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This book addresses the issue of natural simultaneity of relatives, 
discussed by Aristotle in Categories 7, 7b15–8a12. 

Natural simultaneity is a form of symmetrical ontological depend-
ence that holds between items that are not causally linked. In this 
section of the Categories, Aristotle introduces this topic in his ana-
lysis of relatives and maintains that although relatives seem to be 
for the most part simultaneous by nature, there seem to be some 
exceptions. He mentions two pairs of relatives as exceptions, namely 
the pairs knowledge/knowable and perception/perceptible, and argues 
at length for the priority of the second relative over the first one in 
each case. Through a close reading of this text, the author analyses 
Aristotle’s arguments for the thesis of the exceptional character of 
these pairs and shows that all of them are unsuccessful in supporting 
the thesis. In order to draw this conclusion, the author highlights and 
carefully considers the properties that Aristotle is committed to attrib-
uting to relatives, taking into account the metaphysical framework 
of the Categories as well as their specificities within the set of non- 
substantial categories. Then, he shows that Aristotle’s mature views 
on relatives in the Metaphysics can be construed as committing him to 
the rejection of such a thesis. 

Although the issue of natural simultaneity is just one of several 
that Aristotle considers in his discussion of relatives throughout 
Categories 7, it is a particularly relevant issue, since it involves a 
number of puzzles whose analysis allows for a better understanding 
of the very notion of relativity in Aristotle. This is the first book to 
explore this issue from the perspective of illuminating the Aristotelian 
views on relatives. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

From time to time, Aristotelian readership welcomes a new paper 
(more rarely, a new book) on relativity in Aristotle.1 It is apparently 
not the hottest of topics, considering the (relatively) modest overall 
number of studies devoted to it over the past 60 years or so; but it is 
indeed a tenacious one. As the titles in the note show, recent years 
have seen a somewhat unusual accumulation of contributions on the 
subject. I propose to add to it as well, from a specific point of view, 
namely the natural simultaneity of relatives discussed by Aristotle in 
Cat. 7, 7b15–8a12. 

This issue has been inexplicably neglected by modern commen-
tary.2 This is unfortunate though, for the analysis that Aristotle offers 
there involves more than a few puzzles. I will here mainly focus on 
one of them, concerning the special status that Aristotle reserves in 
his analysis for two pairs of relatives, namely knowledge/  knowable 
and perception/perceptible, to which I will refer in what follows as 
the “problematic pairs”.3 As we will shortly see, a number of other 
puzzles will join us along the path. 

In this text, Aristotle maintains that, although relatives seem to 
be for the most part simultaneous by nature, there seem to be some 
exceptions; he mentions those two pairs as exceptions and argues 
at length for the priority of the second relative over the first one in 
each case. In this book, I will evaluate the arguments he puts forth 
in support of the thesis of the exceptional character of the problem-
atic pairs in this regard and, as a consequence, the soundness of the 
thesis itself, and conclude that neither in isolation nor taken together 
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do these arguments succeed in proving the thesis, which should there-
fore be rejected. 

Before I do that, however, an effort of conceptual clarification has 
to be made about the key notions involved, namely the very notion 
of relatives and the notions of simultaneity and natural simultaneity. 
Accordingly, the structure of this book is the following: first, I will 
consider and discuss some aspects of the notion of relatives in Aristotle 
(Chapter 2); then, I will examine in detail the notion of natural simul-
taneity within the general notion of simultaneity and how it applies to 
relatives (Chapter 3); finally, I will present Aristotle’s position on the 
natural simultaneity of relatives, analyse and discuss the arguments 
he advances for the exceptional character of the problematic pairs, 
and, consequently, assess his thesis in this regard (Chapter 4). I will 
then try to unravel the train of thought that led Aristotle to profess this 
thesis in the Categories and show how his mature views on relatives 
in the Metaphysics may be seen to commit him to the rejection of it, 
and therefore to confirm that he has evolved from the former treatise 
to the latter in regard to the specific point of the natural simultaneity 
of relatives (Chapter 5). 

I deem the exercise in clarification and analysis thus undertaken 
valuable in itself, insofar as it puts on the table a topic of Aristotelian 
reflection that has been rather overlooked (and unjustifiably so) by 
modern commentary. However, I think it is especially valuable 
because the solution to the puzzles involved in such a topic provides 
us the means for a better understanding of the very notion of relativity 
in Aristotle. 

That said, let me begin by putting all of this in context by sketching 
Aristotle’s approach to relatives throughout Chapter 7 of the 
Categories. In my sketch, I will understandably give more room to the 
issues that will play a part in the discussion of my point than to those 
that will not, and therefore I will inevitably disregard many otherwise 
important matters, namely some of those that have mainly attracted 
the eye of modern commentators. 

1.2 The Context 

As in Chapter 5, on substance (2a11–19), and again in Chapter 8, on 
quality (8b25), Chapter 7 begins with a general characterisation of the 
items that fall under the category studied in the chapter, in this case, 
relatives. This characterisation is as follows: 



Introduction 3 

We call relatives all such things as are said to be just what they are 
of or than other things, or in some other way in relation to some-
thing else.4 

This characterisation, illustrated and clarified by the subsequent ana-
lysis, gives us two relevant pieces of information about relatives: the 
first is that every relative has a correlative; the second is that what 
makes something a relative is to be said to be just what it is in relation 
to its correlative. For example, something is said to be larger in relation 
to something smaller, which is its correlative, and it is in relation to 
this that it is said to be just what it is, namely larger; the same holds, 
for example, for double and half. All relativity is therefore constituted 
within some correlativity, and always involves a pair of items.5 

Let us set down the rule underlying this notion, which I will call the 
“rule of the correlativity of relatives” (RC), as follows: 

RC =  Every relative has a correlative, in relation to which it is said 
to be what it is. 

Next in the text comes the presentation of several groups of 
examples of relatives, among them the ones just mentioned (6a37– 
b14). The nature, content, organisation, and succession of these 
groups is certainly relevant from a philosophical point of view, but 
not directly to the point in question; so, as in all similar situations, for 
reasons of economy, I will not pay attention to it here. 

Following the model already applied in the two previous chapters, 
regarding substance and quantity, the characteristics of relatives are 
then discussed. The first two, the admission of contrariety (6b15–19) 
and the admission of a more and a less (6b19–27), are not distinctive 
properties (ἴδια) of relatives, in the technical sense, since, although 
there are relatives that satisfy them, not all do.6 This is, however, the 
case with the following characteristic, namely the fact that relatives are 
said in relation to a correlative that reciprocates (πρὸς ἀντιστρέφοντα 
λέγεται), which is shared by all relatives and –  it can reasonably be 
assumed – only by relatives.7 It is curious, however, that, in this case, 
Aristotle does not expressly say so, contrary to what he had done at 
the analogous junctures of his discussion of substance and quantity, 
and to what he will do again in the case of quality.8 

This universal and exclusive feature of relatives expands upon the 
one contained in the initial definition, inasmuch as it adds to the point 
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expressed in it that every relative has a correlative (in relation to which 
it is said to be just what it is) the new point that the latter, in turn, is 
said to be just what it is in relation to the former. What is characteristic 
of all relatives (and apparently only of them) is, therefore, the fact that 
they reciprocate, i.e., that the constitutive relation of a relative to its 
correlative is necessarily paired with the reciprocal relation (what we 
would now call their converse relation) of the latter to the former. So, 
if x is the double of y, y is the half of x; if x is master of y, y is slave of 
x; etc. In general, if a relative x is relative to a correlative y, y, in turn, 
is relative to x and has it therefore as its correlative. 

As we did with the rule of correlativity of relatives, let us set down 
the rule of reciprocity of relatives (RR) as follows: 

RR =  If a relative is said to be R of its correlative, the latter is said 
to be R’ of the former (R’ being the reciprocal relation of R). 

Aristotle will then devote a substantial part of the discussion of this 
topic to presenting, framing, and resolving apparent failures of reci-
procity of relatives (6b36–7a22). These failures are, according to him, 
of two types. In the first place, there are failures of reciprocity that 
seem to occur when “a mistake is made and that in relation to which 
something is said is not properly rendered” (6b36–38), as when we say 
that the wing is of a bird, instead of saying, as we should, that the wing 
is of a winged (thing); for it is qua winged, and not qua bird, that what 
has a wing has a wing (6b38–7a3). In cases such as these, the solution, 
he says, consists, as in the example just given, in properly rendering 
the correlatives (7a3–5). A second type of reciprocity failure seems to 
occur “if no name exists in relation to which a thing would be properly 
rendered” and it becomes necessary “to invent names” (7a5–7), as in 
the cases of the neologism “ruddered” to express the correct correla-
tive of a rudder (since it is not insofar as it is said of anything else, for 
example, a boat, that a rudder is of this, but insofar as this simply has 
a rudder), or of the neologism “headed” to express the correct correla-
tive of a head (for it is not insofar as, for example, it is an animal that 
a head is of that animal, but only insofar as that animal has a head) 
(7a7–18).9 The solution in these cases consists, once again following 
the examples, in coining names “derived from the original relatives” 
and assigning them “to their reciprocating correlatives” (7a18–22). 

This discussion then allows Aristotle to reiterate the initial 
statement (“all relatives, then, are said in relation to correlatives that 
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reciprocate, provided they are properly rendered”: 7a22–23) and 
to draw some inferences as to how to ensure that the reciprocity of 
relatives is always made clear (7a22–b14). The first inference is, quite 
understandably, the necessity to properly express the exact correlative 
of each relative (7a23–28) –  for example, to say that a slave is slave 
of a master, instead of saying that he is slave of a man (7a28–31), 
even though this last statement is, of course, also true.10 The second 
inference that Aristotle draws follows the first and is, in fact, a gen-
eral methodological recommendation about the way to proceed so that 
it is always possible to adequately express the exact correlative of 
each relative, namely to abstract away all aspects that are accidental 
to the correlation, such as, in the case of the previous example, the fact 
that the master is a man, or a biped, or a being capable of knowledge 
(7a31–b1). The consequences of not following this recommendation 
will be, he says, that reciprocity, and with it the relativity of the rela-
tive, will not be made clear (7b1–9). 

The discussion concludes with the following summary (7b10–14): 

One must therefore give as correlative whatever it is properly said 
in relation to. If a name already exists, it is easy to give this, but if it 
does not, it may be necessary to invent a name. When correlatives 
are given thus, it is clear that all relatives will be said in relation to 
correlatives that reciprocate. 

We arrive thus at our main point. As a fourth trait –  one, again, 
apparently not distinctive of relatives11 – Aristotle mentions natural 
simultaneity. In his own words, “relatives seem to be simultaneous 
by nature, and in most cases this is true” (7b15–16). He then gives 
examples of relatives that, in his view, are simultaneous by nature, 
namely the pairs double/half and master/slave, which he justifies as 
follows: pairs like these are simultaneous by nature, because, within 
each pair, when one of the relatives exists, the other also exists, and 
when one of them is missing, the other is also missing (7b16–22).12 

However, according to him, there are also pairs of relatives that do not 
seem to satisfy this condition of natural simultaneity. The examples 
he gives are, in the order they appear, the pair knowledge/know-
able (7b23–35) and the pair perception/perceptible (7b35–8a12). To 
support his position in the first case, he presents three arguments (at 
7b24–27, 7b27–33 and 7b33–35); and, to support it in the second, 
he presents two arguments (at 7b36–8a6 and 8a6–12). I will later on 
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devote a substantial part of this book to the detailed analysis of each 
of these arguments.13 

Here ends the point concerning natural simultaneity. We now enter 
the last part of the text –  the one that has attracted by far the greatest 
interest on the part of modern commentators –  in which Aristotle raises 
a difficulty (8a13–28) and proposes a solution to it (8a28–b21). The dif-
ficulty consists in knowing “whether no substance is called a relative, 
as it seems, or whether this is possible with regard to some secondary 
substances” (8a13–15). The solution proposed by Aristotle involves a 
reformulation of the definition of relatives given at the beginning. In 
the new, reformulated definition, relatives are now defined as “those 
things for which being is the same as being somehow related to some-
thing”.14 Indeed, according to him, this reformulation allows one, by 
means of what Sedley termed the “principle of cognitive symmetry”,15 

to expel all substances from the relatives, namely the potentially prob-
lematic ones, that is, the parts of secondary substances (things like 
the head or the hand), and therefore to confirm that “no substance is a 
relative” (8b21). 

There has been much discussion since antiquity about the status 
and content of this new definition and, most especially, about its rela-
tion to the one given in 6a36–37. I will avoid this discussion here, as 
it has no impact on the issue I want to address.16 I must however say a 
few words about how I take the relation between the two definitions to 
be conceived and intended by Aristotle. As far as the text itself allows 
us to conclude, the new, reformulated definition is designed to clarify 
the notion of relatives with a view to solve a problem concerning its 
extension. This exercise in clarification serves the purpose of blocking 
certain items that would be admitted as relatives under the original 
definition, namely the parts of secondary substances, from being 
admitted as such; it does not serve the purpose of drawing distinctions 
between types of relatives, about which Aristotle has nothing to say 
in this section of the chapter. That is why the explicit conclusion of 
the section solely consists in making it official that, if the reasoning 
leading to it is sound, substances and relatives form two disjoint sets, 
no reference being made to specific members of the set of relatives 
or to any subsets it may contain. To be sure, nothing prevents one 
from drawing consequences regarding the latter issues from such a 
line of reasoning; and maybe someone actually came to do so –  for 
instance, the Stoics, if Simplicius’ testimony on their views on rela-
tivity is accurate17 and historical research could trace them back to 
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the reading of this section of the Categories. What seems to lack any 
basis, considering the actual text, is to ascribe such consequences to 
Aristotle himself. So, the bottom line is that, quite frankly, I fail to 
see any textual grounds for interpretations according to which the two 
definitions offered in Cat. 7 somehow correspond to different types 
of relatives or two different degrees of relativity.18 One final word to 
say that, be it as it may, it seems safe to assert that the validity of RC 
and RR is not affected by the new definition of relatives. Not only 
does nothing in the text suggest otherwise, but the point of variation 
between the two accounts does not concern the satisfaction of any 
of these rules. Moreover, at least RC seems to be as easily deducible 
from the second one as it is from the first, even if one must adopt a 
specific wording in each case.19 

In a rather atypical way, which clearly contrasts with the end of the 
remaining chapters dedicated to the categories, chapter 7 closes on 
a sceptical note, with what seems to be a statement of retrospective 
reservations about the analysis carried out (8b21–24): 

It is perhaps hard to make firm statements on such questions without 
having examined them many times. Still, to have gone through the 
very difficulties is not unprofitable. 

