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THE ARISTOTELIAN DOCTRINE OF HOMONYMA 

IN THE CATEGORIES AND ITS PLATONIC ANTECEDENTS * 

ι 

T h e A r i s t o t e l i a n d o c t r i n e of h ο m ο η y m a is of particular historical in­

terest at least for the following reasons : (1) It appears that the meaning of 

h o m o n.y m a was seriously debated in Aristotle's times aud that his own formu­

lation was but one among many others. Evidently, there were other platonizing 

thinkers in the Academy who had formulated their own variants. According to 

ancient testimonies, the definition which Speusippus propounded proved to be 

quite influential in later times 1. (2) The fact that Aristotle chose to open the 

C a t e g o r i e s with a discussion, brief as it is, on the meaning of h o m o n y m a , 

s y n o n y m a , and p a r o n y m a, attests to the significance]he attached to this preli­

minary chapter. Furthermore, there is general agreement among all the commen­

tators on the relevance of the first chapter of the C a t e g o r i e s to the doctri­

ne of the categories. (3) The corpus affords ample internal evidence that the 

doctrine of h o m o n y m a figures largely in Aristotle's various discussions on 

the nature of first principles and his method of metaphysical analysis. This 

being the case, it is clear that Aristotle considered this part of his logical theory 

to have applications beyond the limited scope of what is said in the C a t e ­

g o r i e s . 

Since we do not know the actual order of Aristotle's writings it is next to the 

impossible to decide which formulation came first. It remains a fact that Aristotle 

discusses cases of h o m o n y m a and their causes as early as the S o p h i s t i c i 

* To παρόν άρθρον εστάλη υπό τοϋ συγγραφέως, φίλου του αειμνήστου Κ. Δ. Γε»ρ-
γούλη, 'ίνα καταχωρισθη είς τον εις μνήμην αύτοϋ τόμον. Έδημοσιεύθη συγχρόνως καΐ εις 
τό Journal of the HISTORY of PHILOSOPHY, Vol. VI, No 4, October 1968. 'Απο­
τελεί το πρώτον μέρος της δλης μελέτης. 

This is the first of a two part article. 
1) See D e S p e u s i p p i A c a d e m i c i s c r i p t i s, ed. P. Lang (Bonn, 

1911), frag. 82. Simplicius comments that Speusippus defended this formulation and 
remarks that once the definition is granted, it could be shown that h o m o n y m a 
are also s y n o n y m a , and vice versa ( I n A r i s t o t e l i s C a t e g o r i a » 
c o m m e n t a r i u m , ed. C. Kalbfleisch, Commentarla in Aristotelis Graeca, VIII 
[Berlin, 1907] 29, 5—6). 
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E l e n c h i . Special mention of the cause of h o m o n y m a is made in the very 

first chapter of this work. We find it again in the T o p i c s , d e I n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n e, the A n a l y t i c s and the other logical treatises. He opens 

the S o p h i s t i c i E l e n c h i with a general distinction between genuine 

and apparent reasonings and refutations, and then proceeds to explain why some 

refutations fail to reach their goal, that is, establish the contradictory of the 

given conclusion 2 . 

I I 

It would be an error to claim that Aristotle was the first to observe that homo-

nymy constitutes a source of ambiguity. Plato had already made a diagnosis in 

the S o p h i s t : 

At p r e s e n t , you see, all that you and I possess in common is the name. The thing 
to which each of us g ives that name w e may perhaps have pr ivately b e f o r e our 
e y e s , but it is always desirable to have reached an agreement about the thing 
itself by means of expl ic i t statements rather than be content to use the same 
w o r d without formulating what it means s . 

The Stranger is addressing Theaetetus in this passage ; the issue before them is 

to hunt down «the troublesome sort of creature» that the sophist is. Plato is sug­

gesting here that when two people embark on a conversation and are using names 

whose meaning they suspect is not the same for both, it is imperative that they 

settle their differences and decide upon a common and acceptable meaning of 

2) «It is impossible in a discussion to bring in the actual things discussed : we 
use their names as symbols instead of them ; and, therefore, we suppose that what 
follows in the names, follows in the things as well, just as people who calculate sup­
pose in regard to their counters. But the two cases (names and things) are not alike. 
For names are finite and so is the sum - total of formulae, while things are infinite 
in number. Inevitably, then, the same formulae, and a single name, have a number 
of meanings. Accordingly just as, in, counting, those who are not clever in manipula­
ting their counters are taken in by the experts, in the same way in arguments too 
those who are not well acquainted with the force of names misreason both in their 
own discussions and when they listen to others. For this reason, then, and for others 
to be mentioned later, there exists both reasoning and refutation that is apparent but 
not reali (165a 5—20, Oxford trans.). 

3) At 218 b-c (Cornford's trans.). This passage is mentioned by Simplicius as evi­
dence to support the claim that Plato had anticipated the problem ( I n C a t e g., 25, 
103). Plato's text reads : vvv γάρ δη αν τε καγώ τούτον πέρι τοϋνομα εχομεν xoivfj, το δε 
έργον, εφ' ω καλονμεν εκάτερος τάχ' S.V Ιδία παρ' ήμΐν αντοϊς εχοιμεν' δει δε αεί παντός πέρι 
το πράγμα αυτό μάλλον δια λόγων η τοϋνομα οννομολογήοαο&αι χοορίζ λόγου. Earlier in his 
commentary, Simplicius refers to Plato's E u t h y d e m u s (277e, 295d), where 
Plato draws attention to the need for a proper method to distinguish between the va· 
rius uses of names in order to meet the Sophistic nuisance and also to remove doubt. 
Simplicius reports that the need to deal with double meanings of names was one of 
the main reasons that led to the development of dialectic (22, 10—13). 
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that name. In this particular case, the Stranger and Theaetetus happen to have 

private meanings on what it means to be a sophist. However, the Stranger sug­

gests, the matter cannot be left to rest at this level of understanding. The discus­

sion cannot continue and hope to bear some fruit unless an appropriate method 

is introduced to resolve the difference and affix with precision the meaning of 

t h e name in question. The warning is clear : one must not take it for granted 

that common names have common meanings. It is preferable to go on the as­

sumption that two people who are using the same name actually have private 

meanings for it. The way to settle this matter and arrive at common meanings 

is by formulating explicit statements about the thing named. In the S o ρ h i s t, 

Plato propounds the method of division. The main point here is that Plato iden­

tified the actual source of homonymy as follows : given a name which is com­

monly used by two persons, it is by no means certain that both entertain the 

same meaning. When we turn to Aristotle, the context of the discussion on the 

nature of homonymy changes. In the T o p i c s and the S o p h i s t i c i 

E l e n c h i the tona is more Platonic, but less so in the C a t e g o r i e s . 

