
paradigm” position.

49 Therefore, the relation of the character F to the form F-itself is not one of being a proper
name (cf. Allen 1965, 45), but closer to Nehamas’ view (1979, 95–96); for discussion, see
Malcolm (1991, 64–91), Meinwald (1995).

50 For comparison, see Allen (1965, 45–6), Malcolm (1991, 92).
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addition, this line of interpretation has the advantage that it avoids some
of the standard problems associated with Forms and self-predication.51 As
was noted, Forms are ontologically contrasted with the variable, incomplete
nature of sensible particulars (Phd. 74d5–7, 75a2–3, 75b2, 75b4–8). For, a
Form is essentially uniform (monoeidēs), existing “itself by itself ” (hauto kath’
hauto, Phd., 78d5–6); further, it remains unaffected, unlike sensible partic-
ulars (Sym. 211b6). In virtue of its distinct nature, the Form “merits having
the same name for all time” (Phd., 103e3–4), unlike the many particulars
that are constantly coming to be and perishing (Symp., 211b3–5). In this
regard, Forms deserve being considered primary name-holders by having a
nature as to exemplify a specific character primarily, in the sense that the
Form is just what the character is. In comparison, the way that the epony-
mous particular possesses the specific character justifies it being considered
a secondary name-holder. The notion of the primary and secondary appli-
cations of the term standing for the character thus constitutes the semantic
corollary of the ontological contrast between sensible particulars, typically
described as aiming at but “falling short” (endei) of the ideal character (Phd.,
74d5–7, 75a2–3, 75b2, 75b4–8) and Forms, which are described as being
completely the specific character.

On a linguistic and predicative level, then, I suggest that Plato may be
seen as distinguishing two kinds of naming, a primary kind that applies
to the relationship of names to Forms, and a secondary or derivative kind
that applies to the way in which particulars named after Forms are said
to possess characteristics.52 The evidence to support this claim (developed
below) arises from Plato’s different uses of epōnymos and homōnymos, which
give rise to the notion that one character term, or word, may be employed
in different ways with regard to different kinds of entities. As we have said,
in relation to the Form, the term is applied in its primary sense, and in
relation to particulars, in its secondary, or derived sense. What remains to
be tested concerns the basis for comparison to Aristotle’s account in Cat. 1. It
might be suggested, provisionally anyway, that the primary application of the
term to the Form is comparable to Aristotle’s notion of synonymy, while the
secondary application to the particular is comparable to homonymy. Since a
more complex comparison will be offered subsequently, let this hypothesis
stand as we begin to add details to Plato’s theory of eponymy.

Based on a textual review of the uses of epōnymos, homōnymos, and the
shifts in meaning between them, I offer two conclusions. Generally, the two

51 For discussion, see, e.g., Allen (1963), Nehamas (1979), Malcolm (1991), and Meinwald
(1995).

52 In a similar vein, Vlastos (1969, 324–25) suggests that Plato shows an awareness of multivocity
in the discussion of cause (aitia) in Socrates’ biography at Phd. 95e–105c. This finding is
disputed by Blackson (1991, 181–82), who argues that Plato exhibits no proto-Aristotelian
awareness of various senses of terms either in the Phd. or in the Rep.
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terms are employed by Plato to indicate a linguistic and semantic connection
between Forms and particulars of the same name. In addition, both terms
are typically used in conjunction with Plato’s theory of participation.53 How-
ever, based on the differing contexts in which the terms are employed, one
leading difference has emerged. In particular, when Plato wants to empha-
size the internal relationship between Forms and particulars – specifically,
when he emphasizes that particulars have the same or a similar character
as the Form – he uses the adjective epōnymos or the verb epōnymazein or a
related word. However, as was noted, not all the passages concerned with
particulars having the same name as Forms employ epōnymos; some employ
homōnymos in place of epōnymos. What seems to be suggested by certain, less
frequent occurrences of the term homōnymos is that particular things merely
resemble, but are not, Forms. More precisely, when Plato is making use of
homōnymos, not epōnymos, he is emphasizing the difference between the ways
in which the same name is used with regard to Forms and with regard to
particulars, as a closer comparison of the texts involved shows.

In the Phaedo, Plato’s use of the term epōnymos or related terms is typically
conjoined with verbs signifying the relation of participation, such as meta-
lambanein or metechein. This combination underscores the leading sense of
eponymy, which depends on the shared character of the particulars and the
Forms. In texts mentioned, especially Phd. 100c and at Phd. 102b, 103b, the
relation of participation is introduced as consisting in the general principle
that any sensible particular having a certain character, F, has F in virtue of
partaking in the Form, the F-itself.54 The passages involved emphasize that
the relation of participation is asymmetrical – sensible particulars partici-
pate, or share in, Forms, but not vice versa, and on account of this rela-
tion, particulars are said to have a certain character.55 In central passages,
the principle of participation is conjoined with the account of eponymy as
at Phd. 102b, 103b, where Plato uses epōnymazein and epōnymia to describe
the shared similarity in kind between Forms and particulars. In both pas-
sages, the reference to epōnymia is made explicitly in conjunction with the
principle of participation. So, at Phd. 102b1–2, Plato makes the relation of
participation as the cause, or explanation, for the eponymous link between

53 Passages in which one of the two terms is used to signify the same overall sense of “having
the same name and similar character” include Phd. 78e2, 102b2, 102c10, 103b7–8, Par.
133d2–3, and Tim. 52a4–5.

54 For example, in Phd. 100c4–7: “It seems to me that if anything is beautiful besides the
Beautiful itself, it is beautiful for no other reason than that it shares in that Beautiful; and
this applies to everything. Do you agree with such a principle?” (�aivnεtai gavr moi, εi[ tiv ε jstin
a[llo kalo;n plh;n aujto; to; kalovn, oujdε; diV ε {n a[llo kalo;n εi[nai h] diovti mεtεvcεi ε jkεivnou tou� kalou�
kai; pavnta dh; ou {twı lεvgw. th/� toia/�dε aijtiva/ sugkwrεi�ı).

55 The principle about Forms being the causes of the relevant characters in the particulars
need not imply that Forms themselves possess the characters they produce as effects and,
so, need not be self-predicating; for discussion, see Malcolm (1991, 1–10).
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particulars and Forms.56 The same conjunction of the relations of partic-
ipation and eponymy appears at Phd. 103b6–c1.57 In this passage, Forms
possess certain characteristics and, so, “give their name” to the particular
things sharing in them, which in themselves are subject to contrary quali-
ties.58 Plato’s use of the verbal form “being in” (ε jnovntwn, 103b8) in relation
to the character of the particulars emphasizes that Forms are internal causal
principles of these characters in the particulars.59 In this regard, Par. 130e5–
6 also may be mentioned insofar as it seeks to relate eponymy to participation
in the same way in which it is sketched in the other passages.60

So, it seems that Plato’s standard term for the cases in which particulars
reflect a common character and a common name is epōnymos, but he makes
use of homōnymos in certain passages as well. What is significant to the study of
Aristotelian homonymy is that Plato uses homōnymos when emphasizing the
ontological difference between Forms and particulars. A typical example of
this special use of homōnymos occurs at Phd. 78e2, where the argumentative
context depends on contrasting Forms and particulars: Forms are said to
be invariable and homogenous, while particulars are variable, possessing
contrary qualities over time. In the lines immediately preceding the use
of homōnymos at Phd. 78e2, we find the focus on the nature of the Forms:
“Can the equal itself, the beautiful itself, each thing what it is itself, the real,
ever be affected by any change whatsoever? Or does each of these, being
what it is, uniform by itself, remain the same and never admit any change
whatever?” (Phd. 78d3–7). After having set out the metaphysical nature of
the Forms, Plato draws a contrast with the nature of sensible particulars.
What is significant is that here he makes use of homōnymos and not epōnymos
to describe the nature of those sensible things that share a name, but not
a nature, with the Forms. As he poses the question, “What about the many

56 Phd. 102b1–2: “[I]t was agreed that each of the Forms existed and that the other things
sharing in them get their name from them” (kai; wJmologεi�to εi\naiv ti ε [kaston tw�n εijdw�n kai;
touvtwn ta\lla mεtalambavnonta aujtw�n touvtwn th;n ε jpwnumivan i{scεin).

57 Phd. 103b6–c1: “For then . . . we were talking about things that have opposite qualities, and
naming these after them, but now we are talking about those opposites themselves, from
the presence of which in them things get their names” (tovtε mε;n gavr . . .pεri; tw�n ε jcovntwn
ta; ε jnantiva ε jlεvgomεn, ε jponomavzontεı aujta; th/� ε jkεivnwn ε jpwnumiva/, nu�n dε; pεri; ε jkεivnwn aujtw�n,
w»n ε jnovntwn ε [cεi th;n ε jpwnumivan ta; ojnomazovmεna).

58 In this passage, the use of the language of immanence or “in-being” (eneinai) rather than
the standard terms for participation (e.g., metechein, metalambanein) suggest emphasis on the
way in which the Form possesses the character rather than the relation of resemblance.

59 Plato uses the similar term “presence” (parousia) in connection with “communion”
(koinonia) to explain the relation of participation; so, at Phd., 100d5–6: “[N]othing makes
it beautiful but the presence or communion of the beautiful,” a claim that underscores that
of 100c4–6: “[I]f anything is beautiful besides absolute beauty, it is beautiful for no other
reason than that it partakes in the beautiful” (mεtεvcεi ε jkεivnou tou� kalou�, Phd. 100c5–6).

60 Nearly the same claim using connecting participation (metalambanein) and epōnymos is made
at Par.130e: “dokεi� soi, wJı �h/�ı, εi\nai εi[dh a[tta, w»n tavdε ta; a[lla mεtalambavnonta ta;ı
ε jpwnumivaı aujtw�n i[scεin.”
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things such as humans, horses, cloaks, or any other such things . . . that have
the same name as the others . . . are they always the same, or are they in direct
opposition to the others, neither the same to themselves nor the same to
each other?” (Phd.78d10–e4). It is evident that Plato employs homōnymos at
78e2 in conjunction with the metaphysical contrast of Forms and particulars
that he has set up in the larger passage surrounding it, namely, at Phd. 78d–
e. So, it seems clear that homōnymos is used for the purpose of stressing the
difference in natures between Forms and particulars of the same name.

The notion that homōnymos signifies in cases where particulars share the
same name but not the same nature as Forms is furthered in subsequent lines
of the section. Plato underscores the metaphysical differences of Forms and
particulars by developing epistemological differences as well. He states that
Forms belong to the domain of invisible things grasped by reason, whereas
the particulars are visible and apprehended by perception (cf. Phd. 79a1–
2), so that the two kinds are also ontologically different (cf. Phd. 79a3–4).
Using these premises, he constructs an analogical argument to show that
since the soul is more like the invisible and unchanging things, it is likely
to be immortal (Phd. 80a10–b3). So, in this context, it is reasonable to
assume that homōnymos is chosen to reflect the cases in which particulars
share the same name but not the same nature, nor, by implication, the same
definition, as Forms. A use of homōnymos similar to the present one at Phd.
78e2 occurs at Par. 133d3–4, where Plato employs homōnymos in drawing a
contrast between particular things and Forms: “[A]nd these things, having
the same name as the others [homōnyma], are likewise relative to themselves,
and not to the Forms.” Here also, then, one finds the use of homōnymos in
the context where having the same name is implicitly contrasted with having
a different nature.

Taken as a whole, the section of Phd. 78d–79a is concerned with distin-
guishing Forms from particulars on the basis of their metaphysical status.
Specifically, the passage at Phd. 78e1–4 emphasizes the ontological differ-
ences between Forms and particulars having the same name as Forms. In
this text, Plato’s use of homōnymos carries a significance different from that
conveyed by epōnymos, which typically signals the presence of a shared char-
acteristic. The specific meaning of homōnymos used at Phd. 78e2 is indicated
by the description of sensible particulars falling short of Forms in various
respects. We are led to infer that the two kinds of entities, particulars and
Forms, do not represent the given characteristic in the same way. In fact,
in light of their disparate natures, it would be surprising to find that Forms
and particulars shared the same character in exactly the same way. So we
conclude that by using the term homōnymos, Plato is trying to convey the
difference in the ways in which a subject has a certain character.

Overall, textual evidence concerning Plato’s use of eponymy and
homonymy shows that he tries to allow for different relations obtaining
between subjects and characteristics. While typically he employs epōnymos
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for the function, he uses homōnymos when he wants to emphasize differ-
ences between the way a Form is or has a certain character and the way
a particular does. Difficulty in maintaining a clear distinction is reflected
in the implications of Plato’s theory of participation. On the one hand, he
states in various passages that Forms are, or have, a certain character, such
as that the Beautiful is beautiful (Phd. 100c4, Symp. 211a) or that the Equal is
equal (Phd.74d6). But in the comparative passages dealing with Forms and
particulars, he seeks to distinguish the way in which particulars have charac-
teristics by making use of eponymy and homonymy. Plato’s combined strat-
egy of employing eponymy in general and changing to homonymy in certain
contexts has mixed results. On the one hand, employing two terms for dif-
ferent purposes has its advantages; however, since one term, homōnymos,
overlaps in meaning and use with the other, this produces lack of theoreti-
cal clarity. So, the change in terminology does not always differentiate the
way in which some character is related to it subject so as to prevent certain
standard objections to the Forms, including Third Man objections.61 I have
not undertaken a defense of Plato’s position against such objections in this
chapter for reasons of space. Instead, I have suggested elements of Plato’s
theory of eponymy and homonymy that might be thought to resist such
interpretations. But it is also clear that in the dialogues cited, Plato does not
seem to have a theoretical framework laid out with which to rebut Aristotle’s
criticisms. Perhaps for this reason Aristotle remains unpersuaded of Plato’s
position and undertakes a critical evaluation of what he considers to be the
ambiguities within Platonic predication and the theory of eponymy.

1.6 Aristotle and Plato on Homonymy

That Aristotle understands the relation between sensible particulars and
Forms as depending on participation and eponymy is clear from passages
such as Meta. Alpha 6. There he explicitly links Plato’s thesis about particu-
lars participating in Forms with their sharing the same name as Forms. So, for
example, Aristotle describes Plato’s view thus: “[T]hings of this other sort,
he called Ideas, and sensible things were apart from these, and named after
these; for, the many things with the same name [homōnyma)] as the Forms
exist by participation [methexis] in them” (987b7–10).62 While it might be
thought unusual for Aristotle to be employing homōnymos in this context, the

61 In that the Third Man argument (TMA) requires, in part, that Forms be considered also
as common characters in relation to particulars; Plato raises one version of the objection
in, e.g., Par. 132a6–8, Tim. 31a, and Aristotle refers to it, e.g., Meta., 990b15–17, 991a5–7;
1038b35–38; 1079a13–14. For discussion of TMA, Forms, and self-predication, see, e.g.,
Vlastos (1954), Allen (1965, 52–56), Malcolm (1991), and Meinwald (1995).

62 Variant readings of 987b9–10 involve the use of homōnyma over synōnyma: Ab omits homōnyma
(oJmwvnuma) at 987b10, reading tōn synōnymon tois eidesin (tw�n sunwnuvmwn toi�ı εi[dεsin), while
E reads tōn synōnymon homōnyma tois eidesin (tw�n suwnuvmwn oJmowvnuma toi�ı εi[dεsin). Since
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term is being used by him in one of the senses that Plato himself recognizes,
namely, in the sense of sharing a certain character along with a name. One
indication that the broad notion of homonymy is that which is at issue is
reflected in Aristotle’s explicit mention of the participation relation. Here
the use of homōnyma in conjunction with participation (methexis) at 987b10
indicates, I think, the less specialized sense of homonymy. Since what is
being emphasized about Platonic particulars is their having both a shared
name and shared character with Forms, the sense implied by homōnyma at
Meta. 987b10 is equivalent to Plato’s generic notion of homonymy. This
broad, non-technical sense of homonymy, which I have argued is equivalent
to Plato’s notion of eponymy, indicates the case in which a particular, having
the same name as a Form, is associated with having a similar character. In
fact, the present passage bears comparison with various passages reflecting
the Platonic notion of eponymy that we have examined, such as Phd.102b1–
2, 102c10, 103b7–8, where the intended emphasis is on the shared character
between the sensible particular and Form, and not on the ontological dif-
ference between Forms and particulars, such as Phd. 78d10–e2, which gives
the narrow, technical sense of homonymy.

In summary, Meta. Alpha 6 mentions homonymy in light of participation,
and this fact leads to the conclusion that nothing but standard eponymy is
at issue. In its context with participation, Aristotle’s mention of homōnyma at
987b10 indicates that it is the sense of homonymy associated with epōnymos,
that referring to the shared character and shared name between particulars
and Forms. Other passages that mention homōnymos in relation to Plato’s
theory of Forms that employ the term homōnymos in the same way as 987b10
include Meta. 990b6 and Meta. 1079a2. In all these, the usage of homōnyma
indicates the resemblance in character between Forms and particulars, and
stands in contrast to its employment as signifying metaphysical differences,
as evidenced by homōnymos at Phd.78e2.

It is significant that the slippage, or double sense, in Plato’s notion of
homōnymos does not escape Aristotle’s notice. In fact, he chooses to exploit
the range in applications of the term to his advantage in some of his criti-
cisms against aspects of Plato’s metaphysics, such as participation. One such
text occurs at Meta. Alpha 9 (991a2–8), where Aristotle states an objection
to the Platonic thesis about participation. In the passage, Aristotle consid-
ers the relation of Forms and particulars: “If Ideas and the things sharing
in them have the same form, then there will be something common. . . . But
if the form is not the same, they will be homonymous [homōnyma], just as
if one were to call Kallias and a piece of wood ‘human’ without seeing any-
thing common between them” (991a2–8). Another passage mentioning the
dilemma about having same nature or no nature that employs homōnymos

Plato does not employ synōnymos at all, it seems best to follow Ross in deleting the phrase
tōn synōnymon (tw�n suwnuvmwn), reading ta homōnyma at b10 (Ross 1924, 161–62).
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occurs at Meta. Mu 4 (1079a33–1079b3).63 Both arise within sections con-
cerned with objections to the Forms and participation. In the section from
Meta. Alpha 6 (991a5–8), Aristotle constructs what I take to be a dilemma to
show that either Forms and their eponymously named particulars share the
same nature and, in this sense, are specifically the same or, alternatively, that
Forms and particulars have nothing in common but the name and, in this
sense, are only homonymous by chance.64 Of course, on Platonic grounds
neither the alternative of synonymy nor accidental homonymy would be
acceptable. Furthermore, as Aristotle presents the case, he does not allow
for a third position, that between chance homonymy and synonymy, which
would allow Forms and particulars of the same name to have similar, non-
identical natures. Such an alternative would, of course, accommodate the
kind of similarity between Forms and eponymous particulars Plato might
be seeking, while preserving their ontological difference. In addition, this
third position, with some additions, might provide the means to block the
iteration of a common character needed for the Third Man regress.

Setting aside the question concerning whether Aristotle is being fair
to Plato given his own broader account of systematic homonymy, it may
be argued that Aristotle’s presentation of Plato’s theory is accurate to the
extent that it reflects ambiguities within Plato’s discussion of participation,
eponymy, and homonymy. Specifically, Plato describes particular things both
as being of the same nature, or character, as Forms and also as being onto-
logically different from Forms. We see this ambiguity at work when he uses
homōnymos to imply ontological difference. For example, I think that he
employs homōnymos in passages such as Phd. 78e2, Par.133d2–3, and Tim.
52a4–5 to point out the disparate ontological status between Forms and
sensible particulars. In general, in these passages, although particulars are
described as sharing a name with Forms, they fall short of Forms in var-
ious respects and are metaphysically distinct.65 It may be argued that in
observing their differences, Aristotle is justly exploiting a weak point within
Plato’s account when he states that it is mere homonymy to call both a liv-
ing human and a wooden human figure “human” (991a7–8). The force of

63 The lines common to both texts (991a6–8, 1078b36–1079a3) include: “if the form is not the
same [in Form and particular], the things will be homōnymos” (εij dε; mh; to; aujto; εi\doı, oJmwvnuma
a]n εi[h . . . ), and Aristotle’s example of the lack of shared nature between a human and a
wooden statue underscores the difference in natures typical of Plato’s usage of homōnymos.

64 Cf. Ross’ different analysis of the common argument of Meta. Alpha 6 and Mu 4, which he
takes as disproving that units, or numbers, can function as Forms (Ross 1924/1997, 189).

65 The argument from affinity at Phd. 78b–e, as well as those at Symp. 211a–b and Rep. 478e–
479d, suggest the argument from “compresence of opposites,” according to which partic-
ulars possess qualities and their opposites in the sense that they possess a quality partly, or
to a certain degree, or for a certain length of time (in contrast to Forms); so, the beautiful
particular is not fully beautiful because it is so only to certain observers or for a certain
amount of time before it perishes.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c01 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:37

1.6 Aristotle and Plato on Homonymy 39

Aristotle’s criticism resides, then, in the inconsistency within Plato’s account
of eponymy and homonymy. Plato wants, on the one hand, to preserve the
ontological differences between Forms and particulars and, on the other, to
maintain some real basis for making meaningful predicative statements.

In spite of the criticisms that Aristotle levels against Plato’s theory of par-
ticipation and the account of eponymy in Meta. Alpha 6 and Mu 4, there exist
definite similarities between Plato’s theory and Aristotle’s view of related, sys-
tematic homonymy. While full discussion of Aristotle’s theory of homonymy
and, specifically, the systematic kind advanced in Meta. Gamma, Zeta, and
Eta must be postponed for the present, a brief summation will suffice. As
has been noted, certain works outside Cat. show that Aristotle comes to find
that some words signifying specific features of reality have a peculiar status.
These terms include transcategorial and unicategorial predicates, or single
properties, such as one (to hen), being (to on), nature (physis), life (to zēn),
and friendship (philia), all of which belong to a category of terms referring
to things having an overlapping set of natures but lacking a single nature.66

Things related in this way fail to possess the conditions for being specifically
the same, or synonymous, and yet possess more in common than simply
being called by the same name, like accidental homonyms. The sub-class of
things that fall within related homonymy, such as those mentioned, possess
overlapping natures and overlapping definitions. Furthermore, the way in
which the accounts overlap or coincide is systematic, the secondary uses
being related to the primary use in a specifiable way. If we consider a stan-
dard Aristotelian related homonym, such as “medical,” we find that the term
is common to various kinds of things, including the medical art, the med-
ical operation, the medical instrument, and the medical person (cf. Meta.
1003b1–3, 1061a3–5). Aristotle’s contribution is to point out that related
homonyms have a systematic unity such that one use is prior to the others in
one of various ways. This priority, or primacy, of one use to the others may
be conceptual, definitional, or causal. With regard to priority in definition,
one finds that in seeking the definition of a secondary use of a homonym,
an account of the primary use has to be included (cf. Meta. 1028a34–36).
For example, in the case of the medical, since the medical art is that which
Aristotle takes to have the primary application, it follows that in order to
define the medical instrument or operation or person, one has to mention
the account of the medical art in the accounts of the secondary items (Meta.
1061a4–5). For the art of medicine is that which determines the other items
as being medical: a person, or mind, is said to be medical in the sense that
he or she comprehends the subject matter of medicine; an instrument is

66 These items are not the same in their type of priority: substance is not prior to the items
in the other categories in the same way in which virtue friendship is prior to the secondary
kinds of friendship, on which see Owen (1960), Walker (1979), Ferejohn (1980), and Ward
(1995).
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said to be medical in the sense that it is useful to medicine (e.g., a tool for
medical examination); similarly, an operation or a procedure is said to be
medical in the sense that it is what the medical art directs.67

1.7 Platonic Influence on Aristotelian Homonymy

An examination of Aristotle’s theory of systematic homonymy shows simi-
larities to Plato’s account of eponymy and homonymy in three areas. First,
both theories reflect a primary and a derivative use of a given predicate
and, by extension, of the character-type signified. For Plato, the primary use
of the predicate belongs to its application to the Form, and the secondary
use, to the particulars. For Aristotle, the primary use belongs to what is pri-
mary in the related homonymous group, while the secondary use belongs
to the other homonymous things with the same name. As I see it, a further
similarity also emerges, namely, that the secondary uses of the term are com-
prehended in virtue of their relation to a primary, or central, use.68 Thus,
for both Plato and Aristotle, the secondary use of the term is derived from
the primary use, or the core application, of the term. Finally, the way in
which the thing signified by the secondary use is dependent on the thing
signified by the primary use varies systematically in both accounts. For exam-
ple, according to Plato, the beautiful particular is only beautiful insofar as it
is such to a certain degree, or to a certain person, or for a certain length of
time, and so on. One might say that on the Platonic account, the attribution
of the character or the predicate beauty to the beautiful particulars is con-
sidered to be something relative, a variant that falls within certain bounds.
In this regard, Aristotle appears to have grasped one aspect of the Platonic
notion of eponymy, that of systematic variation, and utilized it within his
account of systematic homonymy, according to which the predicates exhibit
a similar kind of unity among differing accounts.

However, whereas for Plato the primary application of the term is reserved
for a Form, an entity always having a metaphysically distinct status from the
particulars of the same name, the primary application of the predicate for
Aristotle is to be found among entities having the same status.69 The differ-
ence between the kinds of things that may occupy the position of the primary
entity leads to another distinction. Although the secondary use of the term
is derived from the primary use for both Plato and Aristotle, the kind of
dependence that is reflected by this derivation differs. For Plato, particulars

67 The suggestion that the nesting of the accounts characteristic of pros hen (pro;ı ε {n) unity
involves a kind of causal relatedness (cf. Shields, 1999, ch. 4) is discussed at length in
chapters 3 to 5 of this work.

68 A similar suggestion, that the two accounts of homonymy might be related in various ways,
is made by Allen (1963, 58 n. 1).

69 On this point, see Ferejohn (1980, 119–20).
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are named after Forms on the ground that Forms give rise to certain charac-
teristics in particulars, and this fact signals an asymmetrical ontological and
causal dependence.70 But the relation of secondary to primary items in Aris-
totle’s account does not entail a similar ontological dependence. Aristotle
prefers to provide a non-ontological account of the ways in which cases of
homonymously related things such as the medical or healthy overlap. Aris-
totle’s standard explanation of this type of homonymy involves an analysis
of how the secondary instances are conceptually and causally dependent on
the primary use (e.g., Meta. 1060b36–1061a7).

In summary, Plato’s theory of eponymy is related to that of participation
in that the secondary use of a predicate term, such as “beautiful,” is said to
be significantly related to the primary use of the term – that which refers
to the form Beauty – precisely because the particular thing to which the
secondary use refers has a certain character, being beautiful, by virtue of
sharing in Beauty itself (Phd. 100c4–7). So interpreted, Plato’s theory of
eponymy reflects the relation of ontological dependence of particulars on
Forms in linguistic terms, and in this respect, eponymy is carried on the
back of participation. In contrast, ontological dependence is not implied
by Aristotle’s theory of related homonymy, in the sense that the secondary
instances of a predicate are not posterior in being to the primary instance.
So, for example, the primary case of the medical is not ontologically prior to
its secondary cases in the way in which Forms are prior in being to particulars
of the same name.71 Thus, the ontological and causal dependence of the
things signified by the secondary uses of a term on that which is signified
by the primary use is not an irreducible feature of related homonymy, as
with Platonic eponymy.72 Setting aside this difference, evidence suggests
that Aristotle was influenced by one crucial aspect of the Platonic theory of
eponymy, namely, that of systematic variation among the different instances
of a predicate. Aristotle takes up the notion of systematic variation among
different items bearing the same name in his theory of related homonymy,
which allows for predicates that exhibit an organization of related instances
around a central, or primary, instance. This general feature that is common
to the two theories suggests that Aristotle may have derived part of his theory

70 The dependence of particulars on Forms suggests Aristotle’s definition of natural priority,
which he attributes to Plato in Meta. Delta (1019a1–4): “things are said to be prior by nature
and being to other things when the former can exist without the latter, but not the reverse.”

71 The single exception to this general rule is, of course, the case of being (to on), according to
which the primary instance of being, substance, is precisely that which, for Aristotle, bears
ontological priority to the remaining kinds of being (e.g., qualities, quantities, relations) or
other existing things.

72 The type of causal priority involved in the relation between Form and the sensible particular
seems invariant; in contrast, the dependency of the secondary on the primary items involved
in Aristotelian focal relation may be causal, but is not similarly invariant. Subsequent chapters
of this work take up the topic in light of C. Shields’ discussion (1999, ch. 4).
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of systematic homonymy from a consideration of Plato’s theory of eponymy.
In addition, two other points warrant comment. First, the common feature
shared with Plato’s theory of eponomy makes it more plausible to opt for
the interpretation of Cat. 1 that allows for homonymous things with related
natures and definitions. Second, an interpretation of Cat. 1 that includes
the possibility of related homonymy, a class of things distinct from synonymy
and accidental homonymy, has the advantage that it blocks the standard
regress of common characteristics that, on one construal, are thought to
result in Third Man arguments. So, while much has to be developed after
Cat. 1 concerning related, systematic homonymy, my view is that the Cat. 1
account is undeveloped but continuous with the later theory of homonymy.
This line of thought has an explanatory advantage over other interpretations
by suggesting a line of influence from the Platonic account of eponymy that
makes sense of Aristotle’s account of homonymy.

The result of drawing the comparison consists in finding the basis for
which Aristotle offers objections to Plato’s theories of naming and par-
ticipation. By detecting and exhibiting the ambiguity that characterizes
Plato’s accounts of eponymy and homonymy, Aristotle comes to elaborate
the details involved in his own theory. While Aristotle seems ready to frame
his theory in opposition to Plato’s, it also should be observed that Aristotle’s
account of synonymy and homonymy reflects certain Platonic assumptions
about how Forms and eponymous particulars share characteristics. In this
regard, it seems fair to speculate that Aristotle’s notions of homonymy and
synonymy in Cat. 1 borrow the terminology from Speusippus’ classification,
but more fundamentally spring from his critical consideration of Plato’s the-
ory. Subsequently, Aristotle comes to develop the implications of his critical
objections to Platonic eponymy to elaborate his own theory of synonymy
and homonymy. The consequences of the later elaboration allow his theory
of systematic homonymy to reach significant results in – to consider but one
central case – Aristotle’s conception of a science of being qua being in Meta.
Gamma 2.
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2

Homonymy in the Topics

2.0 The Aims of Dialectic

The sustained use of homonymy in the first book of Topics reflects its function
as a tool of dialectical practice. In Top. Alpha 15 specifically, Aristotle devotes
one chapter to retailing various kinds of arguments for detecting ambiguity
among terms for dialectical reasoning. In this chapter, homonymy has a
primarily negative discriminative function, inasmuch as it is used to establish
a lack of synonymy, or univocity, in the senses of terms (or among things). For
example, in Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle uses homonymy to show how the term
lεu�kovı (leukos), “light” or “bright,” is ambiguous insofar as it refers to a quality
of sound as well as of color (cf. Top. 106b6–8). As will become apparent
more fully in subsequent chapters, Aristotle’s method of homonymy in Top.
Alpha 15 differs from the more complex form of homonymy in, say, the
Physics or Metaphysics. In Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle employs homonymy as
a binary sorting of synonymous from non-synonymous terms (or things),
while in Meta., Phys., and EE he focuses on the similarities among things
having common attributes or shared natures. Yet it would be misleading
to conclude that the search for common attributes or natures is unknown
to Top. Alpha 15. For, even here we find Aristotle interested in observing
cases of homonyms with related definitions. At the opening of the chapter
(Top. Alpha 15), he states that homonymy testing should aim at devising
definitions as well as clarifying terms (cf. 106a3–4), and he makes good on
his promise in his subsequent descriptions for seeing (cf. 106b15–18) and
being healthy (cf. 106b34–37). In this regard, the results of homonymy in
Top. are in fact more conceptually fertile than merely providing markers
between what is or is not synonymous.

The potential for yielding more complex results than binary distinctions
also supports the general thesis concerning how the parts of homonymy as a
theory fit together. In successive chapters, I develop the notion of homonymy
as a complex procedure, the first stage serving to differentiate the various

43
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uses of a homonym, and the second, to relate them in some organized
fashion, such as Aristotle indicates with the case of being in Meta. Gamma 2.
The basic foundation for the use of homonymy that is laid down in Top. Alpha
15 consists in discerning forms of ambiguity, or non-synonymy, among the
uses of terms. The tool used to achieve this result is what is rather inelegantly
translated as “the how many ways,” to; posacw�ı (to posachōs) that something
is used or is said. I suggest that this tool for discerning ambiguity constitutes
the foundation of Aristotle’s dialectical application of homonymy. To see
how Aristotle uses this tool in Top. Alpha 15, it would be well to cover some
background issues in Top. Alpha 1 and 2.

To begin, the primary synonymy-testing function of homonymy, asking
how many ways, fits well with one aim of dialectical study given in Top. Alpha 1,
namely, developing critical skill in argumentative debates. Here in Alpha 1,
Aristotle states that the aim is “to discover a method by which we shall be
able to reason about any problem set before us from ε [ndoxa [endoxa],1 and
not say anything contradictory when we ourselves are answering the argu-
ment” (Top. 100a18–21). The fact that one aim of the treatise is to provide
a road map of argumentation for those learning disputation does not pre-
clude that dialectical arguments and dialectic itself may possess other wider
uses, however. Indeed, Aristotle goes on to say as much in Top. Alpha 2,
where he sets out purposes for which the treatise is useful (cf. 101a25–26).
Of particular interest to us, especially in relation to the constructive use of
homonymy, is the end Aristotle names as being useful with regard to “the
philosophical sciences” (tas kata philosophian epistēmas, 101a27–28). Both
this line and one in a subsequent passage in Alpha 2 (101a34–b4) form
the basis for my hypothesis concerning the positive, or constructive, work of
homonymy. Taken altogether, these pieces form a small part within a larger,
scholarly debate concerning the nature of dialectic and dialectical reason-
ing, which requires brief attention in advance of my proposal about the
uses of homonymy. The broader debate concerning Aristotelian dialectic in
recent years has centered on two issues, first, whether dialectic is a viable
method of scientific inquiry, and second, whether its characteristic feature
is argumentation using endoxa. In offering positions to these questions, a
comparison to Aristotle’s standard of scientific knowledge, the demonstra-
tive syllogism, or ajpovdεixiı (apodeixis) is frequently invoked. In terms of the
recent debate, the scholarship is divided between what we may consider a
minimalist, or thin, notion of dialectical capacity and what seems to be a
robust, or expansive, one. We might, for the sake of simplicity, state the min-
imalist view as maintaining that dialectic, as sketched in the Topics, is inad-
equate for undertaking the path toward scientific knowledge insofar as the
latter depends on the method of demonstrative proof that is described in the

1 Broadly taken, endoxa may be considered to mean “what is acceptable,” and in this context,
signify the acceptable premises concerning the topic of the debate: see Smith (1997, 42).
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Analytics.2 Since Aristotle never claims logical parity between the two meth-
ods, maintaining the inferiority of dialectical to demonstrative syllogism, it
has seemed to some that dialectic is irrelevant to acquiring ampliative, or
scientific, knowledge. According to this view, then, dialectic is useful for a
number of purposes, but scientific knowledge is not one of them. Within this
first group, some find dialectical practice as at best preliminary to philosoph-
ical investigation,3 while others hold that since dialectic is primarily eristic, or
combative, in function, it aims not at scientific truth but at producing convic-
tion in debate.4 A quite distinct position contends that dialectic is far from
methodologically inferior to demonstration, as seems to be evident from
the scientific and metaphysical works that show little evidence of a demon-
strative method but provide substantial evidence of a developed dialectical
procedure. On this view, dialectic and not demonstration is the practice Aris-
totle employs as a means of attaining scientific truths.5 Accordingly, works
such as De Anima, Metaphysics, and Physics employ dialectical method, as
differentiated from works in the Organon. Briefly, dialectical works include
those following Aristotle’s description in Topics that depend on arguments
from endoxa, “what is acceptable,” as bases for their premises. As mentioned
above, Top. Alpha 1 states that a dialectical argument, or deduction (syllo-
gismos dialektikos), is a reasoning based on endoxa (100a25–30). Since the
non-logical works employ this kind of reasoning as their stock in trade, it
is then thought that dialectic must constitute the preferred form of philo-
sophical investigation. While the second view of course includes a range of
positions about dialectic, it has the common characteristic of understanding
dialectic as a viable means of investigating scientific ideas and principles.6

On my view, while there is certain merit to the arguments advanced by
the minimalist side, reason recommends the more complex conception
of dialectic. To begin with, the latter view accommodates methodological
differences among the earlier and later works, accounting for the lack of
demonstration in the later philosophical works where its absence seems puz-
zling precisely on the minimalist view. In this regard, the robust conception
fares better by admitting the utility of dialectical arguments for philosoph-
ical investigations. A second advantage of the expansive view of dialectic is
that it need not contradict or nullify the value of demonstration itself. On the
contrary, to some scholars in this group the two methods are complemen-
tary, not competing. In one version of this position, it is held that dialectic

2 For scholarship in the Anglo-American school, see, e.g., Solmsen (1929, 26) and Ross (1949a,
59).

3 See Solmsen (1968, 53–4).
4 For these views, see, e.g., Hamlyn (1990) and Smith (1993; 1999).
5 G. E. L. Owen’s paper, “Tithenai ta Phainomena” (1961; reprinted in Nussbaum 1986b) is the

founding essay setting out the problem of the competing kinds of method, coupled with a
thesis about the development of Aristotelian dialectic.

6 For discussion of these and other positions on dialectic, see Bolton (1990; 1999).
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is required for scientific discovery and the work of science, whereas demon-
stration alone is useful after inquiry is complete for the purpose of teaching
or understanding the results.7 Running through the present debate about
the nature of dialectic is a third issue, that concerning the extent to which
Aristotle’s view of dialectic undergoes developmental changes or shifts.8

While a great deal more may be said concerning the extent to which Aris-
totle’s use of dialectic undergoes change, the majority of modern thinkers
(especially Anglo-American scholars) endorse some kind of developmental
approach, as opposed to a unitarian one.9 The present study of homonymy,
depending on texts ranging from Categories to Metaphysics, endorses a version
of the developmental interpretation in the sense that I hold that Aristotle’s
theory of homonymy undergoes change and development within the cor-
pus. The change involved, however, is not radical but incremental, as the
early critical role of homonymy is preserved in the later theory. What I argue
in succeeding chapters is that in later works Aristotle employs homonymy
in a complex procedure having a positive, truth-seeking goal that builds on
the critical function that is described in Topics. In this way, later works reflect
different aspects of the theory of homonymy, not deep changes within it,
which supports the notion that Aristotle comes to recognize more fully the
utility of homonymy for philosophical inquiry over the course of his writings.

The previous sketch of the debate about the nature of dialectic, espe-
cially in relation to the theory of demonstration, does not do the issue
justice.10 However, the present aim is simply to provide a general back-
ground for the discussion about homonymy and dialectic. More specifically,
it is intended to give a context for relating the results of homonymy to the
critical, or examinative, use of dialectic that Aristotle terms ε jxεtastikhv (exe-
tastikē, cf. Top. 101b3). The view I am proposing conceives of homonymy as
falling under dialectic by virtue of its connection to one of the philosophi-
cal functions of dialectic, namely, “going through difficulties” (diapor

+

hsai,
diaporēsai) mentioned in Top. A 2 at 101a35. To make my case about the
work of homonymy, I need to provide some defense of the constructive,
truth-seeking role of dialectic. I propose to offer such a defense in two ways:
first, by undercutting the plausibility of the minimalist view of dialectic, and
second, by providing an alternative interpretation of the central passages in
Top. Alpha concerning dialectic.

7 See, e.g., Barnes (1975; 1980, 495), and Frede (1987, 95).
8 Irwin (1988), following Owen’s lead (1961), presents one such account, distinguishing

between an earlier, weaker conception of dialectic termed “ordinary” dialectic and a later,
stronger one, termed “strong” dialectic, which is useful to scientific inquiry.

9 On pairing dialectic with the developmental approach, see Owen (1961), Irwin (1988), and
recently, Berti (1996) and Witt (1996).

10 In the present sketch, I have omitted those who would reject the debate as inadequate,
arguing that Aristotle’s work displays an aporematic strategy of puzzle solving, as, e.g., Code
(1984) and Hintikaa (1996).
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First, a word of clarification is needed about dialectic and dialectical
arguments. Aristotle gives the aim of the treatise, or pragmatεiva (prag-
mateia), on dialectic in Top. Alpha 1 as concerned with finding a method,
or mεvqodoı (methodos), for developing our capacity for disputation and argu-
ment (100a18–21). In Alpha 2, he states that the treatise (pragmateia) is
useful for the philosophical sciences, among other ends (101a34–b4). It
seems inhospitable to draw a wedge between the two chapters so as to restrict
dialectic to disputation on the basis of Top. Alpha 1, as has been suggested
by some scholars. Their view minimizes the centrality of passages, such as
Top. Alpha 2 (101a34–b4), that explicitly connect the study of dialectic with
the aims of science.11 This “thin” view of dialectic has difficulties with texts
outside Topics that use dialectical, or endoxic, arguments in the context of
resolving philosophical problems, such as the discussion of weakness of will,
or ajkrasiva (akrasia), in EN Eta 1 (1145b3–8).12 Further, their contention
that reasoning using endoxa does not constitute dialectical argument does
not hold up: Aristotle explicitly contrasts dialectical and demonstrative argu-
ments on this very basis in Top. Alpha 1. In distinguishing kinds of reasoning,
he states that a dialectical syllogism is one whose premises are from endoxa,
in contrast to a demonstration (apodeixis), in which the premises are “true
and primary” (100a27–30). So, a dialectical argument is being construed
broadly as a form of reasoning that has a certain kind of premise, endoxa, as
its matter (as opposed to its form). If so, then being inductive or deductive, as
well as being used for public debate or not, does not form the nature of what
Aristotle means by a dialectical argument. In sum, the “thin” view that seeks
to restrict dialectical practice to public disputation is problematical when
viewed in the light of the wider aims of the study made at Alpha 2 (101a36–
b4) and in other texts. Rather, as I see it, nothing prevents students of
disputation from using dialectical reasoning outside the gymnastic contexts
that are the focus of in Alpha 1. In addition, then, to developing the capac-
ity for argumentation and disputation mentioned at Top. 100a18–21, there
is a further argumentative aim of dialectic. On the view being developed,
one aspect of dialectical argument, namely, the critical, or examinative (exe-
tastikē, cf. 101b3), can be used for ends other than disputation, specifically,
for investigation into what exists.13 Hence, the overall goal of the present
chapter is to show how homonymy functions as a dialectical tool that may
be used for truth-seeking, not merely combative ends. The following dis-
cussion draws the connection among the three ends, or aims, of dialectic
stated in Top. Alpha 2 – gymnastic, conversational, and philosophical – and

11 For a prominent exposition of the view, see Smith (1993; 1997, 52–55; 1999).
12 Other related passages that might be cited include EE 1216b26–35 and Phys. 211a7–11.
13 In Soph. El. 11, Aristotle states that “peirastic is a kind of dialectic” (171b4–5) distinct from

eristic, or merely apparent, reasoning (cf. 171b19–20); furthermore, peirastic dialectic is of
a general nature, and used in dialectical interrogation (cf. 171a21–29).
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the ways in which Aristotle employs homonymy as a test for ambiguity in Top.
Alpha 15.

2.1 The Nature of Dialectic in Topics

Aristotle sets out the specific goals and the kind of argumentation that dialec-
tic employs in Top. Alpha 1, and then sketches its broader aims in Alpha 2. As
noted, in Top. Alpha 1, Aristotle states that the purpose of a treatise on dialec-
tic is “to find a method so as to be able to construct inferences from what is
acceptable (endoxa) about any proposed problem, and to avoid committing a
contradiction when one submits to an argument” (100a20–23). These goals
must be understood against the backdrop of dialectical practice, the public
debate in which one person is the questioner, and the other, the respondent.
So, he names two complementary aims: the questioner must have the ability
to construct inferences based on endoxic premises on a given problem, and
the answerer must be able to discern fallacies in the arguments proposed.
His initial account of dialectical aims is incomplete, however, and in Alpha 2,
he broadens the list to include a serious philosophical use. At present,
in Alpha 2 (100a25–101a3), he distinguishes dialectical from demonstra-
tive arguments on the basis that the former employ premises from endoxa
(cf. 100a29–30), in contrast with the latter, which, following his formal
account of apodeixis in An. Po., Alpha 2,14 use premises that are true and pri-
mary (cf. 100a27–28). The present passage in Top. Alpha 1 (cf. 100a30–b21)
concurs with the account in An. Po. Alpha 2 in suggesting the privileged
epistemic status of demonstrations.15 Dialectical arguments do not pos-
sess the same logical status as demonstrations, given, among other things,
their endoxic starting points. Being based on endoxa, or “what is acceptable”
(100a30), is subsequently expanded to mean “what is acceptable to all, or
to most, or to the wise – to all the wise, or to most, or to the most esteemed
of them” (100b21–23). If we take these as disjunctive descriptions of kinds
of dialectical premises, we find that “what is acceptable” (endoxa) may refer
to what is acceptable to all, to most, to the wise, or to some subset of the
wise. Aristotle’s point seems to be that endoxa refers to what is reflectively
acceptable, and on this basis, he rejects apparent endoxa, or what seems
acceptable initially from consideration. He excludes cases of eristic, or con-
tentious, reasoning from what is acceptable on the grounds that they con-
tain premises that are merely apparently acceptable (100b26–101a1).16 In
rejecting what are superficially acceptable premises, Aristotle ensures that

14 For the six features of demonstration, see An Po. Alpha 2, 71b20–24.
15 For discussion of the two, see Barnes (1981, 17–51) and Smith (1997, 45–46).
16 Smith (1997, 48) suggests the first premise in the fallacy, “What you have not lost, you have;

you have not lost horns; therefore, you have horns,” as exemplifying the kind of premise
that appears to be, but is not, genuinely acceptable.
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premises of dialectical arguments possess a certain minimal epistemic value
in the sense that they represent what is acceptable on reflection. In similar
vein, he excludes fallacious arguments having acceptable premises that only
appear to deduce but do not (cf. 101a1–4). One way of interpreting the dis-
tinction between eristic reasoning and invalid argumentation is that in the
first case, the reasoner aims not at truth but at deception, which distinguishes
the two by an external feature, the intention of the reasoner.17 The danger
in eristic argumentation is that a purposely misleading argument cannot be
refined but must be discarded and, so, cannot serve as a basis for genuine
inquiry. Dialectical argumentation, then, is neither eristic nor demonstrative
in nature, and we find its aims more broadly described in Top. Alpha 2.

In Top. Alpha 2, dialectical study is said to be useful for three ends: gym-
nastic, or exercise (gymnastikē), conversations, and the philosophical sci-
ences (cf. 101a27). The first two seem to coincide with the use described
in Alpha 1, but the third use surely stands out as distinctive. Taking the first
two in turn, the “gymnastic” function is useful for the reasoner who takes
the lead in propounding arguments on what is proposed, and the “conver-
sational” function is advantageous in debates where one is responding to
another’s questions using common beliefs (endoxa) and one needs to mod-
ify premises that may not be well stated (cf. 101a25–35).18 For the third, he
states, “[this treatise is useful] to the philosophical sciences because, being
able to go through the difficulties [diaporēsai] on both sides, we shall dis-
cern the true from the false easily in each matter” (101a35–36). This last
line is significant for a number of reasons. First, it mentions a specific step in
Aristotle’s philosophical process of inquiry, namely, the stage of “raising dif-
ficulties,” or “going through difficulties” (cf. diaporein)19 that exactly recalls
his account of philosophical inquiry in Meta. Beta 1 (995a25–b5). Second,
as I shall develop at length in this chapter, it suggests the genus to which
belongs the work of homonymy in Alpha 15, that of asking “how many ways”
(to posachōs, 106a1–2) something is said.

As Aristotle develops the account in Meta. Beta 1 (995a25–b5), when
investigating a science, we are presented with conflicting views that must
be resolved, and so, the resolution depends on “going through the difficul-
ties thoroughly” (diapor

+

hsai kal

+

wı, diaporēsai kalōs, 995a28). This stage of

17 The distinction of a contentious argument in terms of being deceptive may imply that the
same argument is dialectical or eristic, depending on the astuteness of the reasoner (Smith
1997, 48–49).

18 So, the first function of dialectic mentioned above appears to belong to the role of the
reasoner, or dialectical attacker, as suggested by ε jpicεirεi�n (epicheirein) “to attack” (101a30);
see Smith (1997, 51–52).

19 There is some plasticity in the term, for Aristotle uses forms of diaporein to signify different
activities; e.g., at Meta., Gamma 5, 1009a22, he uses it to mean simply mentioning philo-
sophical problems, while at Meta. Beta 1, 995a28, it signifies working through the problems
to reach the solutions. Cf. note 21, below.
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working through difficulties yields a further stage at which the difficulties
are undone, and we reach the solution, or luvsiı (lysis, cf. 995a29). It is
obvious that we cannot undertake the solution until that we are aware we
are in a conceptual bind, or dεsmovı (desmos, 995a30), without which we fail
to make progress (cf. 995a32–33). In addition, Aristotle states, having gone
through the difficulties, we will be better able to judge the matter, being
in the same situation as “someone who has heard both sides in a lawsuit”
(995b2–4).20 With regard to the final step, the solution may be attained by
ascertaining which propositions withstand repeated critical testing: those
that are proved to be consistent with more certain premises are retained,
and the others, rejected.

In sum, the primary stage of inquiry gathers “what is acceptable” (endoxa)
to the subject, which is followed by setting out the philosophical problems
(aporiai) that arise from the inconsistencies among the collected claims.
The process then depends on the rigorous testing of competing arguments
to which diaporein contributes. So, this step is concerned with stating and
“going through” the philosophical problems, or difficulties, just as Top.
Alpha 2, 101a35–36, mentions. Yet the context at Top. Alpha 2 suggests
that the meaning of diaporēsai at 101a35 is not simply stating the aporiai,
as we sometimes find (e.g., Meta. Alpha 9, 991a9, Gamma 5, 1009a21–22,
Mu 13, 1079b21).21 For, Aristotle relates the activity of problem-stating with
a further result, discerning truth and falsity. At 101a34–36, he states that
the function of dialectic, diaporein, allows us to be able “to determine what
is true and false” on each point (101a35–6) and, in so doing, is useful to
philosophical sciences (cf. 101a27).

After describing the philosophical use of dialectic at Top. Alpha 2
(101a34–36), we find what appears to be a second philosophical use. Since
the lines have various interpretations,22 the passage at 101a36–b4 is stated
in full:

Again, [it is useful] with regard to the starting points of each science;23 for it is
impossible to say anything about them from the principles special to the science

20 Alexander employs the same analogy of the judge listening to both sides in a dispute in
order to come to the right judgment (In Aris. Top., 28, 25–30).

21 W. D. Ross (1924/1997, 198) finds two distinct uses of diaporein in Meta., one concerned
with simply raising or mentioning problems, as at Meta. 1009a22, 1079b211085a25, and the
other, with working through problems using arguments, as at Meta. 995a28, a35, 995b5,
996a17, 999a31.

22 Particularly about whether lines 101b3–4 (ε jxεtastikh; ga;r ou\sa pro;ı ta;ı aJpasw�n tw�n
mεqovdwn ajrca;ı oJdo;n ε [cεi) imply that the examinative ability (exestastikē) itself provides a
procedure to reach starting points (cf. Irwin 1988, 66–67; Bolton 1990); more generally,
whether dialectic has any such utility (Smith 1997, 54–55; cf. Smith 1993, 351–54).

23 MSS AB1u bracket ajrcw�n at 101a37 (and retain tw�n), OCT deletes it; the sense, at any
rate, is that no special science can examine the starting points because it reasons from the
principles proper to its subject matter.
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proposed since the starting points are the principles of everything, and it is necessary
to discuss them through the endoxa pertaining to each. This is unique, or most proper,
to dialectic, for being able to inquire in relation to the starting points of all studies,
it has a way to proceed (101a36–b4).

The text raises a number of issues about the special utility of dialectic; some
of these are of interest to the present study of homonymy.24 The primary
issue to be settled first concerns whether dialectic itself is being proposed
as a means of apprehending the starting points of the sciences. In addition,
lines 101b3–4 relating the way in which dialectic is “examinative” (exetastikē)
to its providing “a path,” or “method” (hodon echei, 101b4), raise two other
questions, namely, in what regard dialectic is considered to be “examinative”
and to what, exactly, it provides a “path.” The very ambiguity of lines 101b3–
4 has led to them taking center stage in the debate over the nature of
dialectic. To some (those taking the robust view), the line is taken to mean
that dialectic itself provides a method of inquiry that illuminates the first
principles of the sciences.25 This position has been rejected by the opposing
view of dialectic.

A second issue to be discussed concerns whether the use mentioned at
101a36–b4 breaks new ground in the sense of introducing a philosophical
use of dialectic distinct from that of diaporein that is mentioned at 101a35–36.
At a minimum, the function of diaporein seems to consist in finding the initial
problems arising from a specific topic to be investigated.26 At first glance,
lines 101a36–b4 seem to introduce a use that surpasses the earlier function
of diaporein. As we have noted, Aristotle states that dialectic is useful “with
regard to the starting points of each science” (pros ta prōta tōn peri hekastēn
epistēmēn, 101a36–37). Furthermore, we see that this use is “unique” (idion)
and “most proper” (malista oikeion) to dialectic (101b2–3). The present task
consists in interpreting and defending what these starting points are and
what role dialectic may play in relation to them. Some scholars have inter-
preted lines 101a36–101a4 broadly as showing that dialectic has the capacity
to illuminate the principles and starting points of the sciences (cf. 101a36,
a39, b4).27 While I support the robust view of dialectic, I am inclined to

24 Ignoring other issues, such as whether this account coheres with that in Meta. concerning
the discipline that studies first principles, named “first philosophy” in Meta. Gamma; e.g.,
Owen (1960, 1961, 1968) proposes a break in the accounts; Code (1986), Bolton (1990),
Hamlyn (1990), and Smith (1993) reject it. Irwin (1988, 66–67, 167–68) finds a negative
function found at work in Top. Alpha, in contrast to the positive function of dialectic in
Meta. Gamma.