It is inevitable to ask about the scope of these observations: do 
they apply only to the point just discussed, namely the possibility of 
certain substances being relatives, or to the entire analysis developed 
throughout the chapter? In antiquity, most commentators leaned 
towards the first interpretation.20 Today, the second interpretation 
is more common.21 I (undogmatically) share the latter reading, as it 
seems to me more in line with the tentative and hesitant nature of the 
whole discussion developed in this chapter.22 

1.3 The Problem 

It is against this backdrop that the issue of natural simultaneity of 
relatives must be analysed. As we have seen, Aristotle states, when 
beginning the discussion of this issue (7b15–16), that relatives appear 
to be simultaneous by nature (ἅμα τῇ φύσει) and that in most cases 
this is true. Evidently, the first question that must be answered before 
proceeding is what is to be understood by “natural simultaneity”. The 
answer does not seem difficult, since, in the Categories themselves, 
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in the final section known as the “postpredicaments”, a chapter is 
dedicated to the notion of simultaneity (Ch. 13), which immediately 
follows another devoted to the notion of priority, in line with which it 
should be seen. Now, by consulting these chapters, it becomes clear 
that Aristotle seems to be using the second sense of simultaneity, 
defined in Chapter 13, 14b27–33, shortly after having introduced and 
defined the one he describes as the “unqualified and strictest” sense of 
simultaneity, namely temporal simultaneity (14b24–26). 

According to this second sense of simultaneity, things that sat-
isfy both of two conditions are simultaneous by nature: (1) they must 
reciprocate as to implication of existence; and (2) neither of them can 
be the cause of the other’s existence. And “to reciprocate as to impli-
cation of existence” (ἀντιστρέφειν κατὰ τὴν τοῦ εἶναι ἀκολούθησιν) 
means, in Aristotle’s idiolect, that, if one of the simultaneous things 
exists, the other also exists, and if one ceases to exist, the other also 
ceases to exist.23 Hence, simultaneous by nature are those things that 
reciprocate as to implication of existence, in this sense, without it 
being the case that either is the cause of the other’s existence. 

A strong indication that this is the sense that is already at work in 
the notion of natural simultaneity used in Cat. 7 is the fact that, after 
giving examples in which, according to him, the natural simultaneity 
of relatives is verified, Aristotle confirms their simultaneity with the 
fact that the existence of either one of them entails the existence of the 
other and the “destruction” of any one of them entails the “destruc-
tion” of the other, which, as we have just seen, corresponds exactly to 
the notion of reciprocation as to implication of existence in the sense 
introduced in Cat. 13. Additionally, the example of natural simultan-
eity Aristotle gives in Chapter 13 is the simultaneity between double 
and half (14b29–33), which was also one of the examples of relatives 
given in chapter 7 to justify why “in most cases it is true” that relatives 
are simultaneous by nature (7b16–22).24 

Examples of relatives that, according to Aristotle, are in fact simul-
taneous by nature are, as we have also seen, the pair double/half and 
the pair master/slave (7b16–18). However, he adds that it does not 
appear to be true that all relatives are simultaneous by nature (οὐκ ἐπὶ 
πάντων δὲ τῶν πρός τι ἀληθὲς δοκεῖ τὸ ἅμα τῇ φύσει εἶναι: 7b22–23), 
since the knowable seems to be prior to knowledge (τὸ γὰρ ἐπιστητὸν 
τῆς ἐπιστήμης πρότερον ἂν δόξειεν εἶναι: 7b23–24) and the percep-
tible seems to be prior to perception (τὸ γὰρ αἰσθητὸν πρότερον τῆς 
αἰσθήσεως δοκεῖ εἶναι: 7b36). Thus, the relatives that, for reasons that 
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he then sets forth in detail, do not seem to him to satisfy the condition 
of natural simultaneity are the pairs knowledge/knowable and percep-
tion/perceptible, both of which are examples of relatives that he had 
already mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, following the pres-
entation of the first definition of relatives (at 6b2–6) and which belong 
to the core group of relatives in the various lists that Aristotle offers, 
both in the Categories and outside of it.25 

A pertinent question that could be asked here is why Aristotle 
hastens to say that the relatives seem to be simultaneous by nature, 
even adding that this is true in most cases (ἐπὶ τῶν πλείστων), only 
to later end up saying that, nevertheless, this is not the case for all 
relatives. Perhaps it could be conjectured that his intention was to 
eliminate natural simultaneity as a candidate for being another ἴδιον of 
relatives, reserving this status only for reciprocity, stated immediately 
before, at 6b28–7b14. This conjecture makes sense, but it is vulnerable 
to the following objection. Aristotle considers that all opposites are 
naturally simultaneous.26 Now, since there are opposites in other cat-
egories besides relatives, namely in that of quality, even if all relatives 
were naturally simultaneous, other things that are not relatives would 
also be naturally simultaneous, so that, for this reason, natural simul-
taneity could never be a distinctive property of relatives.27 From this 
perspective, Aristotle would not need to invoke any failures of nat-
ural simultaneity of relatives to maintain that this is not an ἴδιον of 
relatives, since that would be a given from the start. However, there 
is, perhaps, a reply to this objection, namely to conceive opposites 
as being naturally simultaneous in another sense of natural simultan-
eity, distinct from the aforementioned. And the fact is that, as we will 
see later,28 Aristotle also gives the name of “natural simultaneity” to 
a third sense of simultaneity, which concerns the coordinated species 
of the same genus. In saying in those two passages from the Topics 
that opposites are naturally simultaneous, it may be that Aristotle had 
in mind a sense analogous to the latter, or at least inspired by it and 
developed from it, and not the sense relevant to the relatives.29 In this 
case, Aristotle’s concern, in Cat. 7, to eliminate natural simultaneity 
as a potential alternate ἴδιον of relatives would be justified. 

This, however, is not the problem we need to focus on. The problem 
we need to focus on is rather the following. That certain relatives are 
not simultaneous by nature, in the sense described above, does not 
seem to me to raise any doubts. Obvious counterexamples are all 
relatives that are causally related to their correlatives. Indeed, in this 
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case, even if the two relatives reciprocate as to implication of exist-
ence, they will not be naturally simultaneous according to that sense 
of natural simultaneity. A paradigmatic example would be that of the 
parent/child pair, in which the two relatives reciprocate as to implica-
tion of existence, but one of them is the cause of the other’s existence. 
Thus, it would have been easy for Aristotle to use this example, or 
another equivalent one, and, with it, to find the exception he needed 
to prove that, although most relatives are simultaneous by nature, this 
is not true in all cases, namely if his intention was really to eliminate 
natural simultaneity as a candidate for an ἴδιον of relatives. This is 
not, however, what he does, but instead he presents as examples of 
failures of natural simultaneity the relatives knowledge/knowable and 
perception/perceptible. Yet, the question that can be asked is whether 
specifically these two pairs of relatives should be considered non- 
simultaneous by nature, considering, in particular, the arguments that 
Aristotle puts forward for this. Indeed, it is not clear, for instance, 
whether, in his treatment of these two problematic pairs, Aristotle 
is fully respecting the rules to which he is bound by his own ana-
lysis of relatives, namely the rules concerning the proper rendering of 
correlatives, or if the arguments advanced by him for the exception-
ality of those pairs with regard to natural simultaneity actually lead to 
this conclusion. 

As we shall have occasion to see in some detail later, a large 
number of influential ancient commentators, and some modern ones, 
have disputed Aristotle’s claim that not all relatives are simultaneous 
by nature, and have even asserted that, on the contrary, natural sim-
ultaneity is a distinctive property of relatives.30 However, if we take 
into account the notion of natural simultaneity that we have described, 
this seems to be simply wrong. As we have seen, all relatives that are 
causally related to their correlatives are not, for that very reason, nat-
urally simultaneous. Therefore, Aristotle is right in what he says at 
7a15–16: not all relatives are simultaneous by nature; therefore, nat-
ural simultaneity is not a distinctive property of relatives. The problem 
is that it is not on the basis of this claim that he maintains that not all 
relatives are simultaneous by nature, but on the basis of an analysis of 
some relatives that apparently are not causally related, namely the two 
problematic pairs referred to. Which legitimately raises the question 
whether, besides being right about the thesis, Aristotle is also right 
in the analysis. The point, differently put, is therefore: it seems safe 
to say that Aristotle is right that not all relatives are simultaneous by 
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nature (and hence that the ancient and modern authors mentioned are 
not); but is he also right for the reasons he gives for it? 

Considering these reasons and the theoretical context to which 
Aristotle is committed, the short answer is “no”. I will dedicate the 
rest of this book to the long answer. To support this answer, I will use 
the following methodology. Firstly, I will begin by discussing some 
aspects of the notion of relatives in Aristotle and fix the nomenclature 
that I will use to refer to them from then on. Next, I will analyse in 
detail the notion of natural simultaneity and how it applies to relatives. 
Finally, I will present Aristotle’s position on the natural simultan-
eity of relatives, reconstruct, examine and evaluate the arguments he 
proposes in favour of the exceptional character of the problematic 
pairs, and, as a consequence, assess the thesis defended by him in this 
regard. 

1 Apart from the commentaries and notes inserted in translations of 
the Categories and the Metaphysics into several modern languages, 
see: Perinetti 1956; Philippe 1958; Cavarnos 1975; Caujolle-Zaslawsky 
1980; Conti 1983; Sillitti 1985; Mignucci 1986; Morales 1994; 
Demetracopoulos 1996; Palù 2000; Sedley 2002; Hood 2004; Jansen 
2006; Rini 2010; Bonelli 2011; Harari 2011; Zucca 2011; Crubellier 2013; 
Ebbesen et al. 2013; Gambra 2013; Gourinat 2013; Luna 2013; Duncombe 
2015; Brower 2016; Erismann 2016; Marmodoro/Yates 2016; Martin 
2016; Bonelli 2018; Duncombe 2018; Duncombe 2020; Moon 2021. 

2 Compare particularly to the double account of relatives in that chapter, by 
far the most commented issue in the last few decades. A recent exception is 
Edelhoff 2020, whose monograph is consecrated to the analysis of natural 
priority in the Categories, and which, therefore, gives detailed attention 
to the issue of natural simultaneity of relatives (one of the book’s four 
chapters is devoted to this issue). 

3 These two pairs can be included in a larger class that has recently been 
called (originally by Hood 2004: 56, following sporadic similar usage in 
previous literature) “intentional relatives” –  a designation which is, I think, 
self-explanatory. Although I assume it is safe to guess that Aristotle would 
allow the conclusions he draws about them to apply to the whole class, 
I will restrict myself to considering the said pairs when commenting on 
the text of Cat. 7. I will however have something to say about the class as 
such later on (see below, Chapter 5). 

4 Πρός τι δὲ τὰ τοιαῦτα λέγεται, ὅσα αὐτὰ ἅπερ ἐστὶν ἑτέρων εἶναι λέγεται 
ἢ ὁπωσοῦν ἄλλως πρὸς ἕτερον (6a36–37). (I use Minio-Paluello’s text. 

Notes 
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All translations of the Categories are Ackrill’s, with occasional minor 
adaptations.) The Neoplatonic commentators avoided using the term “def-
inition” for this characterisation, as well as for the one that Aristotle will 
propose later, at 8a31–32, preferring, since Porphyry, to present them as 
“descriptions” (ὑπογραφαί); Porphyry’s argument (In Cat. 111.17–20 
Busse) is that the categories, being supreme genera, admit of no definition. 
However, it is Aristotle himself who refers to it as a definition (ὁρισμός) 
at 8a29 and 8a33. The Platonic ancestry of this characterisation of 
relatives seems evident; see, for example, Republic 439a1–2 and Sophist 
255c13–14. According to Simplicius (In Cat. 159.12–15 Kalbfleisch), this 
was already remarked in antiquity, namely by Boethus of Sidon (fr. 25 
Rashed). But the point divided Neoplatonic commentary: Porphyry (In 
Cat. 111.27–29 Busse) admits, although without expressly taking a pos-
ition, that the first definition (and specifically its first part) goes back to 
Plato, being followed by Boethius (In Cat. 217c Migne); Olympiodorus 
(In Cat. 112.19–23 Busse) and Elias (In Cat. 205.20–21 and 215.21–22 
Busse) attribute it entirely to Plato, as does the anonymous Syriac cat-
echetical commentary (§ 18 Aydin); as for Ammonius (In Cat. 70.10–14 
Busse), Philoponus (In Cat. 109.26–28 Busse) and Simplicius (In Cat. 
159.15–22 Kalbfleisch; but cf. 162.36 and 163.6–11), they all reject (the 
first two vigorously) that it is Plato’s. Sergius of Reshaina limits himself 
to saying (repeatedly) that the definition was given by people “who were 
before him” or that it was “provided by the ancients” (In Cat. 320, 324, 
325, 343, 349 Arzhanov). A similar characterisation of relatives occurs 
again in Cat. 10, 11b24–33, and 12b16–25 (and cf., by way of anticipation, 
Cat. 6, 5b11–6a11), as well as in Metaph. V 15, 1021a26–30. 

5 Aristotle seems to ignore or at least disregard here relations that involve 
more than two relatives, as well as reflexive relations, although he would 
probably deal with the latter as he does with the notion of δύναμις 
in Metaph. V 12, 1019a15–16, when he describes it as “a principle of 
movement or change in another thing or in a thing qua other”. A passage 
on sameness in Metaph. V 9, 1018a7–9, provides grounds for this hypoth-
esis. Note that, outside of his official treatment of the relatives in the 
Categories and Metaphysics V, a few passages in the corpus seem to imply 
that Aristotle acknowledges relations involving more than two relatives as 
well: see especially Topics IV 4, 125a14–22 (and see, in the same direc-
tion, Morales 1994: 270n31 and Hood 2004: 18–19). 

6 Remember that, for Aristotle, a distinctive property “is that which does not 
exhibit the essence of a thing, but belongs only to it and counterpredicates 
with it” (ἴδιον δ’ ἐστὶν ὃ μὴ δηλοῖ μὲν τὸ τί ἦν εἶναι, μόνῳ δ’ ὑπάρχει 
καὶ ἀντικατηγορεῖται τοῦ πράγματος: Top. I 5, 102a18–19, Brunschwig’s 
text). It seems rather agreed upon that it is in this technical sense that 
Aristotle uses the notion of ἴδιον in his analysis of categories in Cat. 5–8. 
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7 The first statement is made repeatedly throughout the chapter (6b28, 
7a22–23, 7b10–14) and also outside of it, namely in Cat. 10, 12b21–22, 
and Top. VI 12, 149b12. 

8 Cf., respectively: 5, 4a10–11; 6, 6a26–27; 8, 11a15–19. Most Neoplatonic 
commentators (with the notable exception of Ammonius) consider that 
this feature of relatives is their ἴδιον: see Porphyry, In Cat. 115.17–18 
Busse; Philoponus, In Cat. 113.13–14 Busse; Simplicius, In Cat. 179.27– 
180.1 Kalbfleisch. In modern times, this interpretation was vigorously 
challenged by Caujolle-Zaslawsky 1980: 176–181. 