Let us explain. In the C a t e g o r i e s , we see Aristotle starting out with the 

fact that things have names ; they are the l e g o m e n a . There is no direct 

resemblance here to the Platonic context of the S o p h i s t in which mention 

is made of two individuals who are said to have private meaning for the same 

in their discussion. The first thing Aristotle mentions in this treatise is t h i n g s 

that have common names. The issue that arises immediately is that of determi­

ning whether we have a case of h ο m ο η y m a or one of s y n o n y m a. 

The method to be followed here is not that of division as used by Plato in the 

S o p h i s t , for it is not confused opinion about some subject that we wish to 

settle. Not our opinions, but how two things are related to a third thing whose 

name they have in common, is what must be clarified. Thus, the problem is not 

whether «sophist» means really this or that sort of thing to two different per­

sons. The task is a new one ; given that two things share the name of something 

else, we must ask by virtue of what pattern of relationships they come to share 

the name. The issue then is to find out whether the two things are essentially 

related to each other and to some third thing or not. What we are asked to do 

is to discover something about the claims things have to names of other things 

and by virtue of what properties. In the Aristotelian view we start out with things 

and with the natural fact of language whereby names of things happen to be com­

mon to certain other things. The ambiguities to be removed are not so much 

those of private opinion. The deeper issue has now become one whereby homo­

nymy, if allowed to remain undetected, interferes with the validity of syllogistic 

thinking 4 . It is an obstacle to attaining scientific knowledge. 

4) David in his commentary on Porphyry's I s a g o g e remaiks that δφείλο-
μεν μεν χοίννν οιαοτείλασΰαι τα ομώνυμα προς άναίρεσιν της αμφιβολίας (123, 14—15). Howe-
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These two different approaches to homonymy point to the fact that Plato and 

Aristotle are not solving the same problem in their respective quests in the 

S o p h i s t and the C a t e g o r i e s , though it is true that both deal with 

some fundamental aspect of ambiguous talking. Just the same, one can readily 

notice how Aristotle is linguistically indebted to Plato for the formulation of his 

own definition of h o m o n y m a . Aristotle's formulation evidently owes much 

to Plato's choice of words. Compare for instance Aristotle's text in C a t e g o ­

r i e s l a 1—2, with Plato's wording of the issue when he says : Τοννομα μό­

νον κοινή. . . σννομολογήσασθαι διαλόγων. The Aristotelian text runs as follows: 

'Ομώνυμα λέγεται ών όνομα μόνον κοινόν, ό ôè κατά τοννομα λόγος της ου­

σίας έτερος 5 . 

ver, the «removal of amphiboly» is only part of the issue. Unless homonymy is dealt 
with in all its aspects, the connection that is needed to tie the major to the minor 
term in a syllogism could remain in doubt. The scholiast David failed to see how the 
detection of h o m o n y m a is vital to the validity of syllogistic thinking. Hence, 
the discussion on h o m o n y m a has broader implications than what David men­
tions in this passage. It might be said that his remark is related to the way in which 
he interprets the denotation of h o m o n y m a . Looking at this matter from a strict 
Aristotelian point of view, we could say that once this notion is allowed to mean indi­
vidual substances of the sort that David mentions in his examples, then its relation to 
terms in svllogistic thinking becomes questionable on the ground that the terms in 
syllogistic premises are universels, not individuals. 

5) It should be remembered that Aristotle distinguishes between ομωνυμία, τα ομώ­
νυμα, and αμφιβολία. The first refers to the multiple use of a word (see T o p i c s, esp. 
106b 3—4, 106b 8, 107a 6,107b 7) ; αμφιβολία refers fo the multiple use of a sentence, 
l o g o s ( T o p i c s , 129b 31—32. 130a 9). G.E.L. Owen, in a recent essay observes : 
«Commonly, though not always, he [Aristotle] uses 'homonymous'and 'synonymous* to 
describe not words but the things to which a word is applied. Thus in the C a t e g o ­
r i e s (la 1—11) he explains that two things (or kinds of things) are called s y n o ­
nymous if they both answer to some such name as 'animal', and if the l o g o s 
which corresponds to the name, i.e. the appropriate definition or paraphrase, is the 
same in each case. They are called h o r n onymous if both answer to the same name, 
but the approriate l o g o s differs in the two cases. By l o g o s in such context 
he plainly does mean a definition or paraphrase : this is shown by the many examples 
in his logic» («Aristotle on the Snares of Ontology!, in N e w E s s a y s o n P l a ­
t o a n d A r i s t o t l e , ed. R. Bambrough [London, 1865], p. 73). Owen correctly 
takes the view that h o m o n y m a is about things and not words. J. L. Ackrill, 
commenting on the opening chapter of the C a t e g o r i e s , concurs and remarks 
that «it is important to recognize from the start that the C a t e g o r i e s in not 
primarily or explicitly about names, but about the things that names signify! (A r i-
s t o t l e ' s C a t e g o r i e s a n d D e I n t e r p r e t a t i o n e, trans, with notes 
and glossary, [Oxford, 1963[, p. 71, scholium an C a t . la 1). Also compare M. Grene, 
A P o r t r a i t of A r i s t o t l e (Chicago, 1963) pp. 70—73, who agrees that the 
discussion is about things and not words or terms, but still uses the Latin nomencla­
ture : «things e q u i v o c a l l y named» and «things u η i ν ο e a 1 1 y named». 
The history of this nomenclature and the interpretations lurking in the background 
have been appropriately exposed in H. W· B. Joseph's A n I n t r o d u c t i o n t o 

21 
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We must pursue the difference between Plato and Aristotle on the meaning of 

h o m o n y m a a step further. In the Ρ h a e d o, Plato uses this expression 

to cover cases which normally Aristotle brings under the term s y n o n y m a 6 . 

