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As is well known, Ariscocle's Categories was accepted through most of the 
Middle Ages as the first in a series of works on logic. The face of its member­
ship in the Organon, and its position within the Organon, more or less deter­
mined answers co two of che most important questions for readers and com­
menrators approaching rhe work, namely, the question of its mbject matter 
and che question ofics intent. Ir is interesting co note chat for modern inter­
preters, who do not necessarily assume the authority of chis medieval tradi­
tion ofinrerprecarion, the questions of subject matter and intent again seem 
open and interesting-if not even pressing and difficult-with respect co 
che Categories more than any ocher of Aristotle's works. 

Like so much else in medieval Latin philosophy, the traditional inrerpre­
racion of the Categories can be traced to Boerhius and Porphyry. Before Por­
phyry, we know chat Greek-speaking philosophers, especially "Placoniscs," 
disagreed about the proper interpretation of the Categories. The main ques­
tion for chem, as again for modern Aristotle scholars, was whether Ariscorle's 
Categories created chinking or things, whether it was a treatise on logic or 
epistemology, or on metaphysics. le was the laccer view chat was taken by 
Plocinus, who famously criticized Ariscorle's reflections on the "kinds of be­
ing" as dividing reality in such a way that can accommodate neither che 
separate intelligences nor the One (Enneads VI 1-3). It is i n  fact a very simi­
lar observation by modern scholars-chat che Categories appears co talk about 
being in a way chat is not even compatible with Ariscorle's own reflections on 
being as found in che Metaphysics-char has prompted "developmencalisc" 
hypotheses according to which the Categories is an "early" work, and the 
Metaphysics is more "mature." 

It is probably in response co Plocinus' rejection of che Categories that Por­
phyry undertook to position the Categories as a work of logic, not of meta­
physics.1 In his questions-commentary on the Categories, Porphyry explains 

1 For Porphyry and Plocinus on che Categories, see Christos Evangdiou, Aristotle's Categories 
and Po1phy�y (Leiden, 1996), and A.C. Lloyd, "Neoplaronic logic and Aristotelian logic," 
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that "the creacise cannot be about genera of being nor abouc things qua things 
at all, but instead is about the words chat are used to signify things" (57. )-
7).  2 Again, he says of the Categories: "The subject of chis book is che primary 
imposition of expressions, which is used for communicating abouc things. 
For it concerns simple significant words insofar as they signify things" (58, 
4-6). Thus, even admitting chac words "get their generic differenriae from 
the chings which they report" (58, 23), Porphyry nonetheless maincains chat 
che "inquiry is incidentally concerned with the generic differenriae of be­
ings, while primarily it is about significant expressions" (58, 27-29). 

While Porphyry gives textual reasons for taking chis interpretation of chc 
Categories-based mainly on Aristotle's own insistence chat the categories 
come to affirmation or negation only in combination with one another (2a4-
7)-it is important to note the overall effect, and advancage, of this interpre­
tation for Porphyry. By positioning the Categories as a logical work, which 
treats primarily wo1ds. and only incidentally things, Porphyry renders i1 ar 
least potentially compatible with the metaphysics which Plotinus had feamf 
it chreatened.1 Indeed, Porphyry could argue chat Aristotle's Categories was 
not only compatible with Platonic meraphyics, bur was indeed propaedeuric 
ro ir. 

le should not be a surprise chat Porphyry's positioning of the Categorin 
was taken up by Boechius. Whether or nor it was out of a shared desire 10 
harmonize the philosophies of Plato and Aristorle, Boechius saw che ad\'an· 
cages of Porphyry's characterization of the Categories, and several times in his 
commencary on char work reiterates chat the intention of the work is co crc�ar 
the primary names of chin gs, insofar as they signify.• He rakes this so far as ro 

Phronesis I ( l  955-56): 58-72, I 46-60. Lloyd notes that some have reg.irded Porphyrv'> imcr­
pre1arion of 1he Categories as "nominalisr" (155-57). 