9 These two examples, like others of the same kind, will later on be 
dismissed by Aristotle as not being true relatives (cf. 8a28–b21), but this 
does not affect the point he is making here. 

10 Bodéüs 2001: 123n2 justifiably draws attention to the fact that, in the 
chapter on relatives in Metaphysics V, the distinction between properly 
expressed and inappropriately expressed correlativity is formulated in 
terms of the pair καθ’ αὑτό vs. κατὰ συμβεβηκός: applying the example of 
the text, when a certain man is master of a slave, the master is a relative 
per se, while the man is a relative per accidens (Metaph. V 15, 1021b3– 
11). It should perhaps be added that the omission of any reference to this 
conceptual pair is all the more salient here considering that earlier, in 6, 
5a38–b10, Aristotle had underlined an analogous distinction between per 
se quantities, that is, quantities proper, and accidental quantities, namely 
entities which, not being themselves quantities, nevertheless have a certain 
quantity. 

11 As we shall see, this claim was disputed in antiquity as it is still 
disputed today. 

12 “For double and half are simultaneous, and if there is a half there is a 
double, and if there is a slave there is a master; and similarly with the 
others. Also, one carries the other to destruction; for if there is not a double 
there is not a half, and if there is not a half there is not a double. So too with 
other such cases.” (Ἅμα γὰρ διπλάσιόν τέ ἐστι καὶ ἥμισυ, καὶ ἡμίσεος ὄντος 
διπλάσιόν ἐστιν, καὶ δούλου ὄντος δεσπότης ἐστίν· ὁμοίως δὲ τούτοις καὶ 
τὰ ἄλλα. καὶ συναναιρεῖ δὲ ταῦτα ἄλληλα· μὴ γὰρ ὄντος διπλασίου οὐκ 
ἔστιν ἥμισυ, καὶ ἡμίσεος μὴ ὄντος οὐκ ἔστι διπλάσιον· ὡσαύτως δὲ καὶ 
ἐπὶ τῶν ἄλλων ὅσα τοιαῦτα.) As is well known, classical Greek does not 
have a specialised verb for existence and uses instead the verb “to be”, as 
is here the case. However, “existence” is as much a πολλαχῶς λεγόμενον 
as “being” is. So, this begs the question of how the co-existence of these 
pairs of relatives should be understood here and in the parallel occurrences 
within the Categories. Let us keep in mind this question, which I will 
address when the appropriate time comes, namely, when discussing the 
notion of natural simultaneity (see below, Chapter 3.3., ad fin.). 

13 See below, Chapter 4. 
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14 Οἷς τὸ εἶναι ταὐτόν ἐστι τῷ πρός τί πως ἔχειν (8a32). This reformulated 
definition also appears in Top. VI 4, 142a22–33, and VI 8, 146a36–b9; but 
see SE 31, 181b25–37, and Metaph. XIV 1, 1088a21–b4. 

15 Sedley 2002: 327. 
16 Among the proposed interpretations, I highlight as particularly useful 

those by Caujolle-Zaslawsky 1980, Mignucci 1986, and, above all, 
those by Sedley 2002 and Duncombe 2015 (integrated as chapter 6 of 
Duncombe 2020). 

17 See In Cat. 166.15–29 Kalbfleisch. 
18 As Sedley 2002, the most eminent and influential representative of this 

line of interpretation, puts it. Sedley himself sees the limits of his interpret-
ation in 338–339 and 345. 

19 The point of RC under the second account consisting in making it explicit 
that the very being of a relative consists in being related to a correlative. 
However, for the purposes of our discussion, there is no reason to abandon 
the original formula. 

20 See, for example, Porphyry (In Cat. 126.24–32 Busse), Ammonius (In Cat. 
80.9–13 Busse), Philoponus (In Cat. 132.23–133.4 Busse), and Simplicius 
(In Cat. 200.34–201.10 Kalbfleisch). 

21 Cf. Caujolle-Zaslawsky 1980: 176; Oehler 1984: 252; Zanatta 1989: 598; 
Zucca 2011: 193, 211n23; Gambra 2013: 227. Moon 2021: 469 is a recent 
exception: he thinks that Aristotle’s final reservations apply specifically to 
the immediately preceding discussion and, in particular, to the issue of the 
categorial status of parts of substances such as heads and hands; but see 
also Sedley 2002: 338–339. 

22 A sign of this is the prevalence of the expression δοκεῖ (“it seems that”) 
and other cognate expressions throughout the chapter. 

23 The first conditional is explicitly stated at 13, 14b30–31 (and cf. the 
equivalent notion of priority, i.e., not to reciprocate as to implication of 
existence, at 12, 14a29–35). The second is not, but it can be deduced from 
the first, by contraposition. For, let x and y be two items that reciprocate 
as to implication of existence. Then, according to the explicit statement 
in 14b30–31, if either of them exists, the other exists as well. From this it 
follows that, if x exists, y exists, and therefore, by contraposition, that, if 
y does not exist, x does not exist; and again that, if y exists, x exists, and 
thus, by contraposition, that, if x does not exist, y does not exist. 

24 Of course, one may object that Aristotle could be using here a simpler 
notion of natural simultaneity, a notion that is reduced to the first condition 
required in Cat. 13 –  maybe one of Platonic origin, wholly congenial to the 
notion of priority whose use he attributes to Plato in Metaph. V 11, 1019a1– 
4. But I fail to see how this could be the case unless the postpredicaments 
were a late addition to the Categories, if not a post-Aristotelian one; and 
the burden of proof that this is indeed the case would then be entirely 
on the objector. In line with the interpretation I favour, Caston 2018 (see 
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39–40n8) and Edelhoff 2020 (see 34, 39–41) have recently argued that, in 
his analysis of natural simultaneity in Cat. 7, Aristotle is already using the 
complete, double-condition notion offered in Cat. 13 (and, in a somewhat 
similar vein, see Duncombe 2020: 108–109). In any case, as we shall see, 
the very interpretation of the notion of natural simultaneity in the sense 
discussed in the text and of the scope of its application raises difficulties, 
which I will consider and discuss later (see, below, chapter 3). 

25 See, for knowledge/knowable (sometimes one member of the pair remains 
implicit): Cat. 7, 6b2–6; 6b15–16; 6b34–35; 7b23–31; 8, 11a24–36; 
10, 11b27–31; Top. II 8, 114a18–19; IV 1, 121a1; IV 4, 124b19; VI 6, 
145a14–15; VI 8, 146b1–2; VI 8, 146b5; VI 8, 146b6–8; VI 12, 149b11; 
SE 31, 181b34–35; Metaph. V 15, 1020b32; 1021a29–30; 1021b6; X 6, 
1057a7–12; 1057a16. And, less ostentatiously, for perception/perceptible, 
see: Cat. 7, 6b2–6; 6b35–36; 7b35–8a12; Top. II 8, 114a19; Metaph. V 
15, 1020b31. These two pairs already occur as examples of relatives in 
Plato: see, for instance, Chrmd. 165c–166e and 167d–168e; R. 438ce; Tht. 
156ac; Prm. 133c–134e. 

26 Cf. Top. V 3, 131a12–20, and VI 4, 142a22–24. 
27 This was noted in antiquity by some authors whom Simplicius refers to but 

does not name (In Cat. 194.28–195.16 Kalbfleisch), and whose position he 
later seeks to reject in a not particularly persuasive way (195.16–30). Note 
that one could also draw a symmetrical conclusion from those two texts 
of the Topics and, with it, raise a serious problem for the thesis defended 
by Aristotle regarding natural simultaneity of relatives. Since, according 
to Cat. 10, 11b17–33, relatives are opposites, if all opposites are simultan-
eous by nature, so must all relatives be. But it would perhaps be possible to 
argue that, when Aristotle speaks of opposites in those two passages, he is 
specifically thinking of contraries and contradictories, considering, there-
fore, a kind of restricted sense of opposition, which encompasses only 
these two types, as happens, for example, in Ph. V 3, 227a8–9. 

28 See Chapter 3.1, below. 
29 Note that, if so, this would also solve the problem referred to above, in 

note 27. 
30 Among ancient commentators see: Porphyry, In Cat. 117.32–35 and 

119.4–6 Busse; Ammonius, In Cat. 76.10–77.2 Busse; Philoponus, In Cat. 
117.4–5 Busse; Simplicius, In Cat. 189.19 Kalbfleisch (for whom this is, 
moreover, “the main distinctive property of relatives”: τὸ μάλιστα ἴδιον 
τῶν πρός τι); Olympiodorus, In Cat. 108.17–109.19 Busse; Elias, In Cat. 
213.17–26 Busse; Sergius of Reshaina, In Cat. 334–342 Arzhanov and 
Introd. § 75 Aydin. The beginning of Simplicius’ commentary on this point 
indicates that this interpretation can be traced back to Pseudo-Archytas 
(see In Cat. 189.19–31). Furthermore, some of those authors even con-
sider that Aristotle, despite his literal words in the chapter, accepts that 
natural simultaneity is an ἴδιον of relatives: this is the case of Porphyry 
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(119.4–6), Olympiodorus (108.22–109.12), Elias (214.27–215.11) and 
Sergius of Reshaina (In Cat. 334–342; Introd. §75). (Simplicius seems 
more hesitant in this regard: see, on the one hand, 189.27–29, and, on 
the other hand, 183.13–14, 190.31–33 and 193.33–194.19.) In a some-
what opposite sense, but in an equally suggestive way, we are told by sev-
eral sources that some ancient authors, whose names they do not disclose, 
defended that the Categories were spurious, on the grounds, inter alia, that 
the author of this treatise considered that some relatives do not satisfy the 
condition of natural simultaneity, contrary to what would be, according 
to them, Aristotle’s authorised position: see, for instance, Olympiodorus 
(Prol. 22.38–24.20 Busse) and the anonymous scholiast to the Categories 
(Scholia 33a28–b34 Brandis); there are still echoes of this tradition in the 
Arabic reception (cf. Georr 1948: 152–153). Significant exceptions to this 
dominant interpretation are Boethius (In Cat. 233bd Migne) and Averroes 
(Middle Commentary §59). Among modern commentators, a recent 
example along the lines of this interpretation, although of course with a 
different formulation, is Duncombe 2020: 110–112. 



2 Relatives 

2.1 Aristotle’s Views on Relatives 

What sorts of things are the relatives for Aristotle? In recent litera-
ture, there has been some discussion of this question. An important 
part of the motivation behind this discussion is the concern to distin-
guish the relatives from the substances they put in relation, without 
thereby reducing them to the relations themselves, which, as is well 
known, Aristotle only very exceptionally and always only derivatively 
acknowledges.1 

The solution I adopt simply results from a comparison of 
relatives with items in other “secondary” categories, that is, non- 
substantial ones: 

(1) Let us assume that Socrates is good and that the mountain over 
there is beautiful. What are the qualities in these two cases? 
Paronymically expressed, the qualities are good (the being good 
of Socrates) and beautiful (the being beautiful of the mountain). 

(2) Let us assume that Socrates is 1.70 metres tall and that the moun-
tain over there is 2000 metres high. What are the quantities in 
these two cases? The quantities are 1.70 metres (Socrates’ being 
1.70 metres tall) and 2000 metres (the mountain’s being 2000 
metres high). 

(3) Socrates is, as we know, the son of Sophroniscus; and let us admit 
that that mountain is greater than this one. What are the relatives 
in these two cases? The relatives are son (Socrates’ being a son 
in relation to Sophroniscus) and greater (that mountain’s being 
greater in relation to this one). 
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The moral of the story is that there is no more risk of confusion 
between substances and relatives than there is (or rather, there is not) 
between substances and qualities or quantities. Relatives, like qual-
ities or quantities, have modes of being that are independent of the 
substances in which they inhere, despite the fact that they themselves 
are always ultimately dependent on them. Like qualities and quan-
tities, relatives are properties of a subject, with which they should not 
be confused, despite the fact that, by being affected by such proper-
ties, the subject can be truly said to be qualified, quantified, or related 
to something in a certain way.2 At the same time, on this interpretation, 
relatives are not reduced to relations, nor are the latter seen as in any 
way prior and/or superior to the former.3 

Bearing this in mind, I will henceforth distinguish between, on the 
one hand, the relative and correlative properties, and, on the other 
hand, the relatum and the correlate put into a relation by them, which 
are the subjects affected by these properties. A relatum and its cor-
relate are whatever items that are affected by converse relational 
properties, and insofar as they are affected by them; the relative and 
the correlative are the properties in virtue of which the former are so 
affected. Accordingly, I will observe in a technical way the nomencla-
ture that serves this distinction, that is, “relative” and “correlative” for 
the properties, and “relatum” and “correlate” for the subjects that are 
affected by these properties.4 Of course, inasmuch as they are affected 
by relational properties and put into a mutual relation by them, the 
subjects themselves may be said to be relatives to one another from 
that particular point of view and spoken of as relative things, without 
any violation of the rule that has just been set. 

2.2 Relatives and the Ontological Square (I) 

Let us now consider a difficult issue that arises from a specificity of 
relatives, which is unparalleled in any other category. The specificity 
is that relatives, as we have seen, always come in pairs; and, further, 
that, as stated in 6b28–7b14, all relatives reciprocate, which entails 
that, if a certain x is R of a certain y, then y is R’ of x (R’ being the 
reciprocal, or converse, relation of R). 

Let us then assume that someone eats half a cake and leaves the 
other half.5 How should we conceive the correlation the subsisting 
half has with the double, which no longer exists? Should it be said that 
the correlation was interrupted and also ceased to exist as soon as one 
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of the relatives ceased to exist? If so, this does not seem to correspond 
to our linguistic habits, nor, therefore, to what one would intuitively 
expect. Isn’t it common, and acceptable, to say something like “I only 
have half the cake left”? Now, in the very terms of Aristotle’s ana-
lysis, isn’t saying that only half of the cake is left over an improper, 
colloquial way of saying that half of the double is left? Hence, if we 
value these linguistic habits (as, in equivalent circumstances, Aristotle 
usually does), it seems that, despite the disappearance of the double, 
the half/double correlation remains; and, if the half/double correlation 
remains, then, by the principle of reciprocity, the double/half correl-
ation remains as well. But how, if there is no longer any double? 