25 For example, a robust interpretation is given by Owen (1961, 244) and Irwin (1988, 36);
McKirahan (1992, 260–61) finds Top. Alpha 2, 101a36–b4, a key passage for the truth-
seeking role of dialectic, translating 101b3–4 as “since it is a technique of criticism, it contains
the path to the principles of all disciplines” (1992, 260).

26 For this suggestion, see Smith (1997, 52).
27 For example, see Owen (1961), and more recently, Irwin (1988).
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think that this reading exceeds the present text. An initial difficulty is that
101a36–b4 does not state that dialectic itself can establish the first principles
of science, only that it has a “path” or “method” (hodon echei, 101b4) toward
them, which is considerably weaker. A further problem is that the reading
seems to be at odds with negative claims about dialectic, such as that it is inca-
pable of proving anything, made at Soph. El. 11 (172a12–13).28 However, the
tension between these statements is not impossible to overcome, in part by
noting that at Soph. El. 11, 172a12–17, Aristotle’s point is that since dialectical
art is interrogative in form, it does not aim at revealing natures of things.

In Soph. El. 11, Aristotle distinguishes dialectical from didactic study and
arguments in two ways: dialectical arguments are endoxic and dialectic is
interrogative in nature (cf. 165b1–4), whereas didactic arguments use the
starting points of each science and didactic makes things clear (cf. 171a38–
b3; 172a15–16). In contrast to didactic, dialectic “makes nothing clear”
(deiktikos oudenos, 172a12–13) because it has no special subject matter to
clarify but depends on securing points of agreement between questioner and
answerer. Hence, Soph. El. and Top. coincide on the nature of dialectic: both
maintain that because dialectic has no special subject matter, it is of general
application in relation to any science, even by those having no scientific
knowledge (cf. Soph. El. 172a27–32, Top. 101a36–b2). In this regard, it is
suggested that the starting points referred to at Top. 101b3–4 are those
common to all sciences, namely, the predicates such as “being,” “same,” or
“one.” So, the denial at Soph. El. 11, 172a12–13, that dialectic is not probative,
is not inconsistent with the positive assertion about dialectic and starting
points at Top. Alpha 2, 101b3–4. This brings us back to the issue of whether
this passage at Top. Alpha 2 is describing one or two functions of dialectic.

While the second philosophical function mentioned surely seems differ-
ent from the first one, “going through difficulties,” I suggest that the two uses
are not as far removed as might seem. For, sometimes when Aristotle employs
diaporein, he is describing the constructive work of philosophical inquiry, as,
for example, in the above-mentioned passage at Meta. Beta 1, 995a25–b5.
According to this passage, the investigation of a science depends on “going
through the difficulties thoroughly” (diaporēsai kalōs, 995a28), which yields
further stages of resolution and insight (cf. 995a29). Other examples also
indicate that the verb signifies the results of raising problems, such as at Meta.
Beta 4, 999a32, where the aorist indicative active form of diaporein is used,
meaning “we have concluded” (diaporēsamen) that something is impossible.

28 See, e.g., Soph. El. 11, 172a18–b8, where dialectic is claimed to be a general capacity for
testing, or examination (hē peirastikē), which one could possess without having knowledge
of any science or any definite subject (cf. 172a22–23, a28–29), which contradicts the notion
that dialectic alone establishes the first principles of science. Again, An. Po. Alpha 11, 77a31–
35, states that dialectic does not pertain to a single genus, but is interrogative in nature and
does not undertake to prove anything.
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In similar fashion, Meta. Mu 9, 1086a34, employs the perfect indicative mid-
dle of diaporein to signify that something impossible “has been shown” by
prior reasoning. Taken together, these passages reflect the verb indicating a
state in which one has reached definite conclusions by means of reasoning
through problems. Considering these passages together, diaporein can be
shown to cover a wide range of states that run parallel to the two descrip-
tions of the philosophical uses of dialectic: one mentioned in relation to the
sciences at 101a27–28, the other, described as “examinative” (exetastikē) at
101b3.

While one sense in which dialectic is useful to the sciences is given by the
function of diaporein, it may not be apparent how this use alone provides the
kind of truth-seeking role for dialectic that is being alleged. It needs point-
ing out, first of all, that the constructive role being attributed to dialectic on
the basis of Top. Alpha 2 does not coincide with the view that dialectic alone
is capable of illuminating first principles (e.g., Owen, 1961, 244). On my
view, dialectical method has a role outside set debates and verbal sparring,
namely, in truth-seeking activities, but it operates with the aid of other kinds
of testing, including sense perception. I suggest that the case for the wider
application of dialectic in philosophical inquiry is provided by the general-
ity of the subject matter of dialectic. Unlike the special sciences with their
distinct subject matter, dialectic is by nature general in scope (cf. Soph. El.
171a12, 172a22, a28–9; Top. 101b3–4; An Po. 77a31–35). In general, Top.
Alpha and Soph. El. 11 (172a18–b8) agree on this point: dialectic is a gen-
eral capacity for testing, or examination (hē peirastikē), which is used by those
lacking specific scientific knowledge or knowledge of any definite subject.
A similar wide scope to dialectical exercise is mentioned in An. Po. Alpha 11
(77a31–35), according to which dialectic does not pertain to a single genus
but is interrogative in nature and does not prove anything. But the probative
deficiency of dialectic must be compared with the claim in An. Po. Alpha 2
that demonstration is unable to establish scientific starting points, and in
Top. Alpha 2 that science cannot prove its own starting points. In contrast to
science, he states that dialectic is useful in relation to the starting points of
all studies (cf. 101a36–b1). In trying to sort out these claims, I suggest that
the general, critical capacity of dialectic makes it constitutive of the inquiry
leading to scientific knowledge and the starting points alluded to at Top.
Alpha 2, 101b3–4.29 Put more precisely, dialectic examines the nature of
predicates that are common to many of the special sciences, such as one,
opposite, same, and contrary. In this way, dialectic is construed broadly as
a form of argument using endoxic premises that provides a method of test-
ing common predicates (and, indirectly, propositions) against certain basic

29 The suggestion here is that since dialectical examination can be applied to any type of
proposition, including the first principles of a science, we have a means of discussing even
these starting points (Smith 1997, 54–55).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c02 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:20

54 Homonymy in the Topics

philosophical propositions.30 Interpreting dialectical method as having a
general applicability to the sciences does not describe a specific process of
inquiry that would make dialectic alone sufficient as a means of finding the
starting points of science. This is where the more specific method of testing
for homonymy might be of service to dialectic as inquiry. In this light, the
forms of argument used by homonymy help account for the suggestion that
dialectical practice provides the kind of investigative method needed by the
special sciences.

According to one line of argument, there are different kinds of dialectical
arguments, with the more rigorous kinds employing premises that are the
most endoxon, or acceptable.31 Arguments constructed in this way will ensure
that their reasoning is the most persuasive; as Aristotle states, “whoever
deduces well deduces the problem from the more acceptable [endoxoterōn]
and the more familiar things” (Top. 159b8–9). The more rigorous kinds
of dialectic employ premises based on what is “most acceptable,” or most
endoxic, to us, and this, in turn, is convertible with what is most “intelligible to
us,” ensuring that the conclusion reached emerges from what is more famil-
iar to us.32 By distinguishing between kinds of premises that are more or less
acceptable, or endoxon, we introduce a requirement of dialectical arguments
that limits the kinds of endoxa that may be used in such reasoning.33 If one
grants that the stricter forms of dialectical argument employ premises that
are the most acceptable, one possesses an external standard for assessing
the success of dialectical arguments. For example, a dialectical reasoning
that employs premises that are more acceptable than others is better than
one that does not, while a counter-example that is more acceptable than
the conclusion of a certain argument is deemed successful in overturning
the original argument. Furthermore, since the bar for what counts as being
more acceptable to us is based on what is perceptible or on actual sense per-
ceptions, a standard for what is most acceptable, or most endoxon, is available
to us.34

30 It has been suggested that the propositions in question tested by dialectic are koinai; ajrcai;
(koinai archai), the “common principles,” i.e., logical principles, such as the laws of non-
contradiction and excluded middle (Smith 1993, 352); this present interpretation is non-
specific between logical laws and first principles of specific sciences, on which see Alexander
(1891b, 29, 20–31).

31 See R. Bolton’s account about the sepistemic value of peirastic dialectic (1990, 232–36); for
contrast, see Smith’s account of dialectic (1997, 52–55).

32 On the distinction between being intelligible “to us” and “by nature,” see Phys. Alpha, 1,
184a16–26; Meta. Zeta, 3, 1029b3–12.

33 I have compressed Bolton’s complex argumentation; he considers the more rigorous kind
of dialectic to be of the peirastic or “testing” kind, looking to Soph. El. 11 as providing the
textual basis for the account of truth-seeking (as opposed to gymnastic) dialectic that is
based on knowledge (Bolton 1990, 213–217).

34 See Bolton (1990, 233–34) on the connection between what is endoxon and the perceptible.
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Adding to Bolton’s account of serious dialectical argumentation, Alexan-
der’s commentary on Top. Alpha 2 suggests how dialectical arguments are
concerned with advancing inquiry in the direction of scientific starting
points. He makes use of the premise “No body is unlimited,” claiming that
this may be deduced from the endoxic, or approved, premise “Every body
is delimited by a surface” and the necessary premise “Nothing which is
delimited is limited” (In Aris. Top. 30, 10–20). Presumably, the endoxic, or
approved, premise is so described on account of being inductively derived
from sense experience: since no one has perceived an unlimited body, every-
one find the premise acceptable, and so, it may count as a dialectical premise.
Following such a procedure, it becomes reasonable to see how arguments
might be constructed so as to support, or reject, premises that would be
considered to represent the starting points of the special sciences. But even
granting the ability of the method to examine critically the starting points
of the sciences, it does not follow that it alone can establish or prove them.
Instead, it appears that what Aristotle is describing concerns a stage of dialec-
tical inquiry that follows the aporematic stage and can surpass it in terms of
being able to examine the candidates for starting points of a special sci-
ence that may not be identical to any within the set of propositions based
on “what is acceptable.” In the case of Alexander’s suggested argument, the
premise “No body is unlimited” is not immediately known to be what is most
approved but can be shown to follow from what we know immediately, and
a complete, deductive argument using approved premises like this one can
be constructed.

Returning to the issue about the philosophical uses of dialectic men-
tioned in Top. Alpha 2, it becomes clear how the second use complements the
first one. To begin with, both uses imply reaching corrective results, in that
they test propositions so as to be truth discerning (101a34–36, 101b1–4).
Yet the second philosophical use is wider in scope: we might see this function
as being able to consider critically any candidate for a starting point, such as,
for example, the proposition that no body is unlimited. So, in comparison,
the first philosophical use of dialectic consists in a process of evaluating
arguments with endoxic premises, and the second function represents the
application of such testing to any premises or arguments that are consid-
ered to have scientific potential. Taking the two uses in Top. Alpha 2 together,
I suggest that dialectic provides a general, critical function: a way of arguing
toward propositions that can serve as starting points of the special sciences.
In sum, the later passage in Top. Alpha 2, 101a36–b4, can be seen as confirm-
ing four main points about dialectic and the method: (1) dialectic as method
is useful with regard to clarifying the principles of a science, (2) these prin-
ciples are not established by demonstration, (3) a way toward the principles
of science involves the use of endoxic premises, and (4) the testing of endoxic
premises is proper to dialectic.
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Aristotle’s claims about the philosophical uses of dialectic in Top. Alpha 2
act as a backdrop to the discussion about homonymy in Top. Alpha 15. The
precise linkage needs to be made, however, since in Top. Alpha 15 Aristotle
does not refer to the philosophical uses of dialectic as he discusses the ways
we can discriminate multi-vocal terms and concepts. It is therefore up to the
scholar to infer what larger goals may be behind the various testing strate-
gies for multi-vocity that Aristotle is proposing. My thesis is that throughout
Top. Alpha 15 the work of homonymy in testing terms (to posachōs) should
be seen in light of the philosophical functions in Top. Alpha 2.35 In general,
dialectical practice employs the testing for homonymy so as to construct the
correct propositions, whether for debating or for inquiry. Furthermore, the
various argument forms, or topoi, described in Alpha 15 become the material
basis for propositions used in deductions oriented toward scientific inves-
tigations. In this way, homonymy as dialectical practice may be described
as being oriented toward truth insofar as it sketches a procedure through
which false beliefs are revealed as such and rejected, even if it cannot prove
which propositions are true.

2.2 Homonymy and Testing for Non-Synonymy

In Top. Alpha 1, dialectical practice depends on formulating arguments using
premises based on what is acceptable, excluding what is merely apparently
acceptable. Top. Alpha 12 adds that dialectical arguments may be either
inductive, moving from the particulars to the universal (105a13) and in
which the conclusion is not necessary, or deductive, employing universal
premises from which a necessary conclusion is reached.36 To construct
either kind of argument, in Top. Alpha 13 he enumerates four “tools”
(ta organa) with which we should be equipped to formulate dialectical
arguments: (1) obtaining premises, (2) distinguishing the ways a word (to
posachōs) is used, (3) finding differences, and (4) examining similarities
(105a20–25). The first tool consists in collecting beliefs of what is accept-
able to all or to most or to the wise, and constructing premises from them
(105a35–b5). Aristotle adds that the last three tools also involve premises,
because a premise may be formulated on the basis of any of them. For exam-
ple, since the word “choice-worthy” (haireton) may be used in various ways,
one may formulate a premise on the basis of this difference in usage, such as
“Either the noble, the pleasant or the useful is choice-worthy” (105a27–28),
or on a similarity, such as “The healthful is in the same relation to health
as what is part of a training program is to being in training” (105a30–31).

35 For present purposes, both of these uses are considered as part of the third overall function,
that of use in regard to the philosophical sciences.

36 On the contrasting kinds of argument, see An. Pr. 68b13–14; An. Post. 71a5–11; EN 1139b27–
29; Rhet. 1356a35–b4, 1393a24–25.
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The four tools thus equally appear to constitute procedures for collecting,
or making up, propositions to be expressed as premises in dialectical argu-
ments.37

However, it is primarily the second function, that of asking “how many
ways” (to posachōs) something is said, that concerns us at present. This func-
tion consists in distinguishing the many ways in which terms (or things) are
used, and is that which takes up Top. Alpha 15. The testing for different ways
of using terms has variations, as we shall see, but the basic step consists in
posing a question about multiple uses of common terms. More precisely,
Aristotle uses two ways to detect ambiguity: one consists in finding different
senses of a word, and another, finding different ways that one thing is called
something. The two ways are related to the problem of ambiguity in lεvgεtai
(legetai), the verb employed both in Alpha 13 (105a23–24) and throughout
Alpha 15. For example, in Alpha 13, the tool Aristotle describes is “the ability
to distinguish in how many ways each one is said” (posachōs hekaston legetai,
Top. 105a23–24), and in Alpha 15, Aristotle says that we should study “which
things are called something in a different way” (hosa legetai kath’ heteron tro-
pon, 106a1–2). He then gives some examples: (1) justice and courage are
called (legetai) good in one way, and (2) being conducive to health is called
good in another way, which show that good is used in one way in relation to
the virtues, but in another way in relation to health. Since there are three
kinds of things that legetai introduces – words, things, and even the meanings
of words – the verb covers a complex of referents.38

The analytical procedure Aristotle describes consists in the following: the
first step of to posachōs in Alpha 15 depends on proliferating different mean-
ings of specific terms or different ways that one thing is said of another.
At the next step, Aristotle applies testing strategies to the multiplicity pro-
duced. One means of testing the multiplicity arrived at involves an appeal to
sense perception or perceptual faculties. Here he is using sense perception,
or perceptual experience, to limit, confirm, or organize the first, linguistic
phase of the method. So, the aim in Top. Alpha 15 is not merely to establish
that specific terms are being used in ambiguous ways, but to examine the
ways in which they differ and to confirm their difference by an additional
test or procedure.

For example, the first test he proposes concerns taking the contrary of a
term to see whether it varies in species or name. Since the contrary of “sharp”
is “flat” in sound, but “blunt” in body, and these are different, then the
original term, “sharp,” is also ambiguous, or “said in many ways” (pollachōs
legetai, 105b11–14). In the first case, the contrary of “sharp” (viz., “flat”
or “blunt”) indicates a difference in names, but the test works as well in
cases where the contrary remains the same term but a difference of species

37 See Alexander (1891b), In Aris. Top. 88, 25–30.
38 See Smith (1997, 88–89).
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is revealed.39 For example, Aristotle notes that “light” (leukos) and “dark”
(melas) may be applied to sounds or colors without a change in terms, but
their meaning differs, for “color and sound are not called bright [leukos]
in the same way” (106a27). Since “bright color” and “bright sound” do not
mean the same thing, being bright is non-synonymous (106a28–29). The
difference in species between a light color and light sound is also evident,
Aristotle claims, based on the evidence of sense perception. For the sense
perception of things that are one in kind or form (eidos) belong to the
same sense – just as perception of color belongs properly to sight – but
brightness of sound and brightness of color are not judged by the same
sense because color is discriminated by sight and sound is discriminated by
hearing (cf. 106a30–32). Because two special senses, sight and hearing, are
involved in perceiving a bright color and a bright sound, being bright is not
a single character, and the term “bright” is non-synonymous.

Aristotle’s use of additional tests, such as sense perception, functions as
confirmation of the initial finding of multivocity of specific terms or predi-
cates. The inclusion of evidence by perception or other faculties subsequent
to the linguistic tests produces an appearance of heterogeneity in reading
through the chapter. But there is a kind of logical ordering behind this
presentation of arguments and types of evidence, from the less to the more
rigorous. This method of presentation accounts, as well, for the fact (already
mentioned) that Aristotle’s discussion moves between ways in which words
(ta onomata) are being used and ways in which qualities, or characteristics,
belong to things. So, whereas the first test for detecting ambiguity consists in
examining terminological contraries (cf. 106a10–11), the subsequent test –
using sense perception – assumes that we are dealing with sensible qualities
and not words (cf. 106a29–32). For there is no faculty of sense perception
that discriminates the words “bright” or “dull,” but there is sense percep-
tion of the sensible qualities implied by a bright color or a dull sound. So,
throughout Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle employs arguments with premises based
on the use of terms alongside arguments with premises based on the nature
of sense perception or the nature of qualities of things.

As we have already observed, at times his arguments operate at both a
linguistic and an extra-linguistic level – as in the fourth strategy, which is
concerned with ascertaining whether a term has a contrary in one sense,
but not in another (cf. 106a36–b3). In this argument, Aristotle notes that
the pleasure of drinking when thirsty has a contrary in the pain of being
thirsty, but the pleasure of thinking, say, about the incommensurability of
the diagonal with the side of the square has no contrary, and so, he concludes

39 The stated contrast between “being said in many ways, or one way in species,” (106a9)
suggests a backward reference to that between homonymy and synonymy developed in Cat.
1 such that “being one in species” signifies what has one definition and one nature: see
Alexander (1981b), In Aris. Top. 97.20–98.3), and Smith (1997, 93–94).
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that “pleasure is said in many ways” (pleonachōs hē hēdonē legetai, 106b1). A few
lines later, a similar argument is made about “loving,” (to philein) with the
conclusion that “it is clear that loving is homonymous” (to philein homōnymon,
106b4). In both arguments, the conclusion concerning the homonymous
aspect of the terms “pleasure” and “loving” extends to the actual states or to
the activities being referred to by these terms. One explanation for the shift
in levels of reference involves Aristotle’s use in Alpha 15 of the phrase “how
many ways [something] is said” (posachōs legetai), which, as I have pointed
out, may be interpreted as applying equally to words as to things. Thus, the
use of the middle, “to be said” (legesthai), produces a certain ambiguity in
meaning: one reading is that different things are called the same thing in
different ways, as when justice (or courage) is called good as contrasted with
the healthful being called good (cf. 106a4–5).40 In such a case, the subject
of the verb “to be called” is not the word, but what is just or what is healthful.
In addition, however, the word or term may be the subject of the verb “to be
called,” in which case the phrase has to be read as asking whether the word
itself has a range of meanings.

A similar ambiguity of reference exists with regard to abstract substantives
constructed by the neuter article coupled with the verbal infinitive, as, for
example, “loving” (to philein), which may refer either to the word indicated or
to the state (or activity) denoted by the word. In general, the line of thinking
implied by Aristotle’s proposed cases of multivocity, “being called something
in many ways,” appears to be the following. Suppose that different things are
called the same thing in different ways, as justice and the healthful are both
called good; then it follows that the good is many things, and secondarily,
that the term “good” is said in many ways. Thus construed, the ambiguity in
terms such as “good,” “fine,” “bright,” “pleasure,” and “love” reflects a prior
ambiguity among the states or qualities that these terms signify. Frequently
in Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle formulates the testing for homonymy at the level
of words, not things, but its extension to things is natural, and becomes
necessary when he uses sense perception as a further kind of test, as we have
seen.

A further consideration regarding Top. Alpha 15 concerns the extent to
which Aristotle’s examples of homonymy reflect the presence of overlapping
accounts or definitions. We know that most of the examples – good, fine,
light, and dark, to name a few – exhibit lack of synonymy. For, the typical
argument patterns prove that the quality or the term in question “is said
in many ways” (pollachōs legetai) and, so, lacks synonymy. But whether there
is also a shared nature, or common characteristic, among some cases of
non-synonymy remains to be seen. Reconsideration of some examples from
the chapter will determine that a more complex form of homonymy is also
present.

40 For discussion of the phrase at work in Top. Alpha, see Smith (1997, 88–89, 93).
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An examination of Aristotle’s test cases of homonymy shows that they
fall into one of two types, one consisting of words or things having only the
name in common – accidental homonyms such as “bright,” “dull,” “sharp,”or
“flat” – and another group consisting of words or things having more than
a common name. This second group, that of words or things possessing
a common name and some shared quality or nature, is that which holds
interest at present. After reviewing the cases of homonymy mentioned in
Top. Alpha 15, three may be considered to be homōnyma of the second type
in that they exhibit some degree of relatedness, suggesting the presence of
shared characteristics. The first example in Alpha 15 consists in a pair of
contradictory terms, “seeing” and “not seeing” (106b15–20). The argumen-
tative strategy proposed for this case consists in taking the contradictory of
a term and testing to see whether it is used in more than one way, and if so,
then the original term is also equivocal, or said “in various ways” (pleonachōs,
106b13–15). Aristotle observes that in the case of “not seeing,” the phrase is
used to refer either to what does not possess sight at all or to that which can
see but is not using its capacity for sight (cf. 106a15–17). So, he infers that
“seeing” is also able to be used in more than one way, signifying either the
possession of an unused capacity for sight or the exercise of this capacity for
sight (cf. 106b18–20).

A moment’s reflection shows that the present example of the contradic-
tories, seeing and not seeing, stands in contrast to the previous pairs of
contraries, such as sharp and dull, light and dark, in at least two ways. In the
latter cases, the ways in which a thing is said to be sharp or dull involved its
different application to different kinds, or species. For example, the sharp
sound and the sharp taste, like the light color and light sound, bear no
resemblance to one another; they have no common quality on which they
may be thought to be similar and, so, are purely equivocal. But the two
senses of seeing and not seeing are of a different kind. For, seeing and not
seeing involve differing ways of having or lacking a certain capacity. So, for
example, something may not see in the sense of having, but not exercising,
its capacity to see or not see in the sense of not possessing a capacity for sight.
Alternatively, seeing depends on the possession or the active exercise of a
sense capacity. In Aristotle’s precise formulation of De Anima Beta 5, being
able to see and actually seeing are but two modes of one thing, enumerated
as a first and second actuality of the sense faculty (cf. 417a21–b19). So, the
ways in which something is seeing or not contrasts with the previous exam-
ples of accidental homonymy, being sharp or light. As is evident, the case
of seeing – indicating either the capacity or active exercise of the capacity –
refers to two states that have overlapping definitions, “having the capacity
to see” and “exercising the capacity to see.” This is not the case either with
the sharp or the light.

A further example of related homonymy occurs at Top. 106b21–25 and
concerns the faculty of sense perception (to aisthanesthai) rather than sight
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alone. In the case of sense perception as a whole, Aristotle proposes to
examine whether having a certain state or lacking a certain state reveals
a difference in senses in the possession or privation of the state. If either
possession or privation is used in more than one sense, then the opposite
state will also be used homonymously. In this case, Aristotle claims that “to
have perception” may be used with regard to both the soul and the body, so
that “to lack perception” may also be used with regard to both the soul and
the body (cf. 106b23–25). While it might seem difficult to consider perceiv-
ing with respect to soul, the difficulty is lessened by Alexander’s note that
having perception with respect to the soul means understanding something
that is distinguished from the more typical use of perception (“with respect
to the body”), which involves the bodily senses. So, by extension, Alexan-
der notes that “lacking perception” may signify either failing to understand
something or failing to apprehend a sensible object (In Aris. Top., 102, 25–
103, 5). So, the case of sense perception also presents us with a case of
related homonymy in that there are two modes of having or lacking per-
ception. Either mode of having perception, in respect of the soul or of the
body, involves the apprehension or discrimination of some object, whether
intelligible or sensible, and this may be considered to be the basis for the
related meanings of “to perceive” (aithanesthai). As in the case of seeing,
there is some internal, non-accidental relationship among the various ways
in which the term is used, where “having perception” or “perceiving” is the
core concept modified by the kind of object apprehended.

There is one other example of related homonymy in Top. Alpha 15, differ-
ing slightly from the first two cases but deserving of mention. The third case is
found in the passage where he is concerned with detecting homonymy across
terms that are related by case endings (cf. 106b29–107a2). Despite the ref-
erence to inflected forms of a term, Aristotle’s focus here is not on instances
of paronymy as such. Rather, as his line of argument shows, the strategy
consists in examining one form of a term to see whether it signifies various
things, and if so, then we infer that what is signified by the other related
forms of the term differ also (106b29–30). As mentioned in chapter 1, sec-
tion 1.1, in this passage we find Aristotle considering cases of homonymy
across paronymously related terms. More precisely, he is using the tools for
detecting non-synonymy across paronymous terms, as, for example, in the
case of the terms “healthy” and “healthily.” So, he observes that “healthy”
(hygieinon) has a range of meanings, including “what produces health or
preserves health or indicates health” (106b36). From this proposition, he
concludes that the term “healthily” (hygieinōs) also bears a range of meanings
on the argument that when one term is used in several senses, its inflected
forms also carry different senses (cf. 107a1–2). With this inference, we have
a tool for finding non-synonymy among paronymyously related terms. From
the standpoint of assessing the sort of homonymy involved, the descrip-
tion of the healthy in Top. Alpha 15 is strikingly similar to that given in the
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well-known discussion of the healthy in Meta. Gamma 2 (1003a32–b1). In
this latter occurrence, the healthy is mentioned in conjunction with the med-
ical as the specimen cases of a special kind of related homonymy. In Meta.
Gamma 2, the purpose of the extended analogy is to draw out the same
conclusion about to; o[n (to on), or being. Like the other two cases (healthy,
medical) there mentioned, being is considered as something lacking a fully
common nature across its occurrences and, yet, as not being wholly equiv-
ocal. In Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle marks the different status by noting that
being is said in many ways (pollachōs legetai), “but in relation to one thing
and one kind of nature,” ajlla; pro;ı ε }n kai; mivan tina; �uvsin (alla pros hen kai
mian tina physin, 1003a33). As he develops the case of the healthy and the
medical, they display a certain set of related meanings or uses, with a central
one surrounded by secondary uses. So, he states, for example, “the healthy
is always related to health, either as preserving it, or making it, or indicating
it, or receiving it” (1003a35–b1).

The comparison between Top. Alpha 15 and Meta. Gamma 2 reveals a
striking similarity in the conclusions about the meanings of “healthy.” For
example, in Top. Alpha 15, “healthy” is defined as “what can produce, pre-
serve, or indicate health” (106b35–36), which nearly coincides with the defi-
nition in Meta. Gamma 2. In the latter passage, he mentions what can “make,”
“preserve,” “indicate,” or “receive” health as equally meanings of “healthy,”
and so, only “what is receptive” of health is absent from the list of ways in
which the healthy signifies something in Top. Alpha 15. But in addition to
the common states mentioned, the account in Top. Alpha 15 importantly
includes the notion that the three states (namely, producing, preserving,
and indicating) are related to one thing, namely, health. More precisely, in
Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle states that the healthy is “what produces, preserves,
or indicates health” (106b36). The analysis of the healthy in Top. Alpha 15 is,
then, strikingly similar to the concept of related homonymy in Meta. Gamma
2. What remains absent in the examination of the healthy in Top. Alpha 15
concerns the articulation of a framework for related homonymy. Aristotle
does not analyze the healthy or any other related homonym in Top. Alpha 15
by means of a relationship between a central, primary use and a secondary,
dependent use, although the discussion of this predicate contains the com-
ponents needed for such an analysis. The explanations for this difference in
treatment between the accounts of the healthy in Top. Alpha 15 and Meta.
Gamma 2 are various.

Among the standard lines of scholarly interpretation, G. Owen suggests
that Aristotle has not yet formulated related homonymy at the period of
Topics. As a consequence, he argues, Aristotle is unable to apply the concept
of systematic related homonymy (pros hen) prior to Meta. Gamma.41 As I
see it, there are two problems with Owen’s inference. First, although Owen

41 See Owen (1960, 173–79).
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claims that Aristotle does not discover related homonymy (or pros hen unity)
prior to the central books of Meta., we find the related, systematic homonymy
being used in the analysis of philia in EE Eta 2 (earlier than Meta. Gamma,
Zeta). Second, as mentioned, Top. Alpha 15 itself includes cases of related
homonymy. There is, as well, an assumption behind Owen’s interpretation
according to which works as different in nature as Top. and Meta. should
have similar aims. This assumption seems difficult to maintain when we
consider that Meta. aims at scientific knowledge, in contrast to Top., which
aims at argumentative ability. For, the primary goal that Aristotle sets for
dialectic involves teaching the ability for persuasive reasoning, including
that of detecting fallacies from equivocal terms. In this regard, the aim of Top.
Alpha 15 consists in elucidating means for identifying linguistic ambiguities
through certain argument patterns, or topoi. So, it is far from obvious that
Top. Alpha 15 needs a theory about related homonyms with overlapping
definitions. And so, the absence of a theory about related homonymy in
Top. need not be considered as crucial an omission in dating its discovery,
as Owen maintains.

However, a further objection can be raised against the position that the
works do not possess the same aims and, so, are not equally in need of a
theory of systematic homonymy. As mentioned, the Topics sets out more than
an argumentative function for dialectic insofar as the latter is said to be use-
ful for the sciences (cf. 101a27). Specifically, as we have seen, Top. Alpha 2
mentions dialectic as instrumental for the philosophical sciences in regard
to the activity of raising difficulties (diaporein) and serving as a truth-seeking
function (cf. 101a35–b4). Given these considerations, the objection may be
raised that if the Topics is concerned with truth seeking, it ought to include
a theory about related homonymy for the same reason that Meta. Gamma 2
does. This objection is not accurate, however. To begin with, having stated
that the work is useful “toward the philosophical sciences” (101a27), it does
not follow that dialectic itself is sufficient for reaching scientific truth; in this
sense, the work of dialectic may aid us on the road toward scientific inquiry
without being able to reach it. The support for my position is the notion that
Top. Alpha 15 uses the method of negative homonymy to find differences
residing in terms and things, but Aristotle does not apply them to construct
a picture of the nature of reality. For example, homonymy in Top. Alpha 15
reveals that “healthy” and “medical” signify different things in their standard
usage, but the procedure does not then systematically determine the rela-
tions among homonymous things. In other words, the view of homonymous
things that Top. Alpha 15 presents is accurate but incomplete as it stands,
and in need of completion by the theory of related, systematic homonymy.
What is being suggested – though in need of support from later chapters of
this work – is that the results of homonymy in Topics can be seen as comple-
mentary to those in Metaphysics. This interpretation constitutes a response
to the problem presented by Owen’s hypothesis about the lack of continuity
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in Aristotle’s thinking about related homonymy (or “focal sense”). In the
following section, we consider how the method of negative homonymy in
Top. Alpha 15 lends itself to the broader, philosophical function of dialectic
stated in Alpha 2.

2.3 Homonymy and Argument in Topics Alpha 15

Taking a synoptic view of the chapter, the various arguments presented may
be described as falling under one of eight patterns of argument, or topoi,
including (1) contraries, (2) contradictories, (3) privations, (4) inflected
forms, (5) predicables, (6) definitions, (7) comparables, and (8) species and
differentia. At times, several kinds of argument are grouped together under
one type, as with the strategy called “contraries,” which includes rather dif-
ferent kinds of common material for premises. So, the dominant argument
strategy under contraries consists in arguing that if the contrary of a term F
is “said in many ways” (pollachōs legetai), then it is equivocal either by name or
by species (cf. 106a10–15), meaning that either the term has various senses
or what it refers to differs in kind.42 For example, he says that because the
contrary of “sharp” means both what is flat in regard to sound and blunt in
regard to a body, then “sharp” itself is “said in many ways” (cf. 105b11–14).
He proposes the same test for cases in which one contrary reveals a differ-
ence of species. For example, “bright” or “dark” may be applied to sounds
and to colors, but what they refer to is not the same thing: “for a color and
a sound are not called bright in the same way” (106a27). The quality, or
character, of brightness in sound and in color differ in species, or nature,
and, therefore, brightness is not synonymous. As we have noted, he claims
that this conclusion is supported as well by the evidence of sense perception,
which shows that color and sound are discriminated by two different senses,
and, so, this shows us that brightness does not possess one form, or eidos
(cf. 106a30–32).

A strategy posed under “intermediates” but belonging to contraries con-
cerns taking certain pairs of contraries to see whether there is an inter-
mediate for the pair in one context and not in another or whether there
is an intermediate for both, but it is not the same. If either case holds,
Aristotle claims that the pair of contraries is homonymous (cf. 106b3–9).
The first example involves taking gray as an intermediate between the color
contraries bright and dark; however, with regard to the same contraries
(bright, dark) in sound, there is no intermediate sound corresponding to
gray (disregarding a muffled note as intermediate); therefore, bright and

42 The phrase “said in many ways” (pollachōs legetai) is a broad, non-technical expression indi-
cating a range of non-synonymous uses, not necessarily identical with homōnymos. Aristotle
tends to use this phrase in the first part of Top. Alpha 15 as, for example, in arguing that
“sharp” (oxu) is “said in many ways” (105b11ff.).
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dark are homonymous (106b6–9). The line of argument proposed in the
third strategy depends on the idea that if the range of contraries is the same,
then the intermediate between them also is the same. In the case proposed,
since the intermediate between the given contraries either is lacking or is
different in kind, the contraries are not synonymous. So, homonymy may
be established either when an intermediate belonging to contraries has no
analogous intermediate, as the color gray is analogous to no sound, or when
an intermediate exists but differs in kind from the other intermediate, as
a muffled note is different from a gray color.43 Furthermore, if a contrary
pair, say, bright and dark, has several intermediates in one kind – as there
are many colors between bright and dark – but in another, say, sound, has
none or one, then the contraries signify different things and, again, are
homonymous (cf. 106b10–12).

A line of reasoning similar to that offered in the previous strategies falling
under contraries is also found in the argument pattern concerned with cat-
egories. This argument strategy consists in showing that if a thing is predi-
cated in several categories and refers to different things, then the referent
is homonymous (cf. 107a3–5). The examples Aristotle employs here are
“good,” “bright,” and “sharp,” each one being used in distinct ways across
different categories. With special regard to the argument about the good,
he states that good is used in many ways: when it is applied in regard to
food, it means what produces pleasure; when applied to medicine, what
produces health; when applied to the soul, a certain quality like modera-
tion, or courage; when applied to time, what is opportune; and the like. So,
he concludes, “the good is homonymous” (w{stε oJmwvnumon to; ajgaqovn, hōste
homōnymon to agathon, 107a12). The same standard arguments he used about
the terms “bright” and “sharp” are employed again, such that “bright” said
of body signifies a color but said of sound signifies what is easily heard. In
similar vein, he states that sharpness is predicated of a sound, an angle, and
a knife – each one signifying different things (cf. 107a12–17). In a more
formal structure, Aristotle’s argument about good (cf. 107a5–12) may be
given as follows:

P1. A term applied to items in different categories signifies different
things.

P2. “Good” is said of medicine, the soul, time, and quantity.
P3. The “good” in medicine means what produces health.
P4. “Good” said of medicine signifies the category of acting on.
P5. The “good” of the soul means a quality, such as moderation or

courage.
P6. “Good” said of time means the right time.
P7. “Good” said of quantity means the right amount.

43 For discussion of this argument, see Alexander (1891b), In Aris. Top. 101, 15–102, 1.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c02 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:20

66 Homonymy in the Topics

P8. Since “good” can be predicated of items in regard to the categories
of acting, quality, quantity, and time, what “good” signifies is non-
synonymous.

Although it may seem labored, this way of presenting the argument makes
the endoxic premises about how “good” is being used more evident. We find
premises such as P3, P5, P6, and P7 that reflect various endoxa about how
“good” is typically used in predicative statements. This aspect of the argu-
ment shows that Aristotle is considering the argument pattern as a dialectical
argument. As we have noted, in Top. Alpha 1 Aristotle specifies an inference
as being called “dialectical” (dialectikos) if it “deduces from what is accept-
able” (100a29–30). Thus, a deductive argument constructed from propo-
sitions containing endoxa, “what is acceptable,” is a dialectical reasoning.
Another rather striking feature of this present dialectical argument about
the good concerns its analogue. This argument at Top. Alpha 15, 107a3–
12, is strikingly similar to one given in EN Alpha 6 devoted to rejecting the
Platonic notion of the good. In that chapter, in the section concerning the
notion of the good as universal (katholou), Aristotle gives an argument par-
allel to the present one in Top. Alpha 15. In EN, he argues that because good
is used in as many ways (i.e., in as many categories) as being is, it cannot be
a single, universal notion (EN Alpha 6, 1096a24–29). In both texts about
the good, the common argumentative line is to argue for homonymy of the
good based on its use among various categories. We may consider that this
“categories” or “predication” argument is itself a topos: in this instance, the
good being predicated in different categories warrants against its being a
single common notion, or synonymous. Of course, in Top. Alpha 15, 107a3–
12, Aristotle does not argue to the multivocity of the good by analogy with
being, as he does in Meta. Gamma 2, but simply argues that if good is used in
conjunction with a variety of predicates, it is homonymous.

The general dialectical character of the argument patterns found in Top.
Alpha 15 is clear. Each argument topic in the chapter employs one or more
propositions based on what is said to be the commonly accepted uses of
terms or the commonly accepted features of things, making each a dialec-
tical argument (or providing the material for the same). So, as Aristotle
moves through his systematization of patterns of argument for discerning
homonymy, he employs arguments that are dialectical. In certain cases,
indeed, his enumeration of so many cases or ways of using the term to
say something different tends to blur the overall line of dialectical reason-
ing. In other examples of an argument pattern, the suggested differences
do not appear to reflect anything about what is acceptable, or endoxic. Yet
even in such cases, an appeal to some form of endoxa can be seen. For exam-
ple, as we have noted, the strategy about contradictories consists in testing
one contradictory term to discern how many ways it is used, and inferring
that its opposite is also multi-vocal. So, in the case of not seeing, Aristotle
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claims that since “not seeing” is used in more than one way, also “seeing” is
homonymous (106b13–20). This same argument includes endoxic premises
concerning the meanings of “not seeing.” As Aristotle states, it may mean
either “what does not possess sight” or “what does not exercise its sight”
(106b15–17). So, as Aristotle himself frames this strategy, the premises are
endoxic, and the argument is dialectical.

In addition to those concerning contradictories, endoxic premises are
evident in various kinds of argument in Top. Alpha 15, including those
of contraries, privations, and predicables.44 In each kind, the endoxa form
the matter or content of the some premises. For example, some premises
reflecting endoxa are “the good said of quantity means the right amount,”
“the good said of time means the right moment,” and “the bright said of
sound means what is pleasant to hear.” In other arguments, the endoxic fea-
ture is less evident, as in those concerned with definitions, comparability,
or species and difference. One line of argument with regard to definitions
consists in starting with definitions of the same term in different complexes,
and then subtracting what is peculiar to each definition. According to this
strategy, if the result obtained is the same or means the same, the terms are
synonymous; if not, the terms used are homonymous (cf. 107a36–107b5).
In this argument, Aristotle employs a strategy derived from the Euclidean
principle that equals subtracted from equals yield equals.45 The argument
using this principle at 107a35–107b5 employs different applications of the
term “light” (leukon), and might be set out as follows:

P1. To subtract what is peculiar to each definition leaves the same thing.
P2. The complex phrase “light body” means “a body of a certain color.”
P3. The complex phrase “light sound” means “a sound pleasant to hear.”
P4. If light is synonymous across body and sound, then subtracting what

is peculiar to each account in (P2) and (P3) leaves the same thing.
P5. In (P2), subtracting “body” from both sides results in “light” being

defined as “a certain color.”
P6. In (P3), subtracting “sound” from both sides results in “light” being

defined as “pleasant to hear.”
P7. Since being “a certain color” and being “pleasant to hear” do not

mean the same thing, then “light” does not name the same thing,
and is not synonymous.

44 For example, endoxa appear in the commonly held notions (by all, the majority, or the wise,
cf. 100b22–23) about e.g., what produces or indicates health (cf. 106b35–37), brightness
in color and in sound (cf. 107a12–17), contraries like light and dark or sharp and dull
(cf. 106a10–a35), having and lacking sensation (cf. 106b15–20), and qualities such as just,
virtuous, pleasant, fine, and good (cf. 106b30–107b10).

45 The mathematical proposition is stated in Euclid’s Elements, Bk. I, common notion 3 (cf.
Heath, 1908).
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In this case, “light” does not have the same definition or signify the same
thing in the complex “light body” and “light sound,” showing that “light” is
used ambiguously. In contrast, in the case of a synonymous term appearing
in a complex, the unique element can be subtracted from the definitions
without changing the sense (cf. 107a36–39).

Aristotle’s interest in the definitions obtained from testing by homonymy
in Top. Alpha 15 extends to re-examining one’s initial definitions for fur-
ther ambiguity (cf. 107b7). For example, he claims that if someone says that
“what indicates health” and “what produces health” both are “what is com-
mensurately related to health,” we have to examine what “commensurately
related” means in each case (cf. 107b8–10), so as to ensure that only one
sense is employed in both definitions. The danger involved in definitions
of this sort, he notes, is that the homonymous term “follows along with the
definitions,” and so, “it escapes our notice” (107b6–7). Two comments must
be made here. First, it is precisely because the framing definitions are based
on endoxa that the element of accidental homonymy continues to be a con-
cern for scientific investigation. Since the initial definitions contain endoxic
elements, they inevitably contain some degree of ambiguity in the terms that
needs to be detected and purged from each successive definition to be more
correct. Second, with regard to the argument about defining “commensu-
rately related” at 107b8–10, I suggest that its ambiguity can be exposed using
the same “subtraction of equals from equals” principle employed previously
at 107a35–107b6 about light body and light sound. The argument consists
in the definitions of two terms, and the subtraction of equals from both sides.
So, what we find resulting is that in the case of “what indicates health,” we
mean what can signify “the sort of condition one has,” whereas in the case
of “what produces health,” we mean what is “the right amount to produce
health” (107b11–12). Since “proportionally related to health” is used both
to indicate a quality and a quantity, the term is being used homonymously.46

By observing this case, we can see how the tool of homonymy is being used
twice in succession, first, to establish that there is a lack of synonymy in
“healthy,” and second, to refine the constituent parts of the initial defini-
tions through further testing.

Having surveyed examples of several types of arguments in Alpha 15,
two remain, those concerning species and difference, as well as comparable
things. In the arguments falling under species and difference, we find the
endoxic premises being represented by the various meanings given to the text
terms Aristotle uses, namely, “color,” “light,” and “sharp.” The first argument
of this type that he gives at 107b27–32 shows that if the differences of things

46 The equivocal phrase “what is proportionally related to health” has also been suggested to
signify a difference between indicating the state of health (good or bad) and what produces
good health (Smith 1997, 98–99). Alexander’s commentary supports the difference in
meaning (quantity vs. quality) I have offered (1891b, 110, 15–25).
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called by the same name differ, then the name indicating the genus is not syn-
onymous. The overall argument consists in that if the genera signified by a
term have various final differences, then the term is ambiguous. Aristotle rea-
sons that since differences of color (light, dark) applied to body signify what
“extends sight” or “compresses sight”47 while differences of color applied
to melody signify another quality, color is homonymous (107b32).48 The
differing claims about what color means when applied to body as opposed
to melody are endoxic in the sense that they arise from certain theoretical
views about color. In the second argument concerning genus and difference
(107b33–37), Aristotle employs the general premise that if the same term
applies to the species of one thing and to the differentia of another, then
the term is equivocal. This argument adds the premise that “light” applied
to body indicates a species of color (a bright versus a dark color) but applied
to sound indicates a further difference (cf. 106b36–37). For, in the case of a
vocal sound, Aristotle adds that one sound differs from another in virtue of
being light (107b37). Here his meaning seems to be that two vocal sounds
can strike the same note but may differ in tone. In his third argument, Aris-
totle distinguishes “sharp” applied to sounds from “sharp” applied to bodies,
arguing that since a sharp sound and a sharp body indicate different, non-
subordinate genera (sound, body), then “sharp” is homonymous (107b25).
Here the endoxic premises are supplied from his previous statements about
the various meanings of “sharp” applied to sounds, bodies, and angles
(cf. 107a15–17). In like fashion, his arguments concerning comparability
are framed using bright and sharp (107b13–18). But in these, he employs
the Aristotelian principle that if two things can be compared with respect to
some quality or character, they are equally, more, or less, the same quality.
That is, if two things are comparable, then some specific character is present
in the same way (or is synonymous) among these things.49 Apparently tak-
ing comparability to be convertible with synonymy here in Top. Alpha 15,
he states that “everything synonymous is also comparable” (107b18). He
then utilizes this principle to argue that since a light sound differs from a
light cloak just as a sharp taste differs from a sharp sound, the light and the
sharp cannot be called such in the same way nor more so than the other
(cf. 107b14–17). So, light and sharp are homonymous (homōnymos, 107b16).

47 The definition of color as being “compressive” or “extensive” of sight (dark and light,
respectively), found also at Tim. 67e5–6, is taken as the accepted Academic definition (Taylor
1962, 481). For other occurrences, see Top. 119a30, 123a2, 149a38; Meta. 1057b8.

48 Alexander understands the differences of color as applied to musical sound as indicating
soft color, two third tone color, or one tone color; in general, he takes musical sound as
comprised of three parts, harmony, color, and diatonic scale (1891b, 113, 7–15).

49 For discussion of comparability in relation to quality, see Cat. 8, 10b26–11a14; to doing and
being affected, Cat. 11b1–8; to some relatives, Cat. 6b19–27; for its inapplicability in relation
to substance, Cat. 3b33–4b9; and to quantity, Cat. 6a19–25.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c02 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:20

70 Homonymy in the Topics

The various eight types of argument patterns employed throughout
Alpha 15 reflect the presence of specific endoxic premises, for example,
concerning the uses of bright and dark, sharp and dull, that function as the
workhorses of the chapter. What remains to be determined concerns the
extent to which the method of testing for non-synoynymy in Top. Alpha 15
can provide a means for reaching the “kinds of things our study is useful
for” (101a26), namely, the philosophical sciences.

2.4 The Philosophical Uses of Homonymy in Topics

The question to be posed concerns whether homonymy in Top. Alpha 15 con-
tributes to the larger aims of dialectical study as described. In Top. Alpha 2,
Aristotle states that dialectical argument and its capacity conduce to the
philosophical sciences; so, it seems natural to inquire what role homonymy
plays with regard to this end.50 As a first step, we need to recall that in
Top. Alpha 13, Aristotle mentions four tools for attaining dialectical abil-
ity, including (1) obtaining premises, (2) distinguishing how many ways
(posachōs) a term is used (105a23–24), (3) finding differences, and (4)
finding similarities (cf. 105a20–25). Aristotle’s use of phrase “how many
ways” (posachōs) something is said at the outset of Top. Alpha 15 shows he
is concerned with distinguishing uses of terms. Even further, he states that
asking “how many ways” common terms are used is the primary concern of
Top. Alpha 15 (106a1–2). I suggest that while to posachōs is an analytical tool
for discerning differences, it also has a positive use, that of being concerned
with forming definitions. Aristotle mentions this aim at Alpha 15, 106a2–3:
“one should not only study as many things as are said in different ways but
also try to assign their definitions.” Since there is but one tool to accomplish
the work of Alpha 15, it seems that the method of testing for homonymy is
valuable for constructing basic definitions of the things under investigation,
not only for detecting differences in meanings of terms. A few of the exam-
ples of the definition building we find in Top. Alpha 15 include that justice
and courage are things that are good in virtue of themselves being a certain
kind (cf. 106a5–6), whereas the healthy is something good in virtue of pro-
ducing something and not in virtue of itself (cf. 106a7–8). So, the results of
the strategies he employs in Alpha 15 are twofold, first, detecting ambigui-
ties among terms and also, constructing definitions or accounts (cf. 106a1–
4). These two aims, of course, are related insofar as the step of construct-
ing definitions presupposes that of discerning ambiguity among the terms
being used in the propositions. Aristotle observes this fact at the outset of
Alpha 15, noting that to define something, first, we must establish “whether
it is called in many ways or one way in respect of species” (106a9–10).

50 As Smith (1993, 350) points out, Top. Alpha 2 claims not that dialectic is useful for practice
but that possessing a method is.
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Clearly, if the thing being defined is called something in a single sense
or according to a single kind, it has the possibility of receiving a proper
definition. The initial step in determining the number of ways something
is said is to establish whether the term is synonymous, for which the various
arguments in Top. Alpha 15 prove entirely adequate.

Yet the testing methods of Top. Alpha 15 accomplish more than detect-
ing lack of synonymy. As both Top. Alpha 15 and Alpha 18 make clear,
the procedure of asking “how many ways” (to posachōs) something is said
goes beyond the stage of clarifying terms. So, for example, Alpha 15 states
that inquiring into the ways that something is said aims at clarifying def-
initions (cf. 106a3–4), and Alpha 18 claims that such testing serves the
purpose of showing that our arguments are “directed at the thing and not
about the word” (108a20–21). I would like to develop how it is that in both
these uses Aristotle finds that asking “how many ways” serves a purpose rel-
evant to philosophical inquiry. In Top. Alpha 18, Aristotle treats testing for
homonymy as having two aspects, negative and positive. As he presents it,
one use of asking “how many ways” is so as to know what one is conceding
when various uses of a word are at work in argumentation: in this regard,
one needs to be able to resist fallacies due to equivocation if one is being
asked (cf. 108a27–31). This largely negative function of homonymy testing
relies on the clarification of terms, helping to avoid problems of reference
when the answerer and the questioner are “not thinking about the same
thing” (108a24). But a second function concerns discerning ambiguities
so as to construct fallacies in reasoning (cf. 108a27–31).51 I hasten to add
that this use does not belong to eristic argument inasmuch as we are not
using ambiguous terms knowingly to construct fallacies and deceive our
opponent.52 Discounting eristic reasoning, this second function depends on
employing homonymy in arguments primarily to produce conviction on a
thesis. The means by which this aim is attained consists in being able to
discern ambiguity and utilize it in constructing arguments when taking the
side of the questioner in debate. The argumentative ability here mentioned
in Alpha 18 thus recalls Aristotle’s description of gymnastic dialectic in Top.
Alpha 2, stated as the ability “to present an attack on whatever is proposed”
(101a29–30). This description might appear to devolve into an account
of the verbal sparring present in some debate, yet the common element
between acting as respondent or questioner in debating consists in an abil-
ity to discern and employ homonymy either defensively or offensively. In
addition, being able to detect and use homonymy as a tool in gymnastic

51 The lines run: “for, if we know in how many ways something is said, we shall not be taken
in by fallacies ourselves . . . and when we are ourselves questioning, we will be able to argue
fallaciously” (108a27–31, trans. Smith).

52 In Alpha 18, Aristotle claims that the ability to produce fallacies when the answerer does
not know “how many ways something is said” is not a proper part of dialectic (108a33–34).
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argument describes a plastic capacity useful to other kinds of dialectical and
truth-seeking activities. So, I am suggesting that the capacity for detecting
homonymy serves us well in framing arguments based on common beliefs
with a view to inquiring about things, not merely in persuading others.

The explanation that the employment of homonymy can prove useful
to genuine philosophical inquiry depends on explaining the relationship
of three claims previously noted. The first concerns the aim stated in Top.
Alpha 15, that homonymy involves seeking definitions, not merely terms;
the second, a comment in Top. Alpha 18 about dialectical study being con-
cerned with “the things themselves”; the third, passages about diaporein in
Top. Alpha 2 and EN Alpha 6. To begin with, as we have already mentioned,
Top. Alpha 15 explicitly states that the use of homonymy should be aimed at
constructing definitions, and not simply for detecting ambiguities in terms
(106a2–4). Second, Top. Alpha 18 explicitly states that homonymy has utility
in regard to things and not only grasping meanings of terms. Specifically,
one aim in attempting to clarify “how many ways something is said” (posachōs
legetai) consists in ensuring that our reasoning “is directed to the thing itself
[auto to pragma] and not to the word” (108a20–21). Aristotle does not go
on in Alpha 18 to trace the path by which clarifying terms leads to clarifying
things. But a suggestion is provided by forging a link between the step of dis-
criminating “how many” ways (to posachōs) something is said and the step of
“going through the difficulties” (diaporein), the activity explicitly discussed
in Meta. Beta 1 in relation to philosophical inquiry. As we have seen, Aristo-
tle raises diaporein in Top. Alpha 2 in relation to the way in which dialectic
contributes to the philosophical sciences (cf. 101a27–28). But what makes
the explicit connection between raising difficulties and homonymy-testing
evident emerges from a passage in EN Alpha 6.

