
PART IV 

Studies 

Aristotle's Categories and the Organon 

by James Donaldson 

The question of the position and function of the Categories in Aristotle's 
logic is one which finds Albert the Great, whose dependence on the Arabic 
logicians is incontestable, at variance with the Greek commentators whom 
he did not know. l 

Albert borrowed from Avicenna the general definition of logic as a 
science and art of going from the known to the unknown by reasoning. 2 The 
unknown was either complex or incomplex. The complex unknown was 
known by argument and the incomplex unknown by definition. Basing 
himself on this notion Albert classified the Categories as part of a "science 
of definition" which also contains Porphyry's Isagoge and Boethius' De Di­
visione, tractates needed, in Albert's mind, to complete the science of 
definition. J The science of definition is distinct from the science of argument 
and reducible to no part of it.4 Argument, which is more properly a dis­
cursus rationis, is studied in the Prior Analytics and in the Posterior 
Analytics, Topics and Sophistical Refutations. The Peri Hermeneias 
studies the statement or declaration (apophansis) in preparation for the 
study of the syllogism even though there is no discursus rationis in the decla­
ration. s To affirm or negate is not to argue. The reason why the study of the 
declaration still belongs to logic, despite the lack of discursus in regard to it, 
is because it belongs to the same science to study the subject and the parts of 
the subject of the science.6 Hence, just as the Peri Hermeneias studies the 
noun and the verb prior to defining the declaration, in like manner the 
student of argument must study the material parts of the argument. The 
proposition is part of the syllogism, hence it must be studied under the title 
ofthe declaration in a science of syllogism and argument. 
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What is curious about Albert's logic is that the syllogism also contains the 
term as one of its parts yet there is no apparent study of the "term" outside 
the syllogism. Albert explains that the proposition has a different function 
outside the syllogism, which is why it is studied under a different title before 
one enters into the study of the syllogism. In the syllogism the proposition is 
placed before the conclusion as that from which the conclusion follows. As a 
declaration it intends to infer nothing, but simply expresses something 
which may be true or false. But the term has no manifest function outside 
the syllogistic process in Albert's account of Aristotle's logic. Rather the in­
complex expression, as he calls it, becomes the province of an entirely dis­
tinct part of logic, the study of definition. 7 

What in Albert's view is in conformity with the Greeks, especially Am­
monius,8 is the interpretation of the position and function of the Peri 
Hermeneias. Also the Greeks seem to be in agreement that definition is re­
ducible to no part of the science ofsyllogism. 9 The discrepancy comes when 
the simple expression, which is the term in the syllogism and the noun or 
verb in the declaration, comes into consideration. In the Greeks themselves 
there is no trace of a "science of definition." Rather the Categories study 
simple expressions in view of the syllogism and not as part of a science of 
definition. The position espoused at present is that Albert the Great is in er­
ror as to his conception of the general definition and division of logic. 

The first error is Albert's definition of logic as a science and art of going 
from the known to the unknown by reasoning. To define logic as such is to 
employ too com'mon a characteristic for defining anything. lo The unknown 
may be known in a variety of ways, by measuring, by numbering, by 
comparing qualities and by reasoning. Reasoning itself may come through 
either the syllogism or the enthymeme. The difference between these is that, 
as Albert says, the syllogism must rest on a strictly universal premise, a 
premise which is the major premise when reasoning has been reduced to the 
first figure, whereas the major premise in the so·called first figure of the 
enthymeme may be only a generalization. I I Albert's awareness of this dis­
tinction and his awareness that natural science deals with a world in which 
things happen typically for the most part only is what moves him to stretch 
the content of logic to include syllogism and enthymeme, because logic, he 
thinks, must give the mode common to aU sciences. 12 

It is true that Aristotle does touch upon enthymeme briefly at the end of 
the Prior Analytics. But his intention seems to be merely to show how far 
enthymematic reasoning can be reduced to the syllogistic schema. Also the 
description of enthymeme is an appendix to the treatise on syllogism. Surely 
if Aristotle had wished to treat of the two main types of reasoning, 
syllogism and enthymeme, he would have given them "equal time," so to 
speak. 
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Another argument against Albert is that the mode of going from known 
to unknown in syllogism and enthymeme is so radically distinct as to be in­
capable of comprehension under a single genus. Syllogism is applied uni­
vocally to both the demonstrative and the dialectical syllogism and hence 
can be the genus which is the subject of a science. Indeed, the suggestion 
being proposed here is that syllogism is the subject of Aristotle's Organon 
and that enthymeme is treated there only incidentally. 13 

The reason for choosing syllogism as the subject of a science is that the 
subject of a science must be capable of definition so that its "passions" or 
properties can be demonstrated of it through this definition.14 There is no 
other genus that includes syllogism and definition, for example, or 
syllogism and induction, or syllogism and enthymeme, so that a science of 
logic must be a science of syllogism as one, separate science and of 
definition as another separate science and of enthymeme, induction, 
measurement and whatever else may serve to go from the known to the un­
known each taken as the subject of a separate science. 