' Porphyry. On Arisrotle's Categories, trans. Steven K. Strange {Ithaca, 1992). 
' Thus in explaining why Ariswrle c.tlls sensible particulars 1he primary subsranccs. Por­

phyry says: "I shall say 1har since 1he subject of the work is signific.ull expressions, and e>.plO" 
sions are .1pplied primarily 10 sensibles-for men first of all assign names IO what thC\· ""°" 
and perceive, and only sccondJrily ro those things 1har are primary by nature but se<<>n<1':" 
with respect to perception-it is reasonable for him to have called the things that are prinurilr 
signified by expressions, that is, sensibles and individuals, primary substances. Thus wl!h "'" 
speer ro significam expressions sensible individuals are primary substances, bur as rcg.infs na· 
turc, imclligiblc substances arc primary. But his intention is ro distinguish the generJ ol i:: 

according to the expressions du1 signify 1hem, and these primarily signify individual sci 
substances" (91. 20-27). . 

' Boc1hius, In Categorias Ariftotelis, lib. I (Pl 64: t 59c): "In hoc igirur opcrc hacc intdl� 

esl'. de primis rcrum nominibus. et de vocibus res signific1111ib11s dispurarc. non in eo q� 
sccundum aliquam proprictatcm figur:unquc formantur, scd in co quod significa111c5 suot. 
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conclude that "the intention of this work is not concerning things, but con-
. n 5  

cerning names. 

Of course it was primarily through Boethius' translation and commen­
rary rhat many later Larin-speaking philosophers were inrroduced to Arisro­
rle and the Categories. It may be said rhat Boethius' influence on medieval 
L1rin philosophy, and especially on logic, was strongest in the eleventh and 
twelrh centuries, before the inrroduction of the "new logic," and Boethius' 
teaching on the Categories was among his most important legacies. Abelard, 
for instance, was so willing to follow Boethius in asserting that the Categories 
is about words, not things, thar ic appears to color his approach to rhe "prob­
lem of universals," and many have found it firring to call him a "nominal­
ist."6 Of course, even after the incroduction of new alternative sources, 
Boethius remained a central authoriry in logic, and his teachings continue ro 
be treated as authoritative through late scholasticism. Even chose-such as 
Scotiscs and nominalists-who otherwise introduced a wide range of diver­
sity into medieval approaches to logic, recognized especially Boechius' claim 
rhat the Categories is about "words insofar as they signify things" as part of 
an authoritative tradition in logic. 

So in light of this tradition, with its roots in Porphyry and Boerhius, ir 
might strike us as odd co find Thomas de Vio Cajeran remark in his com­
mentary on the Categories that "if ic is asked, whether rhis principally treats 
words or things, it must be responded chat it treats things." Even if we go on 
ro read his qualification, that the Categories treats things "nor absolutely, but 
as conceived incomplexly, and by consequent necessiry as signified,"7 ir ap­
pears char Cajecan has reversed the careful Porphyrian-Boerhian characceri­
zarion of che Categories; instead of saying chat the Categories is about words 
insofar as they signify things, Cajecan says char ic is about things insofar as 
chey are signified by words. 

5 Boethius, !n Ct1tegm·iasAristorefis, lib. I (Pl 64: 166c): " . . .  non de rebus, sed de nominibus 
libri hujus intentio est." It is worth looking at the argument, carried over several pages, that 
rakes Boethius from the rather weaker position cited in note 4, to rhe stronger one formulated 
here. 

• (( John Marenbon, "'Vocalism, Nomina!ism and the Commentaries on the Categories 

from the Earlier Twelth Cenru1y," Vrvm·ittm 30 ( 1992): 51-61.  Marenbon notes that Abelard 
cites Boethius approvingly and even while preferring to speak of the categories as dividing ten 
"natures," nonerheless Abelard says in his long commenrary on rhe Categories that "this distinc­
tion into categories is based rather on the meanings of words than on the natures of things. For, 
as regards the natures of things, there is no reason why Arisrotle should not have set our fewer 
or more categories than he did" (Geyer, 1 16:35-117:2) (quoted on 57). 