The difficulty increases if we remember that relatives are accidents 
and that, in terms of the doctrine set out in Cat. 2 –  which, for simplicity’s 
sake, I will call from now on the “doctrine of the ontological square” – 
all accidents inhere in a subject (or “are in a subject”).6 Let us consider 
now, then, the case of a son whose father has died, or a master whose 
slave was killed. Again, ingrained linguistic habits, which are prima 
facie justified, allow statements such as: “My father died”; or: “They 
killed my slave” (let us remember the Euthyphro). Thus, if, here too, 
we value these linguistic habits, we will have to admit that the father/ 
child and master/slave correlations are maintained. But, by the same 
reasoning, if the child is the child of the father, the father, by reci-
procity, is the father of the child; and, if the master is the master of the 
slave, the slave is the slave of the master. Now, in the cases described, 
in which subject does the relative-father inhere, and in which subject 
does the relative-slave inhere?7 

Let us consider a particular case. Sophroniscus is the father of 
Socrates and, reciprocally, Socrates is the son of Sophroniscus. 
Thus, being the son of Sophroniscus is an accident that inheres in 
Socrates and being the father of Socrates is an accident that inheres 
in Sophroniscus. But what happens when Sophroniscus dies? It seems 
reasonable to say that when he dies, Socrates remains his son;8 and, 
apparently, without a problem, because the accident being-son-of- 
Sophroniscus continues to inhere in Socrates. But, since being-son-of 
reciprocates with being-father-of, where does the accident being- 
father-of-Socrates inhere from the moment Sophroniscus died? 

Obviously, this difficulty becomes particularly acute if, as Aristotle 
maintains is the case for the pairs knowledge/knowable and percep-
tion/perceptible, the two relatives are not naturally simultaneous, 
but one of them is prior to the other, such that the former can exist 
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without the latter, but not the latter without the former. In fact, such a 
situation seems to blatantly contradict the doctrine of the ontological 
square. For if a thing x is already knowable by some knowledge K that 
does not yet exist, it seems that there are, after all, relatives without 
correlatives, since to the relative-knowable there corresponds, in this 
case, no correlative. However, the initial characterisation of relatives 
(and, incidentally, also its reformulated version), reinforced by the uni-
versal rule of reciprocity, establishes that this is impossible. Assume, 
then, alternatively, that the knowability of thing x, already existing, 
has a correlative; and that this is prospective knowledge K, which does 
not yet exist. Then, this knowability is an accident of the thing x and 
inheres in it; but in what does the said prospective knowledge inhere, 
in the entire time when knowledge K does not exist? The very terms 
of the question attest to the absurdity that an answer in these terms 
would involve. However, even if one accepts that a relative and its 
correlative may not be naturally simultaneous, one thing that, for the 
reasons given above, cannot be accepted is that they do not recipro-
cate. Therefore, if a certain knowability inheres in a certain subject, its 
correlative must also inhere in some subject. 

2.3 Relatives and the Ontological Square (II) 

The point is obviously important and, despite the fact that a more thor-
ough discussion could benefit from a deeper analysis of the notion of 
simultaneity in Aristotle as well as his position regarding the failure of 
simultaneity of the two problematic pairs, we can, for now, consider 
and try to solve the difficulties exposed, in a general way. 

The first difficulty mentioned, that of half and double, perhaps 
admits a simple solution. Simplicius, using another example, suggests 
the following: 

For even if he is called a father after the death of his son, he is so- 
called by reference to the time when [the son] was alive.9 

In other words, adapting this to our example: we can continue to 
speak of the half of a double that no longer exists, because we do so 
with reference to the time when it still existed. The half/double correl-
ation remains as something that can be referred to even after there is 
no longer a double, because there was a time when there was; and the 
same, of course, holds in all analogous cases.10 
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The second difficulty, concerning what subjects relatives whose 
relata have ceased to exist inhere in, is, however, much thornier. 
Porphyry seems to be aware of this difficulty and, although he does 
not explicitly recognise it, at a certain point develops an interpretation 
of relatives that would perhaps allow him to resolve it. He says: 

Relatives are present in their subjects neither as essential 
complements of them nor as any sort of accident that comes to 
be in their subject, as for example an affection or an activity, but 
they are external to their subjects. It is for this reason that they can 
come to be and pass away without their subjects being affected.11 

In fact, this point of view, if it could be shared by Aristotle, might 
help to explain how a relative can subsist as such after its correla-
tive has ceased to have a subject of inherence (e.g., a son maintaining 
his filiation relationship after the substance-father has died), namely 
because of the alleged inter-independence, as it were, of relatives and 
their subjects. The problem is precisely whether Aristotle could share 
this point of view. I am strongly inclined to conclude that he could 
not, since the exceptionality that Porphyry attributes in this passage 
to relatives within the set of non-substantial beings does not seem 
to have any support in the doctrine of the ontological square, which 
governs the ontology underlying the whole theoretical discussion 
developed in the Categories and with which, therefore, all of it must 
be in harmony.12 

A tempting solution to the second difficulty would be to think that, 
in cases such as those considered, a single relatum is sufficient to 
support correlativity: a kind of “love for the both of us”. Thus, in cases 
such as these, the relative-father and the relative-slave would not have 
any subject of inherence, but they would not need one either, because 
the relation would be entirely supported by the subsisting relata, the 
substance-child and the substance-master, respectively, “by reference 
to the time” when the correlated substances existed. But this does not 
appear to be how Aristotle thinks of the matter, and the solution does 
not seem compatible with the central thesis of the Categories (entirely 
in harmony with the principles of the ontological square, from which 
it is deduced) according to which everything that is not a primary 
substance is either in a primary substance or is said of a primary sub-
stance.13 Indeed, if the master/slave correlation holds, both relatives 
hold; and, given the specific nature of this correlation, since neither of 
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them is a primary substance, both must be in, or be said of, a primary 
substance, which precisely, in the circumstances under consideration, 
is not the case, because one of them is neither in a primary substance 
nor is it said of a primary substance. 

Yet is it really true that, in this kind of case, one of the relatives is 
neither in a primary substance nor is it said of a primary substance? 
Granted that one of them is not in a primary substance; couldn’t it still 
be the case that it is said of a primary substance? For, let us assume 
that relatives are universal accidents that are predicated of individual 
subjects; for instance, that the relative-father is a universal that is 
predicated of Sophroniscus, Socrates, Callias, and many other indi-
viduals. Then, when Sophroniscus is already dead and Socrates is still 
alive, although there is no subject of inherence for the relative-father 
in this particular correlation, one could say that there is, in a way, 
a subject of predication. In fact, precisely insofar as it remains true 
to say that, in that situation, Sophroniscus is the father of Socrates, 
the relative-father is now said of a primary substance, albeit of a pri-
mary substance that no longer exists. Hence, relatives are said of pri-
mary substances after all, and therefore the conformance with the 
requirements of the doctrine of the ontological square seems duly 
preserved. 

Could this be an appropriate solution for our current predicament? 
I think not. First of all, let us remind ourselves that, in terms of the 
standard reading of the ontological square (a reading that goes back 
to Porphyry and the whole Neoplatonic interpretation), universal 
accidents correspond to the third type of being described in the onto-
logical square and these are defined by both being said of a subject 
and being in a subject.14 Now, if this is so, even if relatives are uni-
versal accidents that are said of primary substances, they still must 
have subjects of inherence. Here we go again, then: for, what would 
be the subjects of inherence in cases such as these? 

There is however a stronger objection than this one. Let us, for 
the sake of the argument, call “universal accidents” the third type of 
being described in the ontological square, as we have done just now, 
and, continuing to follow the traditional reading of the ontological 
square, call “particular accidents” the second type of being (regard-
less of the metaphysical nature we wish to ascribe them). According 
to that reading, as we saw, universal accidents are those that are both 
said of a subject and in a subject, and particular accidents are those 
that are in a subject but are not said of a subject. Whichever interpret-
ation of the particular accidents one favours, either as individuals or as 
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themselves universals, though maximally determined,15 it is, I think, 
rather uncontroversial that they fall under universal accidents and are 
predicated by them: the particular pallor of Socrates falls under the 
universal Pallor, which (let us assume) falls under the broader uni-
versal White, which in turn falls under the broader universal Colour, 
and so on; and for that reason the pallor of Socrates is a colour. Now, 
from this it follows that each time a universal accident is said of a 
primary substance a particular accident under the former is in that 
substance. The reason for this is, quite simply, that you can only truly 
say of a primary substance that it is P if it is true that some P-ness is 
found in it. If it is true that Socrates is pale (which is short for “if it 
is true to say of Socrates that he is pale”, or, again, “if it is true that 
paleness is said of Socrates”), then some particular pallor is in him; 
differently put, if no particular pallor is in Socrates, then it is not at all 
true that Socrates is pale. The corollary of this is that it cannot be the 
case that something is said of a primary substance without something 
being in that substance. In general, if a universal accident is said of 
a primary substance, then a particular accident is in that substance. 
Therefore, if we simply assume that relatives are universal accidents 
that are said of individual subjects and that there are such accidents in 
the world, we must assume something further, namely that there also 
are relatives which are particular accidents (either individuals or max-
imally determined universals) that are in these individual subjects.16 

The bearing of this on our predicament is apparent: plainly put, 
to assume that relatives are universal accidents that are predicated 
of individual subjects is not a way out of it, since this assumption 
does not preclude, but instead entails, that, if any such accidents 
are predicated of these subjects, then particular relational accidents 
inhere in them; and therefore we are once again faced with the original 
problem, namely that, in cases such as the described, it is not clear 
what would be those subjects of inherence and, more basically, how 
there could be any. 

So, whether or not we accept the line of reasoning we have been 
following, we are forced to look for a fuller and better solution 
elsewhere. 

2.4 Temporally Asymmetrical Relations 

A bold hypothesis would be to admit that, at least in the case of 
relatives, and for only one in each pair, the reference to the primary 
substance required by the aforementioned thesis of Cat. 5 for all 
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things that are not primary substances could be made in times that 
are deferred from those in which these latter exist. In other words, to 
admit that, specifically in these cases, the inherence of the relative in 
relation to a subject could have occurred in the past (or, perhaps also, 
will occur in the future) and, thus, that it suffices that there had been 
(or, perhaps also, that there will come to be) a primary substance as 
the subject of the inherence. This would turn out to be a densifica-
tion of the solution inspired by Simplicius. One could then say that, 
in the case of the master whose slave was killed, the correlation is 
maintained, because the relative inheres in a substance that exists now, 
while the correlative inheres in a substance that existed before; and the 
same applies, mutatis mutandis, in the case of the child whose father 
has died. One could give this special type of relation the generic name 
of “temporally asymmetrical relation”. In temporally asymmetrical 
relations, the two relata exist in partially different times, but the rela-
tion itself (and, therefore, the correlativity and the reciprocity), if not 
stopped in the meantime, subsists for as long as any of them currently 
exists from the moment the relation was established.17 

It is obviously hard to ascertain how much of this hypothesis could 
be credited to Aristotle himself and how aware he might have been of 
its explanatory power to fully integrate the relatives within the doc-
trine of the ontological square. The fact remains, however, that it is 
not otherwise easy to see how to accommodate, within the framework 
of that doctrine, situations such as those described, if one wants to 
preserve the intuitions that certain relations persist after one of the 
correlates ceases to exist. More to the point, it is a telling detail that 
the very case of the problematic pairs seems to show that Aristotle is 
more than willing to accept relations that are in place before one of the 
correlates begins to exist –  relations for which an explanation within 
the framework of the ontological square must be supplied. 

Now, if we accept this solution and let it apply to the future as well, 
this will also allow us to advance a little with regard to the situation 
of these pairs. Indeed, according to this solution, something of which 
there is currently no knowledge by which it would be knowable could 
nonetheless already be knowable, provided that there be someone 
capable of knowing it in the future. Note that, taking into account the 
principles to which Aristotle is committed by virtue of the doctrine 
of the ontological square, the condition must be read thus: provided 
not only that there could be someone capable of knowing it in the 
future, but that there actually will be someone capable of knowing 
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it. Thus, the correlative of the knowable would not be mere poten-
tial knowledge, but rather potential knowledge of an actual subject of 
knowledge. To be sure, if that were the case, it would not always be 
possible, in cases like these, to determine now that something is know-
able –  and therefore to determine now that this something is a relative; 
but nothing would prevent its being so already. 

Admittedly, this may seem odd at first. However, as Aristotle 
would put it, in the end one would find it odder if it would be other-
wise. Let me argue that this is indeed the case here by showing how 
this interpretative hypothesis can be deductively linked to some basic, 
structural principles to which Aristotle is committed in the Categories. 

Consider the following argument: 

1: Relatives are not substances. [Cat. 4] 
2: Everything that is not a primary substance is either in a primary 

substance or said of a primary substance. [Cat. 5, 2a34–b9] 
3: Relatives must either be in a primary substance or said of a primary 

substance. [1, 2] 
4: For every relative r there is another relative r’ in relation to which 

it is said to be just what it is. [RC] 
5: Relatives r and r’ are correlatives to each other. [Definition of 

correlative] 
6: Relatives and their correlatives must be both either in a primary 

substance or said of a primary substance. [3, 4, 5] 

If the argument is sound, as it seems to be, it follows from the 
conclusion either that two correlatives must always be in a primary 
substance or said of a primary substance at all the same times, or 
that given two relatives that are correlatives to each other, if they are 
both neither in a primary substance nor said of a primary substance at 
some point in time, they must be in or said of a primary substance at 
different points in time. Now, intuitions that relations may persist after 
one of the correlates ceases to exist favour the second alternative; and 
Aristotle’s treatment of the problematic pairs prima facie requires it. 
Hence, the existence of temporally asymmetrical relations as defined 
earlier follows from the conclusion of the argument and must there-
fore be acknowledged, if the argument is indeed sound. 

Now, the argument clearly relies on 1, 2, and 4, which are 
Aristotelian principles, stated in the Categories. I fail to see how 1 
and 2 could be seriously challenged. But neither does 4 seem to be 
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easily dismissible. Not only does it correspond to RC, a rule that is 
deducible from both definitions of relatives in Cat. 7, but, if it were 
to be dismissed, how could one make sense of Aristotle’s statement 
that, when it comes to the problematic pairs, one relative is prior to 
the other? If Aristotle wanted to deal with these pairs by cancelling 
RC, he would have just said that the problematic pairs simply aren’t 
pairs, that they represent an exception to this rule, or are maybe even 
a counterargument to its validity, since, in these cases, relatives have 
not correlatives. However, this is not what we see him doing. What 
we see him doing is to advocate the priority of one of the correlatives 
over the other: which means that he views these pairs as failures of 
natural simultaneity of correlatives, not as exceptions to the rule of 
correlativity itself. 

Considering what has been just said, and bearing especially in 
mind the theoretical constrains of the doctrine of the ontological 
square, I will therefore adopt this interpretative hypothesis as the one 
that best reconciles the categorial specificities of the relatives with that 
doctrine, and, in this sense, as being necessitated, and justified, by the 
consistence of the whole system.18 

Notes 

1 As it happens in Metaph. V 15, 1021b6–8, where Aristotle recognises 
as also being per se relatives “those things with reference to which their 
possessors are said to be relative” (καθ’ ὅσα τὰ ἔχοντα λέγεται πρός 
τι: Reeve’s translation), such as equality and similarity. Commenting on 
this passage, Bonelli 2011: 180 says, quite pertinently, that the relations 
appear in it subordinated to relatives (and cf. also Morales 1994: 256n2). 
However, for modern revaluations of relations in Aristotle in the opposite 
direction to the one assumed in the text, see Cavarnos 1975: 43–46, 63–65, 
and especially Hood 2004. In recent times, the discussion referred to in the 
text was initiated by Mignucci 1986. 