At the outset of the chapter in EN Alpha 6, Aristotle raises a question about
the universal good, stating, as Ross has it, “We had perhaps better consider
the universal good and discuss thoroughly what is meant by it” (1096a11–
12). Put more literally, although inelegantly, the line may be read, “Perhaps
it is better to examine the universal good and go through the difficulties
as to how it is said” (diaporēsai pōs legetai, 1096a11–12). What becomes clear
is that Aristotle is pairing diaporein with pōs legetai, the stage of finding out
the various ways something is called. The verbal connection between these
two things in EN Alpha 6 makes evident that asking “how many ways” (to
posachōs) can refer to working through the implications of a theoretical
position, such as whether the universal good exists. The suggestion being
made concerns the way in which what seems only a clarification of terms can
be part of a procedure that leads to a resolution of theoretical difficulties;
it might, ultimately, then, be useful clarifying natures of things. Recall that
in Top. Alpha 15 Aristotle states that we should be asking “how many” ways
(posachōs) something is said so as not only to clarify terms, but also to assign
definitions (cf. 106a1–4). Further, in Top. Alpha 15, the various topoi using
homomymy are the tools for asking “how many” ways something is said. So, I



P1: SBT
9780521874861c02 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:20

2.4 The Philosophical Uses of Homonymy in Topics 73

am suggesting that homonymy as a dialectical tool contributes to “problem
solving” by making use of detection and clarification of ambiguities among
theoretical positions, such as the existence of a universal good, as well as
among simple ideas, such as light or sharp. Given that the course of argu-
ment in EN Alpha 6 leads to substantive conclusions about the universal
good, it seems reasonable to infer that homonymy itself has the potential to
yield similar philosophical conclusions. So, it is proposed that the process
of homomymy testing in Top. Alpha 15 supports the progressive refinement
not only of terms but also of propositions, by means of testing and refining
our initial definitions.

The previous discussion about the results obtained from testing for
homonymy support the hypothesis that homonymy can serve a larger, truth-
seeking aim of dialectic. Specifically, the capacity for discerning and employ-
ing ambiguity that emerges from gymnastic dialectic is the same capac-
ity required for serious investigation. In the latter regard, the method of
homonymy testing contributes in non-trivial fashion to a serious, truth-
seeking aim by providing a means for refining predicates and constructing
definitions. This conclusion overlaps in some degree with the proposal made
by R. Bolton (1990) concerning the positive results obtained from peirastic
dialectic, according to which certain kinds of dialectical arguments possess
a greater degree of accuracy than others. Homonymy testing provides one
aspect of dialectic that goes beyond the gymnastic and debating functions of
dialectical method described in Top. Alpha 2 toward what Aristotle names as
contributing to the philosophical sciences. It does this by means of working
toward progressively refined conceptions or definitions of its subject matter.

The previous conclusion, that homonymy can yield positive results for
philosophical investigation, is supported by evidence in Top. Alpha 15 of
related homonymy. As I have pointed out, three examples show homony-
mous things with a common name, shared features, and overlapping
accounts. Re-examining these analyses of related homōnyma, it is possible to
see how we can reach real conclusions about things, not words (cf. 108a20).
The first case from Top. Alpha 15 consists in the contradictory pair, “seeing”
and “not seeing” (cf. 106b15–20). As noted, Aristotle states that “not seeing”
may be used to mean either that something does not possess sight simply or
that something is not exercising sight (cf. 106b16–17). Similarly, “seeing”
may signify either that something has the capacity for sight but is not using it
or that something is exercising its capacity for sight (cf. 106b17–20). Thus,
the example of the ways of seeing or not seeing can be understood as involv-
ing two modes of one capacity: the possession of a capacity to see (hexis)
and the exercise of the capacity to see (energeia). The two cases of seeing are
related to one another in a non-accidental fashion, what DA Beta 5 terms
a first and second actuality of a natural capacity. So, Aristotle obtains the
same result in testing ways in which “seeing” is used in Top. Alpha 15 as he
gives in DA Beta 5 without, however, the technical terminology. A second
occurrence suggesting a parallel between Top. Alpha 15 and passages about
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definitions is concerned with sense perception as a whole (106b21–25). In
this example, Aristotle observes that “to perceive” (to aisthanesthai) is used
with regard to both the soul and the body, and so, “lacking perception” is
also used in two respects (106b21–25). What is significant to us concerns
the mention of the internal relation between two ways of having perception:
either mode of having perception, whether in respect of soul or of body,
involves the active discrimination of an object, sensible or intelligible. On
Aristotle’s analysis, “to perceive” may mean apprehending either a sensible
or an intelligible object. Whereas the definitions of sight distinguish differ-
ent modes of visual ability, this one distinguishes different active perceptual
states by virtue of different objects of awareness. This latter may be compared
to the conclusions made in DA Beta 5 about the second actuality states of
different faculties (cf. 417b16–b28). Finally, a third example of complex
homonymy occurs in the discussion about paronymous terms, those related
by case endings. Here Aristotle’s claim is that if one form of a term has var-
ious senses, the other forms do also (cf. 106b29–30). He gives the example
of the related terms “healthy (to; uJgiεinovn) and “healthily” (to; uJgiεin

+

wı),
noting that “healthy means what produces, preserves, or indicates health”
(106b36). He then infers that “healthily” bears a similar range of senses.
This definition of the healthy is nearly identical to that in Meta. Gamma 2,
namely, “the healthy is always related to health, either as preserving it, or
making it, or indicating it, or receiving it” (1003a35–b1). Meta. Gamma 2
defines the healthy in relation to four states: making (poiεi�n), preserving
(�ulavttεin), indicating (shmaivnεin), and receiving (dεvkomai). The defini-
tion in Top. Alpha 15 is nearly identical, stating that the healthy is what
can produce (poihtikovn), preserve (�ulaktikovn), or indicate (shmantikovn)
health (106b35–36). Thus, the Top. Alpha 15 definition mentions three of
the four states, but Aristotle’s focus differs from Meta. Gamma 2 (1003a32–
b1), where it is concerned with developing the implications of the healthy
and the medical for being.53 Yet the general structure of relations among
the relata is the same in Top. Alpha 15, inasmuch as producing, preserving,
and indicating health are related to a single primary item, health. So, the
definition of healthy in Top. Alpha 15 is given as “what produces, preserves,
or indicates health” (106b36), which is in substantial agreement with the
definition in Meta. Gamma 2. As in the previous cases, we see that the results
of asking “how many ways” something is said in Top. Alpha 15 yield initial
definitions that closely mirror their tested, philosophical counterparts. This
finding shows that the results of dialectical reasoning using to posachōs can
serve as the foundation to philosophical inquiry, as we see from texts such

53 In Meta. Gamma 2, systematic homonymy may be seen as signaling a distinction between
accidental and essential predication, being a mode of predication in which a term is used
“with respect to one thing, and some one nature” (pro;ı ε }n kai; mivan tina; �uvsin, 1003a33),
as developed in chapters 3 and 4 of this work.
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as DA and Meta. This observation also diminishes the force of the charge
about there being a theoretical shift in the uses to which homonymy is put
in Topics versus in Meta., for example.

There is a further argument about a lack of continuity in the method
used within Top. Alpha 15 that requires comment. According to one inter-
pretation, the differences in Aristotle’s technical terminology signal differ-
ent dates of composition within the chapter itself. Specifically, it is claimed
that the shift from something being “said in many ways” (pollachōs legetai,
pleonachōs legetai) to something being called homōnymos signals different views
and indicates different dates of composition.54 If this were true, and one part
of the chapter could be found to reflect a single usage, one might hypoth-
esize different dates and, thereby, suggest the reason for what appears to
be related, as well as accidental, homōnyma in Top. Alpha 15. But one can-
not make the case for a single usage throughout a single part, and this
undermines the view that “said in many ways” and homōnymos mark gen-
uine differences so that the part using homōnymos (e.g., 107a3–107b37) is
later in position than that using pleonachōs.55 The difficulty is that the part
of the chapter using homōnymos, that claimed to be later in composition,
also uses pollachōs or pleonachōs with legetai in the phrase “said in many ways”
(107a34).56 The opposite also holds true: the part thought to be earlier,
employing “said in many ways” as its characteristic phrase, also employs
homōnymos three times: in reference to the fine (kalon, 106a22), to loving
(philein, 106b3–4), and light (leukos) and dark (melas, 106b8–9). Since the
section of the chapter uses the phrase “said in many ways” in conjunction
with homōnymos, the implication is that Aristotle is employing the terms inter-
changeably. The overall conclusion drawn is that homōnymos is used in Alpha
15 to signify the results of the familiar strategy of asking “how many ways”
something is said or is used. In this regard, the analytical method of Top.
Alpha 15 stands unified, and becomes closer in character and appearance
to that posed at the outset of Meta. Gamma 2.

2.5 Conclusions

Reviewing the argument patterns and the results obtained in Top. Alpha 15,
it is possible to discern two main uses of homonymy in Topics Alpha. The first
involves a simple negative test, that of detecting accidental homonymy, while

54 The suggestion about discontinuity is made by Smith (1997, 97–99). A different view about
the dating of Topics as a whole is offered by Huby (1962), who finds that Top. A 7–18
constitutes the earlier central core of the work.

55 At issue is the discussion at 107a3–17 about the homonymy of the good, which is taken as
marking the later portion of the chapter (107a3–107b37); cf. Smith (1997, 98).

56 Smith (1997, 98) notes the anomaly, suggesting that it signals an earlier portion of the
chapter concerning contraries; but as this portion also finds that the contraries bright and
dark are “equivocal” (homōnymon, 106b8–9), the evidence is not conclusive.
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the other surpasses the negative test. The second function goes beyond the
detection of simple equivocation to find a non-accidental basis among the
relata having the same name. As discussed, the complex use of homonymy
in Top. Alpha 15 is evident in Aristotle’s analyses of three different homony-
mous examples, seeing, perceiving, and healthy. In these cases, Aristo-
tle employs homonymy for the sake of finding connections among non-
accidental, shared attributes that are present among the relata. In this way,
he will be better able to frame initial definitions of things or states. In addi-
tion to detecting the complex use of homonymy in Top. Alpha 15, we note
that some of Aristotle’s results, for example, about the healthy and the med-
ical, are remarkably similar to the tested definitions of the same things given
in Meta. Gamma 2. We observe analogous results concerning the cases of
seeing and sensing from Top. Alpha 15 and the definitions in DA Beta 2
and 5. Such comparative definitional evidence supports the serious aim of
argumentation in Top., and also weakens the argument that homonymy in
Top. Alpha 15 is discontinuous with that in Meta. Gamma 2. As I have noted,
no evidence shows that Aristotle overturns the so-called dialectical results of
Top. Alpha 15 for the philosophical conclusions reached in Meta. Gamma 2
or DA Beta 5. Rather, Aristotle’s distinctions about the healthy and the med-
ical in Meta. Gamma 2 are logically entailed by the accounts of the healthy
and the medical in Top. Alpha 15. This shows that the results reached by
dialectical argument and homonymy in Top. Alpha 15 correctly reveal how
things stand in nature. In this regard, the theory of related homonymy can
be argued as building on the methods for discerning ambiguity introduced
in Top. Alpha 15. Not only does Meta. Gamma 2 employ the results reached
about the medical and the healthy in Alpha 15 for its argument about being,
but we find some of the same topoi, or argument patterns, from Top. Alpha 15
present in Meta. Gamma and Zeta, specifically, in those chapters mentioning
the pros hen, or related, nature of certain common terms or things. What
stands out as different about homonymy in Meta. Gamma 2, Zeta 1, and
elsewhere is that there Aristotle is primarily concerned with employing it
for advancing his philosophical investigations about trans-categorial predi-
cates, such as being.
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3

Systematic Homonymy

3.0 Overview of Core-Related Homonymy

Homonymy in Aristotle’s Topics plays a distinct role in detecting non-
synonymy and clarifying terms that are used in making up propositions for
use in dialectical arguments. As we have seen, the results that homonymy
achieves in Top. Alpha 15 by asking “how many ways” (to posachōs) something
is said are often negative, yet we may begin to understand how the defini-
tions of related things stand to one another, as in the case of the healthy
(cf. Top. 106b35–37, 107b7–12). While it is evident that the Topics is not
primarily concerned with explaining how dialectical method is applicable
to the philosophical sciences (cf. 101a27–28), Aristotle’s suggestion is by
its use in revealing the natures of things. But, in any case, the explanation
of the connection between dialectical method and the philosophical sci-
ences has to be made by looking to other texts. Following our study of the
method of homonymy as operating through “how many ways” something is
said in Top. Alpha 15, I propose to discuss the operation of homonymy in
works devoted to central, philosophical investigations, such as that of being1

in Meta. Gamma and Zeta. This discussion calls for an examination of the
other aspects of the method of homonymy, what I have called the positive
and synthetic aspects. Following the exposition of systematic, core-related
homonymy, we shall turn to examine its use in regard to some common
notions such as being, friendship, and nature in subsequent chapters. The
development and application of systematic homonymy to the procedure of
scientific inquiry and scientific reasoning will be explained in chapter 6.

The real advance of a theory of systematic homonymy consists in provid-
ing a method for moving from many uses toward a single or dominant use

1 I prefer to use the term being in italics, instead of in quotes, to indicate that Aristotle means to
refer to real items in the categories and not merely to words; however, at times, it seems more
natural to use “being,” as when he states that “being” is said in many ways (Meta. 1003a33).

77
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of a common term. That Aristotle has the intuition of simplifying the many
into one even in Top. Alpha 15 is, I think, evident from his discussion of
related homonyms in that chapter. As I have observed in chapter 2, there
is a striking similarity between the related homonyms mentioned in Top.
Alpha 15 and in Meta. Gamma 2. Let us consider one central example, the
healthy, from Top. Alpha 15. Initially, he mentions how the term hygieinon,
or “healthy,” bears different senses (pleonachōs), detailing them as follows:
“healthy means what produces [poiētikon], preserves [phulaktikon], or indi-
cates [sēmantikon], health” (106b35–36). Later, he returns to the example
of the healthy to explain how terms used in definitions need to be analyzed
in case they are masking ambiguities.2 For example, in a general definition
of kinds of healthy things, we might find the defining phrase “commensu-
rably related to health” (107b8–9), where “commensurably” might be seen
as ambiguous and, so, purged from the definition. In both this and the pre-
vious occurrence, Aristotle indicates the centrality of health itself in all defi-
nitions given (cf. 107b10–12). This point is more evident in the first case in
Top. Alpha 15, where health is that to which the cases of producing, preserv-
ing, and indicating refer (cf. Top. 106b35–36). This mapping of instances of
the healthy in reference to one dominant instance in Top. Alpha 15 reflects
the shape of an analytical structure foretelling that in Meta. Gamma 2, where
Aristotle provides a complete explanation of the interrelationship among
its uses. As noted in chapter 2, in Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle makes explicit
that the healthy is always used in relation to health itself, “either as preserv-
ing it, making it, indicating it, or receiving it” (1003a35–b1). Aristotle thus
sets out the relations among the various components making up the healthy
such that the primary referent is health, and the other uses of healthy are
dependent on it and are defined in such a way as to clarify their relationship
to the primary case. In this regard, we may suggest that the healthy regi-
men preserves health, and the healthy body indicates health, or is a sign of
health.

To move beyond the initial, analytical stage of Top. Alpha 15, that of prolif-
erating various uses of a term, Aristotle needs an algorithm that explains how
the different uses of the term, or predicate, are related so as to constitute
an organized whole. As we have seen, the phase of homonymy developed
in Top. Alpha 15 is largely concerned with discerning different and perhaps
distinct uses of a given term. But to prove useful in finding similarities,

2 The stage of definition under way at Top. Alpha 15, 107b8–9, appears to consist in looking
for an account that is common to both of the subordinate definitions, as “what is commen-
surably related to health” includes both “what indicates health” and “what produces health.”
Whereas this more general account is acceptable as long as “commensurably” is being used
synonymously, Aristotle contends that it is not. For, in regard to the latter, he says that it
means what is “of such an amount” (tosou�ton, tosouton) to produce health, whereas in the
former it means what is “of such a quality” (toiou�ton, toiouton) to indicate the condition of
health (107b10–12).
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there must be a further synthetic stage at which the multiplicity is unified or
reduced in some fashion. With a formula able to create the reduction, Aris-
totle would be equipped with a tool able not only to discern differences, but
to describe their inter-relations. The structure that will allow for the reduc-
tion and inter-relation of the instances is that concerning the dependence
of certain uses on a primary use so as to reflect a correct logical or natural
priority among the related items. As was suggested in chapter 1, Aristotle
may have grasped the notion of asymmetrical dependency that he employs
in systematic homonymy on the basis of considering the relation between
Forms and eponymous particulars (chapter 1, sections 1.4 and 1.5). For, the
Platonic theory depends on particular things with the same name having
a certain character in virtue of which we infer their relation to a primary
referent, the Form. Furthermore, it is undeniable that eponymy implies
more than the linguistic priority of Forms to particulars (i.e., that partic-
ulars are “named after” Forms), the pivotal kind of priority being causal.
So, we might say that Forms have causal priority to particulars in every way
but material, given Aristotle’s fourfold theory of causation. So, when, in the
final proof in Phd., Soul is declared to be the cause of the life in a living
body (cf. 105c9–10), Socrates states that this implies that whenever Soul
“takes hold” of something, it brings life to it (105d3–4). Again, in the ascent
passage in Symposium, Socrates says that when we look at the “main sea of
beauty” (Sym. 210d4) to find the cause and explanation of beautiful things,
we are directed to the Form of beauty (cf. Sym. 210e2–6). Forms are cer-
tainly primary in various ways, including being ontologically prior, as well
being the moving, formal, and final causes of the character in particulars of
the same name. The similarities (as discussed in chapter 1) between Plato’s
theory of naming and Aristotle’s theory of systematic homonymy make it
reasonable to search for an analogous form of explanation in Aristotle’s
theory about related predicates. Specifically, the hypothesis being offered
concerns whether a similar structure of priority is discernible in Aristotle’s
account of related, systematic homonymy.

3.1 Aristotle’s Causal Account of Related Homonymy

A central question to be addressed concerns what kind of analysis is capable
of revealing the internal relationships behind the multiple uses of a com-
mon predicate. Alternatively, we may ask by what theoretical process Aris-
totle moves from an analytic to a synthetic stage in the process of finding
relationships among homonymous things. Our discussion about systematic
homonymy has centered on the notion that among the multiple instances
of a predicate, one case is conceptually primary and the others are derived,
or secondary, in the sense that they are defined or understood in light of the
primary case. Yet the foundation for the dependence at the level of defini-
tions or accounts seems to lie at another level or on a further feature of the
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related homōnyma. In seeking to uncover the reason for which the instances
of the common term display the set of relations to one another that they
do, one should attend to the ways in which the attributes of a subject are
causally related to one another. Given the influence of Plato’s account of
eponymy (with its emphasis on the relations between Forms and particulars)
on Aristotle’s thinking about kinds of predication, it is not unreasonable
to think that causal relations might form the basis for the organization of
related homonyms in Aristotle’s theory. If we can determine the formula
according to which multiple instances of related homonyms are systemati-
cally related, we will be able to provide the explanation for the organization
at work in what we have called systematic homonymy.

To explain the basic structure of the philosophically significant kind of
homonymy, we should try to see what role causal dependence plays among
the uses of homonymous things. The clearest recent exposition of this issue
is provided by the full-length study of homonymy by Chris Shields (1999),
which provides an account of related homonymy that takes causal relations
to be primary. In developing his causal interpretation of related homonymy,
Shields builds on the suggestion provided by Cajetan in regard to his treat-
ment of what is known as “the analogy of attribution,” as developed in De
Nomine Analogia (1934).3 The innovation in Cajetan’s interpretation of
Aristotle’s theory of analogy (synonymous with core-related homonymy)
arises from his intuition that instances of a related homonym may be
causally related to one another. Cajetan claims that when Aristotle declares
one instance of a related homonym “primary,” he means that this instance
is causally prior in one of the four causal modes to the other instances. So,
according to Cajetan, in the case of the healthy, the secondary instances are
all related to the final cause, health, and in the case of the medical, the sec-
ondary instances are all related to the efficient cause, medicine (De Nom. An.
II, 9). For his part, Shields wants to hold onto Cajetan’s notion of a causal set
of relations among the homōnyma, while rejecting certain other details in the
proposal.4 A significant area of difference between the two accounts consists
in that Shields does not follow Cajetan in thinking that the secondary (or
derived) instances are all related to the primary instance in the same way
or that the primary instance is causally prior to all the secondary instances.
Instead, Shields proposes that the secondary instances are related in any of
the four causal relations to the primary, or core, instance of the homonym.5

3 See Shields (1999, 110ff.) for his account of Cajetan’s proposal. It may be noted that
Cajetan’s classification of analogy falls into three types, namely, inequality, attribution, and
proportionality; what is termed related homonymy belongs to “analogy of attribution” (see
Cajetan 1934, De Nom. An. II. 9). For discussion of Cajetan’s tripartite classification, see
McInerny (1992) and Ashworth (1995, 64).

4 See Shields (1999, 111).
5 Shields gives a more complex formulation of the causal interpretation of related homonymy,

which he terms “four-causal core primacy” (FCCP), which consists in: “Necessarily, if (i) a is
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More specifically, on Shields’ account, given that a and b are instances of
the homonym F, “necessarily, if a is a core instance of F-ness, then b’s being
F stands in one of the four causal relations to a’s being F, and a’s being F is
asymmetrically responsible for the existence of b’s being F.”6 So, for exam-
ple, the healthy regimen produces, or makes, health in the sense of being
an efficient cause of health, and the healthy complexion indicates, or is a
sign of, health in the sense that the healthy complexion is efficiently caused
by health. Even the secondary instance of the healthy, that which is said to
be “receptive of health,” can be accommodated on the causal analysis where
the plausible candidate for being “receptive of health” is the body or a bodily
part, such as blood or arteries, for these may be said to be a material cause of
health.

In general, the foregoing modifications to the causal analysis that Shields
mentions have advantages over the account developed by Cajetan. In partic-
ular, the causal interpretation of core-related homonymy that Shields devel-
ops has the virtue that it limits the ways in which the secondary instances
can be related to the primary instance of the homonymous thing, and it also
allows a certain flexibility among the ways in which the secondary instances
may be related to the primary instance. However, the four-causal account
of related homonymy that Shields proposes is not without its attendant
problems. As I see it, he offers an analytical framework that is too weak in
one respect and too strong in another. As a consequence, it appears that
one feature of Cajetan’s original account actually proves to be more useful
than another included in Shields’ own account. In what follows, I propose
a revised version of Shields’ four-causal account.

To begin a brief critical review of Shields’ theory, his four-causal account is
too strong insofar as it includes formal causation among the causal relations.
If formal causation were to hold between the primary and secondary cases,
the related homonymous things would have the same form or attribute,
and this would imply that the things were synonymous, which is impossible.
Shields tries to avoid this result by suggesting there is a distinction in the way
that the form inheres in the two things involved. He argues that in some cases
of formal causation, the resultant form does not inhere in the thing in the
same way that it does in the causal agent. By way of an example, he proposes
the difference between the way in which the sense faculty receives the form
of the sensible object without the matter and the way in which the sensible
form inheres in the sensible thing (cf. DA Beta 12, 424a18–19). Whether
Shields’ suggestion works depends on the aptness of the parallel between
sense perception and the causal relations obtaining among homonyma.
Among the recent views on Aristotle’s account of sense perception, Shields

F and b is F, (ii) F-ness is associatively homonymous, and (iii) a is a core instance of F-ness,
then b’s being F stands in one of the four causal relations to a’s being F” (Shields 1999, 111).

6 On the constitutive conditions for core-dependent homonymy, see Shields (1999, 124–25).
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favors what is, in general, a non-reductive approach.7 According to this view,
while the exercise of sense perception involves sense organs, the activity of
perceiving does not consist in a simple, physical alteration (alloiōsis) of the
sense organs. To the contrary, it is argued that, in DA Beta 12, when the sense
receives the sensible form without the matter, this notion depends on the
idea that the sense faculty encodes the qualities of the sensible objects rather
than instantiating them.8 More specifically, in the activity of perception, the
form of the sensible object acts on the sense faculty so as to make the faculty
“correspond to” the sensible quality, although not in the sense that the sense
becomes materially similar to the sensible object. Given the non-reductive
view of sense perception being described, the kind of formal causation that
obtains between the sensible object and the sense faculty in act does not
depend on a sensible form being transmitted to and subsisting in the sense
in the same way that it subsists in the sensible object.9 Since the sensible
form does not inhere in the same way in the causal source (the sensible) as
in the effect (the perceiver), Shields argues that sense perception provides
a good example of non-standard formal causation. In turn, this implication
is taken to show that there exists one situation in which formal causation
does not imply sameness of character and synonymy.10

Shields’ argument that sense perception requires a non-standard inter-
pretation of formal causation is not being questioned here. For, I concur
that sense perception involves the transmission of form by the agent (the
sensible thing) to the patient (the perceiver and sense faculty) with the latter
being modified so as to become formally like the agent. But the issue at hand
concerns whether sense perception provides the kind of model of formal
causation, non-standard or otherwise, that could serve as an explanation
of causation in cases of core-dependent homonymy; I do not think this is
the case. One consideration involves the fact that the causation involved in
sense perception is sui generis due to the nature of sensible matter: percep-
tion involves a kind of change in the sense organ that is unique because of its
capacity for sensible awareness. In this regard, the activity of sense percep-
tion depends on certain features, like awareness and representation, which

7 For differing materialist interpretations of Aristotle’s theory of sense perception, see Slakey
(1961) and Sorabji (1974/1979; 1992); in contrast, Burnyeat (1992, 21) holds that the
doctrine about the reception of form without matter in DA Beta 12 signifies a change to
sensible awareness, not a material or physiological change, and see Silverman (1989) for a
similar non-reductive account of color perception.

8 For contrastive discussions about the extent to which the activity of perception is essentially
a physical or material change in the organs, see, e.g., Ward (1988), Everson (1997, esp.
ch. 2), and Burnyeat (2002).

9 The strict identification of the changes involved in sense perception with common alteration
(alloiōsis) forms one strand of the reductive interpretation, on which see Slakey (1961) and
Sorabji (1972; 1974/1979; 1992).

10 See Shields (1999, 116).
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are not present in other kinds of causal processes in other kinds of matter
(e.g., non-sensible kinds). Yet these features would have to be present in
the core-related subjects of which the causation is to take place in order to
support the analogy Shields suggests. Furthermore, he does not explain pre-
cisely how the non-standard formal causation found in perception obtains
in other cases. Since the burden of proof is on Shields to establish how this
kind of non-standard formal causation works outside sense perception, I
am not persuaded. Thus, invoking the kind of formal causation involved
in sense perception seems insufficient to explain how the causal account
of core-related homonymy can use this kind of causation. Furthermore,
even if we were to consider a non-standard kind of formal causation, as in
sense perception, we do not find it at work in Aristotle’s explanations of
core-related homonymy. So, if we consider some of Aristotle’s cases of core-
dependent homonymy, such as the medical, we see that he does not think
that the medical tool or the medical operation, for example, are formally
caused by medicine. Nor is health the formal cause of the healthy diet or
of the healthy regimen. The point about the relations among such cases is
that they are related by some kind of relation other than formal causation,
which is precisely why there is a difficulty in defining it.

Another reason weighing against Shields’ suggestion about the presence
of (non-standard) formal causation is that none of the textual examples
describing the apparently causal relations among homonymous things men-
tions formal causes specifically. As Shields concedes, no Aristotelian text
claims that the primary homonymous instance is the formal cause of the sec-
ondary instance. So, for example, none of the standard instances of causally
dependent homonymy, such as the medical or the healthy, exhibit a pattern
of formal causation. They do, however, reflect other kinds of causal rela-
tions, such as being the material, final, or moving causes of another related
homonymous thing. In sum, appealing to the non-standard case of formal
causation involved in sense perception is not adequate for the explanation
of the relations among cases of homonymy because they do not involve the
kinds of causation as that involved in things with the capacity for percep-
tion and, generally, for mental states. Nor is formal causation itself to be
considered a mode of causation insofar as it would provide the basis for an
identical shared feature that would qualify as a relation of synonymy. So, for
these reasons, it seems that we should not include formal causation among
the causes involved among related homōnyma.11

One other aspect of Shields’ account of causal core-related homonymy
merits comment, that concerning the priority of one instance over the

11 Cajetan does not include the formal cause at work in his four-causal account of analogy by
attribution; rather, he terms the fourth cause the “exemplary cause,” which, according to
Scholastic terminology, refers to one of the “extrinsic causes,” including the efficient and
final causes, in contrast to “intrinsic causes,” which include the formal and material causes
(cf. Wuellner 1956, 19).
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others. A basic implication of describing one instance of the related
homōnyma as primary and the others as secondary is surely that the primary
instance exhibits a kind of causal priority over the secondary instances. Yet
according to Shields, the kind of priority involved is not causal. He specifi-
cally denies that the primary instance is the causal source in any of Aristo-
tle’s senses of cause, suggesting instead that the primary instance possesses
a kind of “primitive” priority that cannot be reduced to any of the familiar
kinds.12 These are, according to Aristotle, priority in time, in order, in value,
in knowledge, in existence, and in nature (Cat. 12, 14a26–b13; Meta. Delta
11).13 Having considered the various types of priority, Shields concludes that
among core-related homōnyma, the primary instance is “in a way the cause
of the existence” of the secondary instance in the sense that the character
of the secondary instance “is itself derived from the source’s character.”14

Yet as I see it, Shields’ account of the priority of the primary over the sec-
ondary instances gives rise to an internal contradiction. For, Shields tries
to explain the primacy of the core instance over the derived instances by
making reference to a non-causal priority he terms “primitive priority,” and
yet when he attempts to explain what sort of priority this is, he cannot do so
without making reference to a kind of causal relation between the primary
instance and the secondary instances. So, the notion of “primitive priority”
that is supposed to be non-causal in nature has to presuppose a causal rela-
tion between the core instance and the secondary instances or it remains
uncharacterized.

Shields resists admitting that the core instance possesses a kind of causal
priority over the secondary instances, However, since the notion of “primi-
tive priority” cannot stand on its own as an explanation of the priority of the
core instance over the derived instances, I find that Shields’ four-causal core
account requires some modifications. What is missing from Shields’ concep-
tion of the causal account of homonymy concerns the sense in which the
primary instance bears a kind of causal priority over the secondary instances.
In this regard, I think that Cajetan’s suggestion that the core homonym is the
causal source for secondary, or derived, cases is the correct one. Later in this
chapter, I discuss further the ways in which the notion of “primitive priority”
does not fit what Aristotle says about how homōnyma are related. But before
turning to this discussion, we should discuss the revisions to core-dependent
homonymy.

As I have indicated, we reach a better framework for understanding
causal, core-related homonymy by eliminating formal cause and returning

12 See Shields (1999, 125–26).
13 The list of senses of priority is much more detailed in Meta. Delta 11 than in Cat. 12; the fuller

list in Meta. is longer than what I have enumerated; here what I have mentioned includes
the senses of being “prior” that are more relevant for the purposes of analyzing related
homonymy.

14 See Shields (1999, 124–25).
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to Cajetan’s notion of exemplary cause. The main reason for avoiding the
formal cause, as we have seen, concerns the problem that formal causa-
tion involves causal relation with the effect that two things possess the same
nature and, so, are synonymous. Since formal causation involves difficulties,
I propose to substitute the exemplary cause along with efficient, final, and
material causes as ways of organizing primary and secondary instances of
homonyms.15 By way of brief description, the exemplary cause is an extrin-
sic cause in the sense that it is external to its effect (unlike the formal cause).
To be more specific, the exemplary cause is a type of cause that is related to
the thing caused as the model is related to the product made or the thing
done.16 In this regard, Cajetan mentions Aristotle’s discussion about the
unity of the good in EN Alpha 7, 1096b27–30, to understand the idea of
the exemplary cause. And although the exemplary cause is not recognized
by Aristotle as a distinct kind of cause, we find something akin to it being
mentioned in relation to the notion of model (paradeigma) and cause in
Phys. Beta 3, 194b26.17 Therefore, it is not without precedent in Aristotle’s
thinking about causes. So, if we may arrive at a list of causes that does not
include the formal cause, we shall avoid the possibility that some primary
and secondary cases of homonymy share a common character and, so, are
synonymous. Since the exemplary cause consists in being a kind of causal
relation that does not require intrinsic causation, it seems more promising
than the formal cause as a basis for analyzing core-related homōnyma.

In addition to the advantage conferred by including the suggested list
of causes for the analysis of core-related homonymy, the revised account is
preferable on two grounds. First, the primacy of the core homonym is taken
as meaning that this instance is causally prior to the secondary instances in
one of the four causal modes. Second, the explanation for the distinction
between the core and derived cases consists in the fact that the core instance
of the homonym realizes the character formally, or in virtue of itself, in con-
trast to the secondary instances that possess it by “extrinsic denomination”
(De Nom. An., II. 10). On the account suggested, the secondary instances
are extrinsic denominations of the homonymous predicate, whereas the
primary instance alone is admitted as having an intrinsic denomination.
According to Cajetan’s commentary (S.T. I, 6, 4), an extrinsic denomina-
tion depends on the relationship of one thing to another, as in the case
of the predicate “healthy” where, to use Cajetan’s example, urine is called
“healthy” in virtue of its relation to health, or as being a sign of bodily health.

15 Cajetan considers the exemplary cause to be what is signified by Aristotle’s suggestion that
the good is one by analogy in EN Alpha 6, 1096a27–30.

16 The exemplary cause may be thought as similar to a kind of final cause insofar as it is
considered to be “the model, plan or idea that the agent deliberately imitates in his action”
(Wuellner 1956, 77), but in itself, it is distinct from a formal cause.

17 Charleton suggests there is an Academic slant to Aristotle’s pairing of model (paradeigma)
and form (eidos) in the discussion of causes at Phys. Beta 3, 194b26 (Charleton 1970, 100).
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In contrast to cases of intrinsic denomination where he claims that the form
of the characteristic (the perfection) is present in the denominated thing,
cases of extrinsic denomination preclude the presence of a formal similar-
ity between the two things. So, the notion of extrinsic denomination better
supports the textual evidence concerning the relation of the secondary to
the primary instances. As was noted, if there were a possibility for the pri-
mary instance to be the formal cause of the secondary instance, the two
instances would have the same characteristic in the same way, and the result
would be a case of synonymy rather than homonymy. Since Cajetan’s analy-
sis precludes there being a relation involving an intrinsic denomination of
the secondary instance, his account also rules out formal causation hold-
ing between the primary and secondary instances of the related homonym.
This result is preferable to Shields’ account, because, as I have suggested, it
becomes impossible to see what it would mean to find non-standard formal
causation present in the secondary instances of the homonym.

Cajetan’s account, therefore, has certain advantages: on his proposal, the
primacy of the core instance of the homonym depends on two features of
the core-related homonym that are clearly evident in Aristotle’s discussion
of core-related homonymy. First, the core instance alone is that which is
the formal realization of the characteristic, and second, the core instance
or its account is mentioned in the definitions of the secondary instances
(De Nom. An., II. 10, 14). We might say that for Cajetan the core instance is
logically as well as metaphysically prior to the secondary instances, and this
fact is also borne out by Aristotle’s examples of core-dependent homonymy.
In summary, Cajetan’s account contains certain features that make it more
adequate for interpreting Aristotle’s discussion of related homonymy than
Shields’ account. However, the theory of causal core-related homonymy I
adopt employs Shields’ four-causal framework, with the modifications I have
suggested following Cajetan.

3.2 The Causal Analyses of the Healthy and the Medical

On the revised causal account of core-dependent or systematic homonymy,
we have a theory that includes aspects of Cajetan’s and Shields’ accounts,
consisting in four characteristics: (1) the primary and secondary instances
of the character are related through one of four causes, efficient, final, mate-
rial, exemplary; (2) the primary and the secondary instances of the character
may have different causal relations to one another; (3) the causal connection
between the primary and secondary instances must hold insofar as both are
considered to be instances of the common predicate; and (4) the secondary
instances are so called in relation to the primary instance, which has the char-
acter signified by the term “intrinsically.” In addition, the relationship of the
secondary to the primary instance reflects a dependence of definition and
also, at times, a metaphysical dependence, according to the given predicate.
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Clarification of these features will emerge as we move into the analyses of
two standard examples of core-dependent, related homonymy, namely, the
healthy and the medical.

3.3 Core-Dependent Homōnyma: The Healthy

As we have mentioned previously, Aristotle’s discussions of the healthy occur
in both Topics and Metaphysics. But since the accounts that he gives of the
healthy are not exactly identical between these works, we need to summarize
the discussions in each. First, in Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle presents the healthy
in the following terms: “healthy” means “what can produce [poiētikon] or
preserve [phulaktikon] or indicate [sēmantikon] health” (106b36). His analy-
sis of the healthy in Meta. Gamma 2 is more complete insofar as he notes that
healthy things are always related to one thing, health, “either as preserving
it, making it, indicating it, or receiving it” (1003a35–b1). The passage in
Meta. Kappa 3 is similar, but briefer: “The same is true of the healthy, for
one thing [is healthy] because it indicates health, another because it pro-
duces health” (1061a5–7). The passage concerning healthy things in Meta.
Gamma 2 makes it clear that health itself is the primary instance of the term
and that the secondary instances are relative to the primary one. But the pas-
sages mentioned do not specify any candidates for the secondary instances,
which stand in the various causal relations to the primary instance, health.
So, we might ask what it is that preserves, or makes, or indicates, health.
We might do well to follow Shields’ suggestions: we might say that a healthy
regimen “preserves” health, a healthy diet “makes” health, a healthy com-
plexion “indicates” health, and a healthy body “is receptive of” health.18

Then the task is to provide an analysis of each of these relations between
the secondary instances of the healthy and the primary instance of health
in terms of one of the four causal relations allowed within core-dependent
homonymy. In the case of the healthy regimen, it is clear that a certain kind
of life, or certain kinds of habits, preserve or guard (phulattein) health, in the
sense of providing a means for continuing health. For example, we might
say that following certain activities, such as exercising, having moderation
in eating and drinking, and forbearing other kinds of activities, like smok-
ing, preserves health. Furthermore, it is plausible that practicing certain
activities and habits, such as exercising or being moderate in eating and
drinking, comprise a healthy regimen, and that this constitutes an efficient
cause of health by serving as the means by which health is preserved. In
similar fashion, we might say that following a healthy diet – eating certain
kinds of foods and not other kinds – contributes to, or makes (poiein) health
in the sense that a healthy diet is an efficient cause of health. In both cases,
namely, the regimen that “guards” health, and the diet that “makes” health,

18 See Shields (1999, 112–14).
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the secondary instances of the healthy are related to the primary instance,
health itself, by being efficient, or moving, causes of health. Since we con-
sider health itself – the good physical condition of a living thing – to be the
primary instance of the healthy, it makes sense to argue that the healthy
regimen and the healthy diet produce or give rise to health in the sense of
being the means by which that condition is reached. Therefore, in these two
instances of the healthy, one finds that the secondary instances act as the
efficient, or moving, causes of the primary instance, health itself.

The analysis of the other secondary instances of the healthy is not congru-
ent with that of the previous two in regard to the direction of causal influ-
ence. In the former, the direction of the moving causes is toward the primary
instance of health, whereas it is not so in the latter. The two cases in question
concern the way in which either a part of the body, say, the complexion, or
the whole body is related to health. In the first case, the healthy complexion
is said to be that which indicates (sēmeion) health; in the second, the healthy
body is that which is receptive of (dēktikon) of health. These examples do not
fit the previous model, according to which the secondary instances bring
about the primary instance – as a certain regimen or certain diet are healthy
insofar as they bring about, or efficiently cause, health. As it turns out, with
the healthy complexion and healthy body, the causal relation moves in the
opposite direction. In the first example where something, say, a complex-
ion, is healthy by “indicating” health, we find that the secondary item is seen
as the effect of health insofar as health brings about a healthy complexion.
In this case, then, the primary instance, health, is the efficient cause of the
secondary instance, the healthy complexion. The same relation obtaining
between health and the healthy complexion holds in the case of the healthy
body: the healthy body is the result of health, and so, the secondary instance
is efficiently caused by the primary instance. In the case of both the healthy
complexion and the healthy body, then, the primary instance is the mov-
ing or efficient cause of the secondary instances; this reverses the causal
direction seen in that of the healthy diet and regimen where the secondary
instances are the moving causes of the primary instance.

The variation in the causal direction among the primary and secondary
instances of the homōnyma lends flexibility to the overall scheme. So, for
example, the efficient causation may move from the secondary instances to
the primary, as with the healthy regimen and the healthy diet leading to
health, or from the primary instance to the secondary ones, as with health
leading to the healthy complexion or healthy body. On the account being
adopted, a reversal in the direction of causal influence from the primary
to the secondary instance is not problematic, since either the primary or
the secondary instance may function as the causal origin of the other.19

19 In contrast, Shields specifies the causal relation as obtaining where “b’s being F stands in
one of the four causal relations to a’s being F,” where a stands for the primary instance, b for
the secondary instance, and F for the related homonymous predicate (Shields 1999, 111).
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Furthermore, we do not have an equivocation of what health itself is in the
two cases. For example, with the healthy regimen and the healthy diet, the
secondary instances are the efficient causes of health – which is here under-
stood as the state of the healthy body. Similarly, the healthy complexion is
efficiently caused by health, again understood as the healthy constitution,
or body. The primary instance, health – understood as a certain good phys-
ical state – is the same in both these examples in the sense that the same
characteristic is causing or being caused by the secondary instances. But
the difference in what “healthy” signifies depends on whether a primary or
secondary use is at issue. In the primary use, “healthy” refers to an intrinsic
feature of the body, not to some extrinsic feature. By extension, health itself,
considered to be a state of the body, is the primary instance of the healthy
due to an intrinsic denomination in the cases of the healthy regimen and diet
that produce the healthy body. However, while health is an efficient cause of
a healthy complexion, it does not follow that having a healthy constitution
always produces a healthy complexion, as one may have one without the
other. The non-regularity of efficient causation is perfectly consistent with
natural causation in the sub-lunar sphere, which allows for the inclusion of
additional factors that impede the effect that happens naturally, or “for the
most part.”20

To complete the analysis of the healthy, we need to give an interpretation
of something that is healthy in the sense of being receptive of health and, also,
to find which causal connection this relation may signify. This secondary
use of the healthy appears to raise some interpretive difficulties insofar as
“x being receptive of y” does not suggest either that x is an efficient cause of
y or that y is an efficient cause of x. Indeed, being receptive of does not imme-
diately call to mind any of the causal relations mentioned. However, “being
receptive of health” may be considered as referring to something having the
capacity to become healthy, and this may reasonably be suggested to refer to
some material part of the body, such as the muscle or the blood.21 So consid-
ered, a physical part of the body then may be said to be receptive of health
in the sense in which this physical part may be said to function as a material
cause of the healthy body. Here Shields’ suggestion about what is receptive
of health, namely, good arteries as a material cause of health, is persuasive.
For it gives us a reasonable explanation of how a secondary instance of the
healthy can be considered to be a material cause of the primary instance of
health. However, there is one problem with this interpretation of material
cause; to see this, we need to introduce a further way of understanding what
it is to be a material cause of health.

Another interpretation of how to read material causation in the case of
health arises from Cajetan’s notion of material cause as referring to what is

20 Shields (1999, 113–14) is right in noting the non-uniformity of the effect, the healthy com-
plexion, from the cause, healthy body.

21 As suggested by Shields (1999, 114).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c03 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:14

90 Systematic Homonymy

acted on “as subject” (ad unum subjectum, De Nom. An., II, 9). Accordingly,
we assume that what is acted on as subject is the whole body, not a part,
and that the body as subject is what is receptive of health. This interpre-
tation takes us along a line of consideration different from that of matter
as a part of the body. According to this view, matter is thought of as being
the constituent matter of the compound thing. But we differentiate the two
instances of health in similar fashion as before: namely, the healthy body is
that which is denominated as the secondary instance of health, and health
itself is the primary instance. These are causally related insofar as the sec-
ondary instance, the healthy body, is acted on as subject by that which is the
primary instance, health. However, on Cajetan’s interpretation, we consider
the whole body rather than a part of the body (e.g., muscle, bone, artery)
as the material cause of health. Initially, it might be thought that a problem
arises with taking the whole body as the material cause as subject: specifically,
one runs the risk of conflating the secondary and the primary instances of
the predicate healthy. For, we have considered the material cause as subject
to be the body, that which is acted on, and this must refer to a secondary
instance of the healthy. However, since we have also assumed throughout
the present analysis that the primary instance of the healthy is health in the
healthy body, we appear to be faced with a contradiction: how are we to
distinguish the healthy body in the primary instance from the healthy body
in the secondary instance? If we attempt to introduce a distinction between
two aspects of the healthy body, one being the healthy body (as secondary
instance) considered as the material cause of another, as, for example, the
compound healthy body (as primary instance), it appears that the secondary
instance is acted on by that which possesses the identical character as itself.
So, although we have distinguished the two instances of the healthy body, we
have arrived at a deeper problem. For, if the healthy body considered as the
primary instance becomes an intrinsic cause of the healthy body considered
as secondary instance, then the two instances have the same character and
so, are synonymous.

However, we avoid the problem introduced by making two assumptions
about the meaning of being receptive of considered as a material cause. First,
we assume that what is receptive of health is some material part of the body,
not the whole body, and second, that when we are referring to the material
cause of health, we refer to the material cause in the sense in which matter
is constitutive of something, as, for example, in the sense in which bronze
is constitutive of the statue (Phys. 194b25), or letters of the syllable (Phys.
195a15). If we avoid taking the body as the material cause in the sense of
being the subject that undergoes becoming healthy, it will not follow that
the body or some part of the body has to be acted on by something having
the same form or character as that which is affected. In addition, we can now
apply some of these conclusions in the discussion about the second central
case for core-dependent homonymy, namely, the medical.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c03 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:14

3.4 Core-Dependent Homōnyma: The Medical 91

3.4 Core-Dependent Homōnyma: The Medical

There are four passages concerned with the medical: these are found in
Meta. Gamma 2, Zeta 4, and Kappa 3, and one in EE, Eta 2. Among the Meta.
passages, that in Kappa 3 is the most expansive, so I shall begin with this
one:

We use these terms [medical, healthy] in several ways (pollacw�ı lεvgomεn, pollachōs
legomen). Each is used in this way on account of a reference, one to the science
of medicine (to; mε;n pro;ı ijatrikh;n ε jpisthvmhn, to men pros iatrikēn epistēmēn), and the
other to health. . . . For a diagnosis (lovgoı, logos) and a scalpel (macaivrion, machairion)
are called medical on account of the one being derived from medical science, and
the other being useful to it. (1060b37–1061a5)

We find two common features of core-dependent homonymy in this
example: first, the statement that the term is used in more than a single
sense (non-univocity), and second, the analysis of how the primary and sec-
ondary instances are interrelated. The primary instance of the medical is
said to be the medical art, or medicine itself, while the secondary instances
are said to be so called in virtue of having a relation to medicine. The two
secondary instances of the medical given, namely, the diagnosis and the
scalpel, are defined in virtue of being “derived from” medicine or as being
“useful to” medicine, respectively. This passage stands in contrast to that in
Meta. Gamma 2 in that this one specifies two secondary items referred to as
medical, the diagnosis and the scalpel. In Gamma 2, the analysis of the med-
ical does not make specifications about particular medical things, and uses
periphrastic descriptions of the secondary medical things. For example, in
Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle claims that a thing is called medical in relation
to the medical art, “either as possessing it, or as being naturally suited to
it, or as being a function of it” (1003b1–3). As we have seen in the case of
the healthy described in Meta. Gamma 2, which employs similar descriptive
phrases as the medical, each phrase suggests a certain item that refers to
a secondary instance of the predicate in question. Thus, in the case of the
healthy, we found that “guarding” or “preserving” health may be thought to
refer to a healthy regimen, or diet, which serves as an efficient cause of the
primary instance, the healthy body.

If we follow the interpretation suggested by the medical in Gamma 2, in
Kappa 3 we find that something may be counted as medical if it “possesses”
(ε [cεin, echein) the medical art, “is naturally suited” (εuj�uε;ı εi\nai, euphues
einai) to it, or “is a function” (ε [rgon εi\nai, ergon einai) of it (1003b2–3). Con-
sidering these phrases in turn, it seems reasonable that what “possesses” the
medical art is the mind or soul, that what is “naturally suited” to medicine
is a body (or an instrument of medicine), and that what is a “function” of
medicine is an operation. Each of these may be qualified as “medical” and
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refers to a specific secondary use of the medical insofar as each item neces-
sarily refers back to medicine in order to gain its signification as “medical.”

Furthermore, all the items suggested as secondary instances of the med-
ical here overlap with certain items described as being medical in other
passages in Meta. and EE. For example, Meta. Zeta 4 mentions three items as
medical, namely, a body (sw�ma, sōma), an operation (ε [rgon, ergon), and an
instrument (skεu�oı, skeuos, 1030b2). In addition, as noted, Meta. Kappa 3
lists a diagnosis (lovgoı, logos) and a scalpel (macaivrion, machiarion) as other
examples of medical items (1061a4). Taken in comparison with the list of
items from Meta. Gamma 2 that seem to be suggested as secondary instances
of the medical, we see that considerable overlap exists: that which is “natu-
rally suited” to medicine is the body, or perhaps the scalpel, and that which
“is a function” of medicine is the operation, all of which are mentioned
in Meta. Zeta 4 and Kappa 3. Although that which “possesses” the medical
art, the soul, is not specified in the Meta., it appears in a list of secondary
instances of the medical in EE Eta 2 in conjunction with another case of
core-dependence. In EE Eta 2, Aristotle is in the midst of explaining how
friendship (�iliva, philia) is a core-dependent, related homonym, and he
seeks to analyze philia by analogy to the case of the medical: “for we speak
of a mind [psychē], a body [sōma], an instrument [organon], and an opera-
tion [ergon] as medical, but, properly, that which is primary” (1236a19–20).
Drawing together what is to be found about the medical in EE Eta 2, and
in Meta. Gamma 2, Zeta 4, and Kappa 3, we can construct an expanded list
of items being qualified as “medical,” namely, a mind, or soul, a body, an
instrument, an operation, a diagnosis, and a scalpel. Given the explanatory
use to which these items are put in the texts, it is clear that certain uses
serve to highlight the secondary instances, and certain others, the primary
instance. So, an instrument, a body, and an operation are said to be “med-
ical” in the cases where they function in a certain relation to the primary
medical instance, namely, the medical art or the medical person.22

Having identified the medical items that are described periphrastically
in Meta. Gamma 2 with the items mentioned in Zeta 4, Kappa 3, and EE
Eta 2, it remains to be shown how the secondary instances are related to
the primary instance using an analysis of the causal relations among the
relata and the way (or ways) in which the primary instance is prior to the
other instances. Aristotle already has established that the common term, or
common attribute, the medical, is non-synonymous insofar as he has shown
that there are different uses of the term: “medical” does not signify the
same character or quality when it is used in reference to an instrument, an

22 The slippage from medical art in Meta. to medical man in EE as the primary thing can
be explained by the fact that the medical person and the medical art are the same with
respect to having the same form; both serve as primary instances insofar as medicine and
the medical person are intrinsic denominations of the medical in Cajetan’s sense.
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operation, a mind, and an art. To make clear the lack of synonymy among
these uses of the medical, we might consider the test for comparability that
is mentioned at Top. Alpha 15, according to which we try to see whether
the uses of the predicate in question can be compared using “more,” “less,”
or “equally.” If two different applications of the predicate, in this case, the
medical, can be compared as being equally medical, or as being more or
less medical, the character signified by the term is synonymous (cf. Top.
107b13–18). But in this case, we see that we cannot say the medical art is
more, less, or equally medical as the medical instrument; therefore, they
cannot be compared, and so, the predicate is not synonymous. However,
it does make sense to observe that the various applications of the medical
display a set of related characteristics that are non-accidental. Therefore, the
initial conditions to establish the presence of core-dependent homonymy
are present. What needs to be shown is whether the dependence of the
secondary on the primary instance is properly causal in the sense that the
instances actually display the causal inter-relationship for their being called
medical.23

Borrowing from the previous analysis of the healthy, we find that the
medical mind is that which possesses the medical art, and that this is causally
related to the medical art in the sense of contributing to the medical art as
an activity. In being considered as contributing to the practice of medicine,
the medical mind counts as a moving, or efficient, cause of the medical art.
In similar fashion, we may say that the medical body, or again, the medical
instrument, is that which is naturally adapted to medicine, and this relation
to medicine suggests that it is causally related to the medical art in the sense
of being that which serves as a means to medical knowledge. Considering a
medical instrument, or again, a medical body, as being that which serves as
a means to medical knowledge, this description then suggests that it counts
as a moving, or efficient, cause of medicine. In the case of the medical as
it is applied to an operation, the operation is that which is a function of
the medical art, and this, too, is causally related to medicine in the sense of
being a means to the medical art. Thus, the four secondary instances of the
medical (namely, mind, instrument, body, and operation) equally count as
being moving causes of the medical art, but they are not so in the same sense
of medical. The medical mind functions as a moving cause differently from
the way in which the medical instrument and medical operation function as
moving causes of medicine by furnishing the form of knowledge in contrast
to furnishing specific material means, or tools, by which the end of the
medical art, healing, is realized. Furthermore, in relation to the final end
of medicine, namely, healing, it should be pointed out that the medical art

23 This feature rules out certain sets of homonymous items having the same name but lacking
a causal relation that explains the presence of the common name, such as in the case of
sculptor and sculpture both called human; see Shields (1999, 120–21).
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itself constitutes the moving cause of healing. For, considered as a set of
practices – cutting, excising, purging, and so on – the medical art consists
in various means by which the end of healing is attained.