' "'. . .  si quaeratur, de vocibus au de rebus principalirer hie tractetur, respondendum est 
quod de rebus non absolme sed incomplexc conceptis et consequenti necessitate significaris." 
Commentaria in Praedicamenta Aristote!is, ed. M.-H. L,urent (Rome, 1939) 5. 
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Bue Cajecan himself does noc think chac his new formulation of what the 
cacegories classify is a change of che cradirional Boethian incerprecation. la 
fact, he refers approvingly to Boechius, citing the "illustrious man" who held 
char "the incenrion of this book is co treat of incomplex words insofar as 1� 
are significarive of incomplex chings."8 Our presenc question is, then, how 
does Cajetan get from Boethius' position to what sounds like its (relative) 
opposite? 

Cajeran's starring point in describing the intent of the Categories is lO 
affirm char it is a work of logic which corresponds to the first operation « 
che intellect, simple apprehension. As such, the work must be intended lO 
regulate the simple apprehension of things. But since it is concerned wich 
regulating the simple apprehension of rhings, chis logical inquiry must con­
sider chose apprehended things nor absolucely, as they are in reality, bm • 
they are related to rhe inrellecr. So, Cajeran says, the "things" considered in 
the Categories 

arc nor uni1cd and distinguished wiih their conditions, which they have in 1hc 1murc of 
d1ings. bu1 as rhcy are rccei,·ed l>y rhc i111dlcc1, 1hor is, a� 1hey srand under the simple 
apprehension of the imellec1-d1at is, as simple objects of apprehension of the i111el­
lcc1: .md 1he rhings so received are nothing other than things said by i111erior words, 01 
(which is rhc same) than things conceived by simple concepts, and the 1hings of 1his 
sorr are nothing or her than things signillcd l>y incomplex words, since words are sil\"' 
of concepts Jnd concepts [arc signs] of things." 

From rhe previous quotation, we see that for Cajeran rhe following are equiva­
lenc: 

( I )  things as received by the incellect 
(2) things as chey stand under the simple apprehension of che intellect 
(3) simple objects of apprehension 
(4) things said by incerior words 
(5) chings conceived by simple concepts 
(6) things signified by incomplex words 

As implied in these equivalences, che two acts, simple apprehension a� 
signifying, both require the mediation of an ace of incellecr, or a "concept. 

' ·· . . .  elicit ur etiom ab illustribus viris quod intcntio huius libri es1 iracrarc de ,·0<ibus 
incomplcxis ut significativ:ic sum rcrum incomplcxanun," ibid. 4. 

0 "Et quum res incomplcxac non adunanrur ct clistinguuntur cum condirionibus. qu.tS h.i� 
in rerum namra, sed UI sic acccprac per imcllccmm, id est ur sCJm sub simplici apprchcns":: 
inrdlectus, id esr ur obiccrac simplici apprchensioni inrellecrns, et res sic accep1.1e nihil .Ji 
sum quam res clicrac verbis interioribus, vcl (quod idem est) qnam res conccptae concepu: 
simplicibus, et res huiusmodi nihil aliud sum quom res signitic:uae vocibus incomplci.is. qt1J1 
voces sum signa conccptuum et conccprns rerum . . .  " ibid. 4. 
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Thar is why Cajetan founds the equivalences on rhe general semantic princi­
ple chat "words are signs of concepts and concepts [are signs] of rhings." 