2 This interpretation ends up coinciding with the one defended, with 
different arguments, by Mignucci 1986: 101–104. Duncombe 2020 has 
recently taken a stand against it. For him relatives are the things them-
selves insofar as they are constituted by a relation to something (see, for 
example, 97: “relatives are things that are constituted by a relationship to 
some correlative”; and 100: “a relative is an object that relates to some-
thing”); but it is not entirely clear to me how he understands this thesis 
(which, by the way, comes from Duncombe 2018: 122, 124–125), since 
he cannot, of course, mean that relatives are the substances themselves. 
Duncombe’s interpretation was recently followed by Edelhoff 2020: 33, 
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n65, 35 and 38 (but see also Cohen 2008: 14–15 and Cohen 2013: 238). 
One more word of clarification: it should be noted that the subjects whose 
relatives are properties do not all have to be substances; for example, the 
subjects of double and half are quantities, and those of lighter and darker 
are qualities (for this last example, see Ph. V 1, 224b34–35). However, in 
terms of the metaphysical views that Aristotle expounds in the Categories, 
everything that is not substance, and, in particular, everything that is not 
a primary substance, must ultimately be in a primary substance or be said 
of a primary substance (cf. Cat. 5, 2a34–b9); and this includes those quan-
tities and qualities which, from certain points of view, can be said to be 
relative to others, so that, ultimately, they themselves, and the relatives 
which have them as subjects, depend on substances. 

3 From what is said in the paragraph it does not of course follow that there 
cannot be uncertainty and controversy over exactly in which category to 
place certain classes of entities, as Aristotle discusses with regard to the 
parts of secondary substances in 8a13–b21. 

4 I follow here Morales 1994: 256n1 and Zucca 2011: 199n3. 
5 This example is inspired by Bodéüs 2001: 125n3. 
6 The designation “ontological square” was coined by Ignacio Angelelli in 

Angelelli 1967: 12–15. The author returned to this issue in Angelelli 1985. 
I will here use the expression “doctrine of the ontological square” both 
for the principles stated in Cat. 2 and for the consequences that Aristotle 
will draw from them later in the treatise, namely the very important one 
set forth in Cat. 5, 2a34–35, which I have already referred to above (note 
2) and will shortly come back to. One further remark on terminology. As is 
well known, Aristotle does not use in the Categories the word συμβεβηκός 
or any of its cognates to refer to accidents – a concept which, in fact, is not 
explicitly mobilised throughout the treatise. However, it has been widely 
accepted since the time of the ancient Greek commentators that everything 
that is in a subject, in the terms set out in Cat. 2, does indeed correspond to 
what Aristotle calls “accidents” in other (and arguably later) works. In the 
same vein, I will therefore use this word as a convenient term for all the 
non-substantial entities listed in Chapter 4. 

7 Erismann 2016: 420 evokes this problem with regard to the relationship 
between model and image, in cases where the latter persists, but the former 
has already disappeared. His observation is prompted by a particularly 
suggestive situation: certain iconophile Byzantine intellectuals of the 
eighth and nineth centuries argued that the image and its prototype are 
relative, in the Aristotelian sense of the term, and, at the same time, sim-
ultaneous by nature, including, for some of them, specifically those cases 
in which the prototype has long disappeared, e.g., Jesus Christ, the Virgin 
Mary, the apostles and the saints. Erismann sees clearly that this raises a 
problem: “The criterion of simultaneity of relatives implies the inherence 
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of an accidental relational property being-the-model-of. This property, like 
every accidental property, needs a bearer, an individual substance which is 
its substrate.” 

8 Plotinus was well aware of this: see Enneads VI.1.7.38–41. On this 
particular point he was not followed by most later Neoplatonic com-
mentary: see, above all, Simplicius, In Cat. 190.5–30 Kalbfleisch, and 
Boethius, In Cat. 228bc Migne. 

9 In Cat 190.16–18 Kalbfleisch, Fleet’s translation; italics mine. 
10 Note, however, that the conclusion that Simplicius himself intends to draw 

is not this, but the opposite: “Co-existing has two senses: to co-exist sub-
stantially is one thing, as light co-exists with the sun; to co-exist in terms 
of relationship, which does not always have essential reality equally; for 
when the son dies, the father loses his relational co-existence, since nei-
ther the son nor the father exist when the son is no more; for even if he is 
called a father after the death of his son, he is so-called by reference to the 
time when [the son] was alive.” (In Cat. 190.12–17 Kalbfleisch, Fleet’s 
translation.) 

11 In Cat. 125.25–28 Busse, Strange’s translation; my italics. 
12 Simplicius also seems to be aware of this problem, when he admits, in the 

following terms, the subsistence of some relatives beyond the disappear-
ance of their subjects: “Of relationships those which are joined essentially 
to their subjects co-exist with them, such as ‘on the right’ and ‘on the 
left’ in the parts of an animal; other relationships abandon their subjects 
although they persist, as ‘on the right’ in terms of standing, when it no 
longer fits the participation in the relationship (and these relationships are 
rather [to be considered as] accidental); others endure although the sub-
ject passes away, as that of things that formerly existed, and that of what 
is later to what is earlier in time because relationships have incorporeal 
accounts [λόγους] in and for themselves.” (In Cat. 175.4–11 Kalbfleisch, 
Fleet’s translation; my italics.) Clearly, the explanation that Simplicius 
puts forward is even further from Aristotle’s theoretical universe than 
Porphyry’s was: in addition to incorporating the (typically Plotinian) seg-
regation of relations from relatives and the Platonising subordination of 
these to the former, he seems to be committed to the Stoic notion of λόγοι 
σπερματικοί (for this latter aspect, see Fleet 2002: 165n117). For these 
reasons, he could hardly provide us with any support here. 

13 Cf. Cat. 5, 2a34–35 (and the subsequent lines up to b9). 
14 The standard reading consists in rendering the four types of being that 

Aristotle distinguishes in Cat. 2 the following way: beings that are said of a 
subject but are not in a subject (1a20–21) are universal substances; beings 
that are in a subject but are not said of a subject (1a23–24) are particular 
accidents; beings that are said of a subject and are in a subject (1a29–b1) 
are universal accidents; beings that are neither in a subject nor said of a 
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subject (1b3–4) are particular substances. See: Porphyry, In Cat. 73.4– 
74.24 Busse; and cf. Ammonius, In Cat. 25.5–26.24 Busse; Philoponus, 
In Cat. 28.1–31.26 Busse; Simplicius, In Cat. 44.1–51.4 Kalbfleisch; and 
Boethius, In Cat. 169b–177a Migne. 

15 I am of course referring, in general, schematic terms, to the so-called “trad-
itional interpretation”, supported by Jones 1949 and Ackrill 1963, among 
many others, both before and after these publications, and the revisionist 
interpretation originally proposed by Owen 1965, also followed by many 
adherents and opponents, respectively. 

16 This is obviously in no way something specific to relatives, but some-
thing common to all accidents. However, for some reason, it seems more 
often overlooked in the case of relatives. We may therefore draw the gen-
eral principle that to every universal accident that is predicated of a pri-
mary substance there corresponds a particular accident that inheres in that 
substance. A side, though relevant, remark relating to this is that, regard-
less of their metaphysical status, be it individual or universal, particular 
accidents, inasmuch as they inhere in individual subjects, are accidents of 
those subjects and, as such, peculiar to them; no matter whether the exact 
same shade of pale can be found in Erastus or in Coriscus, Socrates’ pallor 
is, as such, Socrates’ pallor and no one else’s. Again, the same thing can of 
course be said of relatives, and this is not without consequences for some 
points I will have to make later. 

17 One could ask how this type of relation should be seen in light of two 
passages where Aristotle considers inter alia the truth-value of present- 
tense declarative sentences about subjects that no longer exist, like “Homer 
is a poet” or “Socrates is ill”. These are, respectively, Int. 11, 21a21–33, 
and Cat. 10, 13b12–35 –  the former passage being usually seen as being 
somewhat at odds with the latter. Without entering into the details of these 
two texts, and especially of their mutual relation, I think it would be safe 
to say that they are both consistent with the notion of temporally asym-
metrical relations. When Socrates is still alive, but his father Sophroniscus 
has already died, you can say that Sophroniscus is the father of Socrates 
by predicating the “is” in “an accidental way” and without therefore predi-
cating it of Sophroniscus per se (meaning: without thereby assuming 
that Sophroniscus exists). But of course the rationale for you saying that 
Sophroniscus is the father of Socrates when Sophroniscus no longer exists 
is the fact that he once did; and therefore, in a proper grammatical sense, 
it is not true to say that Sophroniscus is the father of Socrates, but only 
that he was the father of Socrates. On the contrary, Socrates, who still is in 
the proper sense of the verb inflection, can be truly said to be now the son 
of Sophroniscus. The two subjects of inherence no longer coexist, but the 
relation exists, and therefore the two relatives do too, as they will as long 
as one of the relata will. 
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18 In addition, the explanation inspired by Simplicius maintains its validity in 
cases where neither of the two correlates exists. In these cases, the relation 
does not exist either; it is, however, admissible to speak of the relatives 
by reference to the past time when it did, that is to say, by reference to the 
past time when there was at least one of the relata: that is how one keeps 
talking of Socrates as a son of Sophroniscus long after they are both dead. 
The same, of course, does not apply to the future, for the very reason 
that the future is not set, and it is therefore undetermined which primary 
substances will come to exist. One may, of course, talk about possible 
relations, relata and relatives in the future, but that is an entirely different 
matter (as evidenced by the fact that one may also talk about possible 
relations in the past). 
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3 Natural Simultaneity 

3.1 Simultaneity and Natural Simultaneity 

Let us now turn, for a more thorough inspection, to the notion of sim-
ultaneity and, in particular, to the notion of natural simultaneity, in the 
sense relevant to the characterisation of relatives. 

We have already seen that this notion plausibly corresponds to the 
second sense of simultaneity presented by Aristotle in chapter 13 of 
the Categories (14b27–33). This second sense is, in turn, built upon 
(and, in a way, in opposition to) two senses of priority presented in 
the previous chapter: the second sense, according to which things 
that do not reciprocate as to implication of existence in relation to 
others are said to be prior (no qualification added) to them (14a29– 
35); and the fifth, according to which things that do reciprocate as 
to implication of existence in relation to others, but are somehow 
the cause of their existence, are said to be prior by nature to them 
(14b10–23). The presentation of the different senses of priority is thus 
developed in chapter 12 –  in a way that is far from being unparal-
leled in Aristotle1 – in two moments: first, only four senses of priority 
are officially announced (14a26: πρότερον ἕτερον ἑτέρου λέγεται 
τετραχῶς), which are then presented in succession (14a26–b8); at the 
end, a fifth is unexpectedly added, which corrects and completes the 
previous list.2 The reasoning that leads to this fifth sense is particularly 
suggestive: among prior things, there are those that do not reciprocate 
as to implication of existence in relation to others; however, also cer-
tain things that do reciprocate as to implication of existence in rela-
tion to others may be said to be prior to them, namely whenever they 
are the cause of their existence; and, in that case, it is reasonable to 
consider that the former are naturally prior to the latter. In this text, 
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therefore, it is through the fifth sense that the notion of priority by 
nature intervenes;3 and, consequently, it is also this way that a certain 
notion of simultaneity, the one relevant to the relatives, turns out to 
be characterised as φύσει too.4 In the presentation of Cat. 13, natural 
simultaneity construed this way is followed by another type of sim-
ultaneity, also called “natural”, which constitutes the third sense of 
simultaneity distinguished in the chapter, namely that which applies to 
the coordinated species of the same genus (14b33–15a7).5 However, 
at the end of the chapter, Aristotle makes it clear that the two types 
of natural simultaneity, though different, are opposed en bloc to the 
stricter sense of simultaneity, temporal simultaneity (15a7–12). This 
is indicative that, for him, temporal simultaneity and natural simul-
taneity (no matter now its own subtypes) correspond to distinct ways 
of being simultaneous, neither of which can be reduced to the other. 

In terms of the relevant sense of natural simultaneity described 
in Cat. 13, two items x and y are, therefore, naturally simultaneous, 
when: (1) x and y reciprocate as to implication of existence; and 
(2) neither x is the cause of the existence of y, nor y is the cause of 
the existence of x. Hence, there is a failure of natural simultaneity, in 
this sense, if x and y reciprocate as to implication of existence, but 
the cause of the existence of x is y, or vice versa. In other words, x 
and y will not be naturally simultaneous if, despite the fact that, if 
x exists, y also exists, and vice versa, y exists because of x, or vice 
versa. Now, this gives us also an important hint about how Aristotle 
thinks of natural simultaneity, in this sense, as natural simultaneity. 
This hint could be represented thus: two things are naturally simul-
taneous if their respective existences imply each other; and they will 
be naturally simultaneous if the existence of neither causally depends 
on the existence of the other. This is, as we have seen, particularly 
suggested by the reasoning that, throughout chapter 12, leads Aristotle 
to the fifth sense of priority. That is to say, although reciprocation as to 
implication of existence constitutes, in itself, a factor for two things to 
be regarded as simultaneous in some nontemporal way,6 it seems as 
if, here, Aristotle considers particularly fit to call this type of simul-
taneity “natural simultaneity” whenever this factor is joined with the 
second, causal condition. And the reason for this appears to be that for 
him it would make no sense to call two things “naturally simultan-
eous” when one of them must be presupposed to be naturally prior to 
the other, being the cause of its existence.7 
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3.2 Natural Simultaneity: The Causal Condition 

In chapter 13, Aristotle does not explain the second condition he 
requires for natural simultaneity. He does not explain it either when 
he introduces this same condition as an additional reason for some-
thing to be called prior to something else in chapter 12. He gives 
there instead an example of things that, although reciprocating as to 
implication of existence, are causally linked, namely a certain fact and 
the true statement about it: the fact and the true statement do recip-
rocate as to implication of existence, but it is the fact that makes the 
statement true and not the other way around; and for this reason the 
former must be said to be naturally prior to the latter.8 

Yet, if one considers specifically the relatives, it doesn’t seem 
hard to think of other examples he could have been contemplating. 
Cases like the pair of relatives parent/child, in which the two relatives 
reciprocate as to implication of existence (if there is, for instance, a 
relative-father, there is a relative-child, and if there is a relative-child, 
there is a relative-father), but in which, however, one of them is the 
cause of the existence of the other, come easily to mind.9 In fact, in 
this case, the two relatives, although reciprocating as to implication of 
existence, are clearly not simultaneous by nature, because the father, 
being the cause of the child’s existence, is, for that reason, prior by 
nature to him. Therefore, if the second condition was ignored, cases 
such as these would (wrongly) be recognised as instances of natural 
simultaneity. It could be precisely this type of mistaken labelling that 
Aristotle wanted to avoid. 