Όμάτννμος, in other words, is regularly used by Plato to mean that which has 

not only the same name as something else but also shares with it the same for­

mula of essence, λόγος της ουσίας 7 . Yet, it is of prime importance to note at 

this point that the expression h o m o n y m a did not receive in Plato's writings 

the full significance of a technical term. As A. E. Taylor has correctly remarked, 

«δμώννμον is not, of course, used in the sense which had become technical in 

the next generation» 8 . 

Since the Platonic expression λόγος της ουσίας figures dominantly in the Aristo­

telian formulation of h o m o n y m a , and since one of the principal issues de­

fended in this paper is the view that the Aristotelian use of l o g o s t e s 

o u s i a s has a special meaning in the opening chapter of the C a t e g o r i e s , 

we must pause to examine some of the locutions in the Platonic dialogues in 

which it occurs. 

I n the S o p h i s t 246c, Plato speaks of λαμβάνειν λόγον της ουσίας in the 

sense of rendering an account of reality. It occurs in a statement the Stranger 

makes in the context of the celebrated epistemologica! battle between the Gods 

and the Giants, the Idealists and the Materialists, where the discussion the Stran­

ger carries on with Theaetetus has reached the point where it has become neces­

sary to «challenge each party in turn to render an account of the reality assert». 

This usage of l o g o s t e s o u s i a s is also to be found in the R e p u b i c 

L o g i c (rev. 2nd ed. ; Oxford, 1916, pp. 31, 46—47. The position we have adopted 
here understands the passage L ο f Ο not only in the sense that it refers to things, 
in this case, h o m o n y m a things, but also as intended to cover only special cases 
of h o m o n y m a , i.e., it has a restricted and technical application to k i n d s 
of things. 

6) At 78e, τα παρ' ήμΐν ταντα ομώνυμα όντα εκείνοις. For other passages where 
the sensible things are called h o m o n y m a with regard to the intelligible objects, 
the forms, ομώνυμα τοις εΐδεσι, see T i m a e u s 53a, P a r m e n i d e s 133d. H. 
Cherniss observes : «This Platonic use of όμώνυμον is represented by Aristotle's ουνώ-
νυμον inasmuch as the ideas and particulars are understood to be 'specifically the 
same' ( M e t a p h y s i c s 1040b 32—84, 1059a 13—14, 1086b 10—11), although for 
Plato ομώνυμος when used of the relationship of sensibles and ideas meant not merely 
'synonumous' in Aristotle's sense. The particular is όμώνυμον τφ ειδει, not v i c e 
v e r s a , because it has its name and nature d e r i v a t i v e l y from the idea . . . , 
but apart from the relation of sensibles and Ideas Plato uses the word of several things 
which, though more or less different, have the same name and belong to the same 
ciass> ( A r i s t o t l e ' s C r i t i c i s m of P l a t o a n d t h e A c a d e m y 
[Baltimore, 1944], p. 178, n. 102). 

7) See Τ i m a e u s 41c, P a r m e n i d e s 133d 2, S o p h i s t 234b 7# 

8) A. E. Taylor, A. C o m m e n t a r y o n P l a t o ' s T i m a e u s (Oxfordr 
1928), p. 342, schol. on 52a 5. 
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where Plato employs it to identify the task of dialectic, that is, to explore and 

articulate the nature of what he conceives to be the really real 9 . Comparably in 

the Ρ h a e d ο : 

Then let us return to the same examples which we w e r e discussing b e f o r e . Does 
t h i s a b s o l u t e r e a l i t y w h i c h w e d e f i n e i n o u r d i s c u s s i o n s 
remain always constant and invariable, or not ? Does absolute equality or beauty 
or any other independent ent i ty which real ly exists (αυτό εχαατον 3 εστίν, το δν) ever 
admit chance of any kind ? I 0 

Another key passage occurs in the L a w s , where the Athenian says ; 

You wil l grant, I presume, that there are three points to be noted about any­
thing . . . I mean, for one, the real i ty of the thing, what it is, for another, t h e 
d e f i n i t i o n of this r e a l i t y , for another, its name l ! . 

The crucial point in this passage is the fact that Plato uses the term l o g o s 

in the sense of definition, thus setting a precedent which will establish the con­

text for subsequent formulations of the notion ef h o m o n y m a so that the 

expression l o g o s t e s o u s i a s , especially in its Arislotelian usage, can take 

on terminological fixity. The ultimate object of the difining process will not 

change from Plato to Aristotle, that is, it will still be an ο u s i a, but the fact 

that Plato meant by it the Forms and Aristotle restricted its d e f i n a b l e 

d e n o t a t i o n to the essences of things, must always be kept in mind in discus­

sions of this sort. When we turn to E p i s t l e VII we find another important 

passage that further illustrates the view we have taken here that l o g o s t e s 

o u s i a s has already received in Plato's writing a central doctrinal meaning. 

This passage leaves no doubt that l o g o s means difinition and that what is 

being defined is something which is an ideal object of knowledge, an ο u s i a, 

γνωστόν τε και αληθώς εστίν δν : 

For e v e r y real be ing, there are three things that are necessary if k n o w l e d g e of 
it is to be acquired : f i r s t , the name ; second, the def in i t ion ; t h i r d , the image ; 
knowledge comes f o u r t h and in f i f th place w e must put the o b j e c t i tself , the 
knowable and t ru ly real being . I S 

9) R e p u b l i c III 534b : ΎΗ και διαλεκτιχον καλείς τον λόγον εκάστου λαμβάνοντα 
της ουσίας (cAnd by master of dialectic do you also mean one who demands an account 
of the essence of each thing» [Cornfori's trans.]). There is no doubt that Plato means 
by «each thing» the Forms. 

10) Ρ h a e d ο 78c ( T h e L a s t D a y s o f S o c r a t e s , trans, [with 
intro.] Hugh Tredennick [Penguin Classics, 1954]) : ΐωμεν δη, εφη . . αυτή ή ουσία ης 
λόγον δίδομεν τον είναι . . . 

11) L a w s Χ 895d ( T h e L a w s of P l a t o , trans. A. E. Taylor [Lon­
don and New York, 1934]) : εν μεν ουσίαν, εν δε της ουσίας τον λόγον, εν δε το όνομα. 