3.5 The Significance of Core-Dependent Homōnyma

For Aristotle, the ability to know what a thing is depends on the knowledge
of its causes (cf. Meta. Alpha 3, 983a24–26). Further, it is fully informative of
knowing the particular thing to know it through the primary causes, which
Aristotle identifies with the four enumerated in Phys. Beta 3 and 7 (cf. Meta.
Alpha 3, 983a26 and ff.). We should mention in addition that a thing may
possess more than one kind of cause, as, for example, something that has
several moving causes. While it might appear uninformative to explain a
thing in virtue of its causes and, particularly, in virtue of several moving
causes, Aristotle does not concur. In this situation, it is possible to determine
their relationship in terms of priority and posteriority. For, he finds that the
moving causes of a thing may be ordered serially, and furthermore, this
ordering reveals the relation of explanatory priority among the causes. So,
for example, in Phys. Beta 3, after noting that aitia, “cause,” is said in many
ways (legetai pollachōs), he states: “even among causes of the same species,
some are prior and some posterior: thus, the cause of health is a doctor and
a man of skill, the cause of octave is double and number” (Phys. 195a29–32).
In the case of the efficient cause of health, the doctor is the primary moving
cause, and a man of skill is a secondary, or a posterior cause. For, although
a man of skill is a moving cause of health, this term describes a larger genus
comprehending the particular moving cause, the doctor, and, so, is remote
and posterior to the effect of becoming healthy.24 Here he notes, as well,
that among accidental causes, some are closer, and some farther, just as
Polyclitus (a sculptor) is an incidental cause of a statue because it is not
caused by him but by him qua sculptor (cf. Phys. 195a32–34).25

Furthermore, in an ordered list of efficient causes such as we are con-
sidering, Aristotle asserts that we should always seek the “highest cause”
(ajkrovtaton ai[tion, akrotaton aition, 195b22).26 He illustrates the point with
an example: “a man builds because he is a builder, and a builder builds in
accordance with the art of building; the art of building, then, is the prior
cause, and it is similar in all cases” (195b22–25). According to a list of moving

24 In his commentary on the Physics (322, 20–323, 25), Simplicius notes that this passage makes
a distinction both between particular and general causes, and also per se and incidental
causes.

25 For incidental causes also include “the subject of the attribute which is the cause proper”
(Ross 1936/1998, 352, n. to 195a32).

26 The “highest cause” mentioned at Phys. 195b22 signifies not an ultimate cause but what is
the most precise cause of the particular thing, namely, that which is “commensurate with
the effect” (Ross 1936/1998, 514).
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causes consisting of a man, a builder, and the art of building, Aristotle finds
the art of building to be most prior, and “highest” of the causes mentioned.
It is the “highest” moving cause in the sense that the art of building, or the
knowledge of architecture, is what supplies the precise moving cause of the
product or end, namely, the building. Although the man, the builder, and
the art of building are moving causes, the art of building is moving cause
in the most precise sense. The art of building is more precisely the mov-
ing cause of the building than the builder is, for he or she is also human
(among other things). Since the notion of the end of building is more prop-
erly related to the art of building than to that of the person who is a builder,
Aristotle finds that the art of building is “most prior,” and, he claims, “it is
similar in all cases” (195b25), meaning that the most precise of the moving
causes of a thing is the primary one. The same result follows when we con-
sider the case at the level of definition: the art of building is logically prior
insofar as this definition is that which is presupposed by the definition of
the builder and, equally, of other moving causes of the building, such as,
the tools for building.

So, it appears that efficient causes, like other causes, may be given an
ordering such that the highest cause, namely, the most precise cause, or the
one that is most explanatory of the end, is that which is said to be prior to
the others and, so, primary. I propose to apply this finding to the analysis
of the medical previously offered: there are several moving causes, includ-
ing the medical mind, the medical instrument, and the medical operation.
If we include the end of the medical art itself, namely, healing, in this anal-
ysis, the following results suggest a close parallel to the passage from Phys.
Beta 3. Applying the same kind of analysis to the medical, we might say that
the medical mind, or the doctor, is a moving cause of medicine because he
or she is the source of change with regard to the end of medicine, healing;
the scalpel is a moving cause insofar as it is designed as a tool for bringing
about healing; the operation is a moving cause insofar as it is a procedure
used to bring about healing.

Applying the previous to the analysis from Phys. Beta 3, each of the moving
causes is, in fact, posterior to the highest efficient cause of healing, the
medical art itself. As we see from the example of the builder and the activity
of building in Phys. Beta 3, the art of building is that which is considered
to be the prior moving cause insofar as it is the most precise moving cause
of the end, the building. By analogy, because the medical art is not only a
moving cause of healing but constitutes the most precise cause of healing,
the medical art is the highest moving cause in the sense that it is the most
prior. So considered, it is wholly reasonable to find that Aristotle describes
the medical art as being the primary case of the medical in Meta. Gamma 2
(cf. Meta. Zeta 4 and Kappa 3). In addition, although the medical art is
the primary instance of the predicate, this does not prevent it also from
functioning as a moving cause of a further end, healing, which is the end of



P1: SBT
9780521874861c03 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:14

96 Systematic Homonymy

the medical art. The analysis of the secondary instances of the medical, such
as the medical instrument or the medical operation, as being secondary
moving causes in relation to the medical art and, so, to healing, would
therefore be done in a number of stages. For example, considering the case
of the scalpel, we move from the initial claim, (1) “the scalpel is medical,”
to more precise statements, (2) and (3), that expand on the meaning of the
phrase “is medical”:

(1) the scalpel is an instrument of the medical art,
(2) the scalpel is that by which a means of the medical art (viz., cutting)

is achieved,
(3) the scalpel is a moving cause of cutting, which is a means by which

the medical art achieves its end, healing.

If this analysis proceeds in the right direction, we may conclude that the
scalpel, being a medical instrument, or tool, is related both to the medical
art that defines its function and to the end of the medical art, healing. In
terms of the causal relations among the medical instrument, the medical
art, and healing, we may say that the scalpel is a moving cause of the medical
art just in the sense that the scalpel brings about cutting, which is a means by
which the medical art reaches its end, healing. So, the scalpel is a proximate
moving cause of cutting, which is part of the activity of medicine, and is a
remote moving cause of healing, the end of medicine. In addition, since
the scalpel is a tool of medicine, it is defined in relation to medicine, and
its function, cutting, also is defined in relation to medicine. Considered in
relation to the end of medicine, the scalpel is seen to be related through
final causation on two levels: the scalpel is directly related to medicine, and
more remotely, the scalpel is related to healing. Consequently, the proximate
final cause of the scalpel is medicine, because medicine is that which defines
the function and use of the scalpel, and yet, since the end of medicine is
healing, the more remote end of the scalpel coincides with the proximate
end of medicine.27

The explanation of the things called “medical” in terms of a moving cause,
as well as in terms of a final cause, shows that the causal analysis of related
homonymous things yields informative results. In the several cases where we
find the secondary instances referring to moving causes – as with medical
mind, instrument, and operation – we are able to order them in relation to
priority and posteriority by reference to a final end. Regarding the examples
of a medical mind, instrument, and operation in relation to proximity to the
end, medicine, a mind is that which is most closely connected to medicine.
Similarly, a builder is more closely related to the art of building than is
a mere implement for building (such as a saw) or an activity of building

27 In contrast, Shields finds only the relation of final causation obtaining in the relation
between the scalpel and the medical art (Shields 1999, 112).
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(such as cutting beams). As was pointed out, if we include medicine as a
moving cause among the other moving causes, medicine will be considered
the highest, or most prior, cause because it is the closest proximate cause to
the end of medicine, namely, healing. In contrast to the secondary moving
causes (e.g., scalpel or operation), which serve as means to medicine and, in
turn, as means to healing, the medical art is immediately related to healing.
With regard to the analysis of the secondary instances of the healthy, we find
that the diet and the regimen are considered to be healthy insofar as they
contribute to health, the primary instance. Insofar as the healthy regimen
and the healthy diet are practices that help to bring about the state of bodily
health, they count as moving causes of health.

Just as we have seen with the instances of the medical, a difference of
causal priority exists among the instances of the healthy. While both the
healthy diet and the healthy regimen contribute as moving causes to health,
the diet is a more remote moving cause insofar as the healthy diet forms
part of the healthy regimen. In this respect, the healthy regimen is that
which efficiently causes health. If this line of analysis reflects what Aristotle
is stating about the priority of efficient causes in Phys. Beta 2, we infer that
the healthy regimen is causally prior to the healthy diet since it stands in a
more immediate causal relation to health than the diet. So, we can construct
a serial ordering among the moving causes in the instances of the healthy
just as we have done with the medical where we find the rule for causal
priority involves priority in explanation. Thus, the healthy diet and healthy
regimen serve as moving causes of health, but the diet is a less immediate
means to health than the regimen insofar as latter includes a healthy diet as
its part. Therefore, if health is a state of the physical body, and the healthy
regimen is that which, taken as whole, efficiently causes health in the body,
then the healthy regimen is prior to other moving causes of health.

As we have observed, in Phys. Beta 3, Aristotle mentions a number of
moving causes in the case of building. His list includes a human being, a
builder, and the art of building, of which the last, the art of building, is what is
“most prior” and “highest” among the moving causes mentioned (195b22–
25). Among these, he finds that the art of building is that which supplies the
precise moving cause of the end of building, which is the building itself. This
notion is borne out by similar passages, such as Gen. Corr. Alpha 7, 324a29ff.,
which identifies the medical art (hJ ijatrikhv, hē iatrikē) as the highest moving
cause, or principle (ajrchv, archē), of health, in part because it moves but
remains unaffected, unlike the food that is being used by the doctor to heal
(cf. Gen. Corr. 324a35–b4). In a slightly different context in Meta. Kappa 3,
Aristotle mentions the priority of the medical art (hē iatrikē) to the scalpel
and the diagnosis (1061a3–5). It seems, then, that to find the most precise,
or highest, cause when we have a number of inter-connected moving causes
of something, we determine which moving cause is most closely related to
the end and remains unaffected by causal change.
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3.6 The Results of Causal Analysis

In conclusion, the analyses of the healthy and the medical show us that fol-
lowing a procedure based on a causal analysis of systematic homonymy leads
to information about the ways in which the things named by the common
predicate are related. The method of causal analysis enables us to progress
considerably further than has been suggested in the accounts of related
homonymy, such as have been developed by G. E. L. Owen (1960) and M.
Ferejohn (1980). On G. Owen’s view, Aristotle’s account of “focal mean-
ing,” or what we have termed “core-dependent homonymy,” constitutes too
blunt an instrument to be useful in detecting meaningful associations. For,
according to Owen, focal meaning relies on the notion of terminological
containment, and in this respect, it allows many things to be considered
focally related homonyms that should not be.28 For example, as Owen sees
it, both real and artificial bodily parts (such as real and painted hands),
as well as the components of linguistic compounds (such as “pale” in “pale
man”) will be included in the same class as genuine homōnyma.29 So, the prob-
lem is that what Aristotle considers accidental homonyms, such as painted
hands or eyes, will be classified with core-related homonymous instances. If
Owen’s analysis were correct, Aristotle’s account would not be able to dis-
tinguish apparent from real core-dependent related homonyms, and so, be
unable to yield informative conclusions about de re relations. But as I have
been developing the case, the notion of core-dependent homonymy does
depend on the presence of a priority of logos, or terminological contain-
ment, of the primary in the secondary definitions as Owen and Ferejohn
maintain. While it is true that core-dependent homonymy may reflect the
priority of definition or exhibit a kind of terminological containment, nei-
ther of these features defines core-dependent homonymy as such. The fun-
damental defining characteristic of this kind of homonymy consists in the
presence of causal relations among the primary and secondary instances
of the predicate with a special causal priority obtaining for the primary,
or core, instance. Since the presence of causal relationships among the
instances explains the presence of priority among the instances, Owen’s
account cannot be adequate insofar as he overlooks the explanatory role of
causal relations in core-dependent homonymy. Ferejohn’s account of core-
dependent homonymy suffers from a problem similar to that of Owen inso-
far as it focuses on definitional priority or terminological containment of the

28 G. E. L. Owen’s criticism depends on the claim that priority in logos, or terminological
priority, provides a necessary but not a sufficient condition for focal relation; for discussion
of his view, see Ferejohn (1980), Shields (1999, 226–36), and Ward (1995, 185 n. 10).

29 For textual passages referring to cases of accidental homonyms, see, e.g., DA 412b20–22;
Meteor. 390a10–15; Cat. 1a1–3; PA 640b35–641a5; GA 762b22–24.
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primary instance in that of the secondary instances.30 As I have argued, this
feature is not strictly definitive of core-dependent homonymy, and there-
fore, the presence of logos-containment is not convertible with the presence
of core-dependent homonymy. So, the criticism of Aristotle’s theory on the
basis that it allows accidentally homonymous things in the class of signifi-
cantly related homonymous items loses force.

The results that emerge from the analysis of causes among associated
homōnyma are significant in advancing the knowledge of related homōnyma
on two counts. First, one finds that the causal explanations of the medical
and the healthy reveal the basis for the relations between the primary and the
secondary instances of the homōnyma. Specifically, in the analysis of causes, we
are able to move considerably beyond the initial description of one instance
as primary, and the others as secondary or derived. In the case of the healthy,
two secondary instances of the healthy, signified by “what preserves health”
(the diet, say) and “what makes health” (the regimen, say), count as moving
causes of health, while another secondary instance, signified by “what indi-
cates health” (the complexion, say), is efficiently caused by health itself, the
primary instance. Finally, what is “receptive of health” (the body or a part
of it, such as the arteries) constitutes a material cause of health. The second
point to recall is that if there are several moving causes involved in the analy-
sis, Aristotle provides a rule for identifying that which counts as the “highest”
or “most prior” among the causes, namely, that which is most explanatory of
the end or thing being caused. In the case of the healthy, we must identify
among the moving causes that which is the most explanatory of the primary
thing, health, just as among the moving causes of building, that which is
most prior is that which is most explanatory of the end product, the build-
ing, and this is the art of building. Thus, the causal analyses of the healthy
and the medical enable us to move considerably beyond the initial analytical
stage of homonymy that is typical of Aristotle’s discussion in Top. Alpha 15.

As I have observed in chapter 2 of this work, in Top. Alpha 15 Aristotle goes
about detecting non-synonymy by mentioning several uses of the common
term. This proliferation of uses in Top. Alpha 15 sometimes includes cases
of related homōnyma, like the healthy, but Aristotle is not primarily inter-
ested in following out the implications of their inter-relations. But while a
theory of core-related homonymy is absent from Top., this does not imply its
lack of congruity with Aristotle’s discussion about related homōnyma in Meta.
Gamma 2, for example.

The present chapter shows how the synthetic phase of homonymy evident
throughout the central books of Metaphysics employs what is being called the

30 For discussion of the issues concerning logos or terminological containment, see, most
recently, Ferejohn (1980), Ward (1995, 193 n. 29), Shields (1999, 226–29), and Lewis
(2004).
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positive, or critical, function of homonymy. According to my interpretation,
by following the claim about the non-univocity of a homonymous predi-
cate we can see how Aristotle goes about mapping inter-relations among
homōnyma as he gives us examples of their causal connections. If we con-
sider this process in abstraction, we find that applying the procedure to a
common, non-synonymous predicate yields informative results insofar as it
reveals the manner in which the secondary and primary instances are inter-
nally related. The method yields explanatory results in the sense that we
are able to grasp the reason why the secondary instances of the predicate
count as “posterior” to the primary instance. In addition, we comprehend
the means by which a series of similar causes – as in the case of several mov-
ing causes, such as the medical art, mind, tool, and operation – are capable
of being ordered with regard to the priority and posteriority of explanation
based on their proximity to a given specific end. By following the initial step
of finding multi-vocality with the step of causal analysis, we arrive at a further,
synthetic stage according to a rule specifying priority of causes. In this way,
the method of homonymy gives us results that are increasingly explanatory
of the thing signified by the common term.

In addition, the method of causal analysis provides us with an analyti-
cal tool for obtaining more complex kinds of definitions or accounts, as
was shown using the increasingly specific definitions of the scalpel. In so
doing, we are able to attain progressively more precise, ampliative accounts
relating to the nature of the homonymous thing as it is being used in com-
plex attributive statements. For example, from the original statement “the
scalpel is medical,” we derive the more meaningful statement “the scalpel is
a moving cause of cutting that is a means by which the medical art achieves
its end, healing.” The more complex analysis of the original statement pro-
vides more information about the predicative statement by citing the specific
causal relationship of the scalpel to the medical art and, finally, to healing.

The method of causal analysis applied to related homōnyma has the fur-
ther virtue that it is capable of screening out real from apparent kinds of
homonymy on the basis of an internal, explanatory feature. For example,
consider the relation of “equine” applied both to a Kentucky Derby win-
ner and a bronze statue by Frederick Remington. There is a common term
“equine” said of the Derby winner and the Remington bronze, but because
a common nature and a common definition are lacking, what the word
“equine” signifies in the two instances is not synonymous. However, what
“equine” signifies is not accidentally homonymous insofar as the term is used
of the bronze on the basis of some kind of similarity to a flesh and blood
horse. Given that the case involves some kind of related homonymy, one is
able to apply a causal analysis to the common term “equine” to see whether
the instances are causally related. If the related homonym shows causally
related instances, then it counts as a specific kind of core-dependent pred-
icate, and the method of causal analysis proves instrumental in winnowing
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the kind of related homōnyma in question. In the example of “equine,” one
does not find a set of causal relations between an actual horse and a bronze
mustang: the latter does not depend on the former in one of four causally
related ways. Therefore, “equine” is not a core-related homonym in the
causal sense that has been developed.

Even if we were to consider a common predicate, say, “equestrian” used
with reference to a more complex set of items, such as a saddle, manual,
rider, and statue, the causal analysis of the homonymous term yields similar
results. First, the term “equestrian” is neither synonymous nor homonymous
by chance, but seems to refer to a case of core-dependent homonymy that
lacks a proper set of causal relations among the relata. In the case of the
predicate “equestrian,” what is primary is presumably the equestrian art,
to which the manual and the saddle serve as means (in different ways),
while the rider exhibits the equestrian art – much as the medical mind does
medicine. Yet the statue does not stand to the equestrian art in any of these
ways, but exemplifies the art. So, in the first two cases, that of the manual and
the saddle, it may be argued that they are causally dependent on the art of
riding; the case of the statue is difficult insofar as it does not appear causally
dependent on the art but is related to it by notion or idea. Thus, in both of
the examples given, a lack of causal relationships among all the homōnyma
shows that the predicate is not core-dependent in this causal sense. In this
way, the causal method can be employed as a testing method for excluding
apparent from genuine cases of core-dependent, related homonymy.

Additional illustrations of the causal method of analysis for screening
out more complex cases of related homōnyma that are not properly core-
dependent may be offered. One such example is provided by Shields, who
discusses the homonymous relation between a sculptor and a statue of a
human being made by the sculptor, both of which are called “human.”31

Here the actual human being and the statue of a human being share a com-
mon term, “human,” and it appears that they share a causal relation as well
insofar as the human sculptor is the moving cause of the sculpture of the
human being. However, for this case to count as a successful instance of
causally related homonymy, the homonymous things named by a common
predicate “F” must be related such that one thing’s being called “F” is causally
related to another thing’s being called “F.” Yet this condition is not met in the
case of the sculptor and her sculpture. While it would appear that the condi-
tions for core-dependent homonymy are met insofar as the sculptor and the
sculpture are both called “human,” and the sculptor brings about the statue,
in fact, the two conditions are met independently. For, although the sculptor
is the moving cause of the statue and both are called “human,” the sculptor
brings about the statue not insofar as she is human but insofar as she is a
sculptor. In this case, then, the two things called “human” are not found to

31 See Shields (1999, 120–21).
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be such according to the required manner of related causation. Therefore,
as Shields correctly points out, what appears to be a case of core-dependent
homonymy is not a genuine case insofar as one of the requisite conditions
for being a causal, core-dependent homonym is not satisfied.32

The further question to be developed concerns whether the method
of causal analysis of homōnyma may be generalized to cover other contexts
of inquiry, particularly as related to providing the basic premises for sci-
entific arguments. The reply that is here suggested, but not developed, is
affirmative. What has been argued is that the method of homonymy pro-
vides a means of winnowing at two levels. At the broadest level, negative
homonymy discerns what is not synonymous, leaving what is both acciden-
tally and non-accidentally homonymous in a single class. Then, at further
stages of development, critical homonymy provides a means of determining
what is accidental from related homonymy, depending on the presence of a
kind of logos-dependence, and finally, by discerning various kinds of related
homōnyma, it distinguishes the core-related, systematic homōnyma from other
kinds. In this way, the framework of causal analysis can be shown to pro-
vide definite restrictions as to what count as core-dependent homonymous
things. In addition, I have suggested that following the method of criti-
cal, or core-related, homonymy can be shown to yield positive, informative
results about the ways in which the instances of a given common predicate or
attribute are related to one another. The subsequent, larger, related issue to
be raised here concerns the possible scientific uses for which a causal analy-
sis of core-related homōnyma may be put. The hypothesis to be developed in
chapter 6 of this work will take up this question, as that chapter attempts to
show that what I am calling positive, critical homonymy is instrumental in
the process of testing the common terms used in the premises of scientific
arguments.

32 Lewis finds that Shields’ example of the statue and the human after whom it is made illus-
trates a case of associated homonymy and not discrete, non-accidental homonymy; see Lewis
(2004, 4 n. 6, and 24 n. 56).
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4

The Homonymy of Being

4.0 Introduction

The previous chapter shows that core-related homonymy presupposes a the-
oretical framework that is well established by the time of its appearance in
Meta. Gamma 2. Two main examples of systematic homonymy, namely, the
medical and the healthy, serve as bases in Gamma 2 for Aristotle’s most
philosophically challenging claim, that being1 itself is homonymous. The
present chapter aims to elucidate this claim and, more broadly, to investi-
gate the kind of analysis that homonymy implies. As I have developed the
argument in chapter 3, systematic homonymy can function as a method
of inquiry enabling us to move beyond the rudimentary stage of detecting
multivocity to the stage of clarifying the causal relations holding among
homonymous things. Considered as a formal procedure, the method con-
sists in three sequential steps: first, we establish a lack of synonymy of the
common predicate, then we demonstrate the association among its uses, and
finally, we exhibit the interrelations between the primary, or core, instance
and the secondary instances.2 At the last stage, the homonymous predicate
must display the kinds of causal relationships between the primary and sec-
ondary instances that have been discussed in chapter 3.

It should be pointed out that whereas the method of core-dependent
homonymy may be analyzed in abstraction as consisting in a three-step
procedure, the exemplary cases of core-dependent attributes that Aristotle
observes, such as the medical or the healthy, do not reflect this ordered
sequence. In most of the cases of systematic homonymy that Aristotle
presents, he begins with the remark that a common term, or item, is non-
synonymous, and moves directly to the argument for core-dependence. In

1 For explanation of italicized term, see chapter 3, note 1.
2 In Aristotle’s actual practice, the step showing non-synonymy and that showing the associated

uses of the homonymous items are often compressed in one, but this does not present the
problem that Shields seems to find (1999, 48–49, 219–20).
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the previous chapter, we examined the way in which the method of causal
analysis could be applied to Aristotle’s test cases of the medical and the
healthy, using the texts of Meta. Gamma 2, Zeta 4, and Kappa 3, as well
as EE Eta 2. The present chapter undertakes an extension of our discus-
sion of core-dependent homonymy and causal analyses by considering the
most fundamental case of homonymy, being, which Aristotle discusses as a
core-related homonym in Meta. Gamma 2, Zeta 1, and Kappa 3.

Following the investigation of Aristotle’s arguments for the homonymy
of being in these chapters, some attention will be given to the question of
whether a defensible case can be made for this predicate counting as a core-
dependent homonym. This defense is necessary given Shields’ criticism that
Aristotle’s case for the homonymy of being is not well supported, because,
among other reasons, of the lack of argument proving its non-univocity.3 In
the course of examining the textual arguments for the homonymy of being,
this chapter takes up Shields’ challenge to Aristotle’s analysis by examining
his arguments and giving reciprocal arguments to support Aristotle’s posi-
tion. One aim of the present chapter is to show that Aristotle’s view about
being is both consistent and defensible: being is not synonymous but is rightly
considered as involving core-dependent homonymy.

4.1 The Homonymy of Being: Preliminary Problems

An examination of the thesis concerning the homonymy of being initially
raises two questions that need to be addressed. The first concerns the
strength of the thesis about homonymy, namely, whether the claim should
be taken to indicate a fairly weak, but non-problematical view about being
or a stronger, more controversial position about its nature.4 On the weaker
version of the thesis, Aristotle is interpreted as distinguishing fundamentally
different ways in which “being” may be used, including as an indicator of
truth, as referring to potentiality, actuality, to accidental being, and finally, to
the ways of being in the categories (Meta. 1026a33–b2). Inasmuch as “being”
can be said in each of these four ways, its multivocity simply amounts to the
acknowledgment that “being” may function within four very different kinds
of philosophical contexts. This formulation about the homonymy of being is
relatively uncontroversial: the various uses of “to be,” including the predica-
tive, identity-stating, and existential uses, are distinct and not comparable. It
may be noted that the whole of Meta. Delta 7 takes up a consideration of the
four kinds of being at length and is similar to Epsilon 2, which also mentions

3 Shields (1999, 219–20) offers this objection.
4 These two variants arise from Brentano’s interpretation of Aristotle’s thesis about the

homonymy of being (Brentano 1862/1975); for discussion, see Shields (1999, 217–19);
Shields distinguishes three other approaches to homonymy of being (1999, 225–60). See
also Bostock (1994, 51–52ff.) for two accounts of homonymy of being in Zeta 1.
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the four-way catalogue of being (1026a33–b2) but does not adduce further
conclusions about the priority of being.

In addition to the four-way catalogue of being from some texts, there is
a narrower, more compelling claim about the multivocity of being in Meta.
Gamma 2 and Zeta 1. In particular, Meta. Zeta 1 provides a line of argument
for the homonymy of being based on the ways of being in the categories alone.
According to this interpretation, categorial being covers a multiplicity of ways
of existing and is not merely another kind of being alongside the veridical
and existential kinds. So, the narrower interpretation of the thesis about
being consists in the notion that there are fundamentally different ways, or
modes, of existing, as given by the doctrine of the Cat. This interpretation
of the thesis is the one that Shields finds unsupported by the texts. As the
more philosophically compelling version of the two formulations about the
homonymy of being, the latter is the version that I take to be worth defending.

A peripheral issue to address at the outset concerns a problem connected
with Aristotle’s denial that being is homonymous: when Aristotle seeks to
describe what kind of predicate “being” is, he tends to say that whatever it
is, it is not homonymous. In Meta. Gamma 2, for example, he introduces the
claim about the multivocity of “being” in conjunction with a denial about
homonymy. As he puts it: “Being is said in many ways, but in relation to one
thing and one kind of nature, and not homonymously” (1003a33–34).5 Aris-
totle repeats the contrast between things said “in relation to one thing” (pros
hen) and things said “homonymously” (homōnymōs) at Meta. Zeta 4, where
he asserts that in speaking about the things that are, “we speak neither
homonymously nor synonymously, but like ‘the medical,’ with reference
to one and the same thing, though not one and the same thing, and not,
however, homonymously” (1030a34–1030b1). He goes on to provide an
analysis of the medical, noting that a body, an operation, and an instrument
all are said to be medical “neither homonymously [homōnymōs] nor synony-
mously [kath’ hen], but in relation to one thing [pros hen]” (1030b2–3).6 As
is obvious, then, an initial difficulty for the thesis about the homonymy of
being is that Aristotle seems to distinguish being from homonymy altogether.
Furthermore, being is alternately described as: (1) “spoken of in relation to
one thing [pros hen], and not homonymously [homōnymōs]” (1003a33–34),
(2) “neither homonymous [homōnymōs] nor in the same way [hosautōs]”
(1030a34–35, 1030b2–3), or (3) “said in many ways [pollachōs], and not
only in one way [kath’ hena tropon]” (1060b32–33). We might be tempted
to draw a couple of conclusions from these passages: first, that while being
is not synonymous, neither is it homonymous, given that Aristotle does his

5 to; dε; o[n lεvgεtai mε;n pollacw�ı, ajlla; pro;ı ε {n kai; mivan tina; �uvsin kai; ou jc’ oJmwnuvmwı (to de on
legetai men pollachōs, alla pros hen kai mian tina physin kai ouch’ homōnymōs, 1003a33–34).

6 ou[tε oJmwnuvmwı ou[tε kaq’ ε {n ajlla; pro;ı ε {n (oute homōnymōs oute kath’ hen alla pros hen, 1030b2–
3).
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utmost to distinguish the two, and second, that being should be considered
in a class intermediate between homonymy and synonymy.7 But both these
conclusions are unnecessary.

To begin with, if being were not considered homonymous, it would make
no sense to compare it with the class of other core-related homonyms, such
as the medical and the healthy. Inasmuch as the medical and the healthy are
accepted as being homonymous elsewhere (e.g., Top. Alpha 15), it makes
no sense for Aristotle to offer them as illustrative of and analogous to being
and to deny that being is a core-related homonym. This result suggests
that the statement that being is not homonymous should receive another
interpretation. The second issue, associated with the suggestion that being
should be considered as intermediate between homonymy and synonymy,
causes a difficulty in that it introduces a class of predicates unmentioned
in Cat. 1 and logical works.8 To this, we may note that there is little tex-
tual basis for granting a third class of predicates falling between homonymy
and synonymy, and so, postulating another class of related predicates seems
unsupported.

In contrast, there is good textual basis for arguing that being homony-
mous covers a wide range of cases. Specifically, some instances of homōnyma
exhibit a number of similarities while others, only a few, so there is a degree
of elasticity in using the term for members of the class. Thus, in his discus-
sion of motion in Physics Eta 4, Aristotle states, “among homōnyma, some are
far removed from one another, others have a certain similarity, and others
are so near to one another, by kind or by analogy, that they are not thought
to be homonymous” (248a23–25). This passage is central to our position
insofar as it states that there is a range of homonymous things delimited by
two extremes: at one end, we find little similarity, and at the other, the degree
of similarity reaches the point at which it may escape our notice and so, we
run the risk of assuming synonymy. This passage implies that in the range
between the two extremes, we find a greater or lesser degree of similarity
among the homōnyma. Moreover, we should note Aristotle’s tendency to call
things having the least degree of likeness – having a common name and little
else – homonymous. These examples constitute what he sometimes terms
“accidental,” or “chance,” homonymy (cf. EN 1096a25),9 and tend to crop

7 For example, Owen (1960, 179) holds that what he terms “focal meaning” constitutes a tertium
quid between chance homonymy and synonymy; Leszl (1970, 120ff.) gives an early criticism
of Owen’s position, in part by distinguishing two kinds of homonymy. For recent discussion of
Owen, see Shields (1999, 220–31) and Yu (2001, 205–6; 2003, 22–26), who dispute Owens’
argument about focal meaning, including its attendant claim about developmentalism in
Aristotle’s thought about a science of being.

8 For discussion about the development of the notion of related predicates, see Owen (1960,
187–92).

9 The kind of homonymy “from chance” (ajpo; tuchvı, apo tychēs, EN 1096a25) is also referred
to as “wholly homonymous” (pavmpan oJmwnumw�ı, pampan homōnymōs, EE 1236a17).
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up in his discussions about homonymy, especially in Topics. As was noted in
chapter 2 of this work, Top. Alpha 15 presents us with many obvious cases of
accidental homonyms, including pairs of contraries such “light” and “dark,”
“sharp” and “dull,” as they are variously applied to bodies, sounds, or tools.
So, for example, a “light body” refers to a body of a certain color, whereas
a “light sound” is a sound that is pleasant to hear (107a37–b2); similarly,
“sharp” predicated of a sound, an angle, and a knife signifies wholly distinct
things (107a13–17). So, too, in his discussion about kinds of justice in EN E
1, Aristotle considers kleis (“key”) a distant homonym inasmuch as the term
refers to a collarbone and an instrument for locking a door. Here Aristo-
tle notes that the homonymy is “evident” because the difference between
the two things signified is great (cf. EN 1129a25–30), apparently making
reference to the differences in appearance and function.

A distinction in function also stands alone as a basis for accidental
homonymy. So, cases of things having the same name but lacking a common
function are labeled “homonymous.” In this regard, Aristotle gives examples
of functional and painted or sculpted eyes (DA 412b20–22), as well as func-
tional and dead fingers, hands, or feet (Meta. 1035b23–25, 1036b30–32, Pol.
1253a2–23). There are other passages in Meteor., PA, and GA, as well, where
the non-functional thing called “F” is described either as “not F” or “only
homonymously F.”10 In this way, a functional criterion is used to distinguish
between two things with the same name, F, one being counted as a genuine
F-thing and the other as merely homonymous. So, these cases of homony-
mous items, painted and functioning eyes, like the case of “key” just men-
tioned, comprise two kinds of what I am considering “distant” homonyms,
in contrast to the kinds that demonstrate core-dependence, such as being,
medical, or healthy. So described, core-dependent homōnyma comprise the
group that stands on the side opposite from accidental homōnyma, insofar as
the former possess a degree of similarity such that one might mistake them
for being synonymous.

Since Aristotle explicitly states that homonymy covers a range of cases,
some having a few and others a number of shared characteristics in addi-
tion to a common name,11 it is reasonable to infer that when he describes
things with related characteristics as “not homonymous” in Meta. Gamma, he
intends to say “not accidentally homonymous.” So, the division suggested
in Phys. Eta 4 with its distinction among related and unrelated kinds of
homonymy provides the basis for explaining Aristotle’s distinction between

10 See, e.g., Meteor. 389b30–390a15; PA 640b30–641a6; GA 726b22–24, 734b24–27, where
the non-functional F-thing is said to be either not-F or only homonymously F. For further
discussion of the functional criterion, see Shields (1999, 31–35).

11 Shields (1999, ch. 1), takes up discussion among various kinds of homonymy, including
accidental homonymy, which he divides into discrete and non-discrete kinds (considered
together here for convenience).
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related homonymous things and accidentally homonymous things. This line
of interpretation also makes better sense of the line in Meta. Gamma 2 –
“being is . . . related to one thing [pros hen] . . . and is not homonymous
(homōnymōs)” (1003a33–34) – in that being is claimed to be a core-related
homonym (i.e., something related to one thing), but that it is not an acci-
dental homonym. So, if we assume there is a range of homonymous things,
then the line at Gamma 2, 1003a33–34, and others like it do not present
the difficulty we expected. As a consequence, there is no reason to relegate
being to a third class of related things as suggested by G. E. L. Owen.12

Before we open the discussion about categorial being and homonymy, a
further note concerns the kinds of interpretation that are usually advanced
about Meta. Zeta 1 and Gamma 2. On one view, the homonymy of being
is considered primarily a semantic thesis concerned with the reduction,
or translation, of related homonyms to one primary sense. This approach,
developed by G. E. L. Owen in various papers, is characterized by taking the
homonymy of being as a thesis about the reductive translation of certain kinds
of ascriptions to more basic kinds.13 As I mentioned briefly in chapter 3, sec-
tion 3.5, what Owen refers to as the “focal meaning” of being depends on
the idea that “statements about non-substances can be reduced to – trans-
lated into – statements about substances.”14 For example, when we point to
a qualification of something, as in the statement “This is gray,” the sentence
implies another, such as, “This horse is gray”; accordingly the meaning of
a statement about a quality is understood by reference to a claim about a
substance qualified in some such way. While this line of interpretation bears
initial plausibility, it is not without certain limitations on further reflection,
particularly when it comes to its application to core-dependent predicates.
To begin with, as we have noted before, the theory of homonymy should
not be understood uniquely as a linguistic or semantic claim; on the con-
trary, as Aristotle’s cases of core-dependence make clear, the view primarily
has extra-linguistic, metaphysical force. More to the point, it is not obvious
that taking a linguistic approach will succeed insofar as it seems false to
assume that all statements about non-substances have to be redescribed, or
translated into, statements about substances. It is not obvious, for example,
that the Pythagorean theorem, a claim about geometrical relations, must
be translated into a statement about triangular shaped bodies having cer-
tain properties among their sides in order to grasp its meaning properly.
In a similar vein, consider items in cases of core-related homonymy, such
as the healthy diet or healthy regimen. While descriptions about a healthy

12 See Owen (1960, 179). The division between homonymous and synonymous things is
exhaustive in Irwin’s sense (Irwin 1981) in that non-synonymous things that are related
or core-dependent will fall under homonymy.

13 See Owen (1960; 1965; 1966).
14 See Owen (1957, 192).
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food, say, “Oatmeal is healthy,” may be interpreted as having reference to a
healthy diet and ultimately, to health, it is not clear that any claim about a
healthy food would. For example, another statement about oatmeal, such as
“The oatmeal is thin,” does not need to make reference to health in order
to receive its proper meaning, in spite of the fact that Aristotle claims that
secondary items that are healthy make reference to the primary instance
of the healthy, namely, health.15 So, the criticism against the linguistic, or
semantic, approach to homonymy consists in pointing out that the approach
does not restrict itself to describing the relations of meaning as only holding
among certain types of sentences and their translations.

If the line of interpretation that Owen develops were sufficiently limited
in scope and application, it might have fared better insofar as one version
of his thesis can be seen to apply to the case of being. For, there is noth-
ing implausible in the claim that statements about non-substances require
translation into statements about substances if the supposition is restricted
as holding true only for certain kinds of statements. Thus, while the mean-
ing of the statement “The oatmeal is thin” does not require translation into
a further statement about oatmeal being part of a healthy diet and, conse-
quently, to another statement concerning the relation of oatmeal to health.
It is quite reasonable to think that in order to understand the statement.
“Oatmeal is healthy,” we need to translate this claim into a statement about
oatmeal being part of a diet that conduces to the physical condition of
health. Furthermore, it may be suggested that the restricted version of the
semantic approach has more credibility with application to “being” than to
other predicates such as “healthy” or “medical.” The main difficulty with
Owen’s linguistic approach is that, in itself, it does not identify the essen-
tial features of core-dependent homonymy, implying that the homonymy of
being is solely a thesis about linguistic translations.

In addition to the semantic approach, there are different ways in which
the thesis about the homonymy of being may be understood. The various
ways include, as Shields has it, that the thesis shows (1) how “to be” is used
to attribute predicates to subjects, (2) how different kinds of being reflect
different ways of being, and (3) the way in which functional determina-
tion grounds the non-univocity of being.16 Of the formulations about the
homonymy of being, one in particular holds interest in regard to the meta-
physical implications concerning the inter-dependence of beings, or things
that are. This is the second line of approach mentioned above, the one con-
cerned with showing how different kinds of being reflect distinct modes of

15 Shields (1999, 229) makes a similar point using the statement, “The scalpel is made of good
metal,” arguing that this claim has no need to be translated into a statement about medicine,
though he does not countenance a modified version of the semantic approach that would
be restricted in scope, as suggested.

16 For discussion, see Shields (1999, 226).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c04 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:9

110 The Homonymy of Being

being. On my view, this interpretation provides an alternative to Owen’s read-
ing of the thesis that focuses on patterns of linguistic translation as primary
and provides the strongest basis on which a genuine, core-dependent analy-
sis of being may be sought. The proposed line of argument presented in this
chapter consists in defending the metaphysical approach to the homonymy
thesis to show why it is reasonable to infer the non-univocity of being from
the descriptive claim that the things that are do not exist in the same way.17

However, as previously noted, the passages about being from Meta. Gamma
2, Delta 7, Epsilon 2, Zeta 1, and Epsilon 1 are at variance with one another
regarding its homonymy. The passages make use of a common premise about
the non-univocity of being, that “being is said in many ways,” (to; o]n lεvgεtai
pollacw�ı, to on legetai pollachōs), but they do not concur as to the number
of ways in which “being” is said.18 Specific texts adduce a greater number of
ways of speaking about being than do others. Meta. Epsilon, 2, for example,
gives us a list of four major uses of being, including (1) accidental being, (2)
being as truth, (3) being as in the categories, and (4) potential and actual
being (1026a33–b2), a list that coincides with that given in the lexicon’s
entry for “being” in Delta 7 (1017a7–b9). In contrast, Gamma 2 and Zeta
1 focus on the ways of being in the categories, arguing for the primacy of
substance, and do not mention other ways of being, such as being as truth
or actual and potential being. In addition, in Delta 7, Aristotle claims that
the number of ways in which “to be” is used kath’ hauto, or essentially, is the
same number of ways it is used in the categories (1017a22–24); this implies
that the reasoning about the homonymy of being that is based on the ways of
being in the categories concerns the uses of “being” applied to what things
are, or are essentially. Yet in Zeta 1, the argument about homonymy based
on categorial ways of being does not assume that each way of being signifies a
per se existent as Delta 7 implies. The textual variations notwithstanding,
it seems reasonable to make a reduction from the wider, less controversial
claim to the narrower, more compelling claim about the homonymy of being.
As suggested previously, the wider thesis that “being” is used in the various
ways as detailed in Meta. Epsilon 2 should be reduced to the narrower one
that existing things manifest distinct modes of being. This claim, in turn,
is given a more restricted formulation in the idea that being is used in the
distinct ways of the categories. In general outline, the argument presented
for the homonymy of being based on the categorial ways of being depends on
two sub-arguments (1) the doctrine of the categories reflects different ways
of being, and (2) the differences among the categorial ways of being are suf-
ficient to show that “being” is not an univocal predicate. It should be noted
that, as it stands, in order to arrive at non-univocity, having metaphysical

17 See Frede (1987, 84–85) for this line of argument.
18 The claim is common to Meta. Gamma 2 (1003a33), Eta 2 (1026a34–35), and Zeta 1

(1028a10), though not to Delta 7, which has no need to state the obvious in the lexicon.
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differences among kinds of beings is regarded as a genuine possibility, a
point that is developed at length in the following section.

Our present examination of the homonymy of being begins after having
arrived at two initial starting points in regard to the thesis: first, that the inves-
tigation centers on a common predicate that is not an accidental homonym,
but signifies things having a number of shared characteristics; second, that
this chapter is concerned with defending the narrow, more philosophically
compelling version of the homonymy thesis, that depending on the cate-
gorial modes of being. In overall outline, the argument for the homonymy
of being based on categorial being consists in three parts, including (1) the
primacy of substance over non-substances; (2) the doctrine of the categories
interpreted as reflecting different ways of being; and (3) that differences
among the categorial ways of being are sufficient to show that being is not
an univocal predicate.

4.2 The Categorial Argument for Homonymy of Being

Multivocity, the starting point of the argument for homonymy based on cat-
egorial being, is common to various texts, including Meta. Gamma 2, Delta 7,
Epsilon 2, and Zeta 1, although these texts have distinct aims and differ
from one another in other ways. The often-quoted text in Gamma 2 that
begins by saying “being is said in many ways” does not mention the catego-
rial list of being, even though it proceeds to draw a conclusion about the
core-dependence of being. In contrast, Delta 7 (1017a22–23), Epsilon 2
(1026a33–b2), and Zeta 1 (1028a10–11) all hold that being is non-univocal
and base this claim on the observation that “to be” is used in as many ways
as expressed by the ten categories.19 However, neither Delta 7 nor Epsilon 2
contains the inference that one of these ways is the central or primary use,
as Zeta 1 does, and both omit the argument for “being” as a core-dependent
homonym. Keeping to its lexical aim, Delta 7 instead catalogues the vari-
ous uses of “being,” including in relation to accidents, potential and actual
being, as well as to its use in relation to the categories, a list that is repeated
in Epsilon 2 (1026a33–b2). There are additional texts, such as Meta. Zeta
4 (1030a30–b1) and Theta 1 (1045b27–32), that mention the categorial
modes of being or core-dependence, but these are not concerned with pro-
viding a full argument connecting the idea of the categorial modes to
the notion that “being” is a core-dependent homonym.20 Because a more

19 Strictly speaking, Meta. Delta 7 does not have “being is said in many ways” (to on legetai
pollachōs), as does Zeta 1, but it presupposes the claim of multivocity by enumerating the
various uses of “to be.”

20 Meta. Theta 1 (1045b27–32) briefly restates an argument from Zeta 1 for the core-
dependence of being based on the categories, including a claim about containment of logoi,
that is later developed in this chapter.
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detailed study of the homonymy of being based on the categories is needed,
the best text (all things considered) proves to be Meta. Zeta 1, and the
examination of the argument will be supplemented by the initial moves
concerning homonymy of being from Meta. Gamma 2.

The following section is devoted to a more complete line of reason-
ing about the homonymy of being using Meta. Zeta 1 and Gamma 2, since
these passages provide the categorial basis for its core-dependence as well
as develop a general argument for core-dependence. Both texts are deci-
sive in showing the way in which Aristotle moves beyond the claim about
the multiplicity of ways of employing “being” to providing several argu-
ments to establish the priority of one instance and, so, its core-dependence.
Since the passage in Zeta 1 is more expansive than that in Gamma 2 with
regard to the multivocity of being, as well as its core-dependence, the pri-
mary focus will be placed on Zeta 1. After analyzing the arguments for
core-dependence in Zeta 1 and Gamma 2, we shall consider additional
arguments for non-synonymy, in part relying on textual resources out-
side Meta. to provide the absent line of argumentation. For example, the
argumentative strategies proposed in Top. Alpha 15 that test for lack of
synonymy provide fertile ground for investigating whether being is non-
synonymous.

4.3 The Categorial Account: Metaphysics Zeta 1 and Gamma 2

The canonical passage in Meta. Gamma 2, typically quoted to reveal core-
dependence, overlaps with Zeta 1 insofar as both state at the outset that
“being” is used in various ways “but with reference to one thing and a cer-
tain character, and not merely homonymously”(1003a33–34).21 Again, both
Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 aim to establish core-dependence by arguing that
among the various ways in which being is significant, one is primary, and its
referent is substance. However, as was pointed out, Gamma 2 and Zeta 1
present distinct lines of argumentation for core-dependence. Zeta 1 omits
the basic argument for core-dependence, or what we might term pros hen
unity, that Gamma 2 provides and presents instead a complex account of
the ways in which substances are prior to non-substances. However, because
Zeta 1 seems to presuppose Gamma 2 on core-dependent homonymous
predicates, a short discussion of Gamma 2 is needed prior to examining the
longer argument in Zeta 1.

In Gamma 2, Aristotle opens the argument with the statement “being is
said in many ways” (to de on legetai men pollachōs, 1003a33)22 and immediately
moves to refine this claim by connecting it to systematic or core-dependent

21 ajlla; pro;ı ε {n kai; mivan tina; �uvsin kai; ou jc’ oJmwnuvmwı (alla pros hen kai mian tina physin kai
ouch’ homōnymōs, 1003a33–34).

22 to; dε; o]n lεvgεtai mε;n pollacw�ı (to de on legetai men pollachōs, 1003a33).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c04 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:9

4.3 The Categorial Account: Metaphysics Zeta 1 and Gamma 2 113

homonymy, separating this kind from simple or accidental homonymy
(1003a33–34). As was discussed fully in chapter 3 of this work, the way in
which he seeks to explain core-dependent homonymy is by analogy to two
other terms, “healthy” and “medical.” Specifically, Aristotle sets out a series
of dependent uses of each term, each one bearing some kind of causal
relation to the primary term. So, for example, the secondary, or dependent,
uses of “healthy” are always related to health, the primary use, “either as pre-
serving it, making it, indicating it, or receiving it” (1003a35–b1). Further-
more, the secondary uses are interpreted in a such a way as to specify their
relationship to the primary use: so, we may suggest, a healthy diet “pre-
serves” health, the healthy body “indicates” health, and so on, where each of
the uses points to a specific causal relation obtaining between the things sig-
nified by the primary and secondary uses. A similar line of analysis is pro-
vided for “medical,” with the secondary uses being so-called in virtue of “pos-
sessing,” “being naturally adapted to,” or “being a function of” the medical
art (1003b2–3). The more difficult issue concerns the application of the twin
analyses to the predicate in question, “being.” What Aristotle maintains, of
course, is that the same structure of dependent and primary instances of
“being” holds insofar as “some things are said to be because they are sub-
stances, others because they are affections of substance, others because they
are a process toward substance, or destructions or privations or qualities or
productive or generative of substance, or of terms relating to substance, or
negations of some of these or of substance” (1003b6–10). Given the aim of
the chapter is to provide reason for finding there is a science of being, this
may explain why Aristotle does not take the time to explain how the hetero-
geneous list of things provides an explanation of the way in which certain
items are dependent on substance. As we have noted, here Aristotle does
not employ the categorial list of being (i.e., qualities, quantities, etc.) for
the argument, but instead emphasizes the ways in which affections, qualities,
processes, destructions, and privations are relational to and dependent on
substance. So, the primary basis for the later, pivotal conclusion that being is
the subject matter of one science consists in the assertion that each of these
things mentioned is related to a common thing, substance; in this case, the
differences among these kinds of being matter less than the fact that they
are all related “to one source” (mian archēn, cf. 1003b3–5).23 It must be
acknowledged that the precise argument to show how things such as affec-
tions, qualities, processes, and privations are dependent on substances is
absent from Gamma 2. It also remains unclear whether Aristotle has in mind
the logical or ontological dependence of secondary things like affections
and processes, on substance. However, the case for the dependence of the

23 ajll’ a{pan provı mivan ajrchvn (all’ hapan pros mian archēn, 1003b5–6); Ross notes that because
the uses of being are all related to substance, they are “in a sense univocal, and therefore the
subject of one science” (1924/1997, 254).
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more familiar types of non-substances on substance and, conversely, for the
priority of substance is offered in Meta. Zeta 1.

The opening passage in Zeta 1 presents the by-now familiar line of reason-
ing, moving from the opening claim that being is multivocal (1028a10–11)
to the focus on the primary case of being, namely, substance, in the last line
(1028b5–7). The passage also presents difficulties due, in part, to its appar-
ent lack of support for claiming multivocity. For, if Aristotle aims to make a
defensible case for the homonymy of being, the absence of an argument for
non-univocity seems problematical. This absence, however, is only appar-
ent, as I shall show. The proposed plan of argument at this point consists in
examining the main points of Zeta 1, in particular, the grounds for the pri-
macy of substance, and then returning to consider whether non-univocity
cannot be established on the basis of premises at hand within Zeta 1 or
Gamma 2.

The general line of argument in Zeta 1 is focused on establishing the
primacy of one of the uses of “to be,” namely, that in reference to oujsiva
(ousia), or substance. It may be observed, first, that the chapter does not
immediately show how being is not synonymous. Instead, Aristotle states that
“being” is said in various ways (to on legetai pollachōs): for example, he states
that it signifies what a thing is, a quality, a quantity, or any of the other
categories (cf. 1028a11–12). He uses the categorial account of the ways
things are to show that being (to on) is multivocal, and then explains their
internal organization as follows:

While “being” [to on] is said in these various ways, it is clear that among these, the
primary being [to prōton on] is “the what it is” [to ti esti], which indicates just what
[hoper] substance [ousia] is (for, when we say what of quality something is, we say it
is good or bad, but not three feet long or human, but when we say what a thing is,
we do not say it is pale or hot or three feet long, but that it is a human being or a
god); and the other existing things are said to be in relation to being [to on] in this
way, some as quantities, others, qualities or affections, and others, something else of
this sort. (1028a13–20)

The overall line of argument concerns the reason why ousia (substance)
stands as the primary case of to on (being), but the specific steps to the
conclusion are uneven. For example, the parenthetical passage at 1028a15–
18 shows that ti esti (what it is) signifies ousia (substance), not why ousia
is primary, as we might expect from 1028a14–15. Since there is a gap in
the argument, it seems we are to infer from that that which answers “what
it is” among existing things is that which is primary among such things.
Furthermore, because just one entity answers “what a thing is,” this entity
alone is primary. This explains why items in non-substance categories that
tell us how a thing is qualified – say, by color or by temperature – are not
primary. Taken as a whole, the force of lines 1028a13–16 depends on a
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contrast between how terms in the category of substance signify and how
those in non-substance categories signify.24 For example, we do not say “pale”
or “three feet long” about something without first indicating what kind of
thing it is, as, for example, that it is a (pale) horse or a (three foot long)
sword. The ontological corollary to the linguistic claim being suggested is
that items in non-substance categories are dependent for their being on
items in the category of substance (cf. 1028a18–20). Since items in non-
substance categories, such as qualities and quantities, depend on items in
the substance category for their existence, it follows that they do not possess
the same kind of being. So, while the full argument for core-dependence of
being based on the categorial priority of substance is not made at 1028a10–
20, the argument is familiar to us from Meta. Gamma 2 (1003b5–10) and
Cat. 5 (2a34–2b6).

Some critics maintain that the argument in Zeta 1 (i.e., 1028a10–20)
fails to prove anything about the non-univocity of being. Specifically, it is
argued that while Aristotle states that to on (being) is “said in many ways,”
he fails to provide the grounds for showing that being is non-univocal; after
all, having different categories of being does not add up to there being
differences in being (so it is argued). In reply, I find that it is not true that
the considerations that Aristotle provides are inadequate to show that being
is not univocal. Let me retrace the line of argument in Zeta 1 (1028a10–
31): first, Aristotle states multivocity, noting that “being” is predicated in as
many ways as there are ways of being in the categories, and then, he singles
out one among them as primary. To substantiate his second move, he states
that among its uses, we find that one signifies what something is (ti esti)
and an individual thing (tode ti), and others signify a quality, quantity, or
one of the other non-substance predicates (1028a10–13). Next, he moves
toward core-dependence by noting that what a thing is (ti esti) is the primary
designation of the thing, whereas that which gives its quality, like being good,
or its quantity, like being three feet long, designates something that is or
has being only insofar as it is related to what is (cf. 1028a13–20).

The lack of parity among kinds of existing things seems evident and so,
he even raises an aporematic comment about whether “walking,” “being
well,” or “sitting” signify any kind of existing thing at all (1028a20–21) since
it is really the thing that walks, is well, or sits that exists (1028a23–25). As
he goes on to explain, when we speak about walking, being well, or sitting,
we are speaking about a definite subject that is implied by such predications
(cf. 1028a25–28). Further, he states, we cannot speak about the good or
the sitting without speaking about the subjects of these qualities, namely,
about substances (1028a28–29). In this way, each of the items in non-
substance categories exists by virtue of items in the category of substance.