One might object that references to the father/child pair in the con-
text of Aristotelian discussions of relatives are scant, at best: there 
is only one, to be exact, given in Metaphysics V 15.10 Compare 
with the pairs double/half or knowledge/  knowable, by far the ones 
with the highest number of occurrences in this same context: in a 
non-exhaustive count, about 27 occurrences for the first and 21 for 
the second; or even with the master/slave pair, with no less than 5 
occurrences.11 However, this would of course be a self-refuting objec-
tion, since it does not exclude, but, on the contrary, acknowledges, that 
Aristotle thinks of this pair as a pair of relatives; and, given the pecu-
liar nature of the complete notion of natural simultaneity in Cat. 13, 
one might even reasonably think, as suggested earlier, that Aristotle 
was led to it by reflecting on this kind of relatives. 
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Porphyry and subsequent Neoplatonic commentators would, 
no doubt, disagree with this interpretation. In particular, the extant 
Neoplatonic commentaries on the Categories that extend to the 
post-predicaments show that their authors are perfectly aware of the 
double condition that Aristotle requires there for natural simultaneity; 
however, strangely enough, when they come to apply this notion to 
relatives, following Aristotle’s discussion of this issue in Cat. 7, they 
all (with the notable exception of Olympiodorus) give the father/child 
pair as an example of relatives that are simultaneous by nature.12 

Porphyry, whose preserved catechetical commentary goes only as 
far as chapter 9, is already an evident testimony to this: 

For instance, a father is a father when taken together with his child, 
for it is together with his child that he possesses the being of a 
father, and a person comes to be a father when he comes to have a 
child. So “father” introduces “child” along with itself, and “child” 
introduces “father” along with itself. Conversely, without a child 
there cannot be a father, nor can there be a father without a child. 
Therefore, since “father” and “child” introduce each other, and 
when one is eliminated the other is as well, these will be simultan-
eous by nature.13 

This exegetical decision is, however, especially challenging in the 
case of Ammonius, who, in his commentary on Cat. 7, twice recognises 
that there is a causal relationship between father and child,14 while his 
comments on the relevant parts of Cat. 12 and 13 show that he is per-
fectly aware that causal relationship implies, for Aristotle, the natural 
non-simultaneity of the two relatives and, in fact, the natural priority 
of the relative-cause over the correlative-caused.15 And the same thing 
occurs with Philoponus16 and Simplicius.17 

One might try to justify the commentators’ position at this point by 
saying that it is the substance-father that is the cause of the substance- 
child’s existence and not the relative-father that is the cause of the 
relative-child’s existence.18 Could this be the right way to look at the 
matter? 

Clearly, the crucial point to respond to this question depends on 
what Aristotle means by “cause of existence” (αἴτιον τοῦ εἶναι). 
Unfortunately, he does not give us any explicit explanation of this 
concept. He provides us however with an important clue, namely 
the example he gives for the fifth sense of priority by nature, the 
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reciprocation between a fact and the true statement about it. Although, 
he reasons, if a certain fact obtains in the world the statement that 
asserts it is true as well as if a certain statement is true the fact it 
asserts obtains, still the statement is true because the fact obtains, not 
the reverse. 

So, the first thing to be noticed here is that when Aristotle speaks 
of “cause of existence” in this context he is not contemplating the 
activity of any causal power being exercised by one of the two recip-
rocating items over the other. The fact does not make the statement 
that asserts it true by doing anything, let alone by influencing or inter-
vening in any way in it; in a strict sense, it does not even cause it to 
be true. Aristotle expressively uses the phrase “being in some way the 
cause of the other’s existence” (τὸ αἴτιον ὁπωσοῦν θατέρῳ τοῦ εἶναι) 
to emphasise that, in cases such as these, although the existence of 
each item implies that of the other, the existence of one of them is 
grounded in the existence of the other. 

Now, the appeal of the interpretation that could justify the 
commentators’ position we are currently assessing is that it is quite 
evidently the substance-father (for example, Sophroniscus) who 
is the efficient cause of the substance-child (for example, Socrates) 
and, in this sense, the cause of his existence. But when we look at the 
example given in Cat. 12 we realise that it is not this type of causation 
Aristotle has in mind when he characterises there the second condition 
of natural priority. What he has in mind is more akin to metaphysical 
grounding than to efficient causality, in Aristotelian terms.19 

So, if we now apply the pattern given by Aristotle’s example to our 
issue, we are led to the conclusion that, as far as the father/child rela-
tionship is concerned, the point he would like to make is that, although 
the relative-father and the relative-child reciprocate as to implication 
of existence, the latter only exists because of the former –  with the 
efficient causal relationship between the substances that are father and 
child to each other having nothing to do with the matter. Sophroniscus 
is indeed the cause of Socrates and therefore Socrates exists because 
of Sophroniscus; but the reason why the pair of relatives father/child 
is not naturally simultaneous lies not in this biological fact, but in the 
metaphysical notion that the existence of the child is grounded in the 
existence of the father.20 

Hence, in the relevant sense, it is as a father, and therefore as a 
relative, that a father is the cause of his child’s existence. Sophroniscus 
is of course the cause of Socrates’ existence; however, in the relevant 
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sense, it is not as Sophroniscus that he is the cause of Socrates’ exist-
ence, but as his father. The question here bears on the grounding link 
between the existence of the two relatives, not on the causal link 
between the two substances in which they inhere. Additionally, it 
should be noted that it is precisely by being the (efficient) cause of 
Socrates’ existence (only then and for that reason), that Sophroniscus 
becomes (his) father, that is, that he acquires this relational property, 
and that, thus, the relative-father (and, simultaneously, the correlative- 
child) comes about. The moment of efficient causation is, in other 
words, the moment that initiates correlativity (and therefore reci-
procity); and this, from a different point of view, also bears witness 
to the fact that, in relatives such as these, it is as relatives that one is 
cause and the other is caused in the sense relevant to appraise their 
priority/posteriority or simultaneity relations. 

Now, it could have conceivably been to avoid a hasty and mistaken 
application of the notion of natural simultaneity in cases like these that 
Aristotle introduced the restrictive clause: it is not enough to recipro-
cate as to implication of existence for two things to be considered sim-
ultaneous by nature; in addition to that, neither can be the cause of the 
other’s existence. Thus, parent and child, for instance, certainly recip-
rocate as to implication of existence. But, according to the established 
notion of natural simultaneity, this is only a necessary, not a suffi-
cient, condition for declaring them to be simultaneous by nature. The 
other necessary condition –  that neither of them is the cause of the 
other’s existence – does not obtain in this case. And, since only the 
two conditions are jointly sufficient, it follows, in this case, that parent 
and child are not simultaneous by nature. 

3.3 Natural Simultaneity: Reciprocation as to Implication of 
Existence 

Having considered the second condition of natural simultaneity, in the 
relevant sense, let us now focus on the first condition, reciprocation as 
to implication of existence, and let us think about it specifically in its 
application to relatives, which is the aspect that we need to explore. 
How is this condition to be interpreted in this case? 

Two distinctions are surely key. We have, first of all, to distinguish 
between (a) correlativity, (b) reciprocity, and (c) reciprocation as to 
implication of existence; for, according to Aristotle, all relatives sat-
isfy the first and second, but only some satisfy the third. Secondly, in 
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view of what we saw above, the items that have to reciprocate as to 
implication of existence for the first condition of natural simultaneity 
to be met are the relatives themselves, not the subjects of which they 
are properties; what must reciprocate as to implication of existence is, 
for example, double and half, not the things that are double and half of 
each other, or master and slave, not the primary substances that recip-
rocally maintain the corresponding relations with each other. 

Furthermore, it is worth explaining how reciprocation as to impli-
cation of existence ought to be conceived and formulated. Using the 
examples: reciprocation as to implication of existence does not simply 
obtain between double and half, but between this double and its half 
and between this half and its double (or, in other words: between the 
double of this half and the half of this double); and not simply between 
master and slave, but between this master and his slave and between 
this slave and his master (or, in other words: between the master of this 
slave and the slave of this master).21 The second example illustrates 
very well the risks of not complying with this specification: other-
wise, a master would not reciprocate as to implication of existence 
with each and every one of his slaves, because he would begin to be a 
master with the acquisition of the first slave and only cease to be one 
with the loss of the last one. This specification is, of course, a direct 
consequence of the notion of relative: each relative has its correlative, 
because it is in relation to this correlative that it is said to be just what 
it is. Moreover, this is utterly consistent with the fact that relatives are 
properties of a certain subject –  properties that are always relative 
to the correlative ones in a certain other subject. Therefore, there is 
not really a master who has several slaves; as a relative, the master 
is the master of that slave (and the slave, conversely, is the slave of 
that master). The one who has several slaves is the substance-master, 
which only means that the same substance has several relations of the 
same type with several substances (several substances-slave); and it 
is only in view of this fact that, for simplicity’s sake, it is said (but 
should be avoided) that the master has several slaves. 

If one gives it some thought, this is much more straightforward than 
it appears at first. Each father is fatherly related to someone specific-
ally; not to humanity in general, nor to no one particularly. Socrates 
is the father of Lamprocles, Menexenus and Sophroniscus; he is not a 
father, period. This technically means that Socrates has the property of 
being the-father-of-Lamprocles and the property of being the-father- 
of-Menexenus. Those are different properties, since in virtue of each 
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of them Socrates is related to different subjects. In fact, as we saw 
earlier, a relational property is that by which the subject that bears it 
is related to another subject, namely the one that bears the correla-
tive property.22 So, each subject can, and regularly does, have many 
different relational properties of the same type, many different prop-
erties of being the-father-of-X, for example: as many as the children 
that the person in question has; in general, as many as the relations 
that the subject has. 

Bearing these warnings in mind, let us now try to spell out how 
reciprocation as to implication of existence should be interpreted in 
Aristotelian terms, specifically in the case of relatives. This is a task 
that is very rarely seen in the literature (Duncombe 2020, to which 
I will turn right away, is a commendable exception),23 a direct conse-
quence of the relative lack of interest that the issue of natural simultan-
eity of relatives has generally received on the part of commentators, 
both ancient and (especially) modern, on chapter 7 of the Categories. 

To do so, let us start by recalling the rules of correlativity and reci-
procity of relatives previously formulated: 

RC =  Every relative has a correlative, in relation to which it is said 
to be what it is. 

RR =  If a relative is said to be R of its correlative, the latter is said 
to be R’ of the former (R’ being the reciprocal relation of R). 

Considering these two rules, it is obvious that the rule of recipro-
cation as to implication of existence of relatives (RRIE) must be, for 
Aristotle, not only different from these rules, but also narrower and 
more robust than them, insofar as, according to him, there are relatives 
that satisfy RC and RR, but do not satisfy RRIE. This fact allows 
us to immediately discard the interpretation recently proposed by 
Duncombe, which he himself justifiably qualifies as “weak”.24 Indeed, 
according to that interpretation, RRIE is a simple consequence of 
RC and applies to everything to which it applies; hence, according 
to this interpretation, all relatives satisfy RRIE (and therefore, as 
Duncombe hastily concludes, they are all naturally simultaneous). In 
his own terms: 

I suggest that a relative and correlative are naturally simultaneous 
in the sense that if you admit one into your ontology, then you 
must admit the other too. If you admit that there is a double, then 
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you must admit that there is a half too; if you admit that there is a 
master, then you must admit that there is a slave too.25 

Clearly, in terms of this interpretation, reciprocation as to impli-
cation of existence is practically reduced to correlativity.26 However, 
Aristotle has just discussed reciprocity, which presupposes and 
reinforces correlativity, when he introduces the issue of the natural 
simultaneity of relatives. Now, if this interpretation were right, then 
Aristotle would be, at this point, unexpectedly and without notice 
turning back to the initial description of relatives, which is odd, and 
treating it as if it were simply another feature of them, among others, 
which is odder. On the other hand, and more importantly, Duncombe’s 
interpretation, as we have seen, has the consequence that natural sim-
ultaneity, thus understood (and in fact reduced to reciprocation as to 
implication of existence), applies to all relatives. However, Aristotle 
makes it abundantly clear in Cat. 7 that he considers there to be several 
powerful arguments against the application of RRIE to all relatives. 
Therefore, Duncombe’s interpretation is not the one we need to under-
stand the Aristotelian position here. 

Duncombe makes an important interpretative point though. As 
we saw earlier, Aristotle carefully distinguishes between natural and 
temporal simultaneity. However, the most common interpretation of 
the former (for example, that of the ancient commentators) implicitly 
conceives it as coexistence at all the same times. Now, to interpret nat-
ural simultaneity in this way means to construe it as a mere modality 
of temporal simultaneity. Therefore, this interpretation cannot be 
right.27 Furthermore, we have already seen that certain puzzles of cor-
relativity and reciprocity of relatives seem to imply the existence of 
temporally asymmetrical relations, which also collides with the inter-
pretation of natural simultaneity as coexistence at all the same times. 
Indeed, in these cases, the relatives (for example, the aforementioned 
cases of master/slave or father/child) are simultaneous by nature, but 
not in time. 

How then to conceive, in proper Aristotelian terms, reciprocation 
as to implication of existence in the case of relatives –  and, so, in such 
a way that the corresponding rule can be seen as going beyond RC 
and RR? I propose that it be read as follows: for two relatives x and y 
to reciprocate as to implication of existence it is necessary and suffi-
cient that, if x begins to exist as x, y also begins to exist as y, and vice 
versa, and if x ceases to exist as x, so does y cease to exist as y, and 
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vice versa.28 An example: a certain double and a certain half relative 
to each other reciprocate as to implication of existence if and only if, 
if the double begins to exist as a double, its half begins to exist as a 
half, and vice versa, and if the double ceases to exist as a double, its 
half ceases to exist as a half, and vice versa. The same holds if the 
relatives are now master and slave: both reciprocate as to implication 
of existence, because, if the master begins to exist as a master, his 
slave begins to exist as slave, and vice versa, and if the master ceases 
to exist as a master, his slave ceases to exist as a slave, and vice versa. 