12) E p i s t l e VII 342 a—b ( P l a t o ' s E p i s t l e s , trans, [with critical 
essays and notes] Glenn R. Morrow [The Liberal Arts Press, 1962]). In his «Intro­
duction», Morrow makes a comment which supports our position. He states that «the 
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The examination of the textual evidence we have presented shows that the Pla­

tonic antecedents of the theme under consideration are as follows : (1) Plato had 

made use of the linguistic elements that figure in Aristotle's formulation of h o-

m ο η y m a, viz. the expressions « h o m o n y m a», « k ο i η ο s», and « l o g o s 

t e s o u s i a s » , (2) he had employed the technical expression « l o g o s t e s 

ο u s i a s» for logical, epistemological and metaphysical purposes, in a word, to 

convey specific philosophical convictions ; and (3) Plato himself did not work 

out an explicit view of h o m o n y m a that seems to have called for a tech­

nical formulation of their logical properties. This last task and the debate over 

alternative ways of solving this problem were left to the next generation. The 

work was actually done by two of Plato's brightest students, Speusippus and 

Aristotle. 

I l l 

Speusippus discussed h o m o n y m a and distinguished between words which 

express «the l o g o s of an essence» and words which function simply as na­

mes. According to Speusippus, homonymous expressions do not stand for a com­

mon essence, whereas synonymous ones do so. Simplicius quotes Speusippus' ver­

sion as follows : Σπεύσιππος òéi ώς φασίν, ήρκεΐτο λέγειν 'δ δε λόγος έτερος'13. 

The Speusippean notion, as H. Cherniss has aptly summarized it, is that «a 

name is όμώννμον if it refers to several different concept and σννώννμον 

if it refers to one single and undifferentiated concept» 1 4 . It is an established 

fact that Speusippus' formulation was essentially different from Aristotle's and 

also that the difference reflects the seriousness with which the attendant philo­

sophical issues were debated. Cherniss has carefully discussed the doctrinal 

differences concerning homonymous names in the context of division as this 

methodological procedure was practiced by Speusippus and Aristotle 1 5 . The 

applications of this doctrine for settling questions of ambiguity also reflects 

list of things which we attempt to know by means of names, definition and image, 
is strongly suggestive of objects to which the theory of Ideas is applied in the dia­
logues» (p. 76). I schould like to add here that though Plato does not use in the text 
of the passage quoted the more familiar words i d e a , e i d o s , and ο u s i a, he 
leaves no doubt as to the kinds of objects he intends. The phrase «knowable and truly 
real being», makes the meaning quite clear. The other passage from the L a w s X 
895, where o u s i a , l o g o s , and ο η ο m a are kept together as basic ingre­
dients in any discussion of reality, corroborates and substantiates our proposed inter­
pretation. 

13) Lang, frag. 32. 
14) Pp. 58—59, n. 47. 
15) P. 57. 
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the difference in the two formulations 1 6 . According to Hambruch, there is 

sufficient evidence to conclude that T o p i c s A, Ch. 15, is closely related 

to issues discussed in a Speusippean treatise. Cherniss also cites relevant evi­

dence to sho\v that Aristotle responds to a Speusippean thesis in a much 

discussed passage of the S o p h i s t i c i E l e n c h i 1 7 . Speusippus' 

mathematical conceptualism provided the appropriate framework whithin which 

he could formulate his doctrine of h o m o n y m a and the ontology where 

this dotrine could find application without residual problems. But once the Speu-

»ippean view is taken out of its initial context and is generalized to assist in the 

removal of ambiguities as these arise in discourse no longer governed by Speusip­

pus ' netaphysical assumptions, the thesis collapses for lack of elucidating efficacy. 

It has not been our purpose to debate here the logicel merits of the Speusippean 

view of h o m o n y m a v i s - a - v i s that of Aristotle's, but simply to show that 

the issue was debated between the rival schools and that, as a result of such 

controversy, we find in the writings of these philosophers not only the first at­

tempts to offer technical formulations of h o m o n y m a but also different 

conceptions of their status which were preserved in the copies of the commenta­

tors and often allowed to cause discrepancies in the textual traditions. 

IV 

The first issue that confronts us when we turn to an examination of Aristotle's 

theory is a serious textual problem. In fact the philosophical aspects of this theory 

cannot be decided unless the textual problem is successfully solved. Ancient and 

modern commentators, including editors, have expressed considerable disagree­

ment over the opening lines of the text in C a t e g o r i e s , Ch. 1. Two sub­

stantially different versions of this passage, both claimed as genuine, have been 

16) E. Hambruch, L o g i s c h e R e g e l n d e r p l a t o n i s c h e n 
S c h u l e i n d e r a r i s t o t e l i s c h e n T o p i c (Wissenschaftliche Belage 
zum Jahresbericht des Askanischen Gymnasiums zu Berlin, 1904), pp. 27—29. Note the 
Speusippean usage in T o p i c s 107b 4 and 17 

17) P. 58, n. 47. It is Speusippus to whom Aristotle refers when he denies that 
all refutations are παρά το δατόν κα&άπερ τινές φααιν». See S o p h i s t i c i E l e n ­
c h i 177b 7—9. It was E. Poste (see his edition : S o p h i s t i c i E l e n c h i 
[text, translation and commentary ; London, 1866], p. 151) who made the first, not 
completely successful, effort to identify the opponent against whon Aristotle argues in 
S o p h i s t i c i E l e n c h i , 170b 12—171b 2 as one who divided arguments into 
two classes προς τοννομα and προς την διάνοιαν, the basis, as we have seen, for Speusip­
pus' formulation of h o m o n y m a and s y n o n y m a. However, Cherniss cor­
rected Poste's erroneous conclusion that this opponent was Plato by showing why 
Poste's conclusion fits only Speusippus. 
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recorded by ancient authorities 1 8 . We shall refer to them as V I and V 2 1 9 . 

V I . 'Ομώνυμα λέγεται ων ovo μα μόνον κοινόν, δ δε κατά τοϋνομα λόγος της ου­

σίας έτερος 2 0 . 