Given the different role chat concepts have played in different philosophical 

frameworks, and given rhe common charge that late scholastic concern with 

concepts, and particularly Cajetan's concern with concepts, is more Scociscic 
chan Thomistic, 10 it is imporcanr to emphasize chat the relevant sense of 
"concept" here is simply that which mediates thinking and signifjing. The 
concept is the act of the intellect by virtue of which something is under­
stood, and by vircue of which a word is said to signify a thing. 1 1  Cajetan 
spells chis out more explicitly elsewhere: "a thing is understood at the time 
when we form its concept . . .  the formation of a concepc is the making of rhe 
external thing actually known."11 Furcher, "words only signify things by rhe 
mediation of intellectual conception; therefore signification is caused by 
conception."13 In shore, a word signifies a thing by the mediation of a con­
cept, and a concept is just what causes a thing to be understood.14 

10 This is a concern that becomes particularly imponanr when •pproaching C•jetan·s te3ch­
ing on an•logy. so much of which is concerned with characterizing the uature of the concept 
mcdi•ting •nalogical signification. and which has for this very reason been criticized: "Cajeran's 
treatise 011 the Analogy of Names is an a11e111pt to put order into the Thomistic notion of :m:tl­
ogy. Whereas in Sr. Thomas' wri1ings analogy is used wich great suppleness and llexibilicy as a 
means of approaching God. who is unknown in his essence, Cajeran proposes a rigid classific.1-
1ion of che types of analogy ch3t excludes all bm the analogy of proper (or non-metaphorical) 
proporcionaliry as the true meraphysic.11 analogy. Throughom his rreannent of analogy he tends 
co lca,·c our of consideration rhe central notion of esse and to conceive an:tlogy in terms of 
concepts rarher chan of judgment. In both regords he resembles che Scociscs agains1 whom he 
argued." Armand A. Maurer, C.S.B .• Medieval Philosophy. 2nd ed. (Toronto, 1982) J S ! .  

11 For a careful distinction berwcen 1alking about concepts in rhe here relevant semantic 
sense and other senses relcvam in meiaphysics or psychology. see Gyufa Klima, "The Semantic 
Principles Underlying Saint Thomas Aquinas's Metaphysics of Being," Medieval Philosophy and 
Theology 5 ( 1996): 87-141.  

" "res inrelligitur quando ejus conceprum formamus . . .  conceprus formario est foctio rei 
extra acru imellecrae." In De Entut &senria, cd M.H. Laurent (Turin, 1934) §67. 

1' uvoccs significant res non nisi n1edi3 conccpdonc inrdlecrus; igirur significario c:iusarur 
ex concepcione . . . " Commental'ill in Summam Th,•ologir1i' St Thomae (Rome, I 906) q. xiii, a. I .  
B. 

" Of course, what is called simply a "concept" here is what is, in orher conrexts, given che 
more technical name of "formal concept" ro distinguish it from die "objcc1ive concept": " . . .  
nora quod conceptus csr duplex: formalis ct objecr:tlis. Conceprus formal is csc idol um quoddam 
quod inrellcccus possibilis format inseipso rcpraesemativum objectaliter rci inrdlecrac: quod a 
philosophis vocarur incemio scu conceptus, a rheologis vcro vcrbum. Conceptus amem objcctalis 
csc res per conceprum formalem rcpraesenraca in illo terminans acrum inrelligendi, verbi graria: 
concepcus formalis lconis est imago ilia qu•m inrellecnrs possibilis form•t de quidicare [sic] 
leonina, cum vulc ipsam inrelligere; conceprus vcro objectalis ejusdem est natura ipsa leonina 
repraesemara cc inrellecra. Nee putandum est cum dicirur nomen significare conceptum quod 
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As a result, Cajetan argues, in some sense "it is the same co treat of things 
as conceived by simple apprehension and of words as signifying chose things 
so conceived." Of course, the sense of sameness here is "proportional." Thus, 
it is true that "what is attributed to one is attributed co rhe ocher," however 
"co the rhing so conceived and signified it is amibuted as co a thing, and 10 
a word [it is attributed] as ro a sign."15 