We can therefore formulate now our new rule as follows: 

RRIE =  If a relative begins to exist as R of its correlative, the latter 
begins to exist as R’ of the former, and vice versa; and if a relative 
ceases to exist as R of its correlative, the latter ceases to exist as R’ 
of the former, and vice versa.29 

The decisive question to verify whether, under this formula, RRIE 
may be interpreted as making a narrower and more robust requirement 
than those made by RC and RR, as Aristotle’s position on the prob-
lematic pairs requires, seems, then, to be the following: considering 
this interpretation, in which cases do RC and RR obtain, but not 
RRIE? The fact, however, is that we don’t need to ask this. What we 
do need to ask is rather: given this interpretation, what cases would 
Aristotle conceive of as satisfying RC and RR but not RRIE? Now, 
whatever one may think about the validity of the Aristotelian pos-
ition in this respect, such cases are explicitly identified in the text of 
Cat. 7: the pairs knowledge/knowable and perception/perceptible. 
Does the proposed interpretation allow to give this position a plaus-
ible and reasonable (though not necessarily unobjectionable) tenor? 
The answer is unequivocally “yes”. As we will have the opportunity 
to see directly and at length in the next chapter, an essential part of 
Aristotle’s position regarding the failure of natural simultaneity of 
those problematic pairs can be stated thus (fully observing the terms 
of the proposed interpretation): the knowable begins to exist as R of its 
correlative (knowledge) before knowledge begins to exist as R’ of the 
relative (the knowable). More clearly: the knowable begins to exist as 
knowable by some knowledge before such knowledge begins to exist 
as knowledge of that knowable.30 And the same can be said, mutatis 
mutandis, of the pair perception/perceptible. Now, if both knowledge 
and the knowable, like perception and the perceptible, are relatives, as 
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Aristotle repeatedly says they are,31 then they are necessarily subject 
to RC and RR. The proposed interpretation of RRIE, therefore, gives 
prima facie room for a conception, as the Aristotelian one, in which 
RC and RR obtain, but RRIE does not; and it does this by allowing, 
as required, RRIE to be read as a narrower and more robust rule than 
RC and RR.32 

This said, we can now propose a deflationary interpretation of what 
“exist” means in the expressions “begin to exist” and “cease to exist” 
contained in RRIE, through the following reformulation of this rule: 

RRIE2 =  If a relative comes to be R of its correlative, the latter 
comes to be R’ of the former, and vice versa; and if a relative ceases 
to be R of its correlative, the latter ceases to be R’ of the former, 
and vice versa. 

In addition to the linguistic advantage of this formulation being 
closer to the original text, in which the verb “to exist” is obviously 
missing, it has the philosophical advantage of eliminating any kind of 
strong existential implication of the key notions, namely come to be R 
(respectively, R’) and cease to be R (respectively, R’). On this new for-
mulation, “begin to be” and “cease to be” simply mean, respectively, 
to start to be and to stop being a relative, and therefore to start to be 
and stop being relatively to something else. Applying this reformula-
tion to examples of cases in which RRIE obtains and to examples of 
cases in which, according to Aristotle, it does not: if a certain double 
begins to be (or, respectively, ceases to be) a double, its half begins to 
be (or, respectively, ceases to be) a half, and vice versa; but a certain 
knowable may begin to be knowable by some knowledge before some 
knowledge begins to be knowledge of that knowable. 

One might say: but doesn’t this, after all, revert to the solution 
proposed by Duncombe 2020? No, because, on the present inter-
pretation, the limits of natural simultaneity are determined by the 
beginning and ceasing to be of the relatives themselves, not by their 
recognition as relatives (or, in Duncombe’s terms, by their “admission 
into our ontology”). And this difference is all that it takes to allow, at 
least theoretically, failures of RRIE in cases that satisfy RC and RR, 
which Duncombe’s solution does not allow. 

Another question that could be raised is whether RRIE, interpreted 
in this way, does not have the consequence of reducing natural sim-
ultaneity, of which this rule expresses the first condition, to a subtype 
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of temporal simultaneity. The answer is, again, “no”, for two reasons. 
First, what the rule stipulates are the conditions under which two 
relatives come into existence and cease to exist, not their coexistence 
at all the same times. Second, even if RRIE, and therefore natural 
simultaneity, implied coexistence at all the same times (which, if 
the notion of temporally asymmetrical relation introduced earlier is 
sound and instantiated, does not seem to be the case), it would not be 
because two relatives coexist at all the same times that they would be 
naturally simultaneous, but because they reciprocate as to implication 
of existence in the sense indicated. 

Notes 

1 Compare, for example, the enunciation of the senses of “per se” in APo. 
I 4, or the enunciation of the senses of “being” in Metaph. V 7. 

2 Cf. 12, 14b10–13: “There would seem, however, to be another manner 
of priority besides those mentioned. For of things which reciprocate as 
to implication of existence, that which is in some way the cause of the 
other’s existence (τὸ αἴτιον ὁπωσοῦν θατέρῳ τοῦ εἶναι) might reasonably 
be called prior by nature.” 

3 Although the fourth sense of priority, referred to by Aristotle as “perhaps 
the least proper” (ἀλλοτριώτατος) (14b7), had already been described as 
being “by nature” (14b4–5). This fourth sense concerns “what is better and 
more valued” (τὸ βέλτιον καὶ τὸ τιμιώτερον); the rationale of calling this 
type of priority “natural priority” must be that things deemed as more valu-
able than others are perceived as having an intrinsic precedence over them. 

4 Priority in the second sense listed in Cat. 12 (not reciprocating as to 
implication of existence) is referred to again in a few places outside the 
Categories, sometimes under the designation of “priority in respect of 
nature and substance” (Metaph. V 11, 1019a1–4, its use being attributed 
to Plato), sometimes under the designation of “priority in substance” 
(Metaph. XIII 2, 1077b2–3), sometimes without any specific designation 
(Ph. VIII 7, 260b17–19). Priority by nature is mentioned again, without 
any details, in Ph. VIII 9, 265a22 (and see further “priority in being” in 
Metaph. VII 15, 1040a21–22). I leave undecided the question of whether 
the priority χρόνῳ of substance referred to in Metaph. VII I, 1028a31–34, 
should also be listed under this second sense of priority, or at least whether 
the claim made by Aristotle in lines 33–34 that only substance is sep-
arate should be interpreted in this way, as Peramatzis 2011: 230–253 has 
recently argued. 

5 The same notion occurs at Top. VI 9, 147b7–10. 
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6 And remember that Aristotle even calls elsewhere (though not, signifi-
cantly, in the Categories) non-reciprocation as to implication of existence 
“priority in respect of nature and substance” (see above, note 4). 

7 In their analysis of chapter 7, the majority of commentators, both ancient 
and modern, have tended to neglect the second condition and to con-
sider only the first, as if natural simultaneity, in the relevant sense, were 
simply the same as reciprocation as to implication of existence. But this 
is formally precluded by the text of Cat. 13 that we have just recalled 
and where the relevant notion is officially fixed. As we have seen (above, 
Chapter 1, note 24), among modern commentators, Caston 2018: 39–40n8 
and Edelhoff 2020: 34, 39–41 are relevant exceptions here. 

8 Cf. Cat. 12, 14b9–24. 
9 Aristotle does not give this as an example of relatives in the Categories, 

but he does so in the Metaphysics V 15, 1021a23–25. 
10 The same, by the way, happens with Plato: this pair occurs only once as an 

example of relatives, namely in the Symposium 199de (but see also Euthd. 
297e-299a). 

11 It is worth noticing that this scarcity contrasts sharply with the ancient and 
modern commentary of the chapter, where this example is strongly preva-
lent. For example, in the section of Porphyry’s commentary, the pair occurs 
seven times; in Ammonius’, five; in Philoponus’, twelve; in Simplicius’, 
seventeen; in the extant extract from the anonymous Syriac catechetical 
commentary, three; in Sergius of Reshaina’s introduction, four, in less than 
three pages (this is the most recurrent example of relatives given in this 
very short text), while in his commentary the pair appears six times. On 
the contrary, Averroes, in his middle commentary on Cat. 7, never uses 
this example. But in Thomas Aquinas there are several occurrences of the 
pair, for example: Summa Theologica I q. 13 a. 7; I q. 28 a. 4; Scriptum 
super libros Sententiarum I d. 27 q. 1 a. 1 ad 2; the same goes with Duns 
Scotus: see Quaestiones super Praedicamenta Aristotelis q. 27, 4–7, and 
q. 29, 20–21. As far as the extant texts allow us to ascertain, it seems to 
have been Plotinus who first gave this pair the centrality that it would later 
acquire in Aristotle’s ancient commentary, by mentioning it at the begin-
ning of his treatment of relatives, along with some of the most classic 
Aristotelian examples of relatives (namely double/half, as well as master/ 
slave, but also state, condition, position, equal, similar, measure/meas-
urable and even knowledge/knowable, perception/perceptible, etc.): see 
VI.1.6.6–17. However, the frequency of the example may occur already in 
the Stoics, if the examples that Simplicius mentions in his description of 
the Stoic theory of relativity (In Cat. 165.33–166.29 Kalbfleisch) are also 
theirs. 

12 See Ammonius, In Cat. 76.10–17 Busse; Philoponus, In Cat. 122.27– 
30 Busse (who follows Ammonius here almost to the letter; but cf. 
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already 114.23–24 and again 130.12–19); Simplicius, In Cat. 190.1–30 
Kalbfleisch; Elias, In Cat. 213.26–31 Busse; Boethius, In Cat. 228bc and 
230ab Migne; Sergius of Reshaina, Introd. §§ 75, 78 and 79 Aydin. The 
same also applies to Thomas Aquinas: cf. Summa Theologica I q. 13 a. 7 
ad 6. According to DelCogliano 2010: 227–234, Christian theology of 
the third century, from Origen onwards, took exactly this same path in 
its doctrine of the first two persons of the Trinity, concluding from it the 
coeternity of the Father and the Son. 

13 In Cat. 118.8–13 Busse; Strange’s translation. 
14 Cf. 67.23 and 76.14–15 (the latter excerpt occurs in the very passage in 

which Ammonius gives this pair of relatives as an example of natural 
simultaneity). 

15 And note that, in his commentary on Cat. 12, Ammonius even uses the 
father/son pair as an example of priority by nature in the fifth sense. See, 
on Cat. 12, 104.2–5: “For if, Aristotle says, one of the reciprocals were 
the cause of the existence of the other, it would rightly be called prior. 
For example, a father is the father of a son, but they reciprocate with each 
other: the son is the son of the father. If, then, the father is the cause of the 
existence of the son, he would rightly be called prior in nature to the son.” 
And, on Cat. 13, see 104.19–105.1: “Since Aristotle mentioned the sim-
ultaneous in his teaching on the categories, he also discusses it here. Just 
as we said about priority, that its first meaning, strictly speaking, is with 
respect to time, so also here, Aristotle says. Nature is second, just as was 
also said about the former. This sense is opposed to the second and fifth 
senses of priority, for with them there is a converse implication of exist-
ence and neither is the cause of the other’s existence.” (Both translations 
by Cohen/Matthews.) 

16 He too recognises that there is a causal relationship between father and son 
(105.9) and his comments on the relevant parts of Cat. 12 and 13 (194.8– 
25 and 195.27–196.17, respectively) show that he is aware of the second 
condition of natural simultaneity (being that, in both comments, he uses 
the father/son pair as an example). The only difference with Ammonius is 
that Philoponus does not incorporate any reference to the causal character 
of the relationship between father and son in his use of this pair as an 
example of natural simultaneity of relatives. 

17 See his comments on the relevant parts of Cat. 12 and 13, respectively, at 
421.1–10 (also giving the father/son pair as an example) and 424.14–23. 

18 This argument is hinted at, though not fully expressed, by Sergius of 
Reshaina, Introd. § 78 Aydin (and cf. In Cat. 340 Arzhanov). It is possible 
that it also underlies the commentaries of Ammonius (In Cat. 76.10–17 
Busse) and Philoponus (In Cat. 122.23–30 Busse). 

19 For metaphysical grounding in Aristotle, in a different though related con-
text, see Corkum 2016. 
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20 Note further that αἴτιον, which Ackrill translates here as “cause” (a trans-
lation I have, after consideration, retained) is generally, in Aristotle, a 
somewhat less technical term than αἰτία. This agrees well with the adverb 
ὁπωσοῦν, “in any way whatsoever”. Perhaps a better, more neutral trans-
lation of Aristotle’s phrase αἴτιον ὁπωσοῦν θατέρῳ τοῦ εἶναι would 
be: “responsible in whatever way for the being of the other” (“in whatever 
way” meaning including, but not necessarily according to one of the four 
causes). 

21 The analysis by Mendelsohn 2019: 39–40 also seems to be oriented in this 
direction. And recall, for a context, Chapter 2, note 16. 

22 See, supra, chapter 2.1. 
23 As mentioned in note 2 in chapter 1, Edelhoff 2020: 34–50 is, of course, 

another exception. For an older treatment of the issue, see Cleary 1988: 25– 
32 and, from a particular perspective, Gottlieb 1993. 

24 Duncombe 2020: 117 (text quoted below, note 26). 
25 Duncombe 2020: 108. The quoted text clearly shows that Duncombe 

disregards the second condition of natural simultaneity; so, when he 
speaks of natural simultaneity, he is in fact speaking of reciprocation as to 
implication of existence. 

26 This becomes almost explicit in the following passage: “I interpreted 
Aristotle’s natural simultaneity, an ontological dependence relation that 
obtains between correlatives, weakly – it amounts to the claim that if there 
is a relative, then there must be its correlative.” (Duncombe 2020: 117; 
italics mine.) 

27 See Duncombe 2020: 107–108. From an opposite perspective, Edelhoff 
2020, although not reducing natural to temporal simultaneity, argues that 
the former includes the latter (cf. 35–36, 39, 49), an interpretation that 
not only does not seem in any way necessitated by the text, but is also 
contradicted by the reasons given in the paragraph. 

28 To say that a certain relative begins or ceases to exist as a relative is, 
of course, ultimately redundant. The additional specification is not super-
fluous though, for it becomes useful when analysing how the rule applies 
to concrete examples, in particular the problematic pairs. I use it therefore 
as an emphatic formula. Some such formulae will keep coming up until the 
end of this chapter and sporadically in the next, for the same reason. 

29 A question could be raised about how, on this account, RRIE is ever sat-
isfied in eternal or atemporal relations. The answer is that it can be satis-
fied by stipulating that, by definition, eternal or atemporal relatives have, 
in any moment in time, always begun to exist and will, in no moment 
in time, cease to exist. The corollary of this stipulation is that all such 
relatives reciprocate as to implication of existence with their correlatives. 
This stipulation (but not necessarily, at least in Aristotle’s eyes, the corol-
lary) remains valid if the relation is between relatives only one of which 
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is eternal or atemporal, as is typically the case with knowledge of eternal 
truths. 

30 It could be argued that, strictly speaking, one should always speak, con-
trary to how I did in the text, of knowledge as relative and knowable as 
correlative, if this pair is indeed to be seen as intentional. On the most fre-
quent interpretation of the text, this is what Aristotle maintains in Metaph. 
V 15, 1021a26–b3 (but see my own comment on this text in Chapter 5.3, 
below). Using Porphyry’s vocabulary, one could therefore say that in cases 
like these it is always fixed beforehand what is the “first term” (In Cat. 
115.19–28 Busse; or the ἀφ’ οὗ, the “from which”: 112.9) and what is the 
“second term” (or the πρὸς ὅν: 112.10) of the relation. However, it is evi-
dent that, in the strict terms of RR, it is indifferent which is the relative and 
which is the correlative in these cases too. 