18) According to Phi loponus, t h e r e h a d been two different Aristotelian treatises 

on the same subject and with t h e same title : C a t e g o r i e s . I t is further re­

ported t h a t they resemble each other in almost every respect, including t h e i n t r o d u ­

ctory chapter . Phi loponus quotes t h e opening sentence of t h e a l ternate «edit ion» which 

reads as follows : των όντων τα μεν ομώνυμα έστι, τα δε συνώνυμα. H e appeals to this i n · 

formation as evidence to support his defense of t h e authent ic i ty of the treatise (I η 

C a t e g. 12.34—13.5). See also n. 20 below. 

19) The available English translat ions of this passage are far from being in 

agreement ; n o r do they seem free from interpretat ion. A careful examinat ion of t h e 

way in which they render the passage would lead one to infer that Aristotle did not 

intend it in a technical sense. Consider, for instance, how t h e following five different 

translations leave undecided t h e question of t h e exact m e a n i n g of the passage : ( 1 ' 

« . . . the definition (of substance according to n a m e ) is different» (O. F . Owen, t rans . , 

T h e O r g a n o n , o r L o g i c a l T r e a t i s e s o f A r i s t o t l e , w i t h 

t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n o f P o r p h y r y [2 vols. ; London, 1882]) ; (2) < . . . 

the definition corresponding with the n a m e differs in each case> (E. M. Edghil l , t rans . , 

T h e W o r k s o f A r i s t o t l e , ed. W. D. Ross, Vol. I [Oxford, 1928]) ; (3) 

« . . the definition (or s ta tement of essence) c o r r e s p o n d i n g with the n a m e be ing dif­

ferent» ( H . P. Cooke, trans , T h e O r g a n o n [Cambridge, Mass. : Loeb, 4938]); 

(4) « . . . t h e definition given for the n a m e in each case is different» (LeRoy F . Smith, 

trans., A r i s t o t l e , C a t e g o r i e s a n d I n t e r p r e t a t i o n [Fresno, 

Calif. Academy Guild Press, 1959]) ; and (5) < . . . t h e definition of be ing which cor­

responds to the name is different» (J . L. Ackrill, trans., A r i t o t l e ' s C a t e g o ­

r i e s a n d D e I n t e r p r e t a t i o n e [Oxford, 1963]). 

W h a t part ly explains the disagreements in these transal ions is the fact t h a t t h e y are 

based on different textual t radit ions. Even those t h a t follow the same tradit ion do not 

derive the same m e a n i n g from the text . F o r a fuller explanat ion of t h e cause of such 

disagreements one would have to identify the interpretat ions that the translators br ing 

with t h e m when they try to r e n d e r Aristotle's text in their own l a n g u a g e . Another 

factor t h a t should not be ignored is the availability of adequate terminological exprès" 
sions in the translator 's own language . In view of the difficulties a t tending the exis t ing 
translations it is bet ter not to supply one of your own. Tbe meaning of the passage 
is discussed later in this paper . 

20) Boethus claims this version to be the one which Aristotle truly au thored . 
See Simplicius, I n C a t e g. 29, 3Θ—31, 1. Comparably, Androrticus, paraphras ing 

Aristotle, gives t h e following version : των άνευ συμπλοκής λεγομένων^ ομώνυμα μεν λέγεται 

ών όνομα μόνον ιαύτόν, 6 δε κατά τοϋνομα λόγος έτερος. T h a t Audronicus is t a k i n g liberties 

wi th the text should be evident t r o m t h e following : (a) He int roduces άνευ συμπλοκής 

well in advance of its actual place in our critically established text ; doctrinal ly, there 

is no reason for such depar ture from t h e text since t a l e g o m e n a clearly refers 

to n a m e d things, (b) Andronicus incorrectly subst i tutes his expression m ο η ο η 

t a u t ο η for Aristotle's k ο i η ο η : by doing so he apparent ly assumes t h e equi­

valence of t h e two expressions, but neglects to discuss t h e g r o u n d s on which this is 

permissible. T h e text followed in this paper is the most recent, L. Minio - PalueUo's 

C a t e g o r i a e e t L i b e r d e I n t e r p r e t a t i o n e (Oxford Classical 

T e x t Series ; Oxford, 1949, with corrections 1956). 
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V 2. 'Ομώνυμα λέγεται ων όνομα μόνον κοινόν, ό δε κατάτοϋνομα λόγος έτερος. 

The difference between the two versions is that V2 omits the expression t e s 

ο u s i a s. Close discussion on this issue must be postponed until later. Suffice 

it to say here that once the expression is omitted, the entire passage takes on 

a different meaning, one that compromises its claims to terminological precision. 

But the real danger lies in the fact that without the expression the very doctrine 

which the passage is purported to convey lapses into doubtful Aristotelian theory. 

If so, then the intended meaning of the circumlocution of the nature of h o m o · 

η y m a demands that the expression t e s o u s i a s be kept in the text .Most 

of the commentators have argued for the inclusion of the expression, but for 

reasons that are invariably tied to their own favored interpretations. Of the ancient 

authorities only two are reported to have advocated the exlusion of the expres­

sion : Andronicus and Boethus. The commentator Dexippus mentions that An-

dronicus and Boethus omit the t e s o u s i a s part and insists that the ex­

pression is found in most manuscripts ( p a r a t o i s p l e i s t o i s ) . In his 

opinion, Aristotle was rigbt in stating the matter as given in V 1 2 1 . Andronicus 

and Boethus are also mentioned by name in Ammonius ' commentary as the ones 

whose copies (or editions) of the C a t e g o r i e s omit t e s o u s i a s , but 

there is also reference to others who did the same. Ammonius hastens to add 

that most manuscripts included the debatable expression. Simplicius reports that 

Porphyry, who had also discussed this matter, was of the opinion that Boethus 

was wrong to insist that t e s o u s i a s did not appear in Aristotle's original 

text, even if Boethus had on his side no less an authority than that of his 

teacher Andronicus 2 2 . 

I n contrast, the defenders of V 1 are : Nico stratus 2 3 , Herminus 2 4 , Porphyry, 

Dexippus, Ammonius 2 5 , Philoponus, Simplicius, Olympiodorus and Elias. Before 

21) I η C a t e g. 21, 18—22. 