Albert would probably rejoin that logic is a single science in the manner 
that metaphysics is a single science. But metaphysics is not a science in the 
strictest sense and being, its proposed subject, is not a genus. This is why 
Aristotle must show, in the fourth book of the Metaphysics, that the study 
of being as such is a single science in the manner that medicine is. Medicine 
studies other things besides the healthy animal, such as drugs, scalpels and 
diets, but it studies them only in function of the health of animals. 
Metaphysics is a single science in this loose sense, not in the sense of 
proving properties of a definable subject. But then Metaphysics does not 
produce a demonstration of the first principles of human thought, so that it 
is not quite a science in the strictest sense. 

Logic, however, must be a science in the strict sense and a particular 
science, what Albert, in another consideration, calls a scientia specialis. 
Logic must be a science because its principal subject is demonstration. 16 
Demonstration is showing the reason why something necessarily is as it is 
and the rules followed in assigning this definition must themselves be 
necessary and hence either self-evident or demonstrated. But demonstration 
and syllogism are particular subjects about which one can know without 
knowing aught else. Knowledge of them is not reducible to the most general 
principles such as the principle of non-contradiction or the principle of cau­
sality and the statement that one must go from the known to the unknown is 
just such general principle which does not tell us what we most want to 
know, how to get from the known to the unknown. A science of reasoning 
must start from the definition of inference. This is precisely what Aristotle 
does in giving the definition of the syllogism as a sentence in which some 
things being posited something else follows necessarily just because they are 
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so posited.1 7 This definition of inference applies first to the syllogism or 
categorical syllogism as it came to be known in later authors. Ultimately, 
through the elaboration of the figures and moods in which there is truly a 
collection (syl/ogismos) of "extremes," the proposition is proved that states 
that in no syllogism which is truly a syllogism can there be true premises 
and a false conclusion,ls a proposition which grounds the rules in the p=>q 
types of inferences when these are reducible to the categorical syllogism. 19 

The final objection to Albert's characterization of logic as a science of 
going from the known to the unknown is that if the Isagoge of Porphyry, 
Aristotle's Categories and Boethius' De Divisione give us the science of 
definition, why are none of the rules of definition proved in any of these 
treatises? Why are we never told why definition must be through a genus 
and a difference? Why are individuals not definable? The answer is not that 
such a subject is exclusively reserved for Metaphysics. There are definite 
reasons which must be given by the logician, as Albert himself says. 20 These 
reasons can be derived from the definition of definition as a sentence telling 
what something is. Thus the defining term must be more known and hence 
of greater universality than the term being defined. 21 Hence, the genus must 
be assigned and once the genus is assigned terms of wider universality than 
the species must be assigned to tell what kind of thing the species is and 
make the definition convertible with the species defined. By the same token 
individuals are not definable because no congeries of general terms can ever 
be collected which is convertible with them. 22 If the three works just men­
tioned belong to a science of definition they fail to demonstrate these most 
important truths about definitions, truths which are far from self-evident as 
is witnessed by the general ignorance of them among contemporary 
logicians. 