31 See again note 25 in Chapter 1. 
32 Whether this reading is a legitimate one or not is a different question, 

which I will address later, in Chapter 4.3. 



4 Natural Simultaneity 
of Relatives 

4.1 The Text of Cat. 7, 7b15–8a12 

We are finally in a position to directly confront the pertinent text of 
Cat. 7. It reads thus: 

[I]  Relatives seem to be simultaneous by nature and in most cases 
this is true. [II] For double and half are simultaneous, [II A] and 
if there is a half there is a double, and if there is a slave there is a 
master; and similarly with the others. [II B] Also, one carries the 
other to destruction; for if there is not a double there is not a half, 
and if there is not a half there is not a double. So too with other such 
cases. [III] Yet it does not seem to be true of all relatives that they 
are simultaneous by nature. [IV] For the knowable would seem to 
be prior to knowledge. [IV A] For as a rule it is of actual things 
already existing that we acquire knowledge; in few cases, if any, 
could one find knowledge coming into existence at the same time 
as what is knowable. [IV B] Moreover, destruction of the knowable 
carries knowledge to destruction, but [the destruction of] know-
ledge does not carry the knowable to destruction. For if there is not 
a knowable there is not knowledge –  there will no longer be any-
thing for knowledge to be of –  but if there is not knowledge there is 
nothing to prevent there being a knowable. Take, for example, the 
squaring of the circle, supposing it to be knowable; knowledge of 
it does not yet exist but the knowable itself exists. [IV C] Again, if 
animal is destroyed there is no knowledge, but there may be many 
knowables. [V] The case of perception is similar to this; the per-
ceptible seems to be prior to perception. [V A] For the destruction 
of the perceptible carries perception to destruction, but [that of] 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003563266-4 
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003563266-4


48 Aristotle on Natural Simultaneity of Relatives in the Categories 

perception does not carry the perceptible to destruction. [V A 1] For 
perceptions are to do with body and in body, and if the perceptible 
is destroyed, body too is destroyed (since body is itself a percep-
tible), and if there is not body, perception too is destroyed; hence 
[the destruction of] the perceptible carries perception to destruc-
tion. [V A 2] But [the destruction of] perception does not carry the 
perceptible [to destruction]. For if animal is destroyed perception 
is destroyed, but there will be something perceptible, such as body, 
hot, sweet, bitter, and all the other perceptibles. [V B] Moreover, 
perception comes into existence at the same time as what is cap-
able of perceiving –  an animal and perception come into existence 
at the same time –  but the perceptible exists even before perception 
exists; fire and water and so on, of which an animal is itself made 
up, exist even before there exists an animal at all, or perception. 
Hence the perceptible would seem to be prior to perception. 

The structure of the excerpt is relatively straightforward. After 
stating the general thesis, that relatives seem to be simultaneous by 
nature and that in most cases this is true [I], and giving some examples 
where this is in fact true [II], Aristotle notes that it does not seem that 
this is always the case [III], devoting his attention to two apparent 
exceptions: first, the knowledge/knowable pair [IV]; and then the per-
ception/perceptible pair [V]. In both cases, the reason why the two 
members of each pair do not appear to be simultaneous by nature is 
the same: because the second member of each pair appears to be prior 
to the first.1 

In the section on knowledge and the knowable, Aristotle advances 
three arguments to support the priority of the latter over the former. 
The first argument [IV A] is presented very succinctly, so it requires 
some reconstruction work. I suppose the idea is as follows: (i) as a 
general rule, what comes to be known at a certain moment already 
exists before it is known; (ii) however, if it comes to be known, then, 
before being known, it was already knowable (implicit premise); 
(iii) ergo, the knowable is, as a general rule, prior to knowledge.2 

The second argument [IV B] is much more clearly presented, and it 
implicitly mobilises the notion of reciprocation as to implication of 
existence. We can state it as follows: (i) things that, by ceasing to 
exist, imply that others cease to exist, while the converse is not the 
case, are prior by nature to these (implicit premise); (ii) now, if the 
knowable ceases to exist, knowledge ceases to exist (“destruction of 
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the knowable carries knowledge to destruction”: 7b27–28), since, 
without something knowable, “there will no longer be anything for 
knowledge to be of” (7b29–30); (iii) nonetheless, the converse is not 
true, since, if knowledge is destroyed, the knowable is not necessarily 
destroyed (“[destruction of] knowledge does not carry the knowable 
to destruction”: 7b28–29), insofar as, “if there is not knowledge, there 
is nothing to prevent there being a knowable” (7b30–31);3 (iv) ergo, 
the knowable is by nature prior to knowledge. The third argument 
[IV C] is more of a complement to the previous one and works on the 
same reasoning as it, on which it partially rests: (i) given that only 
animals know (implicit), “if animal is destroyed, there is no know-
ledge” (7b33–34); (ii) nonetheless, animal being destroyed, “there 
may be many knowables” (7b34–35); (iii) hence, the elimination of 
animal, and, with it, of knowledge, does not entail the elimination of 
the knowable; (iv) but, by the preceding argument, the elimination 
of the knowable entails the elimination of knowledge (implicit 
premise); (v) ergo, the knowable is by nature prior to knowledge.4 

Then come two arguments to support the priority of the percep-
tible over perception. The first argument [V A] is the counterpart of IV 
B: “the destruction of the perceptible carries perception to destruction, 
but [that of] perception does not carry the perceptible to destruction” 
(7b36–38). However, the argument offered here is more complex and 
comprises two sub-arguments. The first one [V A 1] intends to prove 
that the elimination of the perceptible entails the elimination of per-
ception; the second [V A 2], that the elimination of perception does not 
entail the elimination of the perceptible. The first sub-argument, which 
is more difficult and controversial, seems to be the following: (i) all 
bodies are perceptible (8a1); (ii) on the other hand, perceptions exist 
in bodies (7b39); (iii) then, if all perceptibles are eliminated, all bodies 
are also eliminated (7b39–8a1), including those where perceptions 
exist; (iv) therefore, if all perceptibles are eliminated, perceptions 
are also eliminated (8a1–2); (v) ergo, the elimination of the percep-
tible entails the elimination of perception (8a2–3). The second sub- 
argument is as follows: (i) since only animals perceive (implicit), if 
animal is eliminated, perception will be eliminated; (ii) however, if 
animal is eliminated, many perceptible things would continue to exist, 
without being thereby eliminated; (iii) ergo, the elimination of per-
ception does not entail the elimination of the perceptible. The general 
conclusion of the argument is, as is required, that the perceptible is 
prior by nature to perception.5 The second argument [V B] is shorter, 
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but also more original. We can reconstruct it as follows: (i) the elem-
ents of which animal is composed, such as fire and water, are prior to 
it (8a9–11); (ii) but these elements are perceptible (8a8–9); (iii) on 
the contrary, perception only arises with the emergence of animals 
(8a7–8), because only animals are capable of perceiving (implicit); 
(iv) therefore, certain perceptibles, at least, are prior to perception 
(8a11–12).6 

Two of the five arguments we have seen, IV A and V B, clearly 
adopt a different strategy than the rest. This difference has been 
attributed by several ancient commentators to the fact that such 
arguments are founded on the notion of temporal simultaneity and 
not on that of natural simultaneity.7 In fact, a possibly suggestive 
aspect of Aristotle’s discussion which goes in this direction (from 
a somewhat conspiratorial perspective) is that, in the enunciation 
of the two cases considered, Aristotle never makes clear in what 
sense, or senses, the knowable seems to be prior to knowledge and 
the perceptible prior to perception: “the knowable would seem to be 
prior to knowledge” (7b23–35); “the perceptible seems to be prior 
to perception” (7b36). However, this interpretation collides with 
the fundamental fact that Aristotle is explicitly considering here the 
natural simultaneity of relatives and not their temporal simultan-
eity. Furthermore, this interpretation seems to be suggested only by 
the way in which the arguments are formulated, and to rest, there-
fore, on a question of language,8 without truly grasping their modus 
operandi. If, on the contrary, we keep in mind the reading of RRIE 
that I have earlier shown to be required by Aristotle’s position on 
the problematic pairs,9 this seems to be enough to understand the 
arguments, without making any appeal to temporal simultaneity. 
Indeed, the point of both arguments is that, as a rule, the knowable 
and the perceptible begin to exist as such before any knowledge and 
any perception begin to exist as knowledge and perception of them, 
so that they too function exclusively on the basis of the concept of 
reciprocation as to implication of existence, which is, as we have 
seen, an essential ingredient of natural simultaneity. This alternative 
interpretation is, moreover, strongly reinforced if we remember that 
all the other arguments seek to prove the failure of reciprocation as to 
implication of existence from the fact that knowledge and perception 
can cease to exist without, respectively, the knowable and the percep-
tible ceasing to exist, while the converse is not true. And, interpreted 
thus, Aristotle’s line of reasoning is shown to have been deliberately 
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designed to systematically cover the two aspects involved in RRIE 
and, hence, to present itself as complete and exhaustive: in the case of 
knowledge, first offering an argument based on the asynchrony of the 
beginning-to-exist of the two relatives, followed by two arguments 
based on the asynchrony of their ceasing-to-exist; in the case of per-
ception, first offering an argument based on the asynchrony of the 
ceasing-to-exist of the two relatives, followed by another based on 
the asynchrony of their beginning-to-exist.10 

4.2  Conceptual Clarifications 

Before moving on to a careful analysis of these arguments, it is 
important to clarify some aspects of the key concepts involved in 
them: knowledge (ἐπιστήμη) and knowable (ἐπιστητόν), perception 
(αἴσθησις) and perceptible (αἰσθητόν). First of all, with reference 
to translation. As is well known, the terms ἐπιστητόν and αἰσθητόν, 
although originally meaning “knowable” and “perceptible”, respect-
ively, can also mean, in certain contexts, “known” and “perceived”.11 

I take, however, for granted (as is usually done) that, in this context, 
they can only mean the first options. Indeed, if they meant respect-
ively “known” and “perceived”, Aristotle would not have had reason 
to question their natural simultaneity with, respectively, knowledge 
and perception: for knowledge and the known, like perception and 
the perceived, reciprocate without any doubt as to implication of 
existence, and therefore –  if we assume that there is no causal nexus 
between the respective existences –  they are simultaneous by nature 
in terms of the notion expounded in Cat. 13.12 Aristotle is therefore 
using the terms ἐπιστητόν and αἰσθητόν at 7b15–8a12 in the senses of 
“knowable” and “perceptible”, respectively. Incidentally, that is why 
it is common to find in modern commentators of this text the com-
plain that Aristotle might have been able to preserve the universality 
of the application of the criterion of natural simultaneity to relatives 
if, instead of taking knowledge and the knowable as correlatives, on 
the one hand, and perception and the perceptible, on the other, he had 
respectively taken knowledge and the known and perception and the 
perceived.13 This remark is pertinent –  and it would even be unquali-
fiedly true if it were possible (as it is not) to abstract the restrictive 
clause of causality from the notion of natural simultaneity. That 
Aristotle apparently did not anticipate it and preferred to conceive in 
this text the correlatives of knowledge and perception as, respectively, 
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the knowable and the perceptible is in itself a cause for perplexity, but 
one on which I will not dwell.14 

There is, however, a philosophically more relevant question that 
should be addressed regarding the knowledge/knowable pair. What sort 
of thing does Aristotle have in mind when he speaks of “knowables”? 
More accurately put, what kind of things is he considering as possible 
subjects of inherence of such a relative? In fact, he does not seem to 
be thinking about objects, namely concrete objects, because, in his 
strategy of demonstrating the lack of simultaneity between know-
ledge and the knowable, he emphatically states, as we have seen, that 
when the knowable is destroyed, knowledge is also destroyed, while 
the converse is not true. Now, when a knowable object is destroyed, 
knowledge of it is not necessarily destroyed. For example, the phys-
ical disappearance of a person I have known does not entail the dis-
appearance of my knowledge of her; far from it: I can represent her 
in my memory, continue to describe her in detail, etc. What he seems 
to have in mind are rather facts and/or states of affairs, in which the 
elimination of the thing to be known actually entails the elimination of 
knowledge; if something is shown not to be, after all, a fact or a state 
of affairs, there is no longer anything to know. Now, it is suggestive, 
in this regard, that the only example of a knowable thing that Aristotle 
gives throughout the text is the squaring of the circle, whose solution, 
if it were possible, would then be a scientific fact (or would rest on sci-
entific facts). This gives us some indication about the notion of know-
ledge that is implicitly at work in the text. Firstly, as might have been 
guessed from his choice of words, Aristotle seems to be considering 
solely propositional knowledge and excluding any kind of acquaint-
ance or procedural knowledge. Secondly, ἐπιστήμη does not seem to 
have here the meaning of knowledge in general, but a more restricted 
and probably more technical meaning, possibly corresponding to the 
meaning that the concept takes on in the Posterior Analytics.15 Perhaps 
a generic and suitably cautious way of formulating the meaning under-
lying the word in this context is as follows: having ἐπιστήμη, in this 
sense, consists in apprehending a true proposition as such. 

Clearly, no similar problem arises with regard to the pair per-
ception/  perceptible. It should be noted, however, that, in this text, 
Aristotle seems to be using the term “perceptible” to refer to both the 
(concrete) object susceptible of being perceived and the sensible prop-
erties that it exemplifies – for instance, to use the text’s own examples, 
to refer to both an object that is perceived as sweet and the perceptual 
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property sweet itself. This, as we shall see, is not without relevance to 
grasping the train of thought behind this text.16 

4.3 Analysing the Arguments 

Bearing these aspects in mind, let us now evaluate the strength of 
the five arguments set forth by Aristotle and, consequently, that of 
the thesis they mean to support, namely the priority by nature of the 
knowable in relation to knowledge and of the perceptible in relation 
to perception, and, therefore, the exceptionality of these two pairs of 
relatives with regard to natural simultaneity, which, so it was assumed, 
most relatives share. 

I intend to show that there are problems of various kinds in these 
arguments; and that, because of these problems, they fail to prove that 
thesis. To this end, a good entry point may be to fix how, in the light 
of the principles established by Aristotle regarding relatives, the thesis 
itself should be understood. Taking into account those principles, 
as previously construed, it seems evident that, as happens with all 
relatives, the relatives whose exceptionality is alleged are not know-
ledge in general and the knowables in general, nor perception in gen-
eral and the perceptibles in general; they are, rather, knowledge of 
that knowable and, conversely, the knowable by that knowledge, as 
well as perception of that perceptible and, conversely, the perceptible 
by that perception. This precision follows directly from some very 
basic notions about the relatives, namely the very notion of correla-
tivity: each relative is said to be just what it is in relation to its correla-
tive –  