22) I n C a t e g. 30, 3—5. Simplicius also informs us that the expression does 
not occur in all the copies he had examined and mentions again those of Boethus and 
Andronicus. It seems difficult to believe that Simplicius, a writer in the sixth century, 
had actually inspected the personal copies of Boethus and Andronicus. Rather, we 
must think of editions based on the versions of text which were used by those men 
in their teaching and writing. 

23) Simplicius, I n C a t e g. 29, 25. 
24) Simplicius reports that Porphyry agreed with a certain Herminus and with 

«most of the others» who defended the view that t e s o u s i a s appeared originally 
in the text ( I n C a t e g. 30, 7). Herminus flourished around the time of Adrian and 
is mentioned as the teacher of Alexander of Aphrodisias. 

25) Ammonius' views of this issue present a difficulty, though by no means an 
unsurmountable one. In his C o m m e n t a r y o n P o r p h y r y ' s I s a g o g e , 
the word ο u s i a is not mentioned in the discussion on h o m o n y m a and 
o n t a (84, 6—23). The omission is rather curious, especially in view of the fact that 
Porphyry is the most ardent defender of V 1. However, when we turn to Ammonius' 
commentary on the C a t e g o r i e s , we note that he quotes fully the text and 
includes the expression as integral to the formulation ( I n C a t e g. 20.21.2). 
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we proceed to examine in detail why most of the commentators defended the 

l o g o s t e s o u s i a s (abbreviated hereafter as L ο f 0 ) as essential to an 

adequate formulation of the nature of h o m o n y m a, and what meaning they 

assigned to the entire passage, we must first look closer into certain philosophi­

cal issues the passage raises and also state in advance what we believe to be the 

doctrine Aristotle intended. 

Given the definition of h o m o n y m a as stated in V 1, we must ask whether 

it is a good definition, and if so whether the expression L o f 0 is a requisite 

part of the circumlocution and with a technical meaning to it. Since the issue 

seems to depend largely on what L ο f 0 means, part of our problem is to de­

termine the exact denotation of ο u s i a. If it is true that the term l o g o s 

is used technically here to mean d e f i n i t i o n, then the denotation of ο u-

s i a has to be restricted to secondary substances on the ground that only these 

are at once d e f i n a b l e and ρ r e d i c a b 1 e. It is important here that we 

do not include the s u m m a g e n e r a , despite the fact that these also cons­

titute cases of h o m o n y m a . Be this as it may, our proposed meaning of 

o u s i a is not without problems. More specifically: 

(1) We still have to answer the question why there is an alternate reading of the 

text, which as a matter of fact omits the t e s o u s i a s part. In other words, 

there cannot be a conclusive defense of V 1 unless it can be shown that if V2 is 

not the genuine text it would not have been possible for Aristotle to state an 

intégrât part of his doctrine for lack of adequate terminology. 

(2) Since it is a fact that Aristotle was aware of the wider range of application of 

h o m o n y m a , for h o m o n y m a range from s u m m a g e n e r a to the 

accidental properties (s y m b e b è c o t a), and since he seems to propose in this 

passage of the C a t e g o r i e s a restricted use of the term, an explanation must 

be given for this phenomenon. 

(3) There is the further problem of having to explain why it must be the case that 

Aristotle could not have meant to include in the meaning of h o m o n y m a the 

case of individual substances that have t h e s a m e p r o p e r n a m e . The 

examples of h o m o n y m a things he gives constitute irrefutable evidence that 

such is the case. However, this turns out to be a serious problem because all t he 

extant commentaries interpret Aristotle's formulation of h o m o n y m a as de­

signed to cover, above all else, the case of homonymous individuals with the 

same proper name. The fact that all the commentators discuss at considerable 

length this special case of h o m o n y m a seems to militate strongly agains* 

our own interpretation. 

(4) Since such things as p r i n c i p l e , g e n u s , l o g o s , o n e , c o m m o n , 

b e i n g , e l e m e n t , and the like, as πολλαχώς λεγόμενα are instances of 

homonymy, there is again the problem of how they relate to the passage of 

h o m o n y m a things in the C a t e g o r i e s . The issue here is to decide 

whether the definition of h o m o n y m a is designed to cover the case of 
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abstract principles and concepts. Even the term c a t e g o r y , as the commen­

tators correctly saw, is open to homonymy. Whereas substance, quality, quantity, 

relation, etc., have the name «category» in common, they do not stand for the 

same sort of thing. It cannot be denied that Aristotle was aware of this pecu­

liarity. Similarly, we cannot afford to ignore the possibility that the formulation 

of h o m o n y m a is intended in some technical sense. Evidently, then, this 

and the other problems mentioned above depend for their solution on the answers 

that are given to the question of the meaning of l o g o s t e s o u s i a s . 

V 

The position we have taken in this paper is based on the textual tradition which 

was highly favored by the leading commentators. There are philosophical reasons 

why it is necessary that we should retain the entire expression L o f 0 , reasons 

which are not discussed by the ancient commentators To argue in favor of 

adopting V2 on the ground that it is doctrinally equivalent to VI would lead to 

two serious and equally undesirable consequences : (1) It would make the Aristo­

telian position not only indistinguishable from other available formulations of the 

nature of h o m o n y m a but, even worse, it would lead to a surrender to 

the views of Speusippus and the pythagoreanizing Platonists 2 6 . (2) It would 

make the passage in C a t e g o r i e s la so imprecise as to render the distin­

ction between h o m o n y m a and s y η ο η y m a superfluous and even ma­

ke it posible, especially when t e s o n s i a s part is omitted, to widen the de­

notation of h o m o n y m a beyond the point of usefulness. Curiously enough 

the ancient commentators did precisely something comparable to the second 

abuse of the passage without even omitting the L ο f 0 expression. The inter­

pretations which the ancient commentators attached to the Aristotelian doctrine 

of h o m o n y m a wTere conceived in the light of a number of non - Aristo­

telian assumptions and commitments. The examination of this topic has been 

undertaken in a separate paper which will appear as sequel to the present. Howe­

ver, the fact that the ancient commentators preserved the passage as given in 

V I , even if they misinterpreted its intent, can still be construed as positive evi-

26) Simplicius, who defended the L o f Ο reading, argued also against those 
who deleted it, especially ,Boetbus of Sidonos who was, after all, a peripatetic. What 
is of special interest here is not only that he chides Boethus but also that he argues 
against the Speusippean approach to homonymy. The argument goes like this : if 
Speusippus is right, then the distinction between h o m o n y m a and s y n o n y m a 
breaks down on the ground that on that definition all s y n o n y m a are h o m o ­
n y m a and vice versa ; evidently, Simplicius remarks, Speusippus not only omitted 
t e s o u s i a s but went as far as to reduce the definition to just δ δε λόγος έτερος. 
If Simplicius' testimony is reliable historical report, it would seem that the definition 
and theoretical explanation of h o m o n y m a were issues of considerable philosophic 
debate. The fact that Aristotle discusses many aspects of h o m o n y m a in his Τ o-
p i c s should be regarded as additional evidence that such was the case 
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dence in favor of this version. More recent classical scholarship, again, has given 

unqualified preference to VI over V2 2 7 . 