24 Ross thinks that the focus is to contrast quality from substance (Ross 1924/1997, 160).
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From this consideration, he states: “so, that which exists primarily [to prōtōs
on], and is not a relative [ou ti on], but exists simply [haplōs], is substance”
(1028a30–31). The line of argument Aristotle is offering to understand non-
univocity of being here depends on grasping the basic difference between
the way in which linguistic items in the category of substance signify and ways
in which substantial entities exist and the way in which linguistic items in
non-substance categories signify and ways in which non-substantial entities
exist. So, the extent to which we find reasonable the thesis that being is not
synonymous depends on the extent to which we think the modes of being in
the categories provides sufficient evidence for it. Overall, then, the ground
for non-univocity of being in Zeta 1 is given by: (1) the fundamental distinc-
tion between the mode of being of substances versus that of non-substances,
and (2) the priority arguments about substance. Broken down in two parts,
we might say that the opening section of Zeta 1 at 1028a10–20 sets out the
basic line of non-univocity that 1028a31–b4 supports by subsidiary argument
about priority. Specifically, section 1028a10–20 prepares the way for the sub-
sequent explanation of the core-dependence of being at 1028a31–b4, where
we see in detail how substances are primary to non-substances.

Following the claim about substance having being primarily (prōtōs on)
and simply (haplōs on), and not in a qualified way (1028a30–31) at the end of
the above section, Aristotle enumerates the ways in which substance enjoys
primacy, or priority, over non-substances in Zeta 1. For Aristotle, substan-
tial priority centers around three main headings: being prior in definition,
knowledge, and time (cf. 1028a32–33).25 The section in Zeta 1 at 1028a31–
b7 is concerned with explaining the reasons for the priority of substance in
these three ways. In conjunction with the examination of the three kinds of
priority that substance is said to possess, some attention may be given to an
initial concern about whether the substance declared to be primary refers
to primary or secondary substances.26 As I see it, the introductory section of
Zeta 1 mentioned above (1028a13–20), as well as the section including the
three grounds for naming substance primary (1028a32–b3), better support
the view that secondary substances, not primary ones, are at issue here.27

Yet given that our concern is with showing non-univocity of being, taking
either interpretation of substance (as primary or secondary) is sufficient. It
would be adequate to prove non-univocity to establish that there is one way
of being for non-substances and another for substances, whether it is primary

25 hJ oujsiva prw�ton kai; lovgw/ kai; gnwvsεi kai; crovnw/ (1028a32–33).
26 Contrasting particular things in the category of substance and common predicates of these

subjects, i.e., the species and genera of primary substances.
27 On the contrary, Bostock (1994, 54–66) argues that in Meta. Zeta 1 at least some of the

references to “substance,” such as the “separability” claim at 1028a33–34, must be to primary
substance, although he admits that the defense of the “separability” of primary substances
is not coherent.
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or secondary substances at stake. So, for the present, a case will be offered
to support secondary substances as the proper candidates for priority.

To begin the argument at 1028a31–b4, it may be observed that the pri-
ority in definition (logos) relies on the claim that “the account of each non-
substance has to contain the account of substance” (1028a35–36).28 There
are two main issues to address in this claim about priority of definition: first,
as was mentioned, we need to understand to what ousia refers at 1028a35,
and second, what the notion of “logos containment” refers. In saying that
the accounts (logoi) of non-substances must contain reference to substance
(ousia), it seems that we must assume that the reference is to particular sub-
stances, rather than to substance itself, as this suggestion goes nowhere.29 In
contrast, the notion that definitions of non-substances, items such as quali-
ties, quantities, and relations, have to refer to the subjects of which they are
the qualities, quantities, or relations does seem plausible.30 It is reasonable
that the account of an item in a non-substance category, such as quality, is
one that indicates a specific item, say, quality, as related to some substance
so qualified. On this interpretation, to give a definition of what being a
quality is depends on mentioning its mode of relation to substance.31 For
example, the account of some ε {xiı (hexis), a species of quality, such as that
of justice or moderation (cf. Cat. 8b26–33), must define the specific virtue
as a state of character of a human being. This way of reading the argument
for the priority of account in Zeta 1 is closely parallel to that in Gamma 2,
where substance is said to be the central instance of being insofar as items in
non-substance categories are either modifications, or processes, or destruc-
tions, or privations of substances, or in some other way related to substances
(1003b6–10).32

An objection may be raised that in both passages when specific qualities,
quantities (and so on) are said to be secondary or dependent “in account” on

28 ajnavgkh ga;r ε jn tw�/ ε Jkavstou lovgw/ to;n th�ı oujsivaı ε jnu�pavrcεin (anangkē gar en tōi hekastou logōi
ton tēs ousias enyparchein (1028a35–36). Translations for logos include “account,” “formula,”
and even “definition,” although the technical term for this last is horismos: see Meta. Zeta 4,
1030a6–17.

29 It is reasonable to claim that primary substance does not admit of definition; if, however, one
were to consider Cat. propria of substance as defining elements, e.g., being non-predicable, it
would make no sense to include this in the accounts of non-substances that are predicables.

30 In parallel argument in Meta. Zeta 5, some examples of logical dependence include the
account of being female or male relying on that of animal, that of snubness on nose, and
that of oddness on number (1030b18–26).

31 Definitional priority as described in Meta. Zeta 1 has been variously interpreted, e.g., that
the definition of any non-substance must include the definition of substance, a reading that
imports difficulties; for discussion, see Bostock (1994, 60–62).

32 A parallel point arises in Meta. Zeta 4, where in discussing definitions, Aristotle argues that
definitions also belong to non-substances but in a secondary way, so that the “what it is” of
a quality is not without qualification (1030a23–25), reflecting perhaps that in defining a
quality, one includes some reference to a substance.
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substances, the reasonable assumption to make is that their account depends
on primary, not secondary, substances given the metaphysical priority of
primary substances in Cat. 5. While it may be possible to interpret the claims
in Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 as implying that the substance mentioned in the
accounts of non-substances refers to primary substance, it is more reasonable
to read it as referring to secondary substance as suggested in the account of
a moral virtue. Equally, defining a sensible quality, such as color, depends
on stating that it is a certain modification of the surface of a body, rather
than of Socrates, for example.33

The suggested definitions bring us to the second point, that concerning
in what the containment of the logos consists. According to the text, Aristotle
stipulates that in the accounts of the secondary, or non-substance items, the
account (logos) of substance must be contained (1028a35–36). It is problem-
atical to interpret Aristotle’s claim as meaning that the logos of a substance –
whether it is to be construed as referring to a primary or a secondary sub-
stance – which is said to be contained in the secondary accounts should be
taken to be a definition of a substance. For, if it were to be considered to be
a definition, then in order to render the account of, say, a quality such as
color, we would have to include not only what the color is but also the defi-
nition of the substantial thing of which it is predicated. This implication is
implausible; the only reasonable alternative is to interpret the “logos contain-
ment” clause as meaning that the secondary accounts must include the logos
of substance in the sense of mentioning a reference to a substance, as was
suggested in the sample definitions of color or moral virtue offered above.
So understood, the account of the “what it is” of a quantity, such as being
three feet long, will include what it is to be a quantity of three feet, and the
account will also include that this quantity belongs to some substance thus
modified. More weight is added to the reading of “substance” in the line at
1028a35–36 as meaning “secondary substance” when one considers, in addi-
tion, that the earlier, abovementioned passage from Zeta 1 (1028a13–20)
bears out secondary substances as being at issue. As noted, the examples
that are given for items in the category of substance include only secondary
substances, namely, “human” and “god,” whereas no mention is made of
primary substances. So, it would appear that the clear point of the passage
is to draw a contrast between terms indicating secondary substances, such as
“human,” or “god,” and terms indicating things in non-substance categories,
such as “good,” “bad,” “pale,” “hot,” and “three feet long.” If this assumption
is correct, then some precedent for understanding “substance” as referring
to secondary substances has been set from the opening lines of Zeta 1.

33 A related concern for the priority of account concerns the issue of containment, whether the
definition of the secondary item must contain the exact definition of substance, a condition
that would render the claim implausible if interpreted literally.
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The second reason that Aristotle gives for the priority of substance in Zeta
1 concerns its order in terms of knowledge, and this ground constitutes the
strongest reason for understanding secondary substances to be at issue in
Zeta 1. For, he asserts that substance is said to be prior in knowledge to the
other categories insofar as the ti esti, what a thing is, provides more informa-
tion in the sense of being more explanatory of the thing than mentioning its
accidental attributes (1028a36–b2).34 The claim of substance to be prior in
knowledge is supported by an illustration: “we think that we know each thing
most when we know what it is [to be] human or fire, rather than its quality or
quantity or place” (1028a36–b1). Aristotle’s example points to a contrast
between the ti esti of something, the “what it is” of, say, fire or human, and
its coincidental properties, such as its quality, quantity, or other accidents.
By reason of the contrast, what is clearly being suggested as what is “prior
in knowledge” is that knowable aspect of substance, that which is signified
by the “what it is” and not primary substance in the sense of an individual
compound.35 Against this reading, the notion that primary substances are
what is “prior in knowledge” can be given but scant support. While one may
be allowed to say, rather loosely, that one “knows” an individual substance, it
is more correct to describe such particulars as apprehended by perception
(Delta 11, 1018b30–37).36 Again, being prior in knowledge in An. Po. Alpha
2 (71b31) is to be explained in terms of serving as the logical ground for
something: thus, “P is ‘prior in knowledge’ to Q if knowledge that Q requires
knowledge that P, but not vice versa.”37

The third basis on which Aristotle finds substance primary in Zeta 1
concerns time and separability: substance is claimed to be prior in time in
the sense that none of the categories apart from substance is “separable”
(cwristovn, chōriston, 1028a34).38 While this claim about the priority of sub-
stance is notoriously difficult to interpret due in part to the conceptual
problem concerning the temporal priority of substance, it is possible to
make some headway.39 First, it is necessary to assume that the so-called tem-
poral priority claimed for substance is being explained by the subsequent

34 This does not rule out that ti esti, what it is, may be said of items in non-substance categories:
one may state the “what it is” of a quantity, or a quality, but such statements do not reveal
the natures of substances, as the present text requires; see Bostock (1994, 52–53, 62).

35 For this contrast implied in 1028a36–b2, see Bonitz’s commentary (1848–49).
36 On Aristotle’s distinction between what is prior in perception and in knowledge, see, e.g.,

An. Po. 71b33–72a5; Pr. An. 68b35–37; Meta. 1029b3–12; EN 1095b2–4.
37 See Barnes (1994, 95).
38 While the term can mean “separation,” I follow Ross (1924/1997) and Bostock (1994) in

reading “separable”; for discussion on chōriston at 1028a34, see Bostock (1994, 57–58).
39 The claim that substance is prior “in time” to the other categories raises various difficulties,

including that it seems incoherent if interpreted literally; for discussion of 1028a33–34, see
Bostock (1994, 57–60).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c04 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:9

120 The Homonymy of Being

claim about separability at 1028a34.40 If this is granted, we move on to decide
what kind of substance is referred to as being separable. Let us suggest that
1028a33–34 should be read as: “For none of the other predicables are sep-
arable, but only substance.”41 On one reading of this line, “separability” at
1028a34 is something that belongs to secondary, not primary, substances,
and the argument is that the predicates signifying secondary substances are
those that reveal what the subject is and, so are “separable” in the sense of
being “complete,” that is, as being fully explanatory of the nature of the
thing.42 The separability in question thus becomes a matter of conceptual
adequacy and not one of ontological independence in the sense that on this
view, certain kinds of predicates indicate what the subject is and not merely
how it is qualified, quantified, and the like.43 While taking the separability
claim at 1028a34 as indicating secondary substance comprises a minority
view among scholars, I find it more defensible than the one holding that
the referent of “separable” refers to primary substance. For, the opposing
position (at least on one version) would imply that only individual sub-
stances are capable of existing apart from modifications, or accidents, and
regardless of whether one takes accidents to be unrepeatable particulars or
not, this view becomes indefensible. On the position I have advanced, that
which makes secondary substances “separable” concerns their characteristic
of being “complete” in the sense that they reveal more fully the nature of the
subject than do predicates in the other categories. So construed, the third
ground for the priority of substance, that concerning separability, supports
the previous discussion concerning substance. By understanding the refer-
ence to substance as being to secondary substances, we allow for a continuity
of the previous textual references to the substance that is declared to be pri-
mary. Specifically, the present reasoning for the primacy of substance based
on separability (1028a33–34) coincides with that based on the primacy of
substance in definition (1028a34–36), as well as of the primacy of substance
in knowledge (1028a36–b2). Just as knowing “what a thing is” (ti esti) pre-
supposes knowing what kind of secondary substance it is, so it appears that
considering substance as “separable” implies taking the intended candidate
to be secondary substance.

40 As Alexander suggests, taking the claim about separability at 1028a33–34, tw�n . . . movnh, as
explanatory of substance being prior in time (see Ross 1924/1997, 160); for the definition
of “priority in time,” see Meta. Delta 11, 1018b15–18.

41 tw�n mε;n ga;r a[llwn kathgorhmavtwn oujqε;n cwristovn, au{th dε; movnh (tōn men gar allōn
katēgorēmaton outhen chōriston, hautē de monē, 1028a33–34).

42 For this view, see Patzig (1979a, 43), whereas Bostock (1994, 59–60) argues that most texts
on separability (i.e., 1029a28, 1040b28, 1042a29–31, 1043b19) support the notion that only
primary substances are separable.

43 For example, Burnyeat (1979, 4–5) records that 1028a33–34 might suggest the separability
of the particulars in non-substance categories depending for their existence on particulars
in the category of substance, namely, individual substances.
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In summary, the examination of the sections of Zeta 1 and Gamma 2 that I
have given suggests the following points that may be considered to comprise
a long argument. First, the claim that being is multivocal, or “said in many
ways” (pollachōs legetai), is established by distinguishing by the different ways
of being belonging to substances and non-substances. Second, the distinction
in the ways of being is supported by the arguments showing the primacy of
substances to non-substances in three areas. Third, from the three ways in
which a substance is said to be prior to a non-substance, Aristotle shows that
being exhibits an organized structure of uses, namely, core-dependence and
causal priority. What has become clear is that Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 establish
the non-univocity of the term “being” by attempting to show how the primary
and secondary instances of being, namely, the way in which substances versus
non-substances exist, do not come to the same thing. Thus, while Aristotle’s
arguments for the homonymy of being in Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 seem
to focus attention on core-dependence, appearing to neglect non-univocity,
the key to finding the path to non-univocity lies in the notion that substances
and non-substances do not possess the same kind of being. So, it should be
allowed that when Aristotle claims that substances and non-substances differ,
he means that they possess different ways of being, that is, ways of existing.
To show how this may be argued on other Aristotelian grounds, I propose
to utilize texts outside Meta., such as Top. Alpha 15, so as to provide a basis
for showing that being is non-univocal.

4.4 Assessing the Non-Univocity of Being

Before looking for other support about non-univocity, we need to revisit
the objections that have been put forward concerning the homonymy
of being. According to Shields’ criticism, the categorial argument for the
homonymy of being tries to establish non-univocity indirectly through prov-
ing its core-dependence, and he finds this inadequate.44 As he sees it,
since being must be shown to be non-univocal prior to establishing its
core-dependent homonymy, Aristotle’s argument is weak, if not question-
begging. I suggest two lines of response to this criticism. To begin with,
although it may be correct that establishing non-univocity is logically prior
to core-dependence in the formal procedure comprising core-dependent
homonymy, in practice, the step of non-univocity does not need to be car-
ried out independently when one has already proved core-dependence.
For, since a predicate cannot be both core-dependent and univocal, if
Aristotle has proven core-dependence, he has thereby established non-
univocity. Furthermore, considered as a rhetorical or dialectical matter, it
would be unnecessary to include an explicit argument for the non-univocity

44 According to Shields, most scholars assume that non-univocity is established by core-
dependence, and overlook the distinction (Shields 1999, 219–20).
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of something homonymous if one had provided a strong argument for its
core-dependence, given that the latter argument would show the structure
behind the non-synonymous uses.45

A second rejoinder to Shields’ criticism consists in pointing out that
although Aristotle moves to establish the homonymy of being through prov-
ing its core-dependence, it is not the case that he ignores the issue of non-
univocity. The criticism that Shields advances would have more force if it
could be shown that Aristotle had given no reason for thinking there were
not only different kinds of beings – individuals belonging to biological natu-
ral kinds, such as horses, bears, and dogs, as well as belonging to mathemat-
ical kinds, such as numbers, planes, and ratios – but also different ways in
which these different kinds existed. In fact, however, Aristotle has provided
evidence for thinking that there are different ways of being, and consequently,
grounds for holding that the predicate “being” is not univocal independent
of the argument for core-dependence. To be specific, in Meta. Zeta 1, prior to
explaining the three areas in which substance is primary, Aristotle gives two
distinct reasons for the view that there are different ways of being, and these
may be considered separately from the claim that being is core-dependent.
These considerations can be seen as providing separate grounds for the
notion that being is not univocal, and so, we need not interpret the catego-
rial argument as illicitly inferring non-univocity from core-dependence as
Shields’ objection states. The additional bases that are mentioned concern
what may be termed the “separability” and “individuality” criteria; specifi-
cally, items in non-substance categories are not naturally capable of being
separated from substance (1028a22–24), whereas items in the category of
substance indicate something “definite” (wJrismεvnon, hōrismenon) and “indi-
vidual” (kaqV ε {kaston, kath’ hekaston, 1028a25–27), that which is naturally
capable of being a subject of predicables. The feature of inseparability of
non-substances, is, as we have mentioned (section 4.3 above), a consequence
of their conceptual and ontological dependence on substances. Thus, as has
been remarked, qualities, quantities, and items in other non-substance cat-
egories signify things whose being relies on the being of items in the category
of substance (cf. 1028a18–20).

A parallel argument emerges from the distinction in Cat. 5 between the
way of being of things in substance and non-substance categories, such that
substances are defined as those that neither are in nor are predicated
of any subject, while non-substances are those that are either in or are
predicated of substances as subjects (cf. Cat. 2a11–13, a34–35, 2b15–17).
These two features together describe the dependent way of being of non-
substances in contrast to the primary, independent way of being of substance,

45 While Shields notes that proving core-dependence is only “conceptually” distinct from prov-
ing association, he does not acknowledge that the same holds for non-univocity (Shields
1999, 49 n. 5).
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thereby providing the grounds for thinking that the predicate “being” is
non-univocal. Against this line of defense, it might be argued that I have
not proved the non-univocity of “being” specifically, but have merely revis-
ited the argument for its core-dependence; so, if one does not accept that
the core-dependence argument shows non-univocity, my argument does not
establish it. But this objection fails insofar as what I have shown is that the
ways of being of substances and of non-substances are distinct, from which
it follows that being is non-synonymous.46

A further objection to my claim that non-univocity follows from prov-
ing core-dependence consists in the idea that non-substances differ from
substances not insofar as they exist, but insofar as they are different kinds
of things, and therefore, being is univocal, or synonymous. This argument
depends on the idea that there may be multiple realizations of something
that nevertheless possesses a common property across its various instances,
as, for example, various kinds of animals do not preclude a genus, animal.
Similarly, it may be argued, different kinds of being do not preclude the
possibility that substances and non-substances all exist in the same sense;
therefore, being is synonymous. In addition, it may be suggested that because
the predicate “being” is used univocally across what is, or exists, it cannot be
shown to be core-dependent. As I see it, the shortcoming of employing this
kind of strategy in the case of being arises from trying to specify the common
characteristic of all existing things, independently from the ways in which
they exist. Put another way, the present objection to the homonymy of being
consists in arguing that while substances and non-substances differ in kind,
they are, nevertheless, alike in being, or alike as existing. This objection to
homonymy, as I see it, misses the mark insofar as it fails to specify what
property is had in the same way by all existing things.

Aristotle’s argument resists positing an abstract universal over and beyond
kinds of being by representing “being” as a non-synonymous term signifying
things exhibiting certain similar, but not identical, ways of existing. The
notion that Aristotle develops here, that the things that are exist in differ-
ent ways, is enough plausible that the contrary line of thinking seems to lack
sufficient force to overturn it. The insistence that a genuine genus of being
exists nonetheless is no less question-begging than the line of reasoning
that, for example, Shields presents in his rejection of Aristotle’s argument
concerning the categorial argument for the homonymy of “being.” Conse-
quently, I do not find that the present strategy of arguing for a genus of
being based on the notion of multiple instantiations of one thing is, finally,
persuasive.

46 The conceptual difference between these two positions may be appreciated when it is
pointed out that a metaphysics of substance and accidents is separable from the notion
that substance is the cause of the accidents, for it might equally well be the case that such a
metaphysics was coupled with the notion of divine causation (as in Spinozistic metaphysics).
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As further defense for the non-univocity of “being,” I offer two arguments
that are analogous to the argumentative strategies, or topoi, given in Top.
Alpha 15. As we have seen in chapter 2 of this work, Alpha 15 contains a list
of argumentative strategies for discerning non-synonymy, one of them being
whether one term predicated of different categories means different things;
if so, the term is non-synonymous. The case Aristotle employs concerns the
term “good,” and he argues that “good” when predicated of food signifies
what produces pleasure, but when predicated of medicine signifies health,
of the human soul, a virtue; of time, the opportune; and of quantity, the
right amount (Top. 107a5–10). Aristotle concludes: “therefore the good is
homonymous” (107a11–12).47 Using the same topos, we may construct a
parallel argument using the term “being”:

P1. If term X signifies different things when predicated in different cat-
egories, X is non-univocal.

P2. “Being” predicated of substance signifies what is neither in a subject
nor said of a subject.

P3. “Being” predicated of quality signifies what is either in a subject or
said of a subject.

P4. So, “being” is non-univocal.

As further argument for the non-univocity of “being,” one may add:

P5. Since “what is neither in nor said of a subject” and “what is either
in or said of a subject” refer to wholly different things, then “being”
is non-univocal.

We might apply another strategy from Top. Alpha 15, one that turns on the
“common principle” in Euclidean mathematics that subtracting equal from
equals yields equals (Elements I, 3). This strategy, discussed in chapter 2, (sec-
tion 2.3), is concerned with testing for synonymy by producing definitions
using the same term in different contexts and then subtracting what is pecu-
liar to each from the definitions. In Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle suggests using
the strategy on the term “light” as applied to a body and a sound, rendering
a definition of each complex, namely, “light body” and “light sound,” and
then subtracting what is peculiar to each account. Since the principle of
subtracting equals from equals is supposed to leave the same thing, if the
term were being used synonymously, the remaining definition of each com-
plex would mean the same thing. However, we can see that “light” does not

47 See the parallel argument in EN Alpha 6, where Aristotle employs the good as a predicable
across the categories to show its non-synonymy and, thus, to undercut the Platonic view of
it as a common universal (1093a23–29). The use of homōnymos in relation to “the good”
in both passages may reflect a common awareness that predicates like “the good” can vary
systematically in their applications across categories (Smith 1997, 97–98).
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signify the same thing in both complexes, and therefore, it is being used
equivocally (Top. 107a35–b5). Now, if we use the same strategy employing
“being” instead of “light,” we arrive at the following argument. To begin,
let us assume (P1) If a term is synonymous, by subtracting what is peculiar
to the definition of two complexes using the same term, we leave the same
thing. Then, if (P2) Being a substance means “what is neither in nor said
of a subject” and if (P3) Being a non-substance means “what is either in or
said of a subject,” and if we subtract what is peculiar to each definition, we
find that nothing common remains in the definitions. That is, (P4) If one
subtracts “what is neither in nor said of a subject” from (P2) and “what is
either in or said of a subject” from (P3), the definitions are empty. So, it
follows that “what is neither in a subject nor said of a subject” and “what is
either in a subject or said of a subject” signify different things. Therefore,
(P5) “being” is not synonymous and, so, is non-univocal.

The two strategies from Top. Alpha 15 I have suggested here for testing
“being” for non-univocity are not equivalent. However, the aim in offering
them is to give grounds for my claim that “being” is, in fact, non-univocal
and that Aristotle possesses independent means for establishing this notion,
quite apart from the core-dependence argument offered in Meta. Gamma
2 and Zeta 1.

In addition to the above-mentioned arguments for univocity, there is
another positive argument for univocity of “being” based on the strategy
of comparability. Shields utilizes the argument from comparability to show
that “being” is synonymous, but I find his argument problematical. I propose
to set out his argument, and then explain where I think it goes awry. On
the argument Shields presents, we can establish that “being” is univocal, or
synonymous, based on Aristotle’s claim that relatives are least of all substance
and, so, being (Meta. 1088a29–30).48 As I construe it, his argument runs as
follows.

1. Two things are non-synonymously F if and only if they are incommen-
surable as Fs.

2. Relatives are said to be least of all some substance and some being.
3. So, relatives are less being, or are less real, than other things that are.
4. Since relatives are less real than the other things that are, the things

that are admit of degrees.
5. Since the things that are admit of degrees, they are commensurable.
6. The things that are and beings are synonymous.
7. So, beings are commensurable as beings.
8. Since beings as beings are commensurable, beings are not non-

synonymous.

48 See Shields (1999, 261–64).
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As Shields sees it, there are two Aristotelian grounds for thinking that beings
as such are commensurable and, so, that the predicate “being” is univocal.
The first argument he gives turns on his reading of the line at Meta. Nu 1,
1088a29–30, expressed in premise 2 above, “the relative is least of all some
substance and some being,” where the Greek line is h{kista oujsiva tiı kai;
o[n ti to; provı ti (hēkista ousia tis kai on ti to pros ti). This line presents two
issues: (1) whether to interpret hēkista, meaning “least of all” as ranging
over “substance” and “being,” or only over “substance,” and (2) whether
kai, meaning “and,” functions epexegetically or conjunctively, such that we
would read either (1) “the relative is least of all some substance, that is,
being,” or (2) “the relative is least of all some substance and least of all
some being.” On the latter point, Shields follows option (2), but it does not
seem to be the more obvious reading. It is true that on the second reading,
Aristotle is committed to holding that relatives have less being than items in
other categories; so, if being admits of degrees, then he is committed to hold-
ing that being is commensurable, and if commensurable, then synonymous.
While I do not think that this inference has to be made, I shall return to
a counter-argument in a moment. First, let me mention another argument
that Shields has for thinking being is commensurable. On his second argu-
ment, he proposes that since the account of what it is to be a substance or
a quality or a quantity (and so on) differs essentially from each other, and
each thing differs in virtue of its specific natures, it cannot be in virtue of
their specific nature or the accounts of their specific natures that they are
synonymous, but rather in virtue of their being existing things. Therefore, it
is in virtue of their existing, or being, that they are synonymous, and so, this
allows their commensurability.49

In both of these arguments for the synonymy of being, it is the notion
that synonymy implies commensurability that has to be re-examined. In
Physics Eta 4, Aristotle makes the claim that non-synonymous things are all
incommensurable: hosa mē sunōnyma pant’ asymblēta (o{sa mh; sunwvnuma pavnt j
ajsuvmblhta, 248b6–7).50 This claim has typically been taken as saying that
being synonymous and being commensurable are convertible and, there-
fore, that commensurability is necessary and sufficient for synonymy. But
this is not quite correct, for, in fact, Aristotle goes further to explain exactly
what is required for commensurability. First, he notes that while homonymy
implies lack of commensurability, and so the sharp pencil, sharp wine, and
sharp note cannot be called “sharp” in the same way (Phys. 248b7–8), the
lack of homonymy does not imply commensurability. For example, he states
that “double” means the ratio of two to one, and yet the phrases “double the
amount of air” and “double the amount of water” do not signify the same
thing (Phys. 248b14–17). So, he says that although we may state whether a

49 See Shields (1999, 265).
50 Following Ross’ reading (Ross 1936/1998, 678).
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white horse is whiter in color than a white dog, we cannot say whether a cer-
tain volume of water is greater or less than a certain volume of sound (Phys.
248b21–25). In other words, for Aristotle, there are two distinct conditions
for two things being commensurable: first, the things compared have to be
non-homonymous, and second, they must have “no specific difference from
one another in themselves or in what they occur” (Phys. 249a3–4). So, for
example, since color admits of specific difference, we cannot say which of
two differently colored things is more colored, but only which of the same
color is more or less colored (Phys. 249a5–7). Since we can employ the
same term to things having specific differences, as is the case with “much”
in “much water” and “much air,” it is obvious that no comparison is possible.
Therefore, the lack of homonymy does not imply commensurability by itself:
as stated, for two things to be commensurate, or comparable, it requires
both the lack of homonymy and the sameness of specific difference. If the
two conditions must be met in order for two things to be commensurable,
it does not follow that relatives and non-relatives can be commensurable,
as Shields’ argument maintains. For, it is not the case that things in differ-
ent categories have the same specific difference; rather, the contradictory is
true because items in different categories possess specific differences. Even
items in the same category may possess specific differences.51 Since things
in different categories cannot possess the same specific difference and in
the same way, they cannot be commensurable; therefore, it is not possible
that beings as such can be compared. So, Shields’ argument that purports
to show that being is synonymous is unsound on Aristotelian premises.

The previous argument about the presence of specific sameness across all
instances where the comparison is supposed to hold shows that the reading
of the line in Meta. 1088a29–30 concerning relatives must be interpreted in
a sense other than what Shields proposes. He follows the interpretation of
the line according to which relatives are least of all substances and least of all
being, which, of course, implies that relatives possess some degree of being.
This is indeed a possible interpretation of the line, but to take this one, first
he has to show that relatives and substances have the same specific differ-
ence. But he denies as much in a previously mentioned argument about
comparability: substances, qualities, and relations do not have the same spe-
cific difference. Since substances and relatives belong to different categories,
there is no specific similarity for things belonging to distinct categories to
be compared. Consequently, the interpretation that takes the phrase “least
of all” (hēkista) at Meta. 1088a29–30 as referring to both “substance” and

51 For example, in the category of substance, consider human, god, soul; even within the
genus animal, we see that human, horse, and bear possess specific differentiae (differences),
so that none can be called “more or less” animal. Neither can one human be called “more
or less” human than another, as one pale thing may be more or less pale than another (Cat.
3b35–39).
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“being” is not well defended. On the contrary, it should be supposed that
what Aristotle means is that relatives are least like substance in the sense that,
among existing things, they possess least the kind of being that substances
possess – where the privileged way of being of substances is explained in
terms of the kinds of priority described in Zeta 1, for example. In summary,
this section has shown that the objections purporting to show that being is
univocal are not effective on four separate grounds and, so, has cleared
the way for the possibility that “being” is a core-dependent, homonymous
term.52

4.5 The Causal Analysis of Core-Dependence

A full discussion of the argument concerning being as a related, core-
dependent homonym requires an analysis of the causal relationships among
the ways that “the things that are” exist. In the previous discussion based
on Meta. Zeta 1 and Gamma 2, we established that the primary use of the
predicate “being” refers to, or indicates, a substance, and the secondary
use of the predicate indicates a non-substance. In addition, as I have inter-
preted the arguments concerning the priority of substance offered in Zeta
1, the candidate best suited to play the roles there described as “primary” is
what is considered to be an individual secondary substance, this human or
this horse. But it remains to be shown how the being of substances can be
regarded as the causal sources for the being of non-substances. One sugges-
tion concerning the ways in which non-substances are related to substances
would be to consider seriously the analogy drawn in Gamma 2 between
the case of “being,” on the one hand, and those of “healthy” and “med-
ical,” on the other. In relation to the latter two cases of core-dependent
homonyms, Aristotle claims that the healthy always relates to health either
as “preserving” or “producing” or “indicating” or “being receptive” of health
(1003a35–b1). As was established previously in chapter 3, sections 3.2 and
3.3, the relations of “preserving” health and “producing” health suggest
certain healthy instances, namely, the healthy regimen (what “preserves”
health) and the healthy diet (what “produces” health), that can be under-
stood as being efficient causes of health. In the cases of the healthy regimen
and the healthy diet, the secondary instances of the predicate serve as the
causal sources for the primary instance, health. In contrast, the case of the
item that “indicates” health seems to signify an item such as a healthy com-
plexion in which the primary thing, health, is the efficient cause of the

52 Lewis (2004) develops other, precise arguments in response to Shields’ claim that being is
not homonymous and, so, not amenable to analysis as a core-dependent, related homonym;
he considers problems arising from the consideration of being both as a cross-categorial
and intra-categorial predicate, but concludes that the requisite kind of definitional priority
of substance over non-substances can be explained nonetheless.
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secondary thing, the healthy complexion. Thus, as has been shown in chap-
ter 3, the causal direction of the primary and the secondary instances may
move either from the secondary to the primary, as in the case of the healthy
diet preserving health, or from the primary to the secondary, as in the case
of health causing a healthy complexion. The fluidity of the causal direction
of the relation does not, however, alter the fundamental defining feature
of core-dependent homonymy, according to which the primary instance is
always the ultimate source for the secondary instance of the predicate.53

To begin to develop the comparison between the cases of “being” and
“healthy,” let us review in broad strokes the ways in which substances
and non-substances are related. Based on our previous discussion of Meta.
Gamma 2 and Zeta 1, two characteristics emerge as of central importance.
The first one concerns that items in the category of substance function as
primary instances of being and those in non-substance categories function
as secondary, or derived, instances. The second concerns that the derived
instances of being are called “being” on the basis of possessing certain kinds
of relations to the primary instance. Since the case for core-dependence
requires more than the relationship of priority of one use of the predicate
over another, what needs to be shown in the case of being concerns the
condition of causal connection between the primary and secondary uses.
To be specific, we have to establish that the secondary use of the predi-
cate stands in some accepted causal relation to the primary, or core, use.
By focusing on the kinds of relations that obtain between the primary and
secondary instances of being in Gamma 2, we will make precise the terms of
the analogy between being and the healthy and, in this way, develop a case
for core-dependence.

At the outset, it is to be admitted that the list of the kinds of being given in
Gamma 2 is heterogeneous, and includes items not mentioned in the list in
Zeta 1 that reflects the standard account of categorial items.54 However, the
distinguishing feature of the non-substantial items mentioned in Gamma 2
is that each signifies a relational property to substance, more specifically, a
causal relation. This feature is reflected in the ways in which Aristotle des-
ignates secondary instances of being, using phrases or descriptive tags that
suggest some definite mode of dependence on substance. Thus, what Aris-
totle mentions in Gamma 2 as being dependent on substances includes, for

53 The asymmetry between the core and derived instances is invariant; here the core instance
is described as being the “source” of all the instances of the homonym, a description that
is deliberately wide so as to include both logical and ontological dependence. According to
Shields, “a’s being F is asymmetrically responsible for b’s being F where a and b are items
called by term F and a is the core instance of F-ness,” but he allows that a further item, c,
could be asymmetrically responsible for both a and b (Shields 1999, 124–25).

54 In addition, the list in Meta. Gamma 2 (1003b6–10) partly overlaps with that of Meta. Delta 7,
which mentions “denials” (apophaseis) and cases of potential being, the last of which recalls
“things en route to substance” from Meta. Gamma 2 (1003b7).
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example, affections (pathē), things that are a route to substance (ta hoti hodos
eis ousian), destructions (phthorai), privations (sterēseis), qualities (poiotētes),
what is productive (poiētika), or generative (gennētika) of substance, things
said in relation to substance (tōn pros tēn ousian legomenōn), and denials
(apophaseis) about substances (1003b6–9). What may, perhaps, account for
the heterogeneity of the list is that the items being mentioned are all descrip-
tions of things that rely, in different ways, on substance or contain a verbal
connection to “substance.” Some are incomplete descriptions that require
reference to a substance, such as “what is productive” or “generative” of
substance or “what is said in relation” to substance. Other items refer to
things whose being, or existence, requires that of an underlying subject –
such as affections or qualities.55 The inference from being a quality or a
modification to being the quality or modification of a substance is common
to the passages about being in Gamma 2 and in Zeta 1. On a broad construal
of the arguments in both, the priority of substances over non-substances is
established by arguing that certain things, or the referring expressions of
certain things, imply the existence of an underlying subject to which they
belong or inhere: being a modification or a quality or a privation of sub-
stance or “what is productive” or “what is generative” of substance has the
same relational characteristic, namely, that of referring the predicate to a
subject or an accident to a substance. On a more precise level, the partial
descriptions and referring expressions are similar in that they imply causal
dependence of the secondary items to the primary item, as I will develop
presently.

Apart from the causal sense, the two main ways of reading the dependence
of non-substances on substances found in Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 concern a
logical and an ontological dependence.56 In one way, the dependence may
be seen as involving the kind of logical priority that Aristotle describes in
Meta. Zeta 1, 1028a35–36, where he claims that substance is prior in logos
to non-substances “for, in the formula of each thing that of substance must
be present” (1028a35–36).57 This priority in logos is different from that
mentioned in Meta. Mu 2 at 1077b3–7, where he is discussing the kind of
priority involved in considering the individual parts of a longer compound
expression. Here, being prior in logos means simply being a part of a larger
verbal expression, as “pale” is part of “pale human.”58 Since “pale” is part
of the compound “pale human,” it may be considered to be prior to it,

55 The requirement of a substance, of course, presupposes a metaphysics of substance-accident;
it is not a logical requirement holding tout court.

56 The distinction drawn here is analogous to that between logical and natural priority that
Owen develops (1960, 170–71).

57 ajnavgkh gavr ε jn tw�/ ε Jkavstou lovgw/ tovn th�ı oujsivaı ε jnu�pavrcεin (anangkē gar en tōi hekastou logōi
ton tēs ousias enyparchein).

58 So, at 1077b3–4, tw�/ lovgw/ dε; o{swn oiJ lovgoi ε jk tw�n lovgwn (tōi logōi de hosōn hoi logoi ek tōn logōn).
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but being prior in this sense does not imply that paleness is prior in being,
because paleness cannot exist separately from the compound thing.59

While the notion of logical priority, or priority in logos, at work in Gamma 2
and Zeta 1 is stronger than that mentioned in Mu 2, it should not be taken
to imply complete definitional containment. In Gamma 2 and Zeta 1, then,
the logical priority of substance does not imply that the definition of an
item in a non-substance category, such as an affection or quality, includes
the definition of a substance; it only implies that the account of the non-
substance item includes a reference to a substance as part of its definition or
account.

The aspect more fundamental to the notion of the priority of substances
to non-substances is ontological in nature. From this perspective, non-
substances are dependent on substances insofar as the existence of things
such as qualities, quantities, or affections presupposes the existence of sub-
stances that are so qualified, quantified, or affected. As Aristotle claims in
Meta. Mu 2, recalling the claim about the “separability” of substance in Zeta 1,
1028a33–34, affections, such as being pale or moving, do not exist in sep-
aration from the substantial compound, the moving or pale thing, “but
always exist along with the compound” (Meta., 1077b8). On this version of
the thesis concerning the priority of substance, the being of non-substance
is posterior, or secondary, to that of substance. Given a semantic corollary
of the ontological thesis about the priority of substance, we may say that
the phrase “being an affection” or “being a quantity” implies the additional
phrase “being an affection of some substance” or “being the quality of some
substance.” Yet from the fact for Aristotle that the being of a non-substance
is posterior to that of a substance, it does not follow that being as such can be
considered a genus. For one thing, it is incorrect to infer from the relations
of priority and posteriority holding among beings, as for example between
an affection or a quantity and a substance, to the conclusion that these
things are really kinds, or species, of being.60 If affections, quantities, and
substances were equally kinds of being, they would have to share a common
attribute in the same way: they would have to have “being” predicated of
them in a single sense, which Aristotle denies. On the contrary, being an
affection, a quantity, a substance, each represents a distinct, irreducible way
of being, with the further qualification that some things possess a dependent
way of existing in relation to the mode of existing of substance. Thus, the

59 This notion at Meta. Mu 2, 1077b4, amounts to mere terminological containment (lovgoi
ε jk tw�n lovgwn, logoi ek tōn logōn); he refines priority in logos for core-dependence at Meta.
Gamma 2 and Zeta 1.

60 This line of reasoning is similar to what I take Lewis to be arguing, namely, that the
homonymy of being can be defended independently of the denial that being is not a genus
(Lewis 2004, 19–20, and n. 43).
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predicate “being” cannot be considered either as signifying a genus or as
being empty or redundant in the sense of referring to nothing at all.61

We are now in a better position to assess the ways in which the items in the
passage in Gamma 2 signify a causal relation holding between substances
and non-substances. Of the items mentioned in Gamma 2, several specifically
imply some kind of causal connection, including affections (pathē), things
that are a route to substance (ta hoti hodos eis ousian), destructions (phthorai),
privations (sterēseis), qualities (poiotētes), and what is productive (poiētika)
or generative (gennētika) of substance. If we consider, first, affections and
privations, we see that to say something is an “affection” or a “privation”
of something is to describe it as being the effect of some process that the
subject undergoes. In one case, a substance has been subjected to a process of
“being affected by” (paschein) something, so that it has been altered in some
way, taking on a modification or “affection” (pathos) that may be considered
the effect named in relation to the process undergone. In another case,
a privation is an attribute naturally belonging to a substance that is not
possessed by the subject, either due to accident or to natural causes. In Meta.
Delta 12, for example, Aristotle describes blindness in a human being as a
privation (sterēsis) because sight is a natural capacity belonging to the human
species (1022b24–25). From the list of items in Gamma 2, two overlap with
the list of existing things in Zeta 1, namely, affections and qualities. If we
consider the way in which the existence of a quality or an affection may be
causally related to the existence of substance, one plausible reading is to
suggest that substance, the primary instance of being, serves as the efficient
cause of the being of its secondary instances, in this case, of qualities or
affections.

This claim need not be taken to imply that a substance must be the effi-
cient cause of the being of its own attributes, but only that some substances
are the efficient causes of the attributes that belong to substances. If so, then
the being of substances is the cause of the being of attributes. The ground for
the claim arises from Aristotle’s view, expressed in various ways in different
texts, that “substance is the cause of the being of each thing” (hē ousia aitia tou
einai hekaston, Meta. 1043a2–3) and that none of the other things could exist
if substances did not exist (Cat. 2b5–6). Given that substances are the causes
of the being, or existence, of non-substances, and given that efficient causa-
tion is a type of causation, we infer that (in some cases at least) substances act
as the efficient causes of non-substances. When Meta. Gamma 2 mentions
“affections” and “qualities” as secondary instances of being, one implication
is that these items are efficiently caused by substances, the primary instances

61 For this alternative, see Owen (1965; in Nussbaum, 1986b, 265). The notion of a common
predicate indicating nothing or something posterior (oujqεvn ε jstin h] u {stεron, outhen estin ē
hysteron) is raised in relation to the question of whether soul is a genus, DA 402b5–8.
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of being. So, using the case of a quality being efficiently caused by a substance,
we could say that a quality like Socrates’ courage (moral virtues being qual-
ities) is causally dependent on Socrates insofar as Socrates brings about his
virtue and, so, is the efficient cause of his courage. In a similar way, an affec-
tion such as Antigone’s grief is efficiently caused by Creon over her brother’s
death. Alternatively, an affection such as Socrates’ suntan is brought about
by the sun and, so, is efficiently caused by another kind of substance.62 In
these cases, the being of a quality or an affection is considered to be efficiently
caused by that of the substance, whose being, in turn, will be explained by
giving a causal account of the form of the substance.63

The causal analysis of the way in which the kinds of being are related is
also useful in understanding other examples of secondary kinds of being
mentioned in Meta. Gamma 2, such as “things that are a route to substance”
(1003b7) and “what is productive [poiētika] or generative [gennētika] of sub-
stance” (1003b8–9). Three of these descriptors, namely, a “road” or “pro-
cess” to substance, “what is productive” of substance, and “what is genera-
tive” of substance, imply causal relations to substance. Being a “process” to
substance suggests substance as final cause, and being “productive” or “gen-
erative” of substance suggests efficient causation. In addition, there appears
a parallel between what is “productive” or “generative” of substantial being
and the secondary instances of the healthy mentioned in Meta. Gamma 2. In
that section, certain secondary instances of the healthy were said to be such
as to “produce” or to “guard” health. As I have suggested, we may consider
the healthy diet or the healthy regimen as that which produces or guards
health, and see that these secondary instances of the healthy are related to
the primary instance, health, in the sense of serving as the efficient causes
of health. For, the healthy diet or healthy regimen is productive of health
and preserves health by providing the means by which health is attained
and preserved. Thus, in the case of the healthy diet or regimen, the causal
direction works from the secondary items to the primary one. Similarly,
when Aristotle mentions what is “productive” or “generative” of substance
as secondary instances of being, we find the causal direction moving from the
secondary to the primary instances, as with the case of the healthy regimen,
which “guards” health. So, in the case of what is “productive” or “genera-
tive” of substance, we would expect to find something that is a secondary
instance acting as the efficient or moving cause of the primary instance,

62 As in the case of Antigone’s grief, there may be more than one efficient cause of the affection:
for example, in the latter case, Socrates’ suntan may be efficiently caused by the sun and
Socrates himself, both being contributing, moving causes to the change.

63 Lewis is right in pointing out that Aristotle’s final resource for answering the ti esti question
of being lies in the discussion about substantial forms as causes of material compounds in
Meta. Zeta 17 (Lewis 2004, 31–2).
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substance. One difficulty here is that the text provides no specific example
of this causal relationship. However, taking the relationship of the healthy
regimen and health as the model, we might speculate that certain kinds of
non-substances such as incidental attributes could be related as the efficient
causes of substances in analogous ways by “preserving” or “guarding” them,
perhaps in the sense of contributing to their well-being or completion. Of
course, that which is “productive” or “generative” of substance should refer
to things that are not themselves other substances as such insofar as these
would not be secondary instances of being, though their attributes would
be admissible. These attributes would be secondary instances of being, and
yet would be capable of positively affecting a substance, and so would be
productive of substance. Some suggestions of the kind of attributes that
could be “productive” of substantial being in the sense of preserving it might
include qualities such as the virtues; alternatively, an elemental quality such
as the moist might be said to be an efficient cause in the reproduction or
growth of living things, and so, in this sense, be “generative” of substantial
being.

4.6 The Significance of the Homonymy of Being

It is fully reasonable to consider the various instances of substantial and non-
substantial being as displaying the same kinds of causal relations as those that
we have discussed previously. Broadly speaking, the items in the list of “the
things that are” that are mentioned in Meta. Gamma 2 can be described,
alternately, as being a result or an end of a causal process or being a source
of a causal relation. So, for example, a “process” to substance, as well as a
“destruction” of substance, signifies a causal source with regard to substance
(i.e., either to its generation or destruction). Alternatively, if something is a
“road” or “process” toward substance, substance is its final cause. In addition,
as was discussed, “what is productive” or “generative” of substances suggests
efficient causation and, perhaps, even material or final causation. For, one
could suggest that, in the case of plant reproduction, “what is generative of
substance” might refer to the roles of the male and female plant parts as the
material and the moving causes and, as well, to the sun, or the sun’s ecliptic,
as the final cause of plant reproduction.64 On this interpretation, the princi-
ple of unity among the list of things mentioned in Gamma 2, which includes
processes, privations, destructions, what is productive and generative of sub-
stance, affections, and qualities, becomes more comprehensible. For, each
thing mentioned in the list refers to things that are related to substances
through one or another of the standard modes of causation. In the case of
the secondary instances of being, each is causally related to substance, which
counts as the primary instance of being. Further, the associated system of

64 See Gen. Cor., 336a32, regarding the sun’s ecliptic as the mediate cause of all growth.
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meanings or attributes connected to a specific core-related homonym deter-
mines which specific mode of causation is considered primary. For example,
in the case of health, the healthy diet or the healthy regimen may be consid-
ered to be moving causes of health, but it is the extent to which they aim at
health that qualifies them as healthy; so, health, the final cause, is what is pri-
mary among the various kinds of causal relations among the items qualified
as “healthy.” In the case of being, the various secondary instances of being are
causally related to the primary instance, substance. Among these relations,
one figures as the primary causal relation, and the primary one signifies
the central instance of being, substance. For example, what is “productive”
or “generative” of substance implies something giving rise to substance, the
context determining whether it is specified as a moving, a material, or a
formal cause of substance. So, in the case of plant reproduction, the male
and female parts of plants are “generative” of the plant; because the plant is
the final cause of the male and female plant parts, it is deemed primary. In
general, in all cases involving being, substance is that which bears the primary
causal relation in contrast to the other causal relations that may be involved,
as Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 attest.

In summary, although Aristotle does not explicitly claim that being is a
core-dependent homonym in Gamma 2, various pieces of evidence support
this conclusion. First, the placement of its analysis immediately following
the analyses of “medical” and “healthy” as core-dependent homonyms pre-
pares the way for such a conclusion; second, the list of items in Gamma 2
invites the same kind of causal analyses of the related items as is possible to
construct in the cases of the medical and the healthy. Although in Gamma
2 the list of items whose existence is dependent on substance includes a
greater diversity of things than does the categorial list of being offered in
Zeta 1, both passages display a similar line of argument about the priority of
substance in relation to non-substances based on primacy in various ways.
We find that the arguments in both passages display the requisite three-part
procedure for establishing core-dependence. Specifically, the demonstra-
tion that being is not synonymous is first announced at the outset of both
passages where the comparisons to the medical and the healthy are offered.
This step is followed in Gamma 2 by the articulation of the various senses in
which “being” is used to signify things. In Zeta 1, the second stage consists
in finding three ways in which substances may be claimed to have spriority
over non-substances. Again, both passages support causal interpretations:
first, the heterogenous list of items in Gamma 2 is consistent with such an
analysis, especially in light of its placement following the cases of the healthy
and the medical, which are given causal analyses. Second, the items in Zeta 1
comprise the usual categorial dependence of non-substances on substances,
and this relationship, again, reflects a causal dependence (of the ontolog-
ical kind). Therefore, from both texts, we find the conclusion that being
is a core-dependent homonym is comprehensible and fully reasonable on



P1: SBT
9780521874861c04 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:9

136 The Homonymy of Being

Aristotle’s grounds, and equally to someone willing to entertain the possi-
bility of metaphysical differences among existing things. The notion that
there are irreducibly different ways of existing among things as different in
nature as qualities, quantities, relations, and substances (both sensible and
non-sensible) thus seems justified.
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5

Physis, Philia, and Homonymy

5.0 Introduction

The previous chapter makes the case for the predicate being counting as
demonstrably core-dependent. But as we have noted in previous chapters,
Aristotle mentions a number of other homōnyma that he takes to possess
features that are similar to being in respect of counting as examples of core-
dependent homonymy. Apart from Aristotle’s stock examples of the medi-
cal and the healthy, a more complete list of these related homōnyma would
have to include things such as nature, friendship, cause, one, and good.
As some of these instances of related homonymy have received attention
elsewhere,1 the present chapter aims to focus on just two of those less com-
mented, namely, nature and friendship. The first section of the present
chapter is devoted to the examination of the case of physis as exhibiting
core-related homonymy. In the case of physis, a strong case may be made
that we find not only the relationship of overlapping meanings and defi-
nitions, but also a network of causal relations among its various instances.
With regard to philia, the situation is somewhat different, as the textual evi-
dence supports core-dependence in respect of related accounts concerning
the objects of friendship, but the analysis concerned with finding causal
connections among the three kinds is problematic, for reasons that will
become clear subsequently. Briefly, what may be suggested at this point in
relation to philia is that the instances or kinds of friendship do not exhibit
a consistent core-dependent structure, and, so, core-dependence holds par-
tially but not fully. In this regard, in contrast to the standard cases of the
medical, the healthy, or the case of being from Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1,
what one finds is that philia demonstrates some aspects of core-dependence,
but not the kind of causal priority that has been described previously in

1 Treatment of the related homonymy involved in the instances of one, good, body, and life
are provided by Shields (1999, chs. 5–8); see Berti (1971) on the homonymy of good.
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relation to the central cases of homonymy, the medical, the healthy, and
being.

5.1 Physis in Physics and Metaphysics

Aristotle employs the term �uvsiı (physis), “nature,” in several central works
across the corpus, including Physics, Metaphysics, Nicomachean Ethics, and Pol-
itics. While the term bears a range of meanings and refers to various kinds
of entities across these texts, the fundamental theoretical notion is devel-
oped within the first two texts. The central concept at work in Physics and
Metaphysics, broadly speaking, signifies the internal principle of change of a
thing that results in its complete development when it is not impeded (Phys.
192b20–23; Meta. 1015a13–15).2 In what follows, we will review the range
of referents for the term, then develop an analysis of the interrelation of
uses so as to assess whether they are cases of core-related homonymy. Before
examining these texts so as to develop the case for the core-dependence
of physis, it should be noted that the two works present somewhat different
lists of meanings for the term: Meta. Delta 4 presents a greater range of
meanings for the term than does the comparable passage in Phys. Beta 1.
In what follows, first the range of meanings for physis from Phys. Beta 1 is
examined, and then the list based on Meta. Delta 4; in the latter chapter,
Aristotle moves beyond an enumeration of senses of the term, suggesting
a means of organizing them in relation to a primary, or core, meaning for
physis.

The notion of physis from Phys. Beta 1 is that which Aristotle employs
to differentiate natural things, namely, animals, parts of animals, plants,
and simple bodies from artifacts (192b8–12). Their differentiating charac-
teristic consists in that “each has in itself a source of change and of stay-
ing unchanged, whether in respect of place, growth, decay or alteration”
(192b13–15). Here having a “nature” is identified as having an internal
principle of change belonging to the thing in virtue of itself (192b21–22),
and this internal principle is that which distinguishes living things, such as
plants and animals, from non-living things, such as artifacts, which lack an

2 Various passages in EN and Pol. support a different conception of physis in relation to the
virtues, as exemplified in the opening lines of EN Beta 1: becoming morally excellent is not
simply a natural process, like the downward motion of the stone or the upward motion of
fire, but is produced by “habituation” (ε [qoı, ethos) and training (1103a17–22). In contrast to
the natural potentiality of the elements to produce a single effect, Aristotle thinks that the
moral virtues are realized in us “neither by nature nor contrary to nature” (ou[tε �uvsεi ou[tε
para; �uvsin, oute physei oute para physin): we are naturally able to receive them, but they are
brought to completion by habit (1103a24–25). Again, the virtues are not natural capacities
like the sense faculties that we exercise on account of a prior possession; we use the senses
because we have them, we do not have them because we use them (1103a26–29). For further
discussion on senses of physis, see Annas (1999, 50–51).
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internal principle of change. While the latter kind is susceptible to change,
such as change of place, its origin of change is typically external to it, as
the stone is moved by the stick (192b27–33).3 The fact that some things
are capable of more complex modes of change than others is explained by
their possession of a physis, an internal principle that guides and restricts
change so as to lead to a specific end, or completed state. So Aristotle states
that according to nature as such, something begins as something and grows
into or toward something else (193b16–18).4 The conclusion of Beta 1
finally suggests a meeting point for the various senses of physis discussed
(cf.193b18–20), which follows a long catalogue of uses. Among the notions
of physis included are (1) the source and cause of what changes and what
remains unchanged in a thing (192b20–23), (2) the primary underlying
matter of things having in themselves a source of movement and change
(193a28–30), (3) the shape and form of a thing (193a30–31), and (4)
the end toward which the natural thing moves and changes (193b12–13).
Although in Beta 1, Aristotle does not explicitly inquire which of these uses
of physis is primary, an order emerges based on the priority of form, εi\doı
(eidos).