Despite the fact char it is the same, at lease proporrionally, to treat words 
as signifying as it is to treat things as signified, Cajetan gives priority ro the 
latter. This priority is based on an observation which Cajetan amibures 10 
Avicenna, that "co consider words is nor the business of logic by intention, 
but comes co it by necessity, since the rhings so conceived we cannot express. 
teach, unify and order without words. "16 Indeed, Cajetan argues that if we 
could perform these operations without words, then logic would nor rrear 
words at all. So it is because reason only incidentally involves words, bur 
essemiaJly involves aces of che imellecc, that logic, which regulates reason. is 
only incidencally concerned with words. So Cajecan agrees with the Boerhian 
position chat che Categories trears words insofar as they signifY things; bur 
nonetheless he argues char the truth of the Boechian position is preserved 
and explained by answering, if ic is asked whether che Categories treats words 
or things, chat it  treats things insofar as they are conceived, and consequenrly 
insofar as they are signified bJ' words. 

Jn light of Cajetan's well-founded reputation as a Thomistic "realist," ir is 
appropriate for a historically-minded philosopher to conclude with some 
remarks about what Cajecan's inrerprecacion of che Categories does and does 
not tell us about the relationship between realise and nominalist approaches 

co logic. Ac first glance it would be tempting co view Cajecan's emphasis of 

things over words as confirmation of nominalist charges char realists neglect 

significcr alrenun ranrum: significat enim lconis nomen conccptum urrumque, lice! divrrsinlOClr. 

est namque sign um conccprns formal is 111 med ii, seu quo. er est sign um concept us objecul ... • 
uhimi seu qnod. Unde idem esr loqui cle conccpw cnris er de signiflcarione ejus." 111 d' Ent1tl 

&sentia § 14. 
1� "Idem enim est tracrare de rebus ur concept is simplici apprehensione, el de "ocibus .. 

significant ilbs sic concepras, quoniam qnicquid auribuicur uni, amibuirur rdiquo, � 
ta111en proponione, qnia rei sic conceprac er signiflcatae auribuirnr ur rei, voci vero 111 � 
. . .  " Commen/aria in Praeditmnml1J Arisro1e/is 4-5. . 

10 " • • • mcmores ta1nen essc oportct cius quod optin1e :1b Avicenna in principio su.ie L� 
diciwr, scilicer quod considerare de vocibus non esr logici negocii ex imention<, sed n«� 
ad hoc compulit, quoniam res sic concept as nonnisi verbis exprimimus, docemus. adunJntUS 

ordinamus."' ibid. 5 
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the properties of terms and proceed straight tO things.17 However, as we have 
seen. ir is precisely on rhe basis of the nature of terms that Cajetan argues 

that terms are necessarily, though incidentally, the concern of logic. Cajetan's 

argument that the Categories is about things as conceived and signified is not 

based on ontological considerations; the argument proceeds from semantic 

principles. 
Moreover, it is an argument which appears to proceed on the basis of the 

vrry semantic principles realists share with nominalists-that tO signify is ro 

establish an understanding, 18 and that to establish an understanding is to 

form a concept. 19  Indeed, it seems that Cajetan's argument about the subject 

of the Categories rests on a basic thesis abom the semantic triangle, shared by 
nominalisrs and realists alike, and summed up in Cajetan's assertion that 
"words are signs of concepts, and concepts [are signs] of things." 