Our own thesis rests on the hypothesis that the C a t e g o r i e s offers an ear­

lier version of Aristotle's ontology and that L o f Ο in this context is part of 

a requisite terminological apparatus ; furthermore, part of the background here 

is the issues involved in the controversy hetween Aristotle and Speusippus in 

their respective efforts to institute ways of dealing with problems that arise in 

the use of names and the effort to remove instances of ambiguity. It is further 

contended here that the first chapter of the C a t e g o r i e s is not merely a 

place where Aristotle introduces distinctions which will prove to be useful in the 

subsequent discussion on substance, predication and the other categories, but 

that he is presenting his distinctions in formulations that are best understood as 

offering a distinctive alternative to the doctrine advanced by Speusippus and his 

followers. 

Now, whatever else Aristotle might have meant by L o f 0 , especially by ο u -

s i a, he could not have meant any of the following : first substance, s u m-

m u m g e n u s , d i f f e r e n t i a , or accidental properties. The doctrinal 

meaning of 1 ο g ο s in this passage demands that we interpret ο u s i a in 

the light of the restricted sense of h o m o n y m a, that is, to mean only se­

condary substances which alone are both predicable and definable. Corroborative 

evidence in support of our thesis will be found in a parallel expression in Τ ό­

ρ ι ο s, A, Ch. 15, 107b 20 : έτερος γαρ ό κατά τοϋνομα λόγος αυτών, where 

αυτών refers to things that are evidently definable genera, viz. species as secon­

dary substances. Thus, it would be correct to mean the passage to read : αυτών 

τών ουσιών. But let us examine closer this piece of evidence. To begin with, 

Arirtotle has repeatedly stated that the h o m o n y m a are not comparable (o u 

s y m b l e t a) 2 8 . Furthermore, he has made a careful analysis of l e g o m e n a 

that have many senses and are therefore h o m o n y m a . For instance, «the 

good» and other such expressions are treated in what seems to be a basic chapter 

in the T o p i c s 2 9 . He tells us there to look at the classes of predicates signi­

fied by a term and determine whether they are the same in all cases, and if 

not the same, to conclude that term involved is a h o m o n y m o n . Another 

advice he gives to the same effect is this : look to discover whether the genera 

that come under the same are at once different and not subaltern : τα γένη τών 

υπό το αυτό όνομα, εΐ έτερα καί μη υπ άλληλα. The corroborative evidence co­

mes at this juncture. 

27) See n. 20 above. However, see A r i s t o t e l i s O r g a n o n G r a e c e , 
ed. (with commentary) Th. Waitz (2 vols. ; Leipzig, (1844—1846) ; cf. the scholia in 
I, 269-271). 

28) P h y s i c s 248a 9—17, 249a 4, 248a 11 ; T o p i c s 107b 17; M e t a -
p k y s i c s 1080a 20, 1018a 5 ; N i c h o m a c h e a n E t h i c s 1133a 19. 

29) T o p . A 15, 106a 9ff. 
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It should be noted that the example in the C a t e g o r i e s parallels the one 

in the T o p i c s . Thus, the T o p i c s (A 15, 107a, 18—23) : 

. . . as (e.g.) ' d o n k e y ' , which denotes both animal and te engine. For the def in i­
t ion of them that c o r r e s p o n d s to the name is d i f f e r e n t ; f o r the one wi l l be d e ­
clared to be animal of a certain k ind, and the other to be an engine of a cer­
tain k ind. If. h o w e v e r , the genera be subal tern, there is no necessity for the 
def ini t ions to be d i f f e r e n t 8 0 . 

Once again he mentions in this example two sorts of things, one living and one 

artificial 3 1 . However, two difficulties must be removed before it can be clamed 

that the evidence cited supports our interpretation. 

(1) In the C a t e g o r i e s the h o m o n y m a things are man and portraits 

of man ; the common name is «animal» or «living». In the T o p i c s , they 

are given as animal and engine, and the common name is «donkey». The diffe­

rence is that in the C a t e g o r i e s example the class animal includes man, 

whereas in the T o p i c s the class donkey is included in animal. But this is 

not a real problem since homonymy does not depend on class inclusion but on 

mutual c a t e g o r i a l e x c l u s i o n of the sorts of things sharing a given 

name. In the G a t e g o r i e s example, ζ ο ο η is shared by living things 

and artifacts, hence their respective definitions must differ. The T o p i c s 

example uses «donkey» as the name that applies to both a sort of animal and 

a sort of artifact. The two sorts demand two different definitions. Actually, 

then, there is no logical difference between the C a t e g o r i e s and the Τ ό­

ρ ι ο s examples. Aristotle could have used the T o p i c s example in the 

C a t e g o r i e s with the same results, though we must concede that the C a-

t e g o r i e s example provides for better contrast in the discussion of the dif­

ference between h o m o n y m a and s y n o n y m a there. In any event, the 

examples are logically identical. 

(2) In the Ca t e g o r i e s and the T o p i c s respectively, we have the fol­

lowing formulations of h o m o n y m a : 

ό δε κατά τοννομα λόγος της ουσίας έτερος (Cat. l a 1—2.) 

έτερος γαρ ο κατά τοννομα λόγος αντών (Top. 107b 20.) 