Specifically, eidos comes to be seen as being prior to the other uses of physis
in three regards. First, in relation to the argument that the nature of a thing
is to be identified with its underlying matter, or u{lh (hylē), he presents three
reasons to prefer form.5 In responding to Antiphon’s argument that nature
should be considered as matter because beds would give rise to wood, not
beds (193a12–17), Aristotle asserts that while wood may be nature, nature
is also form, “for humans come to be from humans” (193b11–12). In his
first line of defense for form, he makes the argument that since humans
come from humans but beds do not come from beds, it is art, not nature,
that makes beds (cf. 193b8–11). Insofar as nature, or the natural, is here
being associated with a capacity for reproduction, form comes out ahead of
matter in relation to its causal and explanatory roles (cf. 193b6–18). Again,
he argues that in relation to the issue of what a thing is, matter gives way to
form on the ground that matter is associated with what a thing is potentially
and what has not yet assumed its nature (cf. 193a36–193b3). In contrast,
form is what a thing is actually, because “a thing is said to be something when
it is that thing in actuality” (193b7–8), and so, form may be thought to be
physis in a more precise sense than matter is. So, Aristotle reasons, “nature is

3 Excluding here sources of motion related to the material stuff constituting the artifact, as,
e.g., the stone statue falls, or moves downward, due to its earthy matter.

4 A contrast is drawn between the way nature is toward something and the way in which
healing is toward something: in the latter case, healing is for health, not for the healing art
itself (193b12–17).

5 For purposes of brevity, my discussion skirts the issue of whether proximate or remote matter
is being referred to in the arguments at 193a9–23; see Waterlow (1988, 55–63) on the
intricacies of this section of Phys. Beta 1.
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the shape and form rather than matter” (193b6–7; cf. 193b3–4). Finally, as a
third ground, Aristotle prefers eidos over hylē in regard to nature considered
as a process, or genesis. In brief, the argument here aims to establish that since
nature as genesis refers to what something is a process toward, not from what
it proceeds, and since the end of the process is not matter, but form, form
is more nature (193b12–18).6 In more detail, this section of the chapter is
thought to be presenting a dialectical argument (though an obscure one)
from the wording of the opening premise: “‘Physis,’ in the sense in which the
word is equivalent to ‘genesis’ means the process by which something arrives
at its nature [physis].”7 In fact, the structure of the argument at 193b12–18
makes sense viewed in relation to Aristotle’s general program of detecting
forms of homonymy.

As I see it, the key to the argument lies in the notion that physis refers
to a process according to which the thing at the end of the process is iden-
tical in substance with that which has preceded it. This fact for Aristotle
is reflected in the terminology: “the growing thing passes from something
to something insofar as it is growing” (193b16–17), but it remains some-
thing “natural” or “by nature.” In contrast, in the case of a process such as
doctoring or curing, one finds that the end of the process is not similarly
related, in that the end of doctoring is not doctoring, or the art of medicine,
but entirely another thing, health. While the linguistic differences reflect
more clearly in the Greek, one translation gets at what Aristotle seems to
be interested in. Referring to physis as a process at 193b13–16, he states:
“For it is not like ‘curing,’ which denotes not the process toward the art of
curing, but toward health. For whereas curing necessarily proceeds from
but not to the art of curing, physis is not in this way related to physis.”8 So,
natural processes, such as growing, begin from something and move toward
something, and are characterized by preserving what one might call the
identity of the substrate, a fact that is reflected in the linguistic usage that
employs phyein (�uvεin) along with physis and related forms. In addition to
the linguistic ties, the argument structure as well as the explicit reference to
“health” at 193b14 suggest that Aristotle is considering the extent to which
physis may present itself as a kind of related homonymy, just as the healthy
does. This suggestion might be countered by the objection that he does
not state explicitly how physis as form explains the other notions of physis,
specifically, physis as genesis, which is under investigation here. However, he
constructs an argument (193b12–18) to arrive at precisely the conclusion
that form is nature (193b18). Therefore, to the skeptic who finds no work in
homonymy present here, certain problems of the argument are diminished

6 On the difficulties of this argument (193b12–18), see Charleton (1970, 91) and Wieland
(1962).

7 The translation at 193b12–3 by Waterlow (1988, 63), and see her discussion (63–66).
8 Following Waterlow’s translation (1988, 63).
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by following the interpretation I am proposing. That is, we gain better a
reading overall by seeing Aristotle as following a kind of “winnowing” pro-
cedure for what physis signifies, and this procedure then closes with the idea
in its most primary use, that physis signifies form.9 The chapter then closes
with Aristotle’s observation that nature and form may be spoken of in two
ways, because the privation of form is also form in a sense (193b19–20).10

From the standpoint of discerning cases of related homonymy, what one
notices immediately about Aristotle’s overall line of reasoning in Phys. Beta 1
is a condensation of meanings around one use of physis, that signifying form,
eidos. While Aristotle does not explicitly attempt to forge a theoretical sys-
tematization of the various uses of physis around a primary instance in Phys.
Beta 1, the chapter contains three considerations that indicate form as the
fundamental instance of the things signified by physis. In this vein, it may be
suggested that physis as form explains both the source of the thing and the
cause of changes that a thing undergoes as well as accounting for the end
of its coming to be. For, that which both guides and constrains the changes
that a living thing undergoes in the development toward its completed state
Aristotle identifies with its form (193b17–18). Thus, the suggestion of a cen-
tral or primary case of nature emerges from the relationship between physis
signifying: (1) the end (telos) toward which the process of change moves,
(2) the cause or source (archē) of the process of change, and (3) the form
(eidos). At a glance, one may think to suggest an association among these
three main uses so as to show core-dependence, such that physis is linked
by the notion of form or eidos, which provides the explanatory basis for the
other two, archē and telos. In this regard, insofar as physis refers to active
form, it indicates a source of change of the subject, and also the end to
which change is directed. By suggesting a network of cases relating to form,
physis becomes comprehensible as a whole: physis may be seen as signifying
both starting and end points of change of a thing by reference to its form
in virtue of which it undergoes change and reaches its proper capacities.
Further evidence for the centrality of form (eidos) to the understanding of
physis, and for the dynamic aspect of nature, emerges from Meta. Delta. The
account of core-dependence based on the discussion of physis in Phys. Beta 1
is incomplete on its own terms, but the kind of analysis that has been pro-
jected is fully in keeping with what Aristotle provides in the analysis of physis
in Meta. Delta 4.

The discussion of physis in Meta. Delta 4 is notable on two counts: its
list of what counts as nature is extensive, wider than that in Phys. Beta 1,11

9 See discussion by Charleton (1970, 91–93).
10 Simplicius (CAG, 280, 12–20) suggests reasons for which privation of form is also form; see

also Ross’s comment (1936/1998, 505–6).
11 There is a greater range of senses of physis in Meta. Delta 4 than Phys. Beta 1, e.g., as the part

from which growth emerges (1014b17–18), growth as increase by accretion (1014b20–26),
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and more significantly, it provides an analysis of the relations among the
cases. At the close of Delta 4, Aristotle makes an explicit attempt to pro-
vide an account of the interrelation among the various instances of physis.
To begin the discussion of the kinds of things considered as nature, let
us first turn to the list given in Delta 4. Here Aristotle enlarges the list of
things to which physis refers, adding, among other things, the part from
which growth occurs (1014b17–18) and mentioning now the substance or
essence (ousia) of natural things (1015a13–15) as a key notion. In fact, the
final section of Meta. Delta 4 (1015a13–19) provides a theoretical expla-
nation of the interrelation among the various uses of physis by introduc-
ing the notion of core-dependence in light of one primary use of the
term.

First, let us take stock of the range of uses to which the term is put in the
present text. Aristotle enumerates six meanings of physis in Meta. Delta 4:
(1) the coming to be (genesis) of growing things (1014b16–17), (2) the pre-
existing thing from which a growing thing begins to grow (1014b17–18),
(3) the source of primary motion of a natural thing present in it in virtue
of itself (1014b18–20), (4) the primary thing (ex hou prōtou) from which a
thing is or comes to be, such as the bronze of a statue (1014b26–30), (5)
the substance (ousia) of natural things (1014b35–36), and (6) the form,
eidos (1015a5, a10), and shape, morphē (1015a5). With regard to the last
use, he adds that “we say that they [natural things] do not yet have their
nature unless they have their eidos and morphē” (1015a4–5).12 Following the
cataloguing of the term physis, Aristotle draws a connection between physis as
ousia and as eidos using the notion of telos in what appears an attempt to come
to some order among the various uses. For, Aristotle explicitly identifies the
eidos and ousia of natural things to the telos of their coming to be, saying
that nature is both matter and “form or substance: this is the end of the
coming to be” (1015a10–11). Since physis refers to the form and substance
of a thing and since this is identified with its end, a natural thing has its physis,
properly speaking, when it has reached the end of its process of generation.
As in Phys. Beta 1, he forges a connection between physis as a thing’s form and
substance (eidos, ousia) and its end (telos). Also similar to the account in Phys.
Beta, 1, he recognizes the claim of matter as well as form to be called nature,
claiming here that “primary matter” (prwvth u{lh, prōtē hulē) is used in two
ways (1015a7–8): specifically, as bronze is matter in relation to bronze things,
and generally (o{lwı, holōs, 1015a9), as, perhaps, water is primary, “if all things

and the substance or essence (ousia) of natural things (1015a11–19). Also see Ross (1924,
295–96).

12 The conjunction of eidos and morphē at 1015a5 is reasonable given that the previous mention
of one sense of physis (1014b26) points to the elements as nature (1014b32); so, of the things
coming to be by nature, we say that they do not have their nature until they possess their
proper form and are given functional structure.
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that can be melted are water” (1015a7–10).13 However, he passes over the
consideration of nature as matter to the consideration of nature as form and
substance, finding that “by extension of meaning, in general every substance
is called nature because nature is a kind of substance” (1015a11–13).

5.2 The Core-Dependence of Physis

The full theoretical reduction of the various ways of speaking about physis to
one central use is undertaken in the final section of Meta. Delta 4 (1015a13–
19). This passage provides the crucial claim that allows the analysis of physis
as a core-dependent homonym that was lacking in Phys. Beta 1. The first state-
ment Aristotle makes clearly indicates one primary use: “From the things
mentioned, the primary and precise way of speaking about physis is as the
substance of things having in them as such a source of motion” (1015a13–
15).14 The line refers backward to the many ways of speaking about physis,
selecting one use of the term that is “primary” (prōtōs) and “precise” (kuriōs)
to function as the central or core instance. In the remaining lines of the
passage (1015a15–19), he provides a kind of analytical reduction of the sec-
ondary instances of physis to the primary instance. In the passage, certain
senses of “nature” are defined in relation to the primary case, marking them
as secondary or derived notions, as in the following: (1) “matter is said to
be nature on account of being able to receive this,” (2) “processes of gen-
eration and growth [are said be nature] on account of being changes from
this,” and (3) “the source of motion of natural things is this, being present
in them in some way, either potentially or actually” (1015a15–19). Prior to
giving an analysis of the secondary uses in relation to the primary one, it
should be remarked that in addition to selecting one use of “nature” as being
primary, Aristotle has, in effect, declared that the term is non-univocal. The
step of proving non-univocity has not been made explicitly, but the proof
is trivial. Employing one of the many strategies for non-synonymy offered
in Top. Alpha 15, such as non-comparability, we find that the term is not
synonymous. For, if we try to say whether one of two uses of physis is more
such, we see at once that no such comparison among the uses is possible:
thus, for example, “the coming to be” of natural things is neither more nor
less “nature” than “the source of primary motion” of natural things is. Since
synonymous things may be compared in virtue of their common feature in

13 Neither in Meta. Delta 4 nor Phys. Beta 1 does the reference to “primary matter” signify
more than proximate matter, as the examples of bronze and water demonstrate; see Ross
(1936/1998, 500–501).

14 At 1015a13–15: ε jk dh; tw�n εijrhmεvnwn hJ prwvth �uvsiı kai; kurivwı lεgomεvnh ε jsti;n hJ ou jsiva hJ tw�n
ε jcovntwn ajrch;n kinhvsεwı ε jn auJtoi�ı h/» aujta;. The reference to the prōtōs and kuriōs sense of
physis bears close comparison to ones made in relation to being in Meta. G 2, 1003b16, and
Z 1, 1028a30–31.
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relation to being more, less, or equally that feature, and since “nature” is not
so comparable, then “nature” is not used synonymously across these uses.

Moving ahead with the discussion of core-dependence, we have already
noted that Aristotle has chosen ousia as the primary and precise sense of
physis among the various senses enumerated. For, in stating that “the pri-
mary [prōtē] and precise [kuriōs] sense of physis is the substance [ousia] of
those things containing in themselves as such a source of change” (1015a13–
15), he has provided the central use of physis to which the secondary uses
have to be related. In addition, as was noted previously, the lines follow-
ing this claim about the primary and precise use of physis provide a sketch
as to how the other ways of speaking about physis are related to the pri-
mary instance, ousia, or substance (1015a15–19). Taken in its entirety, the
chapter supplies the material for core-dependence in that we find there,
first, the evidence supporting non-univocity, second, the articulation of non-
synonymous instances of physis, and finally, the synthesis of the multiple
instances under a primary use of the term. With these conditions present,
the analysis of nature that Aristotle offers in Meta. Delta 4 appears to be a
good candidate for core-dependent homonymy and fully comparable to the
case of being as discussed in chapter 4. But in order to determine whether
“nature” can be considered core-dependent in a causal sense, one needs to
examine the case that the term is amenable to a causal framework as well.
One has to return to the previous analyses of the secondary uses in light of
the primary use in order to see whether an examination in terms of causes
is fruitful.

5.3 The Case of Physis: Priority in Logos and Causal Relation

It should be noted at once that each of the three secondary definitions that
Aristotle offers at 1015a15–19 refers back to one of five uses of physis devel-
oped previously in the endoxic section in the chapter (1014b16–1015b5).
The three secondary uses defined include nature as generation and growth,
as source of change, and as matter. The first secondary use consists in physis as
matter. According to this definition, Aristotle defines matter as “that which
can receive this” (1015a15–16),15 which invokes a reference to substance (hJ
oujsiva, ousia) at 1015a14.16 In terms of core-dependence, the definition of
matter as “that which can receive substance” thus counts as a derived use of
physis because it contains reference to the primary use, namely, substance
(ousia). So, here the account of matter shows that substance is prior in def-
inition because it occurs as an element in the definition of the secondary
item.

15 hJ gavr u {lh tw�/ tauvthı dεktikh; εi\nai lεvgεtai �uvsiı (1015a15–16).
16 Considered more precisely, the reference is to substance as form, which is linked together

as physis at 1015a10–11.
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This way of considering priority in logos is fully consistent with that
described in Meta. Zeta 1, where Aristotle claims that such priority consists
in the fact that the accounts of secondary things must contain the account
of ousia (1028b35–36).17 In the case of matter, the claim that substance is
prior in account to matter also holds in another sense, namely, in that the
notion of substance is prior to that of matter, and in this way, substance is
prior in logos to matter. A similar analysis concerning “priority in logos” may
be provided for the other secondary uses of physis as well. Thus, with regard
to the use of physis as referring to the processes of generation and growth,
we see that the definition of the secondary thing, the natural changes, con-
tains reference to the primary thing, substance. For, substance is defined
as that “from which” (apo) the changes of generation and growth proceed
(1015a16–17), which thereby demonstrates the presence of the priority in
logos in accordance with Zeta 1. In addition, since the concept of specific
natural changes such as generation and growth presupposes a persistent
substance or subject that undergoes such changes, the notion of substance
is logically prior to the notion of natural change. So, it may be concluded
that substance is prior in logos to the natural processes of change in both a
formal, definitional sense and in a wider sense of being a logical presupposi-
tion. In the case of physis as a source (archē) of change, the definition of this
secondary use is: “this [substance] is the source of change of natural things,
being present in them in a way, either potentially or actually” (1015a17–19).
As in the previous two cases of the secondary uses of physis, the account that
Aristotle provides of physis is as an “origin of change,” which shows that the
definition of the secondary use contains a reference to the primary use. In
this case, the secondary definition contains a reference to substance, and in
this way, it demonstrates the reliance on the primary case that is necessary
to establish core-dependence. The plausibility of connecting substance with
“the origin of change” in the secondary definition of physis depends on the
reasonable idea that change takes place in an identifiable, continuing sub-
ject and that this subject may be the source of such change. In the previous
secondary definition concerned with linking substance and “the processes
of generation and growth,” the logical priority of substance lies in the fact
that such processes can occur only against a framework of reidentifiable,
persistent subjects in light of which something may be said to come into
being or to grow. Here, too, the secondary definition of physis seeks to com-
bine the terms “substance” and “origin of change” so as to clarify the logical
requirements for something to be the source of change.

We are now at a point in the discussion at which we may introduce a
causal analysis of the secondary definitions we have just offered. It is clear
that in the last section of Meta. Delta 4, Aristotle selects substance (ousia) as

17 For more comment, see the discussion on priority of logos in this work, chapter 4, section
4.21.
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the primary and precise use of physis. In addition, we find that Meta. Delta 4
makes use of core-dependent homonymy to develop a schema according
to which definitions of the secondary instances are explained in relation to
the primary instance. What remains to be explained are the ways in which
the secondary uses of physis are related to the primary use according to one
of the four kinds of causal relations, as has been developed in the cases of
the medical and the healthy, for example. In the first case of physis, namely,
nature as matter, the causal relation between matter and substance consists
in material causation insofar as matter is considered to be “that out of which”
the substantial compound arises. Thus, Aristotle’s description of physis as
matter at 1015a15–16 as “that which is able to receive this,” namely, ousia
or substance, obviously refers to the relation of material causation holding
between the underlying matter and the substantial form of the compound
thing. Thus, in the definition concerning nature as matter, the causal rela-
tion is material, and the direction flows from the secondary item, the matter,
to the primary item, substance, regarded as form. In the case of nature as
generation and growth, Aristotle states that substance is “that by which”
changes of generation and growth proceed (1015a16–17), and in this case,
the relation obtaining is one of efficient causation. According to this defini-
tion of physis, substance is that which brings about natural changes of a living
thing such as generation and growth, and so, substance may be regarded
as the efficient cause of these changes. In this case, the direction of the
efficient causation is that from the primary item, substance, to the secondary
one, generation and growth. The instance of physis as genesis also bears
connection to the next one. For, in the case of physis as a source or origin of
change, the definition of the secondary use makes reference to the primary
use, substance, insofar as it identifies the source of change with substance,
which is said to be inherent either potentially or actually (1015a18–19). In
this definition of physis, the connection between the primary use, substance,
and the secondary use, the source of change, shows that, again, an efficient
mode of causation is intended. The substance of living things constitutes
a source of change insofar as it directs, and yet constrains, the kinds of
change these things undergo; in this regard, then, substance as the origin
of change functions as the moving cause of the change. As in the previous
case, the direction of the efficient causation flows from the primary item,
substance, to the secondary item, the origin of change.

5.4 Conclusions about Physis

The preceding analyses of the secondary uses of physis demonstrate that they
can be given accounts that reflect the priority of logos that Aristotle intro-
duces in Meta. Zeta 1, and the causal priority required by core-dependent
homonymy. With regard to the first feature, each of the three derived, or
secondary, instances of physis shows that ousia, or substance, is prior because
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it is referred to in each of the other accounts, and this reflects that the
concept of substance is presupposed by those involved in the secondary
instances of physis. So at the level of definition, the presence of systematic
homonymy is indicated by the inter-connections among the primary and
secondary accounts: each secondary account of physis contains a reference
to ousia, substance, as part of its description or explanatory meaning. Specif-
ically, what we have seen is that the account of each secondary instance of
physis mentions the term “substance” and adds some qualification so as to
differentiate it with respect to the other secondary accounts. In displaying
the various accounts in this way, one can discern the structure of related, sys-
tematic homonymy: the analysis of physis is accompanied by three accounts
of secondary things, each of which is said to be nature in relation to one
primary instance, namely, substance. So, in one account of a secondary
instance, he says that hylē , matter, is called physis because it is “capable of
receiving the thing’s substance.” In another secondary account, he notes
that the processes of coming to be and growth are called physis because they
“are derived from the thing’s substance” (1015a15–17). Finally, he claims
that being an archē of motion “belongs to” (or “is present in”) the substance
of natural things (1015a17–20). In addition, as we have shown, the core-
dependent structure of physis demonstrates that it is amenable to a causal
analysis. It was demonstrated that each of the secondary instances of nature,
for example, nature as matter, as processes of generation and growth, and
as origin of change, may be regarded as causally related to the primary
instance, substance. Aristotle provides for such an account in the final sec-
tion of Delta 4 (1015a13–19), where it is stated and then developed how it
is that physis as substance is the source of motion for natural things.

In regard to Aristotle’s analyses of the various senses of physis and their
subsequent synthesis by relation to ousia, or substance, I would like to offer
two further observations arising from Meta. Delta 4 and Phys. Beta 1. The first
comment concerns the fact that the elucidation of the core meaning of physis
as ousia can be made more precise in the sense that while nature is primarily
substance, substance is supposed to indicate form, rather than compound, in
Delta 4. So, in the passage where core-dependence is being offered, Aristotle
explains the priority of substance in terms of substantial form. For example,
when Aristotle explains matter as “that which is receptive” of substance,
he refers to matter capable of receiving substantial form. Similarly, when
he explains the processes of change as derived from substance (1015a17),
the aspect of substance to which he refers is form. In the third example
in Delta 4, physis as substance is described as a source of change, one that
is inherent in the thing “either potentially or actually” (1015a18–19): here
again, substantial form is the obvious referent insofar as substantial form is
that which can be present potentially (in the immature thing) or actually (in
the fully developed thing). As Aristotle has pointed out earlier in Delta 4,
a thing is not described as having its physis until it possesses a shape and
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form (1015a4–5). So, although at first it may appear to be confusing how a
natural thing lacks a form and, so, a nature, the final line of Meta Delta 4 is
explicative: “the source of change in natural things is this, being inherent
in them somehow either potentially or actually” (1015a17–19).18 In other
words, the source of change in natural things is nature as substance, and
more specifically, the archē of change in natural things is the substantial
form. In sum, in this section of Delta 4 we should understand Aristotle
to be saying, first, that nature in the sense of substance is the source of
change of the processes of generation and growth in natural things and,
second, that this source of change inheres in the natural thing either as a
potentiality or an actuality. The notion that substantial form may be present
either potentially or actually may be taken as referring to form present either
as a first-level potentiality or a second-level actuality, with the suggestion that
nature as substance is present either potentially, as the seed or immature
thing is present, or actually, as the fully developed thing.19

The second issue concerns the extent to which one can discern causal
relations holding among the instances of physis mentioned in the closing sec-
tion of Delta 4 (1015a13–19). In fact, the causal analysis proves successful, as
we can see by working backward from the last line of Delta 4 (1015a17–19).
By taking the reference at 1015a18–19 to potential or actual (nature) to
be to the substantial form as seed or as fully developed thing, we grasp the
means of inter-relating the other two secondary uses of physis to a primary
use. The aspect of nature as seed looks back to the second use of physis as
referring to “the part from which growth begins” (1014b17), and the aspect
of nature as fully developed thing points back to the reference to physis as the
natural object being the union of matter and substantial form (1015a5). So,
if the method of analysis distinguishing between secondary, or dependent,
cases and a primary, or central, case is undertaken, we find that all the uses of
physis introduced in Meta. Delta 4 may be considered to form part of a larger
framework according to which the secondary uses of the term are related
to a primary one. The relationship of the secondary uses to the primary use
of physis demonstrates that “nature” is a core-dependent homonym, and is
amenable to a causal analysis. The import of the causal analysis consists in
showing how the various uses, both primary and secondary, reveal an under-
lying metaphysical structure. As was noted in section 5.3 with regard to the
full causal analyses of physis, Aristotle claims that substance, ousia, is the effi-
cient cause of generation and growth, and it is also identified with the source
of change of natural things. More precisely, Aristotle states that substance is
that by which the changes of generation and growth proceed (1015a16–17),
from which it follows that substance is the cause of the natural changes of

18 The object to which the pronoun “this” (au{th, hautē) at 1015a18 refers must be ousia,
because if taken to refer back to physis, it would be redundant.

19 On the seed as example of potential form, see Ross (1924/1997, 298).
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a living thing such as generation and growth. The primacy of substance in
relation to processes of change of a thing receives further emphasis in the
third definition, that concerning the source of change, according to which
the source of change is identified with substance (1015a18–19).

In summary, a certain conception of natural substances and natural
change emerges based on Aristotle’s definitions of physis as substance in
these texts. First, we may observe that Aristotle’s account of change presup-
poses a continuing, identifiable subject of change; in the case of natural
things, this subject is said to be substance. Second, the substance of living
things constitutes a source of change insofar as it both directs and constrains
the kinds of change things may undergo. In the former respect, substance
has a metaphysical function; in the latter regard, substance functions as a
special kind of moving cause that explains the kinds of change something
may experience. Furthermore, by analyzing the relations of dependence
among the things signified by physis and, in particular, by looking at their
causal relations, a certain structure becomes evident. More specifically, we
learn that among the ways in which physis is used, one is primary, and this
indicates substance, or substantial form. All the other ways in which some-
thing is said to be physis are taken to be secondary to the one indicating
substance. Core-dependence on substance is properly documented in the
case of physis in that the secondary uses are reliant on the primary use;
more specifically, the secondary uses are properly related in that they are
causally dependent on substance. These implications of Aristotle’s discus-
sion make clear the presence of what Shields considers four-causal core
primacy, according to which not only are the instances of the common term
F associatively homonymous, but the secondary instances are F in virtue of
having a causal relation to the primary instance of F.20 What comes to light
in examining the relations of the things that are signified by physis concerns
the primacy of substance and, more precisely, substantial form: the causal
analysis of the core-dependent homonym, physis, makes evident the ways in
which substance functions as a metaphysical and epistemological founda-
tion, both in relation to natural things overall and in relation to natural
processes, such as growth and generation.

5.5 Philia and Homonymy

In the remaining sections of this chapter, we examine another related
homonym, �iliva (philia), or friendship.21 Although philia has been often

20 See Shields (1999, 111); for discussion of four-causal core primacy, see this work, chap-
ter 3, section 3.4.

21 The standard term for �iliva is “friendship,” although the Greek term signifies a wider
range of states than does the English; in some cases, “friendly affection” would be a better
translation.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c05 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:4

150 Physis, Philia, and Homonymy

dismissed in the scholarly literature as falling short of the right conditions
for core-dependence, I dispute this finding. The negative conclusions about
core-dependence and philia rest, in part, on the fact that the main passages
supporting core-dependence emerge from Eudemian Ethics, not Nicomachean
Ethics. For, while both Nicomachean and Eudemian Ethics discuss the nature
and types of friendship, the two works do not come to the same conclu-
sions concerning what unifies them, such that philia is not homonymous
by chance.22 However, in regard to whether philia is one or many, in both
works, Aristotle claims that philia is non-synonymous: it lacks both a com-
mon name and a common nature, or form (eidos). Again, both texts agree in
finding that philia admits of three main types. Here both accounts propose
a kind of unity running through the various sorts of philia; where they differ
concerns the specific kind of unity underlying friendship. In EN, Aristotle
concludes that the various kinds of philia are related by resemblance (kaq’⇀↽
oJmoiovthta, kath’ homoiotē ta), whereas in EE, he states that they are related
“to one thing” (pro;ı ε {n, pros hen), namely, they are systematically related to
a central use, or are core-dependent.23 While a full discussion of the dif-
ferences and similarities between the two accounts of philia lies outside the
confines of the present study, suffice it to say that the exposition in EE is
philosophically significant, but tends to be overshadowed by its companion
account in EN. As I see it, the account in EE Eta 2 merits an examination
on various grounds, independent of the analysis concerning the unity and
kinds of friendship offered in EN.24

Since relationship by resemblance does not coincide with relationship by
reference “to one thing” (pros hen), reference to which the account of friend-
ship in EN is silent, it is necessary to focus solely on the passage in EE where
philia is said to be a core-dependent predicate.25 The first chapter of EE Eta
is concerned with setting out the various views about philia, such as what it is,
whether it is one in kind, and who can be a friend to whom. The observations
he cites yield several aporiai about friendship, including whether friendship
has one nature or is of many kinds, which are left unresolved until analysis in
subsequent chapters (1235b15). In EE Eta 2, Aristotle responds to the aporia

22 Other works contain helpful information concerning �iliva, such as Rhetoric, Beta 4, where
�ilεi�n (philein) is characterized as “wishing good things for another for his sake, not our own,
and bringing this about as much as we are able” (1380b36–1381a2). Cooper’s “Aristotle on
Friendship” (1984) gives full treatment of this and other passages, though it may be noted
that for the purposes of analyzing core-dependence and the unity of philia, only the EE and
EN are relevant.

23 The reference to the relationship of philiai based on “resemblance” occurs at EN, 1156b20–
21, 1157a1–2, a31–32, and that based on core-dependence (pros hen) at EE, 1236a19.

24 See, e.g., studies of philia by Fortenbaugh (1975a), Walker (1979), and Price (1989). My
view differs insofar as the papers noted concur in finding the account in EE less adequate
than that in EN.

25 The core for the present argument about philia as being related pros hen, or being core-
dependent, appears in a previous paper; see Ward (1995).
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about whether friendship is one by proposing that the kinds are related pros
hen, or by core-dependence, as the solution (1236a16–22). This conclusion
is reached on the basis of two prior premises: first, the good is multivocal, or
“said in many ways” (plεonac

+

wı, pleonachōs, 1236a7), and second, the things
that are good individuate the kinds of friendship (1236a12–14). For, all types
of friendship have objects, namely, something that we take to be good and
so choose to pursue in the friendship. For Aristotle, the object may be an
apparent or an absolute good, and so he claims that the object of friendship
may be the good, the useful, or the pleasant (1236a7–9). Broadly speaking,
friendship arises when mutual affection between persons is caused by one of
the three objects taken to be good (1236a12–15). More specifically, because
the good is something lovable, or dear (�ivlon, philon, 1235b30), having a
belief about the good causes an emotion, namely, love or affection (�ilhvsiı,
philēsis), which forms the basis for the recognized reciprocal affection that
constitutes philia. Both EE and EN concur in the general description of
friendship as depending on a mutual, recognized love or affection between
people on account of one of three good things, virtue, pleasure, or utility
(1236a12–15; 1156a3–5).26 Again, in both accounts, having one of the three
grounds as the basis of the mutual affection is what distinguishes one kind
of friendship from another.

5.6 Philia and Core-Dependence in Eudemian Ethics Eta 2

Looking more specifically at the account of philia in EE Eta 2, we find Aris-
totle’s discussion centering on the three bases for friendship as he seeks to
determine what kind of unity might be present across the various forms.
First, he notes that because friendship may have the good, the useful, or
the pleasant as its object, it is possible to distinguish three kinds (eidē) of
friendship (1236a15–16). On this point, he explains that one kind of philia
is so named on account of (dia) moral virtue, while another is named on
account of the helpful or the useful, and a third is named on account of
what is pleasant (1236a12–14). The construction being used to distinguish
types of friendship is diav (dia) plus the accusative, which normally signifies a
cause, “owing to,” or “on account of,” and which I take Aristotle to be using
to signify a causal relation.27 Specifically, I take it that lines 1236a12–14 are
giving the efficient, or moving, cause of each kind of philia. So, in effect,
we have a feeling of liking, or affection, for someone due to the pleasure
or utility or virtue we experience with the other person. Taking the dia con-
struction this way is not inconsonant with the use of the construction in

26 The general definition of philia in EN, however, also refers to friends wishing well (eunoiein)
to one another (1156a3), which is absent from the parallel definition in EE.

27 to;n mε;n ga;r toiovndε kai; di jajrεth;n, to;n d’ o{ti wj�εvlimoı kai; crhvsimoı, to;n d’ o{ti hJdu;ı kai; di’
hJdonhvn (EE, 1236a12–14).
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his discussion of the emotions in other works. In Rhetoric, for example, he
defines emotional states, such as anger or fear, as being caused by certain
beliefs and accompanied by feelings of pain or pleasure. In Rhet. Beta 2, for
example, anger is defined as “the desire for revenge accompanied by pain
on account of [dia] an unjustified slight to oneself or one’s own” (1378a30–
32). In a similar way, fear is defined as being pain or disturbance caused by
the thought of imminent danger or future harm (1382a21–22). By analogy
with the definitions of anger and fear, we might consider that the definition
of friendship overall consists in a feeling of love or affection for another that
is acknowledged, reciprocated, and based on finding that (dia) the other
person is good or useful or pleasant (EE 1236a12–15, cf. EN 1156a3–5). So,
in terms of its overall structure, the definition of philia common to both EE
and EN can be compared with the definitions of emotional states, such as
anger or fear, in Rhet. Beta 2. Of course, it should be noted that philia is not
an emotion but a state, or disposition (hexis); nonetheless, as a disposition,
friendship itself has an emotion, namely, love, or affection (philēsis), as its
underlying matter. In addition to mentioning an emotional component,
the comprehensive definition of philia reflects that the state is one that is
caused by a belief (about the pleasure, utility, or virtue of the other) and that
it is forward-looking, or prospective, with regard to the other. For, insofar as
friendship is a moral virtue, it possesses a practical dimension in the sense
that it implies specific practical goals in relation to our friends. Thus, the
comprehensive definition of philia, like that of anger and fear, may be seen
as consisting in three components: (1) a causal cognitive state or belief,
(2) a feeling of pleasure or pain, and (3) a prospective aim.28 Following
the lines of definition that Aristotle proposes for various emotions in Rhet.
Beta, we may state that friendship in general is defined as a state of love
or affection for another on account of one of three reasons (virtue, utility,
pleasure) that is mutually acknowledged and reciprocated, for which one
aims at doing good things for the other.29 So, it seems reasonable to draw
a comparison between the structure of the two definitions relating to anger
and fear, and that of friendship.

If we return to the analysis about the unity of philia in EE Eta 2, it is at
once evident that Aristotle subscribes to a kind of unity that stands between

28 One should distinguish here between practical and non-practical emotions and virtues in
that the former have some reference to specific future actions or goals, whereas the latter
need not; for example, the definition of a practical emotion such as anger or fear must
contain reference to some goal or future action, whereas that of a non-practical emotion
such as shame or pity does not and, similarly, for practical and non-practical virtues. For
discussion, see Fortenbaugh (1975b, 75–83).

29 This definition follows the accounts of philia at EE Eta 2 and EN Theta 2, as well as those
relating to philos and philein at Rhet. 1380b36–1381a5, although the account in Rhet. focuses
on the shared emotional state, while that in EN makes reference to “wishing good things
for each other” (1156a4–5).
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synonymy and chance homonymy. As he here describes the matter, while it
admits of types, philia is related to a primary instance:

[1] [T]here must be three kinds of friendship, and they are not spoken of univocally
(mhvtε kaq’ ε {n, mē te kath’ hen), nor as species of one genus, nor in a wholly homony-
mous sense (mhvtε pavmpan lεvgεsqai oJmwnuvmwı, mē te pampan legesthai homōnymōs), for
they are spoken of in relation to one sort which is primary, just as the medical is (pro;ı
mivan gavr tina lεvgontai kai; prwvthn, w{spεr to; ijatrikovn, pros mian gar tina legontai kai
prōtēn, hōsper to iatrikon).

[2] For we refer to a medical mind or body or instrument or operation, but
properly to that which is primary. The primary is that of which the account belongs
in all, for example, a medical instrument is that which a medical man would use,
but the account of a medical instrument is not contained in that of a medical man.
(1236a16–22)

I have separated the passage in two parts: I consider part [1] to run up
through the reference to “the medical” at 1236a16–18, and the second part
[2] to go through to the end (1236a19–22). Accordingly, the first section
reflects Aristotle’s typical distinction of core-dependence. He states that
friendship is neither univocal, nor a genus with specific kinds, nor wholly
homonymous (1236a16–17). That philia is not “wholly” (pampan) homony-
mous – that it is not homonymous by chance – is clear from the fact that
the three kinds share common characteristics, namely, the reciprocal liking
based on a belief about something taken to be good. The more difficult neg-
ative proof to make concerns showing that a relation of genus to species does
not hold. For, it might be suggested that the three kinds stand to the gen-
eral concept whose definition is given at 1236a12–15 as species to genus. On
this reading, each kind of philia mentioned would be considered a specific
expression of the general account.30 However, Aristotle specifically rejects
this possibility in EE Eta 2, as we have seen (cf. 1236a16–17).

The proof against the genus-species alternative involves showing that one
of the kinds of friendship is the primary instance, and the others, secondary,
or derived, instances. For, it is a common Aristotelian and Academic strategy
to show that where things have a relationship of priority and posteriority,
there can be no possibility of a common character over them, such as a
genus would imply.31 This line of argument depends on the premises that
if there were a common character for the series and this were a separate
universal, this universal would be prior to the first in the series, which is

30 A similar objection faces the account of philia in EN where it might be suggested that the
three kinds of friendship stand as species to the generic account in Theta 2; see Walker
(1979, 194–95). Walker’s rejection of the possibility is made more difficult by the absence
of the priority argument in the account in EN.

31 The passages introducing this argument about ordered series include DA Beta 3, 414b20–
27; EN Alpha 6, 1096a17–29; Meta. Beta 3, 999a6–14; Pol. Gamma 1, 1275a35–7; and the
present one at EE Alpha 8, 1218a1–8. For discussion, see Lloyd (1962) and Ward (1996,
117–23).
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impossible.32 Indeed, EE Alpha 8 mentions just such an argument in relation
to the question of priority among good things (1218a1–5). In EE Alpha 8,
he argues that the practical goods constitute a hierarchy or series, and so
there is no genus: there is not something common and separate from the
series (1218a1–2).33 In the present passage in EE Eta 2, Aristotle finds that
the same kind of relationship exists among the kinds of philia, stating that
friendship is related to one thing that is primary and comparing it to the case
of the predicate “medical” (1236a17–18).34 The conjunction of the case of
philia with that of the medical in this passage in EE Eta 2 reinforces the
analogy to the standard cases of core-dependence, being and the medical,
that emerge from Meta. passages previously discussed. More specifically, the
primacy that he claims for philia in the present section recalls the discussion
of the kinds of priority that is developed in Meta. Gamma 2, Zeta 4, and
Kappa 3 in conjunction with being. A glance back to the senses of priority in
Meta. Delta 11 and Zeta 1 (1028a31–36) reveals that the list includes priority
in logos, knowledge, and time. Of the various kinds of priority mentioned,
the present passage shows that it is “priority in account” (kata logon) that
is at work in the case of philia. Aristotle constructs the case for the core-
dependence of friendship by analogy with uses of the medical: the medical
instrument, say, a scalpel, is defined in terms of being a tool that a medical
practitioner would employ, whereas the definition of a medical practitioner
does not make reference to a medical instrument (cf. 1236a21–22). The
fact of this asymmetry in definitions reveals that the definition of one thing,
namely, “medical man,” is prior to that of the other, medical instrument,
in the sense that the latter is defined as something that a medical person
would use. With this interpretation in hand, it becomes reasonable to see
how Aristotle goes on to say that “the primary thing is that the account of
which occurs in the accounts of the other things” (1236a20–21).

As has been shown in prior discussions about the medical and the healthy,
core-dependence requires that the secondary items of a certain character
rely on a primary one with the same character in specific ways. To state this
relation using Shields’ formulation, we say that core-dependence requires
that if two things, a and b, are homonymously F and a is a core-instance of
F, then (1) a and b have a name in common, (2) a and b have overlapping,
but not identical definitions, (3) a’s being F is the asymmetrical ground for
b’s being F, and (4) b’s being F holds in one of the four causal relations

32 Aristotle has the means for rejecting the argument on the grounds that it confuses two
senses of “prior,” yet he employs the argument on several occasions in addition to EE Alpha
8 (1218a1–8), including DA Beta 3 (414b20–32), EN Alpha 6 (109617–29), Meta. Beta 3
(999a6–14), and Pol. Gamma 1 (1275a35–37). For discussion of these arguments, see Lloyd
(1962) and Ward (1996).

33 For analysis of this passage, see Ward (1996, 120) and above, notes 24 and 25.
34 pro;ı mivan gavr tina lεvgontai kai; prwvthn, w{spεr to; ijatrikovn, 1236a17–18.
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to a’s being F.35 In our previous discussion about core-dependence, the
way in which the second and fourth requirements is met involves show-
ing that a certain priority holds among the instances of the predicate such
that one instance is primary in the sense that it serves as the asymmetrical
ground for the other instances of the predicate sharing the same name. The
third requirement is met by means of developing causal analyses among the
associated cases of the homonym, noting that the direction of the causal
relationship may flow from the primary to the secondary instances or the
reverse. So, for example, in the typical case of core-dependence, such as the
medical, the medical instrument is called “medical” in virtue of being a tool
of the medical art and, so, being a moving cause of medicine. More precisely,
the medical instrument, like the medical procedure, is related to medicine
by being something that is used to bring about healing, the end of medicine.
In similar fashion, the healthy diet and healthy regimen are related to the
healthy body as its efficient causes. In the case of the medical, the causal
direction flows from the primary instance to the secondary, whereas in the
case of the healthy, it moves from the secondary to the primary instance.

What needs to be developed concerns the way in which the analysis using
core-dependence is handled in the case of philia. As various scholars have
pointed out, although Aristotle states in Eta 2 that the three kinds of friend-
ship are related pros hen – drawing a comparison with the medical – he fails
to explain adequately how the secondary types are related to the primary
kind of friendship.36 Specifically, it is thought that problems arise when
Aristotle tries to formulate the way in which philia is related “to one thing”
(pros hen) by stating that it is related in the same way in which the medical is
related, according to which the accounts of the secondary instances include
that of the primary instance. According to one critic, what Aristotle states
is that the term “medical man” is contained in the accounts of the other
medical items, but what he ought to have said is that the definition of the
primary item is contained in the secondary definitions.37 A related problem
for core-dependence taken in this fashion concerns the fact that it is not
possible to formulate an account of the primary case of philia that allows its
inclusion in the accounts of the secondary kinds. More precisely, when we
attempt to include the definition of virtue friendship in the definitions of
the secondary kinds, the result is that none is definitive of pleasure or utility
friendship in particular.38 The source of both sorts of problems relating to
establishing the core-dependence of philia resides in the attempt to make
one account strictly prior to and contained in the others: the strategy of

35 What Shields calls “four-causal core-primacy”; see Shields (1999, 118–19).
36 For various criticisms of pros hen analysis, see Fortenbaugh (1975a), Walker (1979), Ferejohn

(1980), and Price (1989, ch. 5).
37 For this criticism, see Ferejohn (1980, 120–21).
38 See, esp., Fortenbaugh (1975a, 57ff.).
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trying to make virtue friendship prior in definition to the other kinds is not
successful. Put in general terms, the project of looking to the specific kinds
of friendship as to find the requisite kind of ordering among the instances is
wrongly conceived, and also incomplete.39 A more fruitful line of approach
to philia depends on looking, first, to the relationship among good things
and, subsequently, to employ this structure to the specific kinds of good
aimed at in friendship (section 5.7) in order to see how the analysis of
philia as core-dependent is plausible (section 5.8). The additional issue con-
cerning the causal aspect of core-dependence in relation to philia, namely,
whether a full causal analysis of core-dependence in relation to friendship
can be sustained, is also addressed in what follows (section 5.8)

5.7 Priority in Logos: The Good

Prior to the argument about the goods of friendship in EE Eta 2, one small
consideration about the good from Alpha 8 merits notice. While the main
focus in Alpha 8 is concerned with rejecting a Platonic form of the good
and the good as universal, the final section relates to the concern that the
good is plural and admits of a hierarchy. Specifically, Aristotle states that
in the method of teaching, the end stands in a causal relation to means,
such that by defining the end, various means to the end can be shown to be
good: such is the case with health and healthy things, wherein the healthy
is an efficient cause of health (1218a16–21). Setting aside for the moment
the specific claim about causal relations, it is sufficient to note that Aristotle
raises a comparison between the good things and healthy things in a context
that suggests core-dependence.40 The full argument, however, appears later,
in EE Eta 2.

There are two lines of reasoning leading up to Aristotle’s discussion about
philia being core-dependent in EE Eta 2 at 1236a16–22. One of these con-
sists in showing that what we love or hold dear (to philon) equates with what
we consider good or with things (ta agatha, 1235b31ff.), and the other, with
a distinction about kinds of goods (1236a7–15). Both of these considera-
tions are useful to making the general statement that friendship comes to
be on account of (dia) one of the three good things, virtue, pleasure, or util-
ity (1236a12–14), and the specific claim that friendship, like the medical,
is core-dependent (1236a17–18). Aristotle employs the distinction among
kinds of things held dear, or loved, in the definition of friendship, as well

39 As Owen notes (1960/1979, 32), the condition of definitional containment is inadequate on
its own to winnow cases of accidental from genuine, core-dependent homonymous things,
such as painted and functional hands or eyes.

40 Berti (1971, 177–81) provides an analysis of EE Alpha 8, 1218b16–22, which he finds exhibits
pros hen unity of goods: he claims that things used as means to happiness, the chief good,
are subordinate to it; the good forms a hierarchy in both a “natural” and “logical” sense.
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as that between real and apparent or incidental goods in the claim about
core-dependence. Since the case for the core-dependence of friendship
rests on that of the good, the foundation for the argument about the core-
dependence of philia is to be found in the prior line of reasoning concerning
the plurality of the good. So, to begin with the first line of argument in Eta 2,
Aristotle is seeking to answer the puzzle of whether what is loved (to philon)
is the pleasant or the good (1235b18–19). His initial response to the prob-
lem consists in distinguishing between what we desire, the pleasant, and
what we wish for, the good (1235b22–23). He then opens a related line
of reasoning according to which the object of desire and that of rational
wish may be either the good or the apparent good (1235b25–26). Signif-
icantly, he identifies the object of desire, the pleasant, with what appears
to be good (1235b26–27), and thus he implies that the object of rational
wish is the good, not the apparent good.41 The distinction between the
real and the apparent good becomes helpful in interpreting a subsequent
distinction between the simple and the incidental good, or between things
that are good haplos and good tini, which occurs at 1235b30–1236a2. This
distinction should not be read in a standard sense as being between what
is good “absolutely” (haplōs) versus good “relatively” (tini). For one reason,
because Aristotle denies that good is an univocal predicate (it is, rather, a
trans-categorial predicate), his reference to a good haplōs cannot mean what
is good in itself, or absolutely. A better sense of good haplōs is provided sub-
sequently, where he states that things advantageous to the healthy body are
things we find to be good haplōs, whereas things useful to the sick body, such
as drugs and operations, are not such (1236b33–35). Further examples of
that which is good haplōs include what is thought to be good to the healthy
body and the healthy senses, not to diseased or corrupted ones, or what
is deemed to be good and pleasant to the adult mind, not to children or
animals (1235b35–1236a2). The contrast developed between what is good
haplōs and good tini is not that between absolute and relative goods, but
between what is good according to some normative standard, for example,
what is good for the healthy body or for adult human beings, versus what
falls short of the standard and so is good accidentally, for example, what
is good for the infirm or the young. In both kinds of cases, of course, the
good is functional to something or for someone, but in the first kind, the
good thing preserves the best or proper state of something, while it does
not need not do so in the second kind of case. What merits comment here
concerns the kind of priority involved in the contrast. It might be thought
that the distinction between the good haplōs and the good tini marks a kind

41 Aristotle uses two different kinds of contrasts in reference to the good, both the good and
the apparent good, as well as the good simply and the incidental good; while these do
not come to the same thing, Aristotle employs them to indicate a similar relationship of
dependence.
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of metaphysical priority in the sense that the former is thought to be more
properly called “good” than the latter, and also independent of it. Taken
in this way, the distinction becomes too Platonic, contradicting Aristotle’s
claim that the good is multi-vocal; a better interpretation relies on the rela-
tion of priority and posteriority implied by marking one thing as incidental,
the other as non-incidental. In this case, what is incidentally good is concep-
tually dependent on what is non-incidentally good.

A further distinction between kinds of good is developed in EE Eta 2,
1236a7–15. The passage opens with the statement that “good things are spo-
ken of in many ways” (ta agatha pleonachōs, 1236a7), and then lists the good
as such, the helpful, and the pleasant (1236a8–9). Regarding the pleasant,
Aristotle states that it may refer either to what is good and pleasant haplōs
or to what is pleasant to someone (tini) and the apparent (phainomenon)
good (1236a9–10). Here the contrast drawn is between what is good haplōs
and what is pleasant haplōs with what is pleasant to someone (tini) and the
apparent good. While it may be noted that the good for someone (tini) and
the apparent (phainomenon) good do not mean the same thing, he relates
the two kinds of good at 1236a10, where what is pleasant to someone is
connected with what is apparently good,42 where the difference consists in
one between real and apparent goods insofar as he distinguishes one thing
as the good and the other as the apparent good (to phainomenon agathon,
1236a10). At the psychological level, the identification makes sense insofar
as the pleasant to us is just what is perceived as good, or what appears to
us to be good. Furthermore, since what appears to be good, or the appar-
ent good, depends on the simple good, we can begin to discern a structure
among the kinds of good based on a priority of good things. First, since what
is pleasant to someone is considered to be an apparent good, this kind of
good will be considered secondary in relation to a real good insofar as an
apparent good presupposes a real good.43 Furthermore, the primary good
is to be identified with the good haplōs. Again, what is good haplōs should be
considered as signifying something good for humans in virtue of the latter
having developed natural capacities or desires, not undeveloped states or
privative conditions, such as what seems good to the young or the infirm.

In EE Eta 1 and 2, there are two ways that Aristotle develops the contrast
between kinds of goods, one being the initial contrast between the good
haplōs and good tini at 1235b31–1236a2, the second, the distinction between
the good and the apparent good at 1236a7–10. Furthermore, the second
passage actually suggests the way in which the good may be organized around
a central instance by relating what is apparently good with what is pleasant
to someone. So it seems natural to find a hierarchy of good things being

42 to; dε; tini h] �ainovmεnon ajgaqovn (1236a10).
43 For purposes of argument, I assume that the apparent good is distinct from the real good,

although in principle it is possible for an apparent and a real good to be identical.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c05 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:4

5.7 Priority in Logos: The Good 159

constructed along these lines: what is primary is the good or good simply, and
what is secondary is the apparent or the incidental good. However, we need
to show in some more explicit fashion that the derived instances of the good
are dependent on the primary instance in some way. For example, if we can
show that the accounts of the good are overlapping in the proper fashion,
then we may assume that the good is a core-dependent homonym. We attain
the goal by recalling that the good haplōs, the primary good, is that to which
the other goods are related insofar as they may be considered to be apparent
goods, things that are pleasant or useful to someone (1236a10). Since what
is pleasant to someone or useful to someone is termed an apparent good,
and since an apparent good presupposes a real good (or an intrinsic good),
there must be a real good that is prior to the incidental good. In this case,
instances of the apparent good would be considered posterior to the primary
good, and would count as secondary instances of the good. Granting the
relation of priority holds among the instances, we might also expect to find
a similar relationship in terms of their definitions such that the secondary
definitions overlap with the definition of the primary good. We begin to
sketch the inter-dependence of good things by noting that: (1) the good
haplōs is what is good in itself, and (2) the incidental good is what appears to
be good. Let us use a version of the principle about ‘Equals added to equals
yields equals,’ so as to combine (2) with a claim about pleasure and utility
being the two incidental goods. Then our core-dependent analysis would
appear as:

(1) The good haplōs is what is good in itself
(2) (Incidental 1) What is pleasant to someone is what appears to be good
(3) (Incidental 2) What is useful to someone is what appears to be good.

According to this analysis, the secondary instances of the good, namely,
pleasure and utility, are cases of the apparent good, and their accounts refer
to what is pleasant or useful to someone in relation to the good. In referring
to the real good, these accounts contain an element from the account of
the good haplōs, and so, they overlap. For, the accounts of the secondary
kind of good tacitly refer to a non-apparent good, one that is identified
with the good haplōs in two ways, one psychological, the other, conceptual.
First, it seems correct to say that we pursue something as an apparent good
insofar as we take it to be good, not to be an apparent good; second, a real
good is conceptually prior to an apparent or an incidental good. In regard
to choosing something we take to be a real, not an apparent good, whether
what we choose is in fact the real good or merely an apparent good is
another question.

In the passage at hand, Aristotle considers the good for someone to be an
apparent good (cf. 1236a10), and he does not make it clear whether such a
good might also be good independently of what we desire, what appears to
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us to be good.44 His discussion of the good begins with what is good for us,
what we take to be good, which seems reasonable: if we did not assume the
apparent good might be a real good, there would be no reason to choose it
and pursue it. As a consequence, it becomes plausible to construct a similar
kind of network of overlapping accounts with one being that which refers
to the good simply (the primary account), and the other accounts having a
reference to the primary good, or mentioning some common term from the
first account about the good simply. Thus, the inter-related structure that
we find among the accounts of the good or good things is a consequence of
the relationships holding among the kinds of good things that we desire or
find to be choice-worthy.