On the basis of these arguments it can be concluded that the definition of 
logic Albert inherited from Avicenna [and Alfarabius?] is not a definition of 
logic as a special science at all. Rather the subject of the Organon, which 
need not be considered as having treated exhaustively of everything called 
"logic" nowadays, is the syllogism. Our criticism of Albert is not, however, 
entirely negative, for we are indebted to him for a clear statement of the dis­
tinction between the enthymeme and the syllogism, a distinction not 
recognized by the Greeks nor by the Renaissance Thomists or modern lo­
gicians. Undoubtedly it was Albert's appreciation of the radical difference 
between syllogism and enthymeme coupled with the idea that logic must 
give the general mode to all philosophy which caused him to take refuge in 
the very general definition of logic proferred by A vicenna. But once again 
his Arabic dependence must be uncovered. The notion that logic is the com­
mon mode of proceeding in philosophy, a notion he derives from Averroes 
this time, has no foundation in Aristotle's text nor in the extant com­
mentaries of the Greeks. Logic, as comprehending both syllogism and 
enthymeme, is very definitely not a single thing. 
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The consequence of this new statement of the subject of the Organon is 
that the Categories are seen to belong to the science of the syllogism and 
study the term outside the syllogism and outside the declaration. What is 
the term in this state of isolation? Quite simply it is the accusation. Some 
modern scholars have eschewed this sense of the term in preference to the 
sense of kategorein as predicative utterance. 23 The arguments of Bonitz24 
that kategoria was used, in the Metaphysics, to designate a single utterance, 
outside of any predicative function, the internal evidence of the Categories 
themselves where (1 b 25) it is stated that these terms, taken kata medemian 
symploken, are either substance, quality, quantity etc. and finally the ex­
plicit testimony of Porphyry in his commentary on the Categories establish 
without doubt that "accusation" is the meaning of the word here. And 
Porphyry points out the exact similarity according to which this word was 
given a new meaning and use in philosophy. In the law court the accuser 
points his finger and cries, "thief' or "murderer" and the philosopher 
points or grasps something and says "stone" or "chair. "25 

According to Porphyry the Categories study simple words independent of 
their function as nouns and verbs "according to the first institution of 
words" whereby they are significative of things and not the grammatical 
relations between words in a sentence. Ammonius describes the function of 
simple words in the Categories in similar terms.26 The Categories study 
simple expressions outside their function as nouns and verbs. Boethius, who 
was unacquainted with Ammonius but indebted to Porphyry, gives a similar 
description.27 And both Ammonius and Boethius describe the relation of the 
declaration to the syllogism in the same manner, fundamentally, as 
Albert. 28 None of the ancient authors mentions a science of definition. 
Nor does Thomas Aquinas, Albert's pupil, make mention of a science of 
definition to which the Categories belong.29 Albert is seemingly alone in his 
error. 

If the Categories do belong to a science of syllogism, what is it precisely 
that they describe in describing the accusation? First of all, they describe the 
fact that there are distinct accusations irreducible to a higher genus. 
Secondly, they describe the fact that there is accusation not only in 
substance but in the genera of the accidents which are in a subject. Already 
in the Topics Aristotle had noticed that each accusation told what some­
thing is as compared to the things in the same genus. 10 Hence there is a 
telling of what something is in regard to quantity or quality or even relation. 
Thirdly there is the description of that quality peculiar to terms predicated 
"as of a subject-hos kath hypokeimenou." In such predication what is said 
of the predicate is also said of the subject. Such predication is distinct from 
accidental predication in which a term said of a predicate is not predicable 
of its subject. 11 
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The description of predication "as of a subject" provides the true key to 
the explanation of the Aristotelian theory of syllogism. In this type of pre­
dication, which tells what, there is a definite order of predicability not found 
in accidental predication. In accidental predication it makes no difference, 
for example, whether we say the builder is pale or the pale man is a 
builder,12 nor is one term more universal than the other. In accusation 
there is an order, because accusation tells what and the term telling what 
must be more universal than the term it is predicated of. Hence, in accu­
sation there is an irreversibility in predication which is manifested first in 
the case of the genus. "Genus" originally meant offspring and since there is 
an irreversible order of precedence in the relation of offspring to its father 
and generally of effect to cause, the first term assigned in a definition was 
called the genus to represent this irreversibilityY But such an irreversibility 
is essential to determining the position ofthe terms in a syllogism. Aristotle 
describes the middle term as either mid way is position (thesis) or first in 
position or last in position. Position (thesis) refers to the relative univer­
sality of terms in themselves whereby they have a definite order of 
predicability. If such is the thesis of the terms, then we can understand why 
something else follows in the syllogism necessarily, just because they are so 
posited (tithentai). It is only insofar as these terms have an order of 
predicability among themselves and independent of our arbitrary arranging 
of them that they can be the cause of something following necessarily. If the 
position of the terms were arbitrary, then the absurdity of arbitrariness 
being the foundation of something necessary would ensue, an absurdity 
latent if not explicit in most modern descriptions of the syllogism. The 
syllogism is limited to predication "as of a subject." The enthymeme is 
based on accidental predication and its inference is one in which something 
follows not necessarily.but with likelihood. 
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