The T o p i c s formulation is somewhat deceiving and hence might be regarded 

as supporting the Boethus - Waitz reading of the C a t e g o r i e s which omits 

t e s o u s i a s . But, as we saw, unless this expression is retained in the text 

of the C a t e g o r i e s the danger of misunderstanding the intent is unavoi-

30) Oxford translat ion. T h e Greek t e x t reads : οίον όνος τό τε ζώον και το σκεύος, 
έτερος γαρ ό κατά τοννομα λόγος αντών' το μεν γαρ ζώον ποιόν τι ρη&ήσεται, το δε οκεϋος 
ποιόν τι. èòtv δε υπ άλληλα τα γένη fj, ουκ άναγκαΐον έτερους τους λόγους είναι. 

31) Compare also t h e example given in N i e . E t h . 2, 1129a 30. δμωννμως 
καλείται ή κλεΐς ή τε υπό τον αυχένα των ζώων Kai fj τάς ΰΰρας κλεΐουσιν. 
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dable. Since the T o p i c s passage leaves no doubt that the things referred to 

are definable genera and sorts, it follows that it corresponds in both language 

and meaning to the C a t e g o r i e s passage, which this paper interprets to 

mean secondary substances as definable via g e n u s - d i f f e r e n t i a . 

Now, whereas the doctrine in the T o p i c s A Ch. 15 is clearly stated, this is 

not so when we read the opening of the C a t e g o r i e s . Hence, to omit t e s 

ο u s i a s is to make l o g o s somewhat ambiguous, for if nothing else it might 

be taken to mean the definition of the name rather than the entities named. 

Since the word αυτών in the T o p i c s formulation is absent from its parallel 

one in C a t e g o r i e s , and since what it refers to is clearly genera of sorts, 

we are permitted to conclude that the two passages are genuinely parallel in 

doctrine. The close examination of the T o p i c s passage we have offered is 

not intended as definitive but primarily as illustrative of the comparable passages 

in other Aristotelian treatises that could be cited in favor of our interpreta­

tion 3 2 . However, one of the main reasons the T o p i c s passage was singled 

out for commentary and citation as evidence is because of the apparent doctri­

nal affinity between this work and the C a t e g o r i e s . If it can be maintained, 

for instance, that Aristotle had formed at the time he composed the T o p i c s 

certain views which lead him to explicit questioning of certain fundamental beliefs 

of the Platonic Academy, such could also be the case with the C a t e g o r i e s . 

Cherniss has shown that by the time Aristotle had put forth the distinction bet­

ween h o m o n y m a and s y n o n y m a, as this can be clearly gleaned 

through t h e relevant passages in the T o p i c s , he had manifestly developed 

his attack upon tbe theory of ideas. He has also argued convincingly that Aris­

totle had maintained in the T o p i c s that the Platonists cannot avoid certain 

difficulties unless they would grant that «the ideas and the particulars are not 

συνώνυμα but ομώνυμα in Aristotle's sense» 3 3 . In the light, then, of the direct 

and indirect evidence we have presented, the following conclusions obtain : (1) 

the formulation of the meaning of h o m o n y m a , as defended in its VI edi­

tion, contains no superfluities ; (2) the statement is a technical one and meant 

positively to assist in the exposition of the ontology that supports Aristotle's 

categorial theory ; and (3) the doctrine is purported as part of the logical appara­

tus through which Aristotle could criticize his Platonizing opponents and Speu-

sippus, in particular. 

32) C a t . 2a 19—34 ; T o p . 13b 25—28, where the l o g o s which gives the 
ο u s i a is compared with the l o g o s that states the property, the former being 
parallel to the L o f Ο in C a t. one a, hence L ο f Ο does not refer to the defi­
nition of properties ; D e G e η. Α η. 715a 5 where L o f Ο is used in sense of 
formal cause, and also D e P a r t . A n . 685b 12—16, M e t. 1064a 22, 1028a 35, 
1018a 10, 1054a 35 where L of Ο is the sense of essence and t o t i e n e i n a i . 

33) A r i s t o t l e ' s C r i t i c i s m {see n. 6 above), pp. 178—179, n. 102 : 
the following Aristotelian passages are given by Cherniss : «(99a 5—0, 1079a 36—b 3, 
T o p i c s 154a 16—20 [cf. 148a 14—22])». 
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Before closing, we must pursue one final point. Clearly, the expression «h ο m o-

m y m a things» is itself a case of homonymy. The expression can be used for 

things substantially different : species and individuals, accidents and genera, 

principles and concepts. According to the Aristotelian rule, it can be shown that 

if we were to give the d e f i n i t i o n of the sorts of things that are presu­

mably called h ο m ο η y m a, we would have to give in each case a different 

definition. The point is by now so obvious that it tends to lapse into a triviality. 

If so, then it is difficult to understand why Aristotle would want to state so­

mething as obvious as that and, furthermore, introduce his categorial theory with 

a circumlocution of h o m o n y m a that would refer unqualifiedly to a 11 

cases of h o m o n y m a . It is more reasonable to suppose that Aristotle, rather 

than making a trite point, was concentrating on a restricted application of the 

term for the purpose of bringing together certain aspects relevant to both his 

theory of syllogistic thinking and his ontology, especially in the form in which 

the latter is given in the C a t e g o r i e s . 

Basic to our thesis is our view that the meaning of l o g o s must be under­

stood in the strict sense of definition. Though this has not been a point of dis­

pute among modern scholars, such was not the case with Aristotle's ancient in­

terpreters. This pertains to all the commentators on the C a t e g o r i e s , from 

Porphyry to Photius. L o g o s in the sense of d e s c r i p t i o n , which they 

insisted was part of what Aristotle meant by L o g o s , must be rejected as 

non - Aristotelian, because failure to do so permits the meaning of ο u s i a to 

become unduly broadened. The commentators missed the significance of this 

point. As we shall see in the sequel to this paper, «Ancient Interpretations of 

Aristotle's Doctrine of H o m o n y m a», most of them were more interested 

in displaying their own special kind of erudition than in the relevance of their 

learning to the finer aspects of the doctrines under examination. Quite frequently 

they even ignored the strict theoretical issues that attended the Aristotelian ap­

proach to the problem of definition. Given their bold deviations from standard 

aspects of Aristotele's philosophy, it is small wonder that certain details in the 

system, significant though they were, when not completely overlooked, were 

grossly mishandled. 

State University of New York at Buffalo. 