That Aristotle is employing an assumption of the good in relation to
human desire is evident from the outset of EE Eta 2, where he seeks to
investigate the object of love, or liking, in relation to friendship (philia).
In response to the problem of whether the object of love is the pleasant
or the good (1235b18–19), the answer consists in that both are, but in
different ways, for “good things are said in many ways” (1236a7). The full
argument concerning the multiplicity of the good in this passage (1236a7–
15) concludes with the differentiation of friendship on the bases of the three
kinds of good (1236a12–14). Throughout the discussion on friendship, he
considers the good to be what moves us as an object of desire, because, as he
states, we may choose and come to love something on account of some good
(1236a11–12). What is pleasant or useful is considered to be good insofar
as it is desired by someone; but while utility and pleasure may be considered
on the same level with the good itself insofar as they are equally objects
of desire, they are not so considered in themselves. As suggested, Aristotle
distinguishes utility and pleasure as apparent good things from the primary
good by distinguishing both of these from the good haplōs (1236a7–10).
Furthermore, just as we may choose something and like it for being good in
one of three ways, so, too, we may choose and love someone for being good,
or for seeming to be good, in one of three senses of the good (1236a10–12).
When another person returns the affection in awareness of our own, then
friendship begins to take shape (1236a14–15).

5.8 Philia and Core-Dependence

Aristotle’s argument that philia is core-dependent (1236a16–22) is founded
on the argument that the good is non-univocal, having referents with dif-
ferent natures: the good refers to what is morally good or to what is good to
someone or for someone, where the latter signifies what is pleasant or useful

44 This issue points to what may be considered two kinds of distinction: one metaphysical, that
between simple and incidental goods, and another epistemological, that between real and
apparent goods, which are not being kept clear in Aristotle’s discussion in EE.
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to us. As we have suggested above, the good admits of core-dependence in
respect of the relationship among good things such that the real good is
primary and is that to which the secondary goods refer in virtue of being
apparent goods. Since friendship concerns persons, and not things, accord-
ing to Aristotle, to have affection based on what is good as such equates
with loving someone for being morally good, in distinction to loving some-
one for being pleasant or for being useful (1236a12–14). Furthermore, as
friendship is distinguished according to the sort of good that motivates the
affection, it becomes reasonable to assume that friendship itself admits of
core-dependence. This is, in fact, what Aristotle claims to find: philia appears
to have three forms, or kinds, but they are not related as three species to
one genus, nor are they said to be philia by chance; nor is it the case that
the term philia is used kath’ hen, or synonymously, across its applications
(cf. 1236a15–17). Instead, he makes the case that the kinds of philia are
related to one another as are the instances of the medical: one instance is
primary, and the account of the primary one occurs in the accounts of the
other instances (cf. 1236a17–21). As noted previously, what this condition
means in the case of the medical is evident: the accounts of the secondary
instances of the medical have to mention or include mention of the primary
instance, and not vice versa (1236a21). Thus, the medical instrument is the
tool which is used by the medical practitioner, say, for the sake of healing,
and a similar account may be made of the medical operation (1236a19–22).

In relation to the passage in EE Eta 2, the question remains how the
kinds of philia may be seen to follow the instances of the medical. For, in the
case of the medical, the primary instance is the medical practitioner and
the secondary instances, for example, the operation or the instrument, are
correctly seen as being defined in relation to what the medical practitioner
uses so as to produce health. In this regard, the accounts of the secondary
items, like the medical instrument or the medical operation, refer back to
the medical practitioner, or doctor: the scalpel is the cutting instrument
belonging to medicine or to the medical practitioner. It may be observed
that the tentative definition of a medical instrument just offered includes a
reference to the primary item, the medical person or medical art, though
it does not contain the definition of what a medical person is as such. The
inclusion of the name of the primary thing (and not its definition) in the
accounts of the secondary things is equivalent to describing the relation
as one involving logos-containment. As we have remarked, the argument
concerning priority in logos is one arm of Aristotle’s defense drawn in regard
to the priority of substance in Meta. Zeta 1. As we recall, in Zeta 1, he states
that the logos of substance is included in that of the other categories (cf.
1028a35–36), where we may consider this to mean that the accounts of
non-substances include a reference to substance. But as various other kinds
of priority exist, including prior in being, in time, and in causality, it follows
that a thing having priority in logos need not stand alone, so to speak. As
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has been argued in chapter 4 of this work, given that substance enjoys a
number of kinds of priority, its primary status cannot be thought to be
reduced to definitional priority, or priority in account. Rather, finding that
a thing has priority in logos seems to function more as an indication of more
fundamental forms of priority, such as ontological priority, as is the case with
substance. Therefore, it is false to infer from the observation “X is prior in
logos to Y ” either that the conclusion that the definition of X occurs in the
definition of Y or that being prior in logos to Y is exactly what X is.

Armed with the earlier argument about the ranking of goods, as well as
the qualification about the priority in logos, the issue concerning the way
in which the kinds of philia are core-dependent becomes less difficult to
interpret. To begin with, each type of friendship refers to a good that is
the ground of the shared affection, the good being moral virtue, pleasure,
or utility. As suggested previously, Aristotle thinks that good things form a
hierarchy such that the genuine good (i.e., the good haplōs) is conceptually
prior to other types of goods (i.e., incidental or apparent goods), which are
deemed secondary goods. The real dependency among goods is reflected
in an ordered relationship of priority and posteriority that he tries to make
evident in calling secondary goods apparent goods. For Aristotle, examples
of the apparent good in friendship, namely, utility or pleasure, are incom-
plete in themselves insofar as the concept of any apparent good implies
the concept of a further good that is a non-apparent, or genuine, good.
Similarly, the concept of an apparent good in friendship – say, pleasure –
depends on the concept of a genuine good in friendship, namely, moral
virtue. By extension of argument, the account of a secondary friendship
will depend on the account of primary friendship, that one based on moral
virtue. The full reasoning is that if there exists a hierarchy of goods such that
the incidental goods rely on the non-incidental good, and if the secondary
kinds of friendship are distinguished by reference to an incidental good,
then the secondary types of friendship rely on a non-incidental kind, and
this one is prior. By application of definitions to priority among things, it
also seems plausible that the accounts of the secondary kinds of friendship
will rely on that of the primary. In this way, two kinds of friendship are poste-
rior to another kind, which is considered primary.45 Thus, certain types of
friendship and their definitions are secondary to, or dependent on, another
type by virtue of the ordering of goods specific to each type. Given that the
secondary kinds of friendship are posterior to one that is primary, and it is
in virtue of the primary kind that the others are said to be friendship, then
it seems as if the case for philia being core-dependent is defensible.

The analysis given of core-dependence of philia does not depend on hav-
ing one account contained in the other accounts; however, because the

45 The kind of priority involved among the kinds of friendship is analogous to the kind of
priority among the accounts (logoi) Aristotle discusses in Meta. Zeta 1, 1028a35–36.
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various instances have overlapping accounts, we can discern a way in which
it makes sense for Aristotle to point out, as he does in Meta. Zeta 1, a related
feature that indicates core-dependence. In that chapter, logos-containment
arises in a discussion concerning the ways in which non-substantial being is
dependent on substance. As has been observed in chapter 4 of this work,
in Meta. Zeta 1, Aristotle describes substance as enjoying priority in account
(logos), such that the accounts of non-substances mention substance (Meta.
1028a35–36). While at first glance this claim may not appear obvious to
interpret, we may use the notion of overlapping accounts, or definitions,
of things to clarify it. By extension, we can also interpret Aristotle’s remark
about philia and the medical in EE Eta 2, namely, that the secondary accounts
of philia contain the account (logos) of the primary (1236a21), as referring
to a similar kind of overlap in the accounts of friendship. To understand the
way in which friendship admits of priority and posteriority, first recall that
the accounts of secondary instances of the good include a reference to the
primary instance, the real good. Using as a framework the analysis of the
good, it becomes evident how to construct a parallel analysis for the three
definitions of philia. On a broad level of description, primary friendship is
the kind that aims at moral virtue, whereas friendships concerned with plea-
sure or utility are deemed to be secondary kinds. Specifically, the primary
kind of friendship is that which involves mutual affection on account of
what is considered primarily good, moral virtue, and the secondary kinds of
friendships are those that involve mutual affection on account of pleasure or
utility, things considered goods in relation to someone or for something. To
be more explicit concerning the priority of the good, analytical accounts of
the three kinds of friendship may be suggested as follows: (1) primary philia
is “mutual and recognized affection on account of moral virtue, the good,”
(2) secondary, pleasure friendship is “mutual and recognized affection on
account of pleasure, an incidental good,” and (3) secondary, utility friend-
ship is “mutual and recognized affection on account of utility, an incidental
good.” The secondary kinds of friendship are alike in that they refer to the
primary kind of friendship by virtue of being incidental goods that have a ref-
erence to a primary good, namely, moral virtue. For both the secondary ac-
counts contain reference to a good, although in each of the secondary
accounts, the good mentioned is qualified in some fashion. In the primary
account, the good refers to the good simply and, in this sense, is prior to
the other goods. So considered, the accounts of philia reflect, albeit in a
less than precise formulation, the meaning behind the notion expressed
in Meta. Zeta 1 concerning the ordering among the accounts of kinds of
being.

Considered at the level of kinds of affective ties, secondary friendships
do not share all the aspects of the primary kind: they do not, for example,
include the characteristic of arising from an awareness of moral virtue in the
other person that distinguishes the primary kind of friendship. Rather, they
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are related to the primary kind in respect of being occasioned by the desire
for something one takes to be good, in this case, pleasure or utility. While
each kind of friendship is alike in being characterized by a particular type of
affection (philein) that is recognized and reciprocated (cf. EE 1236a14–15),
in none of the three kinds is there a single form or species that appears
throughout them all. In these respects, Aristotle is correct in denying that
the three kinds constitute species of a genus, as well as that friendship is
accidentally homonymous (cf. EE 1236a15–17). So, he rejects the idea of a
common form among the kinds of friendship on account of the argument
concerning the priority of virtue friendship, and the analogy between the
cases of friendship and of the medical. If there exists an ordering among
kinds of friendship reflecting logical relations of priority and posteriority,
then the possibility of friendship figuring as three kinds of one genus is
non-existent.

Returning to the analogy between the kinds of friendship and the med-
ical, we find a similarity in terms of priority of logos that indicates a deeper,
non-semantic dependence. In both cases, when Aristotle claims that the pri-
mary thing or name is contained in the accounts of the secondary things,
the linguistic dependence reflects conceptual and functional dependence.
So, for example, with regard to the medical, Aristotle claims that the med-
ical instrument or medical operation is to be defined in relation to the
medical doctor; thus, a medical instrument is defined as a tool that is used
by the medical doctor (cf. EE 1236a21), a tool used, we presume, for the
sake of healing. In analogous fashion, a friendship based on pleasure is
one that arises on account of two persons taking each other to be pleas-
ant, which is considered as being good, something worthy of pursuit, by
each one. What is primary in the kinds of friendship is the dependence on
moral virtue as the good, just as in the medical, the primacy rests with the
medical art – what it requires in terms of instruments, operations, and the
like.

But it may be objected that virtue friendship is not primary to friendship
in the same way in which the medical art is primary to the various medical
items. For, we can have the notion of a pleasure friendship without having
that of a virtue friendship, and so, the two are logically independent; in
contrast, the notion of a scalpel as medical instrument is dependent on that
of medicine to explain both its function and its notion. Therefore, philia is
not core-dependent in the same way in which the medical or the healthy
is. Two responses are in order here. The first concerns asking whether the
difference between the two cases is so great after all: can we suppose that the
notion of a friendship based on pleasure or utility does not rest on a further,
more fundamental form of friendship, namely, that based on goodness? In
fact, it seems reasonable to think that the concept of a pleasure or utility
friendship (i.e., secondary friendships) presupposes that of a complete type
of friendship in virtue of which the other kinds are described as secondary or
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as incomplete.46 If it seems plausible to conceive the notion of the secondary
friendships as reliant on another kind that is prior in conception, the line
of reasoning that Aristotle proposes in EE Eta 2 resists the objection about
the mutual logical independence of the three kinds of friendship.

However, a further problem concerning the core-dependent analysis of
philia exists insofar as it may be objected that we have not yet shown that the
reason for the secondary friendships being considered friendship depends
on specifically causal relations among the kinds of friendships. More specif-
ically, we have shown in relation to the three kinds of friendship: (1) they
have the name in common, (2) they have overlapping and not identical
definitions, and (3) the primary kind of friendship, virtue friendship, is the
ground for the secondary kinds being friendship; but we have not yet shown
how (4) the secondary friendships as such are causally related to primary
friendship. In the case of the medical, the secondary instances, for example,
the medical instrument and medical operation, are said to be medical in
virtue of being efficient, or contributing, causes to the primary instance, the
medical art. Can we make a similar argument for the instances of friendship?
At first glance, the cases seem distinctly different, and philia appears to be
resistant to causal analysis. Certainly, neither utility nor pleasure friendship
is a moving cause of virtue friendship – on the contrary, they often seem to
be competitors to it, as Aristotle conceives them. Yet, some progress toward
the goal of causal analysis may be made by observing that the secondary
kinds of friendship rely on the primary kind for their conception in the
sense that primary, or virtue, friendship may be considered the ideal of
friendship. In this respect, the case for the causal relatedness of friend-
ship closely resembles Cajetan’s version of the causal analysis that replaces
formal with exemplary cause. As was discussed in chapter 3, section 1,
of this work, Cajetan suggests that the core, or primary, instance of the
homonym is the causal source for the derived, or secondary, cases, and in
this regard, the core instance is the exemplary cause of the characteristic in
the secondary cases. However, the core instance alone realizes the character
formally, in contrast to the secondary instances, which possess the character
extrinsically, or in virtue of their relationship to the primary instance. On this
line of interpretation, the secondary instances of friendship are related to
the primary instance, virtue friendship, insofar as being extrinsically related
to it, and virtue friendship becomes the exemplary cause of their being con-
sidered friendship. Admitting the causal connection between the primary
and secondary instances allows the last requirement of the causal analysis
to be framed, although not as fully as in the other cases of core-dependent
homonyms.

46 In comparison with virtue friendship, the secondary kinds lack certain features, such as real
stability or permanence of affection, concern for the friend as such, having moral virtue as
end (cf. EN 1126a10–23, EE 1257b1–13).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c05 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 21:4

166 Physis, Philia, and Homonymy

Finally, however, a source of difficulty in the analogy between the cases
of the medical and friendship remains: this concerns the problem of using
systematic homonymy to find overlapping accounts in things that include
intentional states, such as beliefs. Friendship, as Aristotle sees it, essentially
depends on the presence of a mutual affection that comes to be and con-
tinues in the face of each friend having certain beliefs and desires about
the other person. For example, what distinguishes virtue friendship from
utility friendship is, in part, the content of the beliefs that gives rise to the
affection: in one case, the friend thinks that the other is morally good, and
desires this as the object of the association; in the other cases of friendship,
the friend thinks that the other is useful or helpful, and desires this as the
object of the association. Since believing that the other is morally virtuous
and choosing virtue as one’s good is neither identical nor necessarily related
to believing that the other is helpful and choosing utility as one’s good, suc-
cess in providing definitions of the secondary kinds in virtue of the primary
kind of philia seems limited. The fact of this limitation points up, as I have
observed, the shortcoming of the attempt to explain core-dependence by
a semantic analysis of the accounts of philia. Instead of relying on proving
that the secondary definitions contain the primary definition to establish
the core-dependence of philia, it is more plausible to show the priority and
posteriority among the goods involved in friendship.

The priority we have shown concerns the dependence of the concept
of secondary goods on a primary good and, derivatively, the dependence
of the concept of secondary kinds of friendship on a primary kind. In the
accounts of philia in EE and EN, Aristotle avoids the problem of preserving
truth conditions across linked definitions of friendship, and, in general,
about definitions of intentional states by shifting the focus to the kinds of
goods involved in friendship. So, what comes to differentiate each type of
friendship is not the content of a belief but whether the good aimed at
in friendship constitutes a good of a certain kind. So, he considers that
we are friends on the basis of some good or end for which we find the
association worthy. In defining the good of friendship as an object of desire
and choice, he forges a connection among the types of good by ordering
them according to their completeness, invoking a distinction between the
good haplōs and the good tini. Since the pleasant or the useful to someone is
called an incidental good and since an incidental good conceptually requires
a real (i.e., a non-incidental) good, a certain relationship emerges among the
goods. Moral virtue is named the primary good in relation to the secondary
goods, namely, apparent pleasure and apparent utility. Furthermore, the
accounts referring to the secondary instances of good may be exhibited
as revealing a dependence on the account referring to the primary good,
moral virtue. As we have seen, a similar line of analysis may be applied to the
kinds of friendship insofar as the same relationship of goods obtains among
the kinds of friendship.
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Thus, the account of philia in EE Eta 2 may be seen as moving around the
problem of defining things having intentional content by making reference
to the object of friendship, the good. In Aristotle’s overall conception of
action and choice, people act on the basis of things perceived to be good
and so, desired by them. The same holds true of friendship where friends
perceive certain things good and desirable in the other person. According
to the structure of goods developed in this chapter, Aristotle chooses to
describe the incidental good, what is good for someone whether pleasant
or useful, as coincidental with an apparent good. Both the incidental and
the apparent good (while distinct) are alike in being dependent on a further
good: the primary good. The core-dependence of friendship thus emerges
as a consequence of the dependence among the kinds of goods that one may
choose and pursue in the course of such associations. The line of argument
supporting core-dependence is complex, and it may be speculated that the
difficulty in following his analysis of philia in EE marks a reason for its differ-
ence from the account in EN. In that text, as is well known, Aristotle does not
argue that philia is related pros hen, or is core-dependent; instead, he states
that the three kinds of friendship are related by resemblance (homoiotēs,
cf. EN 1157a1–2, a31–32).47 However, it is worth recalling that in his anti-
Platonic discussion of the good as a transcategorial predicate in EN Alpha 6,
Aristotle raises the possibility that the good is related “to one thing” (pros
hen, 1096b27–28), showing that he has not left behind the concept in that
work.48

47 The claim that the kinds of philia are related by “resemblance” or “similarity” in EN is not
itself univocal insofar as the term is used to refer to the similarity among the kinds of philia
(1157a1–2, a31–32, 1158b6), to a similarity of the friends themselves, or both (1156b20–21).
Cf. notes 24 and 25 of this chapter.

48 For discussion concerning the unity of the good, see Berti (1971) and Mirus (2004, esp.
533–36).
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6

Homonymy and Science

6.0 Introduction: Demonstration and Science

In the first book of Posterior Analytics (An. Po.), Aristotle develops the notion
of a kind of deductive argument he terms ajpodεivxiı (apodeixis), or “demon-
stration,” in conjunction with a theory about science and scientific knowl-
edge. Aristotle defines apodeixis as “a deduction productive of scientific
knowledge” (An. Po. 71b17–18), immediately explaining that such a deduc-
tion enables us to know something by grasping it (71b18–19). Later on in
the book, he clarifies the nature of apodeixis in relation to its characteristic
of giving “an explanation and the reason why” of a thing (85b23–24). This
kind of deduction has the possibility of providing genuine scientific knowl-
edge, or ε jpisthvmh (epistēmē), in part, because its premises ultimately refer to
tὰ pravgmata (ta pragmata), or “things,” in the sense of extra-linguistic enti-
ties.1 For Aristotle, this is because when we possess scientific understanding,
we grasp that which relates a pragma with its cause (cf. 71b10–12). We might
add that scientific understanding (epistēmē) is knowledge that consists in
knowing the causal explanation of a thing, and knowing it holds necessarily.
On this version of scientific realism, what we grasp in scientific knowledge is
that which holds true about extra-linguistic things, their natures, causes, and
properties, where truth does not merely pertain to propositions or words and
their meanings. In addition to defining the cognitive state, Aristotle main-
tains that the discipline of science (any special science) depends on three
kinds of parts: the essential attributes of the genus being studied, the com-
mon axioms of demonstration, and the non-essential attributes of the genus
(cf. 76b11–16). The conception of science that Aristotle describes presup-
poses the existence of the objects whose attributes it studies, as, for example,

1 Ta pragmata is translated as “things” (glossed as “things in certain states”) as contrasted with
logoi, “words,” at Rhet. Alpha 4, 1359b17–18, where pragmata, the subject matter of the special
sciences, are distinguished from logoi, the subjet matter of rhetoric.

168
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arithmetic assumes units, and geometry, points and lines (cf. 76b3–5). With
regard to the first of these features, studying the essential attributes of a
genus, a science presupposes a distinct, unified subject matter for its field
of inquiry. More precisely, it assumes that the objects of a special science,
call them a, b, c, exhibit a common character F in virtue of which a, b, c are
synonymously F or are kath’ hen F.2 By being qualified in this way in relation
to a common character, the objects within the class constitute a genuine
kind, or genus, and it is the essential and incidental properties of the kind
that the science investigates.3 In this respect, the conception of science pre-
sented in An. Po. Alpha presupposes the notion of synonymy in relation to
the way in which the common attributes of the objects within the scientific
genus are possessed. So, the examples of unified subject matter for a science
include kinds, such as celestial bodies or numbers the common properties
of which are studied by the special sciences of astronomy and arithmetic,
respectively. In contrast, groups of objects with non-synonymous common
attributes, such as light objects or bright things – to use some examples from
Top. Alpha 15 – do not possess a common property in the requisite sense
and, so, do not constitute a genuine subject matter for science. In this way,
one condition for a class counting as potential subject matter for science is
that the objects studied constitute a genuine kind, as is exemplified when
the members of a class are synonymously F, or possess the common attribute
F in the same way.

However, the condition of synonymy, the notion that scientific objects
synonymously possess some character F, or are kath’ hen F, comes under
critical scrutiny in Meta. Gamma 2, where Aristotle comes to announce a
science of being qua being. Briefly put, Meta. Gamma 2 provides various
arguments to show that a field of inquiry may lack the synonymy requirement
for a gεvnoı (genos) that is presupposed by the account in An. Po. and yet may
prove to be a subject matter for a special science by constituting a kind in
another way. In the course of Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle offers a complex
argument about what counts as the subject-matter for a science that differs
from the account he gives in An. Po. The main difference that emerges in
Gamma 2 is that Aristotle claims that things collected as scientific subject
matter may lack a common predicate in the required sense (i.e., it may be
non-synonymous), and yet constitute a single kind, as in the case of being.

To begin, the opening argument of Meta. Gamma 2 focuses on the way in
which being constitutes a single subject matter for a science, in spite of the
fact that the term “being” refers to various kinds of existing things. As we have
seen in chapter 4, the first line of argument in Gamma 2 (1003a33–b15)

2 For these requirements, see, e.g., An. Po. 77a5–9, 83a30–35, 85b15–18, Meteor. 1059b24–27.
3 I am here speaking generally about which kinds of attributes or predications the theory of

demonstration concerns itself; for discussion of per se essential and incidental attributes and
demonstration, see Ferejohn (1991), McKirahan (1992), and Goldin (1996).
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moves from observing the multi-vocality of being, or existing things, to a
conclusion about its related, systematic homonymy. Observing a range of
uses, Aristotle claims that as with “healthy,” the term “being” is employed
in various ways (to; o]n lεvgεtai pollacw�ı, to on legetai pollachōs, 1003b5). As
we have seen, for Aristotle, “being” is not used ambiguously, or by accident
(cf. 1003a33), given that existing things are qualified as pro;ı ε {n (pros hen),
meaning that they are designated “with reference to” a common nature; this,
too, he argues, is sufficient for a single science (cf. 1003b12–13). Although
a science typically studies what has some attribute kaq jε {n (kath’ hen), namely,
what is one kind by having the same attribute in precisely the same way,
those things that are called F pros hen, or said “with reference to one nature”
(1003b13–14), also constitute a single subject matter insofar as “these things
are called kath’ hen in a way” (1003b14–15).4 Aristotle here modifies the
synonymy requirement for a scientific subject matter insofar as he holds that
as long as a systematic relationship to a primary instance of the common
attribute F is maintained, the other members of the kind may exhibit F in
different ways. By exhibiting F in different ways, the individuals cannot be
called F in the same sense and, so, are not synonymous.5 Yet Meta. Gamma 2
offers a line of argument showing that being (i.e., the things that are, or
exist, in various ways) constitutes a single subject matter for scientific study
despite their lack of a kath’ hen character.

The conclusion that being constitutes a single subject-matter depends on
a sub-argument concerning the way in which the various kinds of existing
non-substantial things are related to a primary existing thing, namely, sub-
stance (see chapter 4, this work). By employing the theory of core-related
homonymy, Aristotle argues that although what being signifies lacks the
proper condition of being synonymous, nevertheless it refers to a class that
possesses the requisite characteristics for constituting a science. There is
nothing new in the former observation, nor in that concerning the condi-
tions for science as described in Meta. and An. Po., for both have received
considerable scholarly comment.6 However, little attention has been paid
to the specific role that core-related homonymy plays in creating the con-
ditions that make possible the science of being qua being that is envisioned
in Meta. Gamma 2. To my knowledge, there is no discussion about the

4 kai; gὰr tau�ta trovpon tinὰ lεvgontai kaq v ε {n (1003b14–15). For the full line, see note 8, below.
5 Using the definition of synonymy from Cat. 2, and since “the account corresponding to the

essence” is not the same for each kind of existing thing, “being” cannot be synonymous, i.e.,
be a kath’ hen predicate, a view that Aristotle frequently asserts throughout his works (e.g.,
EN Alpha 6, Top. Alpha 15).

6 On the competing methods of science and dialectic, see Solmsen (1929, 26); Ross (1949b,
59); Owen (1961); Barnes (1980, 495) and (1981); Nussbaum (1986a, 240–258); Frede
(1987, 93–5); Bolton (1990, 185–236); Devereaux (1990, 263–86) and Smith(1993)and
(1997, 45–46). With regard to the method of argument in Meta., esp. in Gamma 2, see
Bolton (1995).
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specific contribution of homonymy as method to scientific inquiry.7 The
present chapter aims to redress the oversight by providing an analysis of
homonymy in relation to the enterprise of science. I argue that the method
of homonymy can function at two levels, first, in relation to constituting a
subject matter of science, and second, in the dialectical process leading up
to the stage of scientific investigation. In what follows, I suggest ways in which
both negative and positive, synthetic aspects of homonymy are employed to
attain substantive results for scientific discovery. In the sections following,
re-consideration of the arguments in Meta. Gamma 2 shows how homonymy
is used to establish a unified subject matter for metaphysics, and then an
analysis of some specific propositions suitable for science indicates the ways
in which homonymy serves the process of definition. In both discussions,
central roles are played by the use of topoi, the argument patterns familiar to
us from Topics. As I see it, the topoi constitute the second step of the method
of homonymy in sequence to a prior one consisting in to posachōs, or inquir-
ing how many ways some thing, or term, is used. After applying one or more
argument forms, he moves to the third step, to prove non-univocity among
the referents, and last, to the fourth step, to discover the underlying pat-
terns of definitions and their inter-relations. The same three steps that are
characteristic of his method in Topics are amplified, and then put to a philo-
sophical purpose in Metaphysics. More specifically, the use of to posachōs and
topoi in Meta. Gamma 2 and its sketch of a science of being imply that close
relations and overlap of method exist between the philosophical method in
Meta. Gamma 2 and the dialectical procedure as described especially in Top.
Alpha 15.

6.1 Homonymy and the Science of Being qua Being

As we have remarked, Gamma 2 modifies the requirement for a scientific
genos in that homonymous things related to one another in an organized
fashion may constitute a kind although they lack an univocal attribute (cf.
1003b12–15). In Gamma 2, Aristotle allows that a kind exists not only in
the case of things that are synonymous, or spoken of kath’ hen, but also in
the case of things possessing a common essential character by virtue of their
inter-relation to a primary instance. In such cases, the things exhibit what
we have called systematic, or related homonymy, what Aristotle distinguishes
as “things said in relation to one nature” (tw�n pro;ı mivan lεgomεvnwn �uvsin,
tōn pros mian legomenōn physin, 1003b13–14). Aristotle’s aim in introducing
a more elastic conception of what constitutes a single subject matter for
science is to accommodate the lack of an univocal predicate common to

7 The role of pros hen, or systematic, related homonymy, in the specific context of Gamma 2
is not at issue and has received attention elsewhere ( Owen 1960); what is of concern is the
role of systematic homonymy in the process of scientific discovery.



P1: SBT
9780521874861c06 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 20:58

172 Homonymy and Science

existing things. The first argument in Gamma 2 begins with his standard
phrase referring to an equivocal term or predicate: he claims, as with the
healthy, that “being is said in various ways” (1003b5). It does not follow,
clearly, that being is used wholly by accident, for things so designated are
qualified either as being “with reference to” or “according to” a common
nature, which is sufficient for a single science (cf. 1003b13–14).8 Given that
being is a trans-categorial predicate in that it applies to items across all the
categories and is in this sense “said in many ways” (1003a33), it follows there
is no single, univocal character that the term signifies across these categorial
predications. The fact of multivocity is sufficient to establish that what being
signifies is not synonymous. However, a single, genuine subject matter and a
single science may be guaranteed as long as an unified relationship among
the various kinds of existing things can be found to exist. The new require-
ment may be met as long as it is demonstrated that what has being bears a
systematic relationship to a single case of what is, or what exists. In Gamma 2,
Aristotle uses the method of homonymy to exhibit the systematic relation-
ship among the kinds of being to a primary instance, showing that what has
being is related to a central instance, namely, substance. Insofar as Gamma 2
explicitly replaces the synonymy condition with the homonymy condition
for something to be considered a genus, the chapter may be considered as
revising the conditions for science in An. Po. Alpha.

However, one scholar, Robert Bolton, has recently argued that the anal-
ysis of being in relation to substance in Meta. Gamma 2 is not dissimilar
to the way Aristotle understands the relation of propria to subjects in An.
Po. Alpha.9 This view stands in contrast to what I have been arguing and
has certain implications for the way in which we interpret Aristotle’s claims
about homonymy and science as well. On Bolton’s view, Aristotle’s method
of relating the various kinds of being in Meta. Gamma 2 amounts to a kind of
reductive translation of secondary to primary things insofar as the secondary
definitions mention the primary thing. For example, the definition of the
way of being of a non-substantial thing, such as a quantity, will include a ref-
erence to a substance such that to be a quantity is to be the quantity of a
substance.10 Furthermore, as Bolton sees it, the pattern of reductive trans-
lation concerning non-substantial being to substantial being that is suggested
in Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 is the same used in An. Po. Alpha 4 in relation
to kath’ hauto attributes of some subject. So, for example, even and odd are

8 The full line runs: ouj gὰr movnon tw�n kaq v ε {n lεgomεvnwn ε jpisthvmhı ε jsti; qεwrh�sai mia�ı, ajllὰ
kai; tw�n pro;ı mivan lεgomεvnwn �uvsin k̆ai; gὰr tau�ta trovpon tinὰ lεvgontai kaq v ε {n (1003b12–
14).

9 Bolton contests the view (1995, 427–29) that Aristotle’s science of being in Meta. Gamma
1–2 is unified by pros hen homonymy, which he relates to Owen’s position in the latter’s 1960
paper (Owen 1960).

10 See Bolton (1995, 427).
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kath’ hauto attributes of a subject, number, insofar as the definitions of the
even and the odd contain a reference to number (cf. 73a40).

On my view, however, Bolton’s analysis does not reflect what is described
in Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1. Specifically, two main problems impede his
interpretation. One concerns the fact that in Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle resists
calling “what is” the same in relation to “being,” and more precisely, he
rejects the notion that qualities, quantities, and so on are kath’ hauto of being
(1003b12–13) exactly for the reason that non-substantial kinds of being are
not the same as substantial kinds of being. So, it becomes difficult to see
how being can function as a genus with qualities and quantities as its per
se attributes in the same way in which number signifies a genus having
the odd and even as its per se attributes. In fact, using the comparison to
odd, even, and number, it would appear more reasonable to conclude that
qualities, quantities, and so on, are the proper attributes of substance, yet
it is being whose nature and attributes Aristotle is primarily concerned to
elucidate using homonymy in Gamma 2, not substance. The comparison
between the way of analyzing propria of substance and number does not
hold because in Gamma 2 substance is not described as a genus with propria,
but as the primary case of being of which qualities, quantities, and so on are
considered secondary cases.

A second problem for Botton’s view concerns the way in which Aristotle
describes being as a special related homonym: he exemplifies the secondary
instances of being as affections, processes, productions, and privations of
substances, all of which imply causal relations among the kinds of existing
things, rather than reflect a pattern of reductive translations of secondary
definitions to a primary definition. So when Aristotle claims, for example,
that some existing things are substances, others are affections of substance,
or productive, or generative of substance (1003b6–9), the focus is not on
terminological relations. Aristotle does not state that the accounts or defi-
nitions (logoi) of substances and non-substances are related by having the
latter contain a mention of the former, as he might have done if termino-
logical containment were the issue.11 Consequently, the interpretation of
pros hen homonymy in Meta. Gamma 2 and Zeta 1 as a method of reductive
translation is not well supported. It fails to provide a good account of the
text, and brings about the difficulties mentioned.12 So, I am not persuaded
that the pattern of relating core-related uses to a primary use, as Aristotle
suggests in Meta. Gamma 2, is the same as relating propria to a subject in
An. Po. Alpha 4.

11 As he does in Zeta 4, for example, where he seeks to distinguish being white from being
a surface by distinguishing their definitions, denying that “being a white surface” gives the
definition because the term is repeated in the definition (1029b16–20).

12 For discussion of the difficulties attendant on the semantic view of systematic homonymy,
see this work, chapter 4, section 4.1, and Shields (1999, 77–79).
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The text that better illuminates the kind of method utilized in Meta.
Gamma 2 is Top. Alpha 15. The reason to connect these texts consists in their
similarity of method, specifically, the claim in Gamma 2 about “being said
in many ways” (1003a33), which states the conclusion of asking to posachōs13

familiar to us from Top. Alpha 15, and the use of topoi arguments in both. In
relation to Meta. Gamma 2, a special focus will be given to the argument pat-
terns as a way of showing the text’s connection to dialectical procedure. In
addition to showing the non-univocity and the core-related homonymy with
respect to being in Gamma 2 (1003a33–b15), there are other arguments sub-
sequently presented to reach the conclusion that being constitutes a single
subject matter. While numerous scholars from Alexander onward have com-
mented on the central issues involved in Gamma 2, to my knowledge no one
has remarked on the motivation for the sequence of arguments that Aristotle
gives in the chapter.14 While it is clear that Gamma 2 is devoted to answer-
ing certain metaphysical problems that were posed in Beta 1 and 2, there
is another aspect that requires comment. The key to understanding Aristo-
tle’s progression of arguments in Gamma 2 concerns his use of topoi, the
argument types found in dialectical discussion. Recalling the discussion of
Top. Alpha 15 in chapter 2, we found that Aristotle enumerates various argu-
ments by way of making good the question of “how many ways” (posachōs)
something is said in order to establish whether a single kind is present. How-
ever, in Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle uses topoi to prove the contrary of what he
seeks to prove in Top. Alpha 15. In the latter chapter, he enumerates the vari-
ous ways to establish non-synonymy and, so, the absence of a genus, whereas
in the former chapter, he wants to establish that being is, in some sense, a
single kind. The central point is that throughout Gamma 2 we find the very
same argument patterns appearing that he previously set out in Top. Alpha
15. Using this similarity, I propose to chart five argument patterns employed
in Gamma 2 that are typical of Top. Alpha 15 and found throughout Topics.

The first pattern in Gamma 2 concerns the claim that “of every one genus,
there is one perception and one science,” giving as an example grammar,
which is a single science that studies all articulate sounds (cf. 1003b19–21).
While the argument using perception seems to have scant relation to being
as a single kind, its relevance becomes clear when we turn to Top. Alpha 15,
where Aristotle states that “of things which are the same in kind we have one
perception” (tw�n gὰr aujtw�n tw�/ εi[dεi hJ aujth̀ ai[sqhsiı, tōn gar autōn tō eidei hē
autē aisthēsis, 106a30). The fact that we have one faculty that perceives color
and another that perceives sound shows that color and sound are different in

13 Meta. Zeta 1 (1028a10–11) explicitly mentions that the results of to posachōs applied to to on
(i.e., that it is not synonymous) were reached previously; cf. Meta. Delta 7.

14 See, e.g., Bonitz (1848–49, 174–80); Alexander (1891a, 242–47); and Ross (1924/1997,
256–60).
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kind; so, we do not discriminate a clear color and a clear sound by the same
sense (cf. 106a30–32). Furthermore, the fact that we possess two senses,
sight and hearing, that apprehend clarity in their respective fields of sensible
qualities gives the reason for which “clear” refers to something that is not
synonymous (106a29). I suggest that in Gamma 2, Aristotle is employing
the same argument with a different conclusion: he is stating there is one
science of every unified genus, just as there is one perception of what is
one in kind (1003b15–16). He adds that grammar, which is one discipline,
studies all articulate sounds: here an implied premise is that sounds are one
in kind because they are apprehended by hearing, a single sense faculty. So,
the argument common to both texts consists in relating what is one in kind
to what is apprehensible by one kind of sense perception. Of course, the
crucial difference in Meta. Gamma 2 is that the argument moves toward the
goal of thinking that because “being” refers to what is one kind in some way,
there is a single science that studies it.

A second argument of the same type in Gamma 2 consists in showing
that what the terms “being” and “one” signify is one in nature (1003b22–
1004a2). The argument in this passage, too, has a common ancestor in Top.
Alpha, specifically, in the argument pattern using the addition or subtrac-
tion of common terms to prove that two different phrases or propositions
mean the same thing.15 The underlying principle utilized is the Euclidean
common notion, “If equals are added or subtracted from equals, the remain-
der is equal.”16 In Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle argues that since “one human,”
“existing human,” and “a human” all indicate the same thing, nothing differ-
ent is signified by the addition “one” to “existing human.”17 So, he reasons,
since “the addition indicates the same thing . . . and that which is one is noth-
ing different from that which is” (1003b31–32), it follows that “he is one
human” signifies the same as “he is one existing human” (1003b26–29).

There are two additional arguments in Meta. Gamma 2 that employ the
argument patterns that are familiar from Topics. One argument consists in
reasoning about opposites in general, and the other, about contraries specif-
ically. The longer argument, that at Meta. 1004a9–25, aims to set out what
kinds of topics the science of being qua being will study. Aristotle argues
that since opposites fall under one field of inquiry, and since the science
of being includes a study of unity, then it must study what is opposite to
unity, including denial or contradiction, privation, and contrariety; so, it
belongs to one discipline to make all of them intelligible. Thus, the science

15 For example, at Top. 107a36–b5, Aristotle employs the subtraction of terms to test whether
two compound phrases signify the same thing.

16 See Smith (1997, 98) for textual comment.
17 For discussion of problems involved with holding that “one” thing and an “existing” thing

are identical, see Ross (1924/1997, 257–58) and Kirwan (1993, 82–83).
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of being qua being will study the opposites such as the same and other, unity
and plurality, as well as others, such as contrariety, for this belongs to differ-
ence which is an opposite to unity (cf.1004b17–20). The other argument
in Gamma 2 that seeks to show that the study of being qua being belongs to
one discipline is built on contraries (1004b27–1005a5). Briefly, this argu-
ment consists in combining the notions that some contraries are privations
and that all contraries reduce to what is and is not and, so, to what is one
and plurality, and these belong under one discipline.18 In Topics, the use of
arguments from opposites is frequent throughout various chapters, such as
Top. Beta 7–8, where Aristotle gives an extended consideration of the ways in
which argumentation using oppositions may be used, including arguments
employing contraries, contradictories, and privations. A more compact anal-
ysis of the kinds appears in Top. Alpha 15, where Aristotle gives an overview
of inferences using opposites (106a10–b28), dividing them into arguments
from contraries (106a10–b12), negations or contradictories (106b13–20),
and privations (106b21–28).

Other evidence points to a connection between Aristotle’s use of dialecti-
cal method typical of Topics and Meta. Gamma 2. As I observed in chapter 4,
the focus concerns Aristotle’s negative use of homōnymōs at the outset of
Gamma 2 (1003a34), where he states that “being is said in many ways but
with reference to one thing and not homonymously” (oujc oJmwnuvmwı, ouch
homōnymōs, 1003a33–34). While commentators have interpreted variously
the reference to being as “related to one thing” in Gamma 2, not much has
been made of this negative reference to homonymy at Meta. 1003a34.19 Yet,
the denial about something being called homonymous strongly suggests the
method of argumentation found in Topics, as I see it. Specifically, the rea-
son that Aristotle denies that being is homonymous in Gamma 2 is that he
intends to be stating that being is not “homonymous” in the sense with which
he is concerned in Top. Alpha 15. As we discussed in chapter 2, the primary
aim of Top. Alpha 15 is to set out various ways of detecting homonymy in the
sense of revealing a simple lack of synonymy, or shared nature. By setting the
section of Gamma 2, in effect, alongside the text of Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle
recalls the negative testing that was characteristic of Alpha 15. So, when in
Gamma 2 Aristotle claims that being is “not homonymous,” he means not
merely homonymous. But, more to the point, he is implying that being has
passed the initial stage of dialectical screening using the modes of argument
from Top. Alpha 15. The further, more rigorous forms of testing about the

18 For discussion of the argument at 1004b27–1005a5, see Kirwan (1993, 85–86).
19 A standard interpretation, such as that of Ross (1949b/1965, 254), takes the phrase “and

not homonymously” at 1003b34 as meaning “not merely equivocal,” that is, as standing
in contrast with the claim of 1003a33–34 that being is “related to one thing” (pros hen).
G. E. L. Owen (1960, 184) takes the negative reference to homonymy as indicating that
focal meaning is different from homonymy, while Owens (1963, ch. 3) refers to pros hen
equivocals.
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common term to establish a systematic relationship among its uses occurs
after the stage of non-univocity has been reached.

In summary, two conclusions may be drawn from the comparison of Meta.
Gamma 2 and Topics. First, the presence of familiar patterns of inference,
or topoi, in Gamma 2 indicates the use of dialectical methods of argument
in establishing the groundwork for the science of being qua being. In this
regard, the use of forms of dialectical argument serves philosophical ends.
The second conclusion concerns the fact that by using homonymy to con-
struct a kind of genus of being (cf.1003b12–15), Aristotle demonstrates the
use of homonymy in relation to the initial process of mapping a field of
inquiry for science. These findings support the view that certain dialectical
tools, specifically, the topoi and the use of related homonymy, are founda-
tional to the pursuit of metaphysics.

To demonstrate the utility of homonymy to the scientific project more
fully, this chapter undertakes a consideration of two specific roles for
homonymy, first, as a means of clarification and testing of the names of
attributes used in definitions, and second, as a means of working toward the
explanatory factor or the “middle term” of the demonstrative syllogism.

6.2 Homonymy: Definition and Scientific Inquiry

From what Aristotle claims in An. Po., it is evident that scientific inquiry con-
sists in a process that culminates in the construction of a demonstration, a
special kind of syllogistic proof that reveals causal connections among the
objects of science. While the discussion of this aspect of Aristotle’s theory
would take us afield of the focus on homonymy, a related topic remains
highly relevant.20 The theory of demonstration presupposes a number of
stages prior to that of the final proof, one of them being the search for defi-
nitions. Aristotle says little in An. Po. about a scientific method for obtaining
the necessary premises for demonstrations, or even a rough path to follow
that leads to scientific discovery. However, by applying conceptual pressure
to certain texts, including An. Po. Beta 10 and 13, I attempt to come to some
conclusions concerning the role of homonymy in forming certain types
of definitions. Since Aristotle refers to several things as oJrosmoiv (horismoi),
or“definitions,” part of the initial problem will concern whether all of these
are relevant to the present discussion. As an overall line of argument, it
appears that if any of the kinds of accounts that Aristotle considers as defini-
tions can be clarified, identified, or modified by homonymy, it is reasonable
to conclude that homonymy plays a role in scientific inquiry. To begin this
line of approach, I provide an overview of Aristotle’s list of definitions in

20 For recent discussion of the topic of Aristotle’s theory of demonstration and scientific knowl-
edge, see Ferejohn (1991), McKirahan (1992), and Goldin (1996).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c06 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 20:58

178 Homonymy and Science

An. Po. Beta 10, and then consider ways of obtaining the kind of definitions
most likely to be amenable to the method of homonymy.

In one sense, An. Po. Beta 10 constitutes a kind of summary following
Aristotle’s discussion of demonstration in Beta 7–9, but it also yields crucial
information about the role of homonymy in scientific inquiry. In the space of
An. Po. Beta 10, Aristotle mentions four different kinds of accounts (logoi),
each of which seems to be considered definitions; these include (1) an
account of what a word or a name signifies, (2) an account in the form of a
demonstration that makes clear why a thing exists, (3) the conclusion of a
demonstration of what a thing is, and (4) a non-demonstrable account of
what a thing is.21 As an example of the first kind, the definition that states
what a name signifies, he suggests what “triangularity” means (94b31–32);
this type (about which I shall say more later) has come to be called the
“nominal” definition of a thing.22 As example of the second type he gives:
“thunder exists because fire is being extinguished in the clouds” (94a4);
this type of definition states the explanation (or reason why) for something.
In general, the second kind of definition refers to a complex statement
expressed in the form “X is Y because of Z” and may be thought of as
displaying the connection between a subject and attribute or event and
cause.23 So, “thunder exists because fire is being extinguished in the clouds”
reflects this form, constituting an account that makes reference to to; diav ti,
the dia ti, or the reason why thunder exists (93b39). A third sort of definition
describes the thing in terms of the conclusion of a demonstrative syllogism,
as does the definition of thunder as “noise of fire being extinguished in
the clouds” (94a5) and, more simply, “noise in the clouds” (94a7–8), both
of which state what thunder is (ti esti) without demonstrating the cause of
thunder.24

A fourth kind of definition is described as consisting in an indemonstra-
ble positing of what something is (94a9–10), where the thing defined is
“immediate” in the sense of having a cause in virtue of itself and not in

21 Assuming that An. Po. B 10 lists four kinds of definitions, as do Deslauriers (1990) and
Barnes (1994, 222). However, Ross (1949b), Bolton (1976, 522 n. 14), and Charles (1990,
146 n. 1) suggest ways of reducing the list to three, in line with the list Aristotle gives at An.
Po. 94a11–14, which excludes the first type, the so-called nominal definition.

22 For example, Barnes (1994, 222) holds that the first kind described in B 10 is distinct
from the others and terms it a nominal definition, contra Ross (1949b/1965, 634–35), who
identifies it with the third kind of definition.

23 According to Deslauriers (1990), the distinguishing feature of the definitions is that they
reveal the connection between an explanandum and an explanans.

24 The definition of thunder as “noise in the clouds” (94a7–8), which is explicitly said to be
“the conclusion of a demonstration of what it is” (94a7–9), may be construed as a sort of
shorthand expression for the fuller, type-four definition of thunder mentioned, namely, as
“noise due to extinguishing of fire in the clouds” (94a5), which figures in the account a line
earlier.
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virtue of some third thing.25 For Aristotle, substances are things having a
cause in themselves, whereas properties and accidents are things having
a cause in things other than themselves. In An. Po. Beta 9, he specifically
connects the “immediate” things” (taj ajmεvsa, ta amesa) with things having
their own explanation (cf. 93b21–4). Aristotle offers us some examples of
the sort of things defined in the last sense, including god, human being
(89b34–35), soul (93a24), and unit (93b24–25). From this list, Aristotle
suggests that “human is a kind of animal” or “the soul is self-moving” are
definitions in the last sense mentioned (cf. 93a23–24). What distinguishes
the last type of definition is that they state what something is simply; they
do not mention an underlying cause nor do they explain the thing defined
through some third factor as in the second type of definition that states the
cause, for example, the reason for thunder is “because fire is extinguished
in the clouds” (94a4). From the examples Aristotle gives of the fourth kind
of definition, such as “human is a kind of animal” or “soul is self-moving,”
the genus to which the thing belongs is mentioned but not its differentia.
So, it may be supposed that these definitions are not adequate as scientific
explanations given that they do not provide complete definitions of what
human being or soul is, respectively. Having mentioned their incomplete-
ness in this regard, it is well to point out that they indicate enough to reveal
their kind, and so, they represent what is signified in the fourth kind of defi-
nition, namely, things whose essence is not exhibited through a cause other
than itself (93b22–24). So, they stand in contrast to properties or accidents
that have the cause of their being distinct from themselves and, so, have
their being revealed through demonstration (93b25–28).

Concerning the four types of definitions that Aristotle wants to consider
in An. Po. Beta 10, initial close attention should be given to the first kind,
the so-called nominal definition. By examining the nominal definition in
detail, one gains some sense as to the way in which homonymy in both its
negative and positive phases can operate with regard to producing more
adequate premises for scientific theory. First, as we have noted, the nominal
definition is characterized as what the name or the expression of a thing
signifies (cf. 93b29–31). In comparison with the other kinds of definition
that constitute the precise, scientific accounts of things or reflect the results
of scientific demonstration, nominal definitions do not reflect advanced
levels of inquiry. On the contrary, nominal definitions lie the farthest from
the scientific, causal accounts of things and, in this respect, the closest to
common usage, a feature that suggests liability to the method of testing
terms for synonymy (the negative phase of homonymy). More importantly,
the passage in An. Po. Beta 10 also gives nominal definitions a role to play in

25 For discussion on the distinction between things having a cause in themselves or not, see
Ross (1949b/1965, 633), Goldin (1996, 26, 37, 105), and, along different lines, Deslauriers
(1990).
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the search for scientific definitions. Aristotle here states that it is only when
we grasp that something exists that we go on to look for its cause, or why it
is, and that the grasp of its existence is afforded by nominal definitions. To
state the passage in full:

Since a definition is said to be an account of what something is, it is clear that one
kind will be an account of what the name or some other name-like account signifies,
e.g., what triangle signifies. When we know that it exists, we seek why it exists. But
it is difficult to grasp something in this way if we do not know it exists (An. Po.
93b29–33).26

It appears that by grasping the nominal definition of a thing, we establish
that the thing exists, either immediately or proximately, and only then do we
find ourselves in the position of seeking the cause of the thing. Textual sup-
port for this notion is found in An. Po. Beta 1, 2, and 8, where it is stated that
affirming the existence of a thing comes prior to establishing its cause (e.g.,
93a16–20).27 So, it seems reasonable to infer that in the present passage,
Aristotle is concerned to show that determining the existence of a thing log-
ically precedes inquiring into its cause.28 What the present passage in Beta
10 (93b29–33) adds to the previous discussion is the fourfold distinction
of the kinds of definition represented in what might be considered a devel-
oping epistemic order, with the nominal definition preceding and leading
to the others. Since we know that grasping the existence of a thing is prior
to establishing its cause, and since affirming the nominal definition leads to
grasping the existence of the thing, we may say that understanding the nom-
inal definition is efficient in moving us closer to the causal account, or the
real definition, of the thing. For, as Aristotle asserts, grasping a nominal
definition (e.g., what triangularity signifies) is the beginning of the inquiry
of what a thing is, and what its cause is; this is why the ignorance of a thing’s
existence is an impediment to such inquiry (93b32–33). So, while nominal
definitions are distinguished from the other kinds of definitions insofar as
they do not reveal the causes of things, nonetheless they play a positive role
in inquiry. As I see it, the nominal definition plays a role as the initial account
operating at the preliminary stage of investigation of the precise, causal def-
inition.29 In this regard, a nominal definition serves as the precursor to a

26 I am here following Barnes’ translation (1994, 58).
27 The underlying assumption is that to look for the cause of a thing is to look for a real cause,

that is, for the cause of something that exists; similarly, in Beta 8, he claims, “To seek what
something is without grasping that it is, is to seek nothing” (93a26–27).

28 The rule that determining existence is prior to seeking causal definitions only holds for
things admitting such definitions; there may be nominal definitions of non-existent things,
on which see Demoss and Devereux (1988, 138–41).

29 For discussion of the positive role of the nominal definition, see Demoss and Devereux
(1988).
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causal definition: we initiate the search for the precise definitions of the
things or phenomena under investigation with this definition alone.

In this way, general support can be offered for the claim that grasping
the nominal definition becomes a necessary step prior to clarifying the sci-
entific account of the thing, to providing the kind of definition that reveals
the cause or explanation of the thing. Yet the issue of contention for this
study concerns what role, if any, homonymy might play in regard to the
construction of nominal definitions. If we can show that homonymy has a
functional role in framing nominal definitions, given that nominal defini-
tions are the precursors to scientific definitions, we establish that homonymy
has a useful role in reaching scientific definitions and, by extension, plays
a functional role in scientific inquiry in general. Given the previous points
about nominal definitions, it is reasonable to follow the suggestion made
earlier that homonymy and nominal definitions might have a mutual attrac-
tion. For, what characterizes nominal definitions is their proximity to linguis-
tic usage, as, for example, being triangular might be considered to signify
something with three sides, or perhaps more literally, something with three
angles. Although Aristotle does not give this as an answer to his own exam-
ple of what triangularity means (cf. 93b31–32), this fits his description of
the first kind of definition being “an account of what the name signifies”
(93b30). Being closest to common usage also implies that these defini-
tions are endoxic in origin and, thus, are susceptible to dialectical methods
of refinement, including the kinds of terminological testing described in
Topics.

As we have seen, Aristotle’s aim behind the refining, testing methods of
Top. Alpha 15 is to discern whether there is a lack of synonymy among the
terms, or predicates, used in specific lines of argumentation. By character-
izing nominal definitions as endoxic and, so, as amenable to the method of
homonymy, namely, testing for non-synonymy, it becomes possible to sug-
gest ways in which nominal definitions aided by homonymy function as the
precursors to scientific definitions (to which I return momentarily). Nom-
inal definitions also may be considered as being prior to causal definitions
in another way. Invoking Aristotle’s distinction between things “knowable
to us” and “knowable in themselves” in relation to the fourfold typology of
definitions, we may say that in contrast to scientific definitions, nominal defi-
nitions can be characterized as belonging to what is “prior and more familiar
in relation to us” (An. Po. Alpha 2, 71a2–3). In this regard, because nominal
definitions are endoxic accounts, they are more familiar than the precise,
causal definitions of things that are more knowable in themselves. Further-
more, nominal definitions can be understood as analogous to sense per-
ceptions in the order of coming to have scientific knowledge of something:
for, in the hierarchy of definitions, nominal definitions stand at the bottom
level, being the most knowable to us and, in this way, prior to causal defi-
nitions that may be described as “prior by nature” (71a34) insofar as they
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are genuinely explanatory of the definiendum. If this comparison is correct,
it adds a further dimension to the claim that nominal definitions function
as the necessary starting points for causal definitions.