What accounts, then, for Cajetan's ability to emphasize that the Catego­

ries is about things, while nominalists consistently characterize it as a work 
classifying kinds of terms? The answer has ro do with a further semantic 
assumption, unspoken in che prologue's arguments about rhe subject and 
intent of rhe Categories. For what is at issue between realises and nominaliscs 
is nor the general principle captured by the semantic triangle-that words 
signify things by the mediation of concepts-bur the derails of how concepts 
mediate signification. More specifically, since all agreed that the relation of 
word ro concept was established conventionally by an act of imposition, 

17 According to "a letter which the Nominalist mas1ers of the University of Paris scnr to 
King Louis XI in 1473 or 1474" (translated by James J. Walsh from the text in f Ehrle. Der 
Smtm:unkomment11r Peten vo11 C11ndi11 [Munster, 1925] 322-2J, quoted in Arthur Hyn1"n 
JndJamesJ. Walsh, eds., Philosophy in theMiddlt•Ages: The Cl1risti1111, ls!t1mic, and Jewish 7huli­
tions, second ed. [Indianapolis, 1973] 649), nominalists were those "who show diligence and 
ual in understanding all the properties of terms on which rhe rnuh and falsity of a sentence 
depends, and without which the perfect judgmem of the truth and falsity of propositions can­
not be made," while realists "neglect all these things and . . .  condemn them, saying. 'We pro­
ceed to things, we have no concern for terms'." 

" Gabrid Nuchelmans offers as the standard definition of "significare" for lace-scholastic 
philosophers: "represeming some citing or some things or in some way ro rhe cognitive foculry." 
late-Srholastic and H11m11niu Theories of the Proposition (Amsterdam, 1980) 14. Paul Vincent 
Spade also notes that what he e>lls the common scholascic "psychologico-cansal notion of signi­
fication," according to which "significare" means "to establish an understanding" (from Boethius. 
"consriwere intellectum"). P.V. Spade. "The Semamics of Terms" (in The Gzmbridge Hiuory of 
later Medieval Philosophy [Cambridge, I 982) 188-98), 188. Cf. E.J. Ashworth, "Significacion 
and Modes of Signifying in Thirreemh-Cenrury Logic: A Preface to Aquinas on Analogy" (in 
Medieval Philosophy 11nd Theology I [ 1 991 ] :  39--07) 44: "co signify is to esrablish an undersrand­
ing (1ig11ificare eu intellectttm comtitttere)." 

1• Cf. Gyula Klima, "Ockham's Semamics and Mecapl1ysics of the Categories," in P.V. Spade, 
ed .. The Cambridge Companion ro Ockh11m (Cambridge, 1998) 1 18-42. 
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what separates realists from nominalists is their different accounts of the 
concept's natural signification of things. The realist, of course, can base the 
relarion of narural signification on formal similarity, the concept is che same 
form-char is by specific, rather than numerical, identity-as che form of 
che rhing ic represencs. This of course does nor entail rhac we can only chink 
or speak about forms, and never about particular chings; rather ic entails char 
when particular things are spoken or choughc about it is always wich respc:cr 
co some form. For che nominalisc, however, who fears chat such forms would 
be extra semantic "encicies" chat might unnecessarily overpopulate rhe aC1ual 
world of oncological entities, words cannot signify "forms," and so the ex­
planation of natural signification in terms of formal similarity is not avail­
able.10 Behind the explicit claim rhat words signify rhings by the mediation 
of concepts, it is the realist assumption char the foundation of the natural 
signification of concepts is a formal similarity of concepts to their exrramenral 
significares char allows Cajeran co claim rhar i c  is the same co speak of thi"fl 
insofar as they are signified as it is co speak of words insofar as they signi/J. 
Rejecting the realist account of the relation of natural signification belWCCll 
concept and reality, no nominalisc could accept rhis claim. And so no nofni. 
nalist could accept Cajetan's semantic argument for why the Categorin ii 
abour things, nor absolurely, bur as conceived, and consequendy as signified 
by words. 

-"' Fo1 a comp;trJtive analysis of rhe agreemenrs and dis.1greemenrs berween nomirul­

realisr sem.uuic principles Jlong rhese lines see Gyula Klima. "Onrological A11ernarn'CS vs. 
rernative Semanrics in Medieval Philosophy," in: J. Bernard: Logic.ti Semiorics. 5 · EM  

Journ.il far Semiotic S111dm J:4 (Vienna. 1991 ): 587-618. 
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