By way of exemplifying the utility of homonymy to nominal definitions,
we might consider how to go about framing and testing class names, or pred-
icates, that are used in forming part of the initial nominal definitions. For
example, suppose that we set about framing a definition of thunder, start-
ing with an initial, commonplace concept of thunder that may be described
simply as “noise in the clouds.” Following a first attempt at definition, it is
reasonable to perform a series of conceptual tests to see whether we want
to modify the terms used in the initial account of thunder stemming from
endoxa, perceptions, and the like. So, we might consider whether a clarifi-
cation of the constituent terms “sound” and “clouds” that are used in the
initial account is needed. For example, we consider whether by “clouds” a
specific kind of cloud is required (e.g., cumulus or cirrus), or whether mist
or fog would suffice in relation to what is supposed to be signified by “noise
in the clouds.” In a similar fashion, and being more central to the kind of
perceptible thing that thunder is, we also consider what is meant by noise
or sound in the account of thunder. So, we consider whether any type of
sound, or noise, would suffice for what is signified by thunder as “noise in
the clouds.” For instance, some kinds of sounds are immediately ruled out
in considering thunder as a perceptible object, such as a clear ringing tone,
like the sound of a trumpet, for example. Instead, what we mean by the
sound of thunder is, typically, a deep, rumbling sound. But in the process of
sifting various kinds of sounds to arrive at the correct kind to which thunder
belongs, what seems to be required is a method for discerning the range of
things counted as sound or noise, and a means by which some are excluded
from the definition as peripheral kinds of sound.

It should be obvious at this point that homonymy can prove to be a
useful tool, first, at the initial stage of framing and refining nominal def-
initions by providing the patterns of argument for testing terms for non-
synonymy. For example, consider how some of the topoi demonstrated in Top.
Alpha 15 might apply in relation to the specific terms that are included in
our first definition of thunder as “sound in the clouds,” namely, “sound,” and
“clouds.” The question concerning whether the Greek termyov�oı (psophos),
or “sound,” has a single, determinate referent is answered by the lexicon
which notes that the Greek term applies to musical instruments as well as
to inarticulate sounds, or noises. In fact, the term psophos is typically used in
relation to a variety of things of different kinds. The way to discern the lack
of synonymy is to apply a test, and a specific argument pattern from Top.
Alpha 15 seems made for the task, that using differences. This argument
states that when the differences of things called by the same name differ in
kind, then the common name, or predicate, is equivocal (107b27–29). So,
for example, both “color” in English and crw�ma (chrōma) in Greek can be
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used in reference to physical bodies and to musical tones. Yet, the differentia
of color when it qualifies a body is said to be something either “penetra-
tive” or “compressive” of sight, whereas the same difference is not proper
to melodies or musical tones. So, since synonymous things have the same
differences, Aristotle concludes that color is equivocal (cf. Top. 107b30–32).
The same argument pattern will prove efficient in application to our initial
definition of thunder as “sound in the clouds.” By parity of reasoning, we
may determine that “sound” is equivocal, given that there are differences
among sounds; even among, say, instrumental sounds such as that of a flute
or a violin, which depend on differences of timbre and pitch. And these
sounds are not the same as the differences among other kinds of sounds
(e.g., of animals), which are also called “sounds.” By applying the test for
homonymy using the argument based on differences, we can determine that
sound, like color, is equivocal. The argument based on differences may be
applied a second time if we want to refine another term in the definition, for
example, the concept of what is referred to as “cloud.” For, just as with the
English term, the Greek term nεv�oı (nephos) is broad in range of meanings:
it is used in relation to the visible kind of moisture in the atmosphere and
also in relation to a mass of things such as birds or humans. Even more
broadly, in Greek (as in English) the term is used metaphorically in relation
to death or blindness (i.e., a “clouding of sight”). On the principle that the
same differences must hold across all instances of a synonymous predicate,
and since there are differences among masses of moisture in the sky and
masses of birds or humans (not to mention death or blindness), we may
conclude that nephos is non-synonymous.

It might be objected that an awareness of the ambiguity, or non-synonymy,
connected with the names for concepts can be obtained by using present
sense perceptions or perceptual memories of things, such as sounds or
clouds, as a test, and if so, it seems that an explicit test for non-synonymy
is unnecessary. But even if this were true, we would need a method for
establishing a justification for judging non-synonymy, and this is the kind of
proof that the array of patterns in Topics provides. Thus, the sequential pro-
cedure for moving toward the precise definition in the correct fashion is the
following: (1) subject the initial proposition or definition to one or more
of the argument forms for discerning homonymy from Top. Alpha 15, (2) if
a positive conclusion is reached (i.e., some form of homonymy is present),
then one or more terms in the proposition are non-synonymous, (3) replace
or refine the ambiguous term(s) so as to modify the initial definition to reach
a more precise definition.

Still, a question remains whether in fact homonymy has a real, substantial
role, as opposed to a purely negative one, to play in relation to the progres-
sion from initial definitions toward precise, scientific accounts. An affirma-
tive answer is provided by expanding the discussion of homonymy testing so
as to include the way in which positive, synthetic homonymy functions. In



P1: SBT
9780521874861c06 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 20:58

184 Homonymy and Science

addition to providing the means by which we test the terms of a definition
for synonymy and thereby initiate an upward path in the procedure of
searching for the precise definition, homonymy also has the capacity to
discriminate more precise, explanatory distinctions among instances. The
method of homonymy has the potential to illuminate connections among
the instances of a predicate, particularly in cases where there exists a cluster
of meanings, or referents, around a primary instance, as is the case with
predicates such as “being,” “medical,” and “healthy.” Specifically, in cases
of predicates that exhibit systematic homonymy, the method of testing for
non-synonymy is followed by a stage of investigating the relationship among
the various instances of the term so as to establish whether the appropriate
conditions for core-dependent homonymy are found.

Briefly restated, in cases of core-related homonymy, the primary and sec-
ondary instances of the common predicate are related such that the sec-
ondary instances bear some causal relation to the primary instance, and the
primary instance is asymmetrically responsible for the secondary instance
having the character named by the predicate. The strength of homonymy
as method (the positive phase) is that where we suspect that we have a set
of inter-related instances of something with the same name and not merely
simple ambiguity, we can discover that the secondary instances are organized
around a primary instance to which they are causally related in various ways.
It is precisely by looking into the ways in which the secondary instances are
related to the primary instance that we are able to discover the reasons (viz.,
the causal relations) for which the primary instance is designated as pri-
mary. For, the primary case will have to stand as prior in at least one of the
four causal types of relations to the secondary cases of the predicate. Being
able to articulate the ways in which one instance of a predicate is properly
primary leads to the designation of that instance as the core instance of
the predicate, and this, in turn, provides the investigator with the “precise”
or “authoritative” (akribōs) sense of the predicate.30 The core instance of
the predicate is the primary bearer of the characteristic and, in this sense,
provides the proper basis for scientific study of the subject matter, just as
substance provides the correct field of study for the metaphysician (cf. Meta.
1003b15–19). In isolating the primary and therefore the precise instance
among the various instances, we constrain the scope of the predicate, and
so provide the requisite basis for proceeding toward a scientific definition
of the thing.

Let us suppose that we are concerned with establishing whether every-
thing qualified as “medical” is synonymous and, so, unified in such a way
as to constitute a subject matter for science. We begin to frame a nominal

30 For example, Bonitz gives to kuriōs as the lexical entry for to prōtōs, and associates to kuriōs
with akribōs (1848–49).
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definition of the medical by thinking about everything that is qualified as
being medical: at the start, we enumerate all the various things that are qual-
ified as medical, such as knowledge, instruments, operations, and persons.
In so doing, we become aware that all of the things qualified as medical bear
a relationship to one thing, a kind of knowledge or art, namely, the medical
art. We could display the relationships of dependence among the things by
way of differentiating accounts: we might state that, for example, an instru-
ment is medical if it is said to be “naturally adapted for medicine,” or that an
operation is medical if it is described as “a function of medicine,” or that a
person is medical if the person is said to be “in possession of the medical art”
(cf. Meta.1003b1–3).31 By enumerating different medical items in this way,
we become aware that all of the designations are called “medical” by being
related to medicine, though in different ways: among the things designated
as “medical,” the medical art is primary, and the others, secondary, instances
of the predicate. At this point in the process, we seek to frame a more precise
but common definition, using the fact of related homonymy among medical
items to advantage. I suggest that a subsequent provisional, common defi-
nition of the predicate “medical” would be, for example, “things so called
whose characteristic is either being the medical art or being causally related
to the medical art,” an account that comes very close to Aristotle’s own for-
mulation of “medical” in Meta. Gamma 2 (1003b1–3).32 The account just
mentioned is more precise than the initial, provisional one insofar as that
account is a complex conjunction one that seeks to include all the things
that are qualified as “medical.”

The second provisional definition reached is more common in the sense
that it is more comprehensive: it covers all kinds of medical items, and in this
respect, it is similar to Aristotle’s provisional definition of soul in DA Beta
2. There he finds that “that which has soul is distinguished from that which
does not by life” (413a20–21), where “having life” is defined in relation to
“possessing the capacities of thought, perception, local motion, or nutrition”
(413a22–25).33 What we have arrived at by noting the way in which the things
qualified as “medical” are organized with reference to the art of medicine

31 In Meta. Gamma 2, Aristotle moves past the initial step in the collection process, stating
in his shorthand fashion that things are called “medical” by possessing, being adapted, or
being a function of the medical art (Meta. 1003b1–3). So, the precise sense of the medical
is the medical art, and, although Aristotle does not pursue the point, by parity of reasoning,
just as the science of being must focus on its primary instance, substance, if there were a
science of the medical, it would have to fix on the medical art.

32 In Gamma 2, more precisely, the medical is said to be what “relates to the medical art, either
by possessing it, or being naturally related to it, or being a function of the medical art”
(1003b1–3).

33 For discussion on Aristotle’s definitions of soul, see, e.g., Owens (1971), Bolton (1978), and
Ward (1996).
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is that the primary instance of the medical is said to be more properly or
accurately “medical” than the other instances insofar as the medical art is
the reason for the other things being called “medical.” If there were no
medical art, nothing else would be designated as a function, a tool, or a
practitioner of that art. So, finding the primary instance of the predicate
has the practical effect that we come to an end in winnowing the various
instances to a single or dominant one. In relation to the procedure of seeking
more apt definitions, this means that if a term or predicate is systematically
homonymous, and if it appears in an initial definition of something to be
investigated, the investigator should restrict the term in the reformulated
definition to the primary instance because the primary one signifies the
precise, authoritative meaning of the term.

We find Aristotle at work winnowing kinds of terms, or predicates, in
reference to being in Meta. Gamma 2, where he uses the tool of systematic
homonymy to constrict the range of uses to a central one, that which indi-
cates substance. Since the method of related homonymy reveals, as well,
the full organization of the secondary instances to the primary instance, the
investigator illuminates the network of related instances among the uses of
the term, or predicate. By making clear the various kinds of relationships
among its uses, the investigator moves closer to the realization of “the rea-
son why” associated with the primary instance. For, now the secondary uses
of the term can be ruled out in relation to the search for the scientific def-
inition, because knowing the primary use allows us to restrict the referent
to this one alone. By limiting the meaning of the common term or univer-
sal predicate to the primary, precise sense in our reformulated account, or
definition, we are moving away from the possible ambiguity in our initial
definition toward one that is far more precise in its meaning, which is not
an inconsequential step.

In fact, the problem of ambiguous reference is persistent, as Aristotle
reminds us in An. Po. Beta 13. In searching for definitions, we are looking
for what is universal, but when we come to define universals rather than
particulars, we run a risk of falling into accidental homonymy (i.e., real
ambiguity) as this more often escapes our notice (cf. 97b29–30). Aristotle
explains that we achieve clarity in defining if we move from the more spe-
cific to the more general definition, taking care to avoid possible ambiguity
(homōnymia) at each stage:

in definitions, there must be clarity, and this will be achieved if, by way of the partic-
ulars which you have mentioned, you give a separate definition for each kind (e.g.,
if you define similarity not for every case but for colors and shapes, and sharpness
for sound); and if you continue in this way up to what is common, taking care not
to run into homonymy. (97b32–37, trans. Barnes)34

34 See Barnes (1994, 68).
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As Aristotle points out, both here and throughout Topics, when we are con-
structing definitions, we need to take special care in employing general
terms, such as “similar,” as well as potentially ambiguous terms, such as
“sharp,” insofar as both kinds tend to be used in different ways across cate-
gories. So it is precisely such terms that must be used judiciously to prevent
both ambiguity of reference and contradictory predications in the state-
ments in which they occur. The procedure that he recommends to avoid
ambiguity in the above-mentioned passage from An. Po. Beta 13 depends
on restricting the term to one specific kind, such as fixing the meaning of
the term “sharpness” to be used in reference to sounds, rather than in ref-
erence to an indeterminate subject, such as a body. Based on the passage
in An. Po. Beta 13, the correct method of moving upward to a more univer-
sal definition depends on using the most precise, narrow definition at the
beginning framing stage, and following this stage with a collection phase at
which we try to discern what is similar among the other related accounts so
as to move to an increasingly abstract, but precise, level of definition.

6.3 Procedures of Framing Definitions: Posterior Analytics Beta 13–14

At present, what is needed is a summary account of the way (or ways) in which
we obtain definitions, so as to suggest the points at which homonymy may
be useful to the procedure at hand. Given the complexity of Aristotle’s dis-
cussions about definition, as well as the range of interpretive views they have
occasioned, the present sketch provided does not pretend to approach full
consideration of the topic, but the two accounts in Beta 13 seem promising
for illuminating ways in which one may proceed to gather together and then
winnow the elements for a correct definition. There is sufficient evidence
here to indicate that Aristotle is concerned with problems of equivocation
or ambiguity in the process of looking for definitions, although the passages
do not explicitly mention using homonymy.

The two relevant accounts of the way in which the search for definitions
takes place are provided in An. Po. Beta 13. Aristotle states at the outset that
Beta 13 is concerned with providing a method for isolating the elements of a
definition, describing the way in which “we should hunt for the attributes . . .
that belong to the definition” (96a22–23). The first description of a method
in Beta 13 (96a24–b14) that makes use of the number three (cf. 96a24–b14)
has been interpreted as referring to different kinds of definitions.35 Leav-
ing aside this issue, the passage assumes we are following a procedure of
subsuming attributes under the right genus, then marking off kinds of

35 So, more specifically, commentators find that 96a24–b14 concerns the method of finding
the definition of an infima species, in contrast to the subsequent section (96b15–25), which
is concerned with defining a subaltern genus (Ross 1949b/1965, 657).
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differences.36 As he describes this procedure in the first argument (96a24–
b14), we should look first for the widest application of attributes co-extensive
with the relevant genus, but not extending beyond it (96a24–25). In defin-
ing the number three, for example, we find that the attribute “being”
extends beyond what belongs to three and beyond all numbers. In contrast,
he states that “oddness” applies to every three (and also to five), but it does
not have application beyond the genus number (96a25–32).37 So, we begin
the process of definition by collecting a set of attributes whose application
is wider than the subject being defined but is not wider than the genus, and
the essence of the thing being defined will fall within the conjunction of
these attributes (96a34–35). In the case of three, its common attributes are
being a number, odd, and prime in two senses, being neither measurable by
number, nor composed of number (96a35–37).38 This account leads to its
definition, namely, that three is an odd number that is prime in two senses.
For, although the first two attributes hold of other odd numbers and the
last one of number two, to no other number does the conjunction of these
attributes apply (96a37–b5).39 This conclusion for Aristotle depends on the
fact that being prime in two senses applies only to one odd number, three,
and not to any other number called “prime” in the modern sense.40 Taken
as a whole, the argument about defining using the number three suggests
that the proper method of defining consists in the right way of dividing the
correct differences, beginning with the correct genus. As such, it gives an
account of how to subsume the attributes under a correct genus, but not a
way to find the attributes initially. The problem is that subsuming attributes
under the right genus and sub-class is not something that we know how to
do in advance of discovering the proper attributes of the thing. Thus, fur-
ther assistance concerning the way in which we are to discover the proper
attributes for a given kind is needed.

36 This rule would allow that attributes are arranged from genus to species, with the last
attribute giving the essence (cf. 96b12); for discussion of the argument, see Barnes (1994,
241–42).

37 Reading the text to imply that attributes that have application beyond the genus being
defined, such as “being” of number, can be safely ignored; cf. Barnes (1994, 241).

38 That is, three is prime in the sense that it is not the product, nor the sum, of two numbers
insofar as one is not a number but the principle of number in Greek mathematics (Ross
1949b/1965, 656). See also Heath (1949, 83–84).

39 Aristotle establishes the conclusion about the essence of three by an indirect argument:
suppose that the conjunction of the common attributes were not the essence of three; in this
case it would constitute a kind of genus and extend beyond three, but the last attribute (viz.,
being prime on both senses) does not apply to any other odd number. So, the conjunction
of attributes does not apply to a genus, but only to three (96b6–11).

40 In natural numbers, there is an infinite number of primes in the sense of being only divisible
by themselves and one; for Aristotle any prime number after three can be the sum of two
numbers and, so, not prime in his second sense as well.
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Aristotle gives another, more explicit account of the way in which we arrive
at the set of attributes for a kind in An. Po. Beta 13, where the procedure
seems primarily empirical and inductive in nature (97b7–15). He states that
we begin by taking a group of things that are similar in species, and looking
for which attributes they have in common (97b7–8). Next, we repeat the
process for another group of similar things in the same genus (but different
in species from the first group), looking for the attributes they have in com-
mon with the first group (97b8–10). We continue the process of looking for
common attributes of the objects similar in species for all the sub-groups in
the genus (97b10–12). Finally, when we come to a single account, we have
arrived at “the definition of the thing” (tou pragmatos horismos, 97b12–13).
However, he also notes that if we do not succeed in finding a single account,
but arrive at two or more, what is sought for is more than one thing (cf.
97b14–15). There are some standard problems arising from this passage,
but they are, I think, answered by the example of definition he provides. He
illustrates how we arrive at the correct elements of a definition by suggesting
how we define some character virtue, for example, magnanimity. He states
that if we seek to know what magnanimity is, we should first look at what fea-
tures a specific group of magnanimous men, such as Achilles and Ajax, have
in common; then we observe what features another group of such men, say,
Socrates and Lysander, have in common (cf. 97b15–22). Finally, we inquire
whether the several attributes we have discerned from the sub-groups have
something in common; if not, there will be two kinds of magnanimity (cf.
97b22–25).

According to the method sketched here in An. Po. Beta 13 (97b15–25),
we collect the elements of a definition by discerning the defining charac-
teristics of small groups of individuals within a certain class and comparing
the defining features of each group across groups, so as to find what is com-
mon among the shared characteristics.41 Of course, there need not be a
common characteristic among the individuals collected under the term, in
which case, the method shows that there is a fundamental lack of synonymy
involved. With respect to the procedure itself, it is clear that at the initial
stage, we are moving away from individuals similarly qualified toward their
general, shared attributes, and in this regard, the process may be described
as abstractive. Also, insofar as the procedure consists in taking individuals
qualified in some way (e.g., magnanimous) on the basis of endoxa, common
knowledge, experience, or repute, it is empirical in nature.

Returning to re-examine the procedure he describes at An. Po. 97b15–
25, we see that we should begin by observing a small group of men thought
to be magnanimous, Achilles, Ajax, and Alcibiades. Next, we isolate what is

41 See also the discussion of definition and the method of division in An. Po. Beta, esp. of Beta
13, in Modrak (2001, ch. 3, esp. 91–95).
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common among their various actions bespeaking magnanimity, and find it
is “intolerance of insult.” Then we observe another small group of magnan-
imous individuals, Socrates and Lysander, to determine what is definitive
of their actions in terms of indicating the characteristic of magnanimity,
and find it is “indifference to fortune.” In sequence, we consider, now at a
higher level of generality, what “intolerance of insult” and “indifference to
fortune” have in common. After we have repeated the whole process for the
groups of those who are commonly considered magnanimous individuals,
we try to discern what is common among the last defining features of all the
sub-groups. The conjunction of the attributes thus finally arrived at consti-
tutes the definition, or account, of the class – in this case, of magnanimity –
which is generated from observing the common attributes among groups of
things having the same species, being magnanimous in character.42 As has
been observed, the final line in this section notes that if we find nothing in
common among the features we have abstracted, it follows that there are at
least two kinds, or forms (duo eidē) of the thing being defined (97b24–25).
So, if the result of the abstractive procedure reveals no common attributes to
be found across the sub-classes, the highest class has no essence and no def-
inition, which implies that the term used to signify the kind is ambiguous.43

Aristotle explicitly raises a concern about the presence of ambiguous terms
in the accounts, stating that we must be sure to define the terms clearly,
separating each attribute by genus, so as to avoid ambiguity (cf. 97b32–37).
It is significant, then, that in Beta 13 Aristotle warns us about the danger of
ambiguity in searching for definitions (cf. 97b28–39).

We will return to the problem that ambiguity poses in arriving at higher,
more precise accounts of things in a moment. For the present, we should
observe that the procedure that Aristotle gives us begins with an initial con-
cept that is, in some sense, an unrefined, approximate empirical account
of the thing to be defined. In this case, Aristotle states that to define what
magnanimity is, we begin with what common characteristic that certain indi-
viduals deemed magnanimous have. We should observe that in order to con-
sider which features two magnanimous individuals, say, Achilles and Ajax,
possess, we must already have an initial concept of what magnanimity is. So,
the first stage of the process that Aristotle mentions presupposes taking into
account some beliefs about what magnanimity is and who possesses it. In
this regard, the account with which we begin the abstractive process being
described is analogous to the pre-scientific definition described earlier in
Beta 10. Just as the pre-scientific account was shown to be a necessary stage
of definition, prior to reaching the final, precise definition, the abstractive

42 Le Blond describes the method in An. Po. B 13 of observing common attributes among a
group and then of a smaller group, and so on, as a kind of induction, though he finds it
clearly distinct from the sort sketched in An. Po. B 19 (Le Blond 1979, 64).

43 See Barnes’ analysis of An. Po. 97b15–25 (1994, 248–49).
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process being described in Beta 13 also requires an initial “framing stage”
that reflects well the empirical, endoxic contribution to the process. More
importantly, in both descriptions of processes moving toward final, precise
definitions, the method of homonymy is useful.

By examining some difficulties for the method of abstractive induction,
we shall be in a better position to appreciate homonymy’s positive role in
reaching precise definitions. One such difficulty involves the fact that the
abstractive method is unable to screen out various inessential attributes that
over-burden abstraction. So, for example, in the case of defining magna-
nimity, other attributes holding of Socrates, such as being bald, snub-nosed,
or three-dimensional, will be included as long as other individuals in the
groups considered possess them. This result would imply that the single
account reached after abstraction nonetheless may possess non-definitive
elements. However, Aristotle’s own example indicates a means of avoiding
the problem: we are supposed to compare Socrates and Lysander qua mag-
nanimous, not qua human, or qua embodied living things, and so, some
properties that are accidental to magnanimity are screened out initially.
However, a problem remains concerning the necessary attributes that do not
belong to the essence of being magnanimous. For example, being a moral,
as opposed to an intellectual, excellence or being a disposition, rather than
a potentiality, belongs to magnanimity, but does not belong to it as such.
Suppose that some necessary but non-definitive feature of magnanimity,
such as being a moral excellence or being a disposition, were included
among the common features at the first stage of inquiry instead of a neces-
sary feature, such as being indifferent to fortune. At this point, it seems that
Aristotle’s rule about constraining the level of generality of attributes for the
thing defined becomes relevant. As Aristotle notes in relation to defining
the number three, we should search for the attributes of the kind that are
not wider in application than the kind of thing being investigated: in defin-
ing three, for example, we should not look for the attributes of being, for
it extends beyond number altogether. From this aspect, the rule concerns
finding the correct level of generality that is proper to the thing being inves-
tigated so as to impose limits on the attributes being sought. So, to begin
examining what magnanimity is, for example, we need to place it in relation
to a genus, moral virtue, but not in relation to being a qualification of a
substance. The recommendation, voiced at several points in Beta 13 (e.g.,
96a32–34, 97a24–25, a26–28), refers to a process of establishing “whether
or not G is a kind under which a sort S falls.”44

In looking over the two approaches mentioned in Beta 13, we see that
there are some features common to both, although some consider the
method of division described using the number three (96a24–b6) and that

44 Barnes suggests that Top. Delta is instructive for finding argument patterns concerned with
testing whether a sort S falls under a kind G (Barnes 1994, 247).
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defining magnanimity (97b7–25) to be competing accounts.45 What is com-
mon to both accounts is the overall procedure being described, in spite of
the fact that the account of number proceeds by analysis, and that about
magnanimity, by synthesis. By piecing the two accounts together, we arrive
at a general procedure according to which we begin the process of inquiry
by assuming a genus, or kind, for the thing being defined: in the case of
magnanimity, it is moral virtue; in the case of three, it is number. Then,
we commence to look for the attributes that are universally predicated of
the thing being defined, those that “hold of something always” (96a24). In
looking for universal attributes, however, we do not include those that are
wider than the genus in question, but only include those that hold of the
genus (96a24–26). So, the attribute “being” is excluded from consideration
as being too wide in application for the genus number (96a27–28).

In the example of magnanimity, the relevant genus is moral virtue; if we
begin with a wider genus, such as, “quality” or “living thing,” the inquiry
would yield incorrect results insofar as the universal attributes chosen will
apply to many things that are not virtue. Therefore, it is crucial to make the
first selection of the genus correctly. Assuming that we correctly isolated the
genus, we begin by considering the attributes of the first group: in the case
of magnanimity, it seems that we begin at the lowest level (of individuals) by
taking two individuals, Achilles and Ajax, and considering what attributes
they have qua magnanimous. Aristotle states that their actions differed in
that Achilles was roused to anger, whereas Ajax killed himself, but they
shared a common motivation, being intolerant of dishonor (97b17–20). To
arrive at this point, however, we must be able to make a reliable comparison:
we need to be using the terms correctly in the sense that “being intolerant”
and “dishonor” must have each a single significance, and not be used purely
homonymously.

That Aristotle himself is concerned about the precision of terms and the
attributes they refer to is suggested by his subsequent observation in Beta 13
that definitions concern universals, not particulars, and since ambiguities
(aiJ oJmwnumivai, hai homōnymiai, 97b30) more often escape notice among
universals than among the lowest species, we should proceed from the par-
ticulars to the universals (97b25–30). Thus, it seems reasonable to expect
that a method of discerning whether terms and their referents are being
used in the same way or in different ways would be efficacious at this stage of
inquiry. Any of the numerous ways of testing terms for accidental homonymy
described in Top. Alpha 15 would be useful to employ in the analytical phase
at which we look for what is common among the different attributes dis-
played by the individuals. For example, using Aristotle’s previous example

45 Commenting on An. Po. 97b7ff., Barnes asks whether abstraction and division are intended
to be alternative or complementary methods (1994, 248).
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of magnanimity, after we find that the cause of Achilles’ being roused to
anger, and of Ajax’ killing himself was their shared intolerance of dishonor
and, similarly, that the cause of Socrates’ and Lysander’s actions was their
indifference to fortune, the upward direction requires us to inquire what
is common to both kinds of traits. The level of inquiry at this stage is not
abstractive but analytical in the sense that we are now making conceptual
connections and distinctions that do not rely primarily on empirical bases, as
was followed in looking at the attributes of individual magnanimous men.
So, it seems fully reasonable to expect that the stage of analysis at which
we try to ascertain, for example, what is common between “intolerance of
dishonor” and “indifference to fortune” would employ some of the topoi, or
argumentative patterns, common to the method of testing using homonymy
as described in Top. Alpha 15.

Another general stage at which the method of homonymy testing can
prove useful concerns the point at which we are diagramming classes. Aris-
totle’s account of forming such classes is taken up in An. Po. Beta 13 and
continues in Beta 14, where he describes the method of division to be used
in identifying attributes of a class. We assume a common genus that includes
the various subjects (e.g., “animal”) and, first of all, discover which attributes
belong to the kind, and then, which belong to the species directly below it
(e.g., “bird”). By considering all the attributes that belong to each of the
sub-classes falling under the genus, we will be able to show why any specific
attributes belongs to one of the sub-classes, such as “human” or “horse”
(98a2–9). Aristotle gives the schema for the end result we are seeking:

Let A stand for animal, B for what follows from every animal, and C, D, E, for the
individual species of animal. Then it is clear why B belongs to D, for it is on account
of A. . . . and the same account holds for the sub-classes below. (98a9–12)46

Eventually, then, the process of investigation of attributes belonging to the
class and sub-classes yields the information that can resolve the “problem”
posed by the scientist, namely, “why does attribute B belong to kind D?” As
Aristotle states it, the solution lies in tracing back the source of the attributes
in D to a higher kind, or genus. The discovery that all D has B because of A
thus constitutes the explanation sought for in posing the question.

Aristotle’s revised conception of the method of class definition in An. Po.
Beta thus begins with what are termed “major kinds” (megista genera), each
of which contains several differences together that define the kind, instead
of having one difference that defines the class (PA 649b9ff., 644b1ff.).47

46 Following Barnes’ translation in general (1994, 68).
47 See Bayer (1998, 494), following McKirahan (1992, 120), in taking the accounts that include

several differentiae at once as “fat definitions,” as opposed to “thin”ones that contain only
genus and a single differentia.
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The revised method of division described for two genera, bird and fish, may
be illustrated using the following schema:48

Bird     Fish

A B C C D E 

K                 L    M               N   O        P    O        P    S                T   U         V 

              W     X         W      X 

According the present schema, the genus bird is distinguished by virtue
of attributes A B C, and the genus fish by virtue of attributes C D E. In
this case, they share a common attribute, C, which designates, for exam-
ple, being oviparous, but they are distinguished from each other by virtue
of their unique conjunction of attributes. On the method of definition
described, that of beginning with major kinds that have some differences
in common, it will not be problematical if we find that shared differences
occur across divisions because no single difference coincides with a single
class.49 Thus, for example, the fact that the genera bird and fish share the
differentia “oviparous” does not cause difficulties, because each kind is dis-
tinguished by its conjunction of attributes: according to this schema, birds
are defined by the conjunction A B C, and fish are defined by the conjunc-
tion C D E. In terms of real attributes within the genus, birds, for example,
are distinguished in virtue of having wings and feet, while fish are not so
distinguished.50

What remains crucial for classification by division, however, concerns the
consistency of the terms used to signify given characteristics or differences.
Although no problem results on the present scheme if, to take one example,
being oviparous is common to both birds and fish as kinds, difficulties would
result if what was meant by the term “oviparous” did not refer to the same
attribute across birds and fish. For example, if birds and fish did not produce
the same kinds of things referred to as eggs, then what the term “oviparous”
signified would not be synonymous, and the use of the same term for dif-
ferent attributes would lead to error in classification. Since the technique
of testing words for consistency of meaning – that is, for the invariance of
attributes being signified by the terms – belongs properly to the sphere of
homonymy, it would fall to this method to serve as a preliminary to the defi-
nition of classes. In the sort of case being described, homonymy provides the

48 Modifying the diagram by Bayer (1998, 495) based on PA 643b9ff., and 644b1ff.
49 For further discussion of the advantages of the present method of classification using mul-

tiple attributes as primary, as opposed to taking one differentia as definitive of a class, see
Balme (1987), McKirahan (1992, 120), and Bayer (1998, 492–96).

50 The example is drawn from Bayer (1998, 494).
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means for testing terms using one of the argument strategies found in Top.
Alpha 15. For example, one test for lack of synonymy that Aristotle describes
depends on uncovering tacit differences in what is predicated; the schema
runs as follows: If term X refers to kind Z when said of subject Y, but refers
to kind A when said of subject B, then term X is equivocal. As we have noted
frequently in relation to “bright,” the term is ambiguous, because bright
said of a body indicates a color, but said of a sound indicates being pleasant
to hear (Top. Alpha 15, 107a12–17).

Returning to the set of differences for bird, A B C, and for fish, C D E,
suppose that the term for the shared attribute C is F. On the basis of a mor-
phological similarity, the attribute C that F names is thought to be the same
thing in birds and fish. So, although it is assumed with some justification
that F signifies the same feature, namely, C, among the two kinds, let us say
that when F is used with reference to fish, it refers to an air bladder, but used
with reference to birds, it refers to a lung. In the interests of distinguishing
genuine, shared attributes from accidental ones, we would be motivated
to investigate the two similarly shaped structures further so as to be more
secure in the proper classificatory division. For example, we might then test
the two structures for equivalence of biological functions, and once we find
them to be dissimilar in function, we determine that termF is equivocal and,
so, is improper for classification without making qualification. Considered
in this way, any test for lack of synonymy such as those supplied from Top.
Alpha 15 would have two beneficial results for setting up class definitions:
first, by demonstrating that term F is equivocal, we see that its unqualified
use is prohibited to avoid error in classification. In addition, the end stage
of testing leads us to conduct a comparison between the functions of the
two structures thought to be the same, and so advances the process of
classification by excluding some attributes considered to be definitive.

The objection might be offered that as long as the equivocal term does
not uniquely distinguish one kind from another, it does not matter if it is
being used in different senses among different kinds. But problems persist
that would make weeding out equivocal terms necessary prior to mapping
the classification of kinds. The first kind involves problems in what we might
call “trans-genera” classification: in reference to the previous schema for the
classification for birds and fish, suppose an equivocal term,F, appears across
kinds, as C may do in the conjunction of attributes A B C for birds and C
D E for fish. If we move one division below kinds, we see that C is divided
into two classes, O and P, for both birds and fish. But if F does not signify
the same attribute C for both birds and fish, then its further division into
attributes O and P for birds will not signify the same thing as the attributes
O and P for fish. So, the inclusion of a term F to signify two different kinds
of attributes across kinds would lead to difficulties of correct division. The
second kind concerns issues in what we might term “intra-genus” classifi-
cation, which would affect classifications made within the same genus, as
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we may appreciate if we construct a schema for a single kind using specific
attributes:51

Bird 

Flying Two-footed Oviparous 

Good Poor Webbed Separated
toes 

Prolific  Not
prolific 

With
talons 

Without
talons 

According to the list of attributes for bird, we note that the attribute “two-
footed” becomes a sub-kind that is divided according to two different kinds
of feet, namely, “webbed toes” and “separated toes.” In this case, the inclu-
sion of an equivocal term – let us suppose it to be “webbed” – can lead to
problems in the division into kinds of footedness if the term signifies more
than one kind of attribute. It is not implausible to consider that “webbed”
might refer to fused toes providing a fin-like structure, as well as a skin-like
connection among toes (both useful adaptations for swimming), in which
case “webbed” would be equivocal insofar as having webbed feet would not
amount to having the same kind of structure across sub-classes of birds.
Thus, the invariance of terms used in the signification of species within a
single genus, such as bird, is crucial for class definitions. So, homonymy
becomes effective in sorting out the initial terms for a class and in setting
out the common predicates that are used in making class definitions.

6.4 Conclusion: The Results of Homonymy for Science

At the beginning of this chapter, we noted that Aristotle defines apodeixis,
or demonstration, as “deduction productive of scientific knowledge” (An.
Po. 71b17–18). This kind of deductive argument is important to Aristotle’s
notion of scientific knowledge in that such a deduction is one that enables us
to know a thing by grasping it (An. Po. 71b18–19). Furthermore, as we have
noted, what is grasped by this kind of deduction provides what is, for Aristo-
tle, genuine scientific knowledge, in part because the deduction concerns
pragmata, or “things.” So, scientific arguments, or demonstrations, reveal
actual relations among existing things and their natures, not merely linguis-
tic connections. More specifically, a demonstration provides expansive, or
ampliative, empirical knowledge that relates the thing, or pragma, with the
cause from which the thing results (cf. An. Po. 71b10–12). In other words, a

51 Using a diagram by Bayer (1998, 496) based on HA Beta 12; see also HA 563a17ff., 593a26ff.,
and 616b5ff.
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scientific demonstration has the characteristic of “proving the explanation
and the reason why” of something (An. Po. 85b23–24). As noted initially,
a method that would function so as to elucidate the causal relationships
among the things in a given class would be useful in moving toward the goal
of formulating the proper causal explanation of the thing in question. More
will be said about this process in a moment, but for the present, it is nec-
essary to set out a sketch of the argument connecting scientific arguments
and the procedure of homonymy.

In virtue of its role in providing genuine knowledge, this kind of deduc-
tion may be considered to be counted as “epistemic proof” as compared
with other kinds that do not function in this special regard. In regard to
syllogistic reasoning, the same notion is reflected in the pivotal role played
by the middle term (o{roı mεvsoı, horos mesos), where this premise expresses
the cause for which some attribute belongs to the substrate in question. Of
course, the attribute must be convertible with the essence that is signified
by the term for the substrate so as to rule out postulating incidental or cor-
relative causes from truly explanatory causes. It should also be added that
the name of the substrate, or the term by which the substrate is signified,
is of key importance in allowing the correct explanation to be made. So, in
order for the middle term to be explanatory of the fact that some attribute
F holds of a subject A first, the attribute in question must be convertible
with the substrate in the sense that it has to be commensurately assigned
to it, and second, the substrate being investigated must be signified by the
proper name.52

The procedure for arriving at a scientific demonstration depends on cer-
tain preliminary stages of inquiry. Aristotle describes the process of framing
a proof in An. Po. Beta, where he mentions four items that serve as the
basic constituents for the proof: (1) the “that,” which refers to some pragma,
or thing, (2) the “through what,” which refers to the explanation for the
pragma, (3) the “whether it is,” which refers to the subject being in a certain
state, and (4) the “what it is,” which refers to the analysis of the essence
belonging to the substrate.53 As I have presented the process, the fourfold
account of definition reflects the movement we are intended to follow from
the initial, nominal definitions toward the final, explanatory definition by

52 De Rijk provides more discussion of the stages underlying scientific knowledge described
in An. Post. B 1–11 (De Rijk 2002, see ch. 6). Ackrill describes the process as one of moving
from “rough idea to a full understanding of what some kind of thing or type of event is”
(Ackrill 1981, 402).

53 De Rijk describes the “what it is” (ti esti) step in the inquiry as asking “for the correct catego-
rization (‘appellation’) of the substrate of the present phenomenon. . . . tiv ε [stiv asks for the
quidditative analysis of the substrate or attribute” (De Rijk 2002, 658). The interpretations
by Ross (1949b, 609) and by Barnes (1994, 194) assume that the four steps constitute four
possible questions, rather than being what De Rijk considers to be necessary steps of any
epistemological procedure (cf. De Rijk 2002, 654).



P1: SBT
9780521874861c06 CUNY904/Ward 978 0 521 87486 1 July 23, 2007 20:58

198 Homonymy and Science

virtue of illuminating and clarifying the elements of definitions at each level.
A method of analysis that would function so as to elucidate both differences
in senses of meanings as well as to reveal the causal relationships among
things falling under a common predicate (things in a given kind or genus)
would be useful in moving toward the goal of formulating the proper causal
explanation of the thing in question. I have argued that homonymy provides
a method of analysis that accomplishes the said end. The various specific
kinds of arguments used by the first, negative aspect of homonymy, that is,
with regard to testing predicates for lack of synonymy asking “how many
ways” something is said, have been discussed in relation to homonymy in
Topics (chapter 2, this work). In addition to the primarily negative func-
tion that this aspect provides, homonymy as a method possesses a further
function of use to scientific inquiry. In this latter regard, we discussed what
Aristotle considered to be a preliminary to the framework of scientific expla-
nation, namely, the presentation of “problems” that serve as the basis for
science.

In An. Po. Beta 14, Aristotle states that science is concerned with the
formulation and solution of certain kinds of “problems” (problēmata), or
questions, about the attributes of a subject. The form of the problem can
be given by the following: “Why does attribute B belong to a certain subject
D?” The solution to the problem, according to Aristotle, depends on finding
the connection between having the attribute B and the subject D, that is, by
finding some further characteristic of D that accounts for its having B. As
Aristotle notes, the concomitant attributes of animal belong to the individual
animal kinds on account of being animal (cf. 98a9–11).

We have already suggested the various ways in which homonymy as
method can be used both to clarify ambiguous terms and to lead to pos-
itive results in the framing of terms used in the premises of arguments. We
have shown that the method of homonymy, specifically, the testing of terms
or predicates to reveal related meanings as well as chance ambiguity, can be
useful to the task of framing a class definition, and in this way, homonymy
can be integral to the process of constructing the “problems” that scientific
demonstration aims to solve.54 More specifically, we have discussed the ways
in which the negative and positive phases of homonymy function, which
include (1) weeding out spurious homonymous things and winnowing the
field and (2) revealing the inter-connection among the uses of the terms
that possess the shared feature to point to the primary instance. Based on
the examples that we have discussed, including those from An Po. Beta, we
see that homonymy as a method has utility in testing terms or predicates and
then moving to refine, or focus, the instances of the term to a single pre-
ferred instance that will be useful to definition construction. Looking back to

54 See Bayer for the discussion concerning the framing of scientific problems in regard to An.
Po. Beta 14 (Bayer 1998, 488ff.).
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conclusions reached in earlier sections of the chapter, we find that Aristotle
is, in effect, refining the uses of homonymy in Meta. Gamma 2 and An. Po.
Beta 13 and 14. As I see it, he employs both negative and positive, or critical,
homonymy as tools for refining and modifying both initial, nominal defini-
tions and secondary definitions that can serve as the grounds for premises
of scientific arguments. Since demonstration (apodeixis) is explained in rela-
tion to its characteristic of “proving the explanation and the reason why” of
something (85b23–24), a method of analysis that can contribute substan-
tively toward the final goal of producing demonstrative deductive arguments
will constitute part of scientific method. Since Aristotle defines science as
the understanding of real, causal connections among pragmata, or things
(cf. An. Po. 71b10–12), a procedure that moves us along an upward path of
discovery to grasp these causal connections will comprise part of scientific
method. So, while homonymy as method is not constitutive of the completed
method of proof about which the Posterior Analytics is primarily concerned,
nevertheless, it is germane to the prior process of scientific inquiry of “the
explanation and the reason why” of something (An. Po. 85b23–24), and, in
this respect, it is productive of scientific discovery.
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Aristotle’s conception and implementation of the method of homonymy is
complex in the sense that it has distinguishable aspects, or phases, that are
put to different uses across his works. In Top. Alpha 15, Aristotle employs what
I have considered a negative phase of homonymy, that based on the method
of asking “how many ways” something is used (to posachōs) that is introduced
in Top. Alpha 13 (105a23–24). Using this analytical tool in Top. Alpha 15,
Aristotle proceeds to show us how to discern a lack of synonymy among the
common terms, or predicates, that are typically used in dialectical argumen-
tation. There is a second use, as well, one resulting in a positive, synthetic
end that emerges from the philosophical discussions in Meta. Gamma 2 and
Zeta 1 where Aristotle outlines the possibility of a science that investigates
being qua being, a subject area that lacks the requisite kath’ hen unity. Taken
together, we may conceive of these two as different, but complementary,
phases of a single procedure. As such, we may trace the line of development
of the method of homonymy from that which marks off synonymous from
non-synonymous instances (cf. Cat. 1) to a complex, multi-stepped proce-
dure making its appearance in Meta. Gamma 2, where it signals a means for
determining whether the apparently heterogeneous kind, being, may, after
all, comprise a subject matter for scientific investigation.

In addition, I have presented a parallel discussion concerning the ances-
try of Aristotle’s theory of homonymy. Aristotle’s tripartite distinction among
kinds of referents in Cat. 1 appears to be rooted in Academic discussions
about the nature of language and signification. We should consider the pri-
mary source of influence on Aristotle’s thinking about language and pred-
ication to be Plato, notwithstanding the lexical similarity of Speusippus’
account of names. Aristotle’s distinctions about whether, and how, things
may be regarded as having the same name and same nature are indebted to
Platonic views of language. More specifically, it is Plato’s theory that quali-
fies as the ancestor of Aristotle’s distinction between primary and secondary
designations. On Plato’s theory of eponymy, certain particular things are

201
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correctly called “F” in case they are related to and share in the Form F, but
they are not F in the same way as the Form F. So, for example, in the case of
the beautiful, both beautiful particulars and Beauty are called by the same
name but are not equally beautiful due, in part, to their ontological differ-
ences. For, as we discussed, Plato is committed to the view that the name
‘beauty’ applies to a Form in a primary sense and has its primary designation
in relation to a Form, whereas the term applied to the particular is used in a
secondary, or derivative, way. Thus, the basis for the distinction in the use of
the term depends on that to which the term refers, or is named: in one case,
the term names the Form itself and refers to its essential nature, whereas
in another case, it names a characteristic that the particular has in virtue of
the Form, which is a relational property.1

A related, fundamental similarity emerges from what we may consider to
be the causal features of the two theories. On Plato’s account of eponymy, we
find that particular things are correctly named, or are genuinely eponymous,
just in case they are causally related to the Form of the same name. For
example, when we see that beautiful particulars are beautiful in virtue of
participating in Beauty itself (cf. Phd., 100c), the explanation involves the
idea that the former are beautiful by being causally related to the Form.
The feature concerning causal connection between primary and secondary
instances in Platonic eponymy is, I think, being revisited in Aristotle’s four-
way causal taxonomy. Expanding on the case of the beautiful at Phd. 100c,
and the accounts of divine and human production at Rep. 596bff., we may
suggest that the particular F-thing is F by virtue of being produced by a
maker who possesses an idea of F. According to Aristotle’s analysis of causes,
the maker, or craftsman, is the efficient and formal cause of the F-thing.
So, we may say that the application of the term “F” both to the maker, or
craftsman, and to the product varies systematically in the following fashion.
The maker is called “F” in virtue of being considered the primary instance
of F, the causal source of the secondary instances of F, which are F in virtue
of being causally related to the primary instance, the maker.

Based on the previous suggestion, it is not difficult to draw a parallel
to Aristotle’s theory of systematic homonymy and its causal analysis of core-
dependence. For, on Plato’s account, given things designated as “beautiful,”
for example – say, a piece of art and Beauty itself – are called by the same
term but are not beautiful in the same way. Second, the different uses of the
term are related to the different causal relations holding among the relata.

1 In this sense, the term does not refer to a character or attribute had by the Form, but signifies
just what the Form is; in this regard, the common term names a relation between the Form
and the character that might be considered analogous to what has been called Aristotelian
“strong” predication, the kind some have thought is suggested by Aristotle’s description of
the relation between form and essence in Meta. Zeta 6, on which see Code (1985, 111) and
Wedin (2000, 270–74).
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In both features, we find close connection to Aristotle’s theory of core-
related homonymy. According to what we have considered Plato’s theory of
eponymy, some universal attribute such as beauty (to kalon), is analyzed as a
core-dependent homonym given that the primary use of the name, the form
of beauty, is that which is the causal ground for the secondary designation
of the predicate, the particular beautiful object. In this case, the beautiful
object and the form of beauty exhibit the requisite feature for being consid-
ered core-related homonymous items: the two items are so connected that
the designation of one item called “F” is causally related, in various specific
ways, to the designation of the other item called “F.” Connecting these fea-
tures in a more formal, explicit account, we see that we can come close to
Shields’ formulation of Aristotelian causal core-dependence: “Necessarily,
if (i) a is F and b is F, (ii) F-ness is associatively homonymous in these appli-
cations, and (iii) a is a core instance of F-ness, then b’s being F stands in one
of four causal relations to a’s being F.”2

It must be admitted that we should make allowances for the differences
in their terminology so as to accommodate the comparison between the two
accounts. For example, as I have noted, Plato does not employ synōnymos at all
in his works, preferring epōnymos and homōnymos. Furthermore, the canonical
use of epōnymos is to signify the situation in which two things of the same name
have the same or similar character. In contrast, the specific use of homōnymos
in Plato is to signal the situation in which two things of the same name have a
different nature or different ontological status. We found this usage typified
at Phd. 78e2–5 or Par. 133d, where Plato contrasts many particular F-things
with the Form F as being of an entirely different character. As I see it, Plato’s
choice of homōnymos in such passages is deliberate, calculated to distinguish
the special semantic and metaphysical situation described from the more
standard relational situation implied by epōnymos. If it is correct that Plato
uses homōnymos and not epōnymos to describe things having a different nature
and merely the same name, it is but a short distance to conceive homonymy
as denoting things having no more than a name in common. In this respect,
we begin to approach the negative conception of Aristotelian homonymy,
that of signifying lack of synonymy. So, the specific Platonic interpretation of
homōnymos finds a parallel in Aristotle’s account in Cat. 1 where homonymy
signifies a situation in which things have a common name but not a common
account or essence (cf. Cat. 1a1–2). In turn, Aristotle’s notion of synonymy
in Cat. 1 (1a6–7) can be compared with Platonic eponymy with its emphasis
on shared name and shared nature. This sketch leaves unstated to which
Platonic category, that of eponymy or of homonymy, Aristotle’s conception
of core-related homonymy should be related more closely. While it is difficult
to make an unequivocal answer, the more likely one appears to be Platonic
eponymy, given that it is this notion that Plato employs when he wishes

2 See Shields (1999, 111).
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to suggest the shared character between Form and particulars of the same
name, at the same time leaving room for their (metaphysical) difference.
In contrast, as I have noted, Plato’s use of homōnymos typically stresses the
linguistic connection as purely accidental; Aristotle, in turn, appears to select
this aspect and, in some of his own discussions, employs homōnymos with a
similarly “thin,” or negative, sense.

Aristotle does not, however, acknowledge conceptual dependence on
Plato’s account of naming, or predication. While the evidence suggests
that Aristotle was influenced, at least to some degree, by Plato’s theory of
homonymy and eponymy, he presents himself largely as rejecting Platonic
views on language, as is seen in the absence of his usage of epōnymos.3 More-
over, Aristotle even seems to go so far as to force difficulties on Plato that he
has the conceptual tools to address. For example, on one line of criticism
in Meta. Alpha 9, Aristotle seeks to lodge Plato with the following dilemma:
either the Form and the eponymous particular share the same name and the
same nature, or they share nothing significant, only a name (cf. 991a2–8).
He seems to imply that if Form and particulars share the same name and the
same nature, then nothing distinguishes them; this alternative is impossible
on metaphysical grounds, according to Plato. Alternatively, Aristotle argues,
if the Form and particular share a name and have no common character,
then the two have nothing in common. In this case, Aristotle claims, the two
things are only homonymously the same thing, “as if one were to call Callias
and a piece of wood ‘human’” (991a6–8). Aristotle also presses the Third
Man regress objection against Plato in conjunction with Plato’s position at
Meta. Alpha 9 (990b17) and Z 13 (1039a2).4 Is this objection entirely fair to
Plato? As we have shown, if the discussion concerning Plato’s differentiation
among the uses of common terms, as indicated by homōnymos and epōnymos, is
even partly correct, then Plato possesses the means by which he may escape
Third Man–type objections to the theory of Forms. For, Plato might have
replied to Aristotle’s criticism that the term “F” applies in one way to the
primary designate, the Form F, and in another way to the secondary item,
the F-thing or particular. In this regard, there would be no common nature
shared in precisely the same way by both Form and particular, which is what
is required (among other assumptions) for the Third Man regress to take
shape.5 Plato himself gives some awareness of this requirement in the objec-
tion to the theory he poses at Par. 132a6–8: if we were to consider in our
mind “the large itself and the other large things in the same way” (hosautōs;

3 The sole exception seems to be at EE Alpha 7, 1217a 26–28, where participation (metechein)
and eponymy are related. I owe this point to Chuck Young.

4 For “Third Man” objections, see also Meta. 1079a11 and Soph. El. 178b36.
5 Some formulations of the Third Man argument include, for example, a non-identity and a

self-predication assumption, though these have been disputed, on which see Wedin (2000,
273 n. 25).
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emphasis added), then another large would appear, and so on.6 However,
we might reply, using materials present to Plato, that the theory does not
require us to take the application of “F” as synonymous across Forms and
particulars. For, as Plato’s different usages of eponymos and homonymos sug-
gest, there are different ways in which Forms and particulars of the same
name instantiate the attribute in question. If true, then Plato’s position is
not as vulnerable to the objections that Aristotle lodges against it.

In addition, Aristotle may well have taken the Platonic insight of varia-
tion among kinds of eponymous relata and put it to use in developing his
own theory of homonymy. But we must attribute the development of a the-
ory of systematic homonymy to Aristotle himself. In this regard, it should
be observed that ancient philosophy owes much to a theory of systematic
homonymy insofar as it constitutes the theoretical tool with which to avoid
standard paradoxes of meaning not solvable on a simple dichotomy between
synonymy and accidental homonymy. As well, it provides a more precise
understanding about how mapping different significations of a common
term reveals an underlying unity of concept and function. Does Aristotle
complete the work to which he provides the sketch? Clearly, he does not,
and the analysis of his other basic concepts that seem to qualify as cases of
core-related homonymy remains unfinished. The examination of concepts,
such as cause, substance, part, whole, priority, posteriority, and, perhaps,
justice, has not been undertaken here, but constitutes matter for another
work.7

6 Plato also mentions Third Man–type objections at Rep. 597c (in relation to “bed”) and Tim.
31a.

7 Shields (1999, 268) gives a longer list, including being, nature, and friendship, which are
discussed in this work. Justice (to dikaion) deserves study: it is explicitly acknowledged by
Aristotle as being a related homonym in EN Eta 1 where he notes there are various related
senses of justice (1129a25–30). Yet in EN Eta 2, he distinguishes two basic kinds of justice,
the lawful and the equitable, so that we do not appear to have the right conditions needed
for core-dependence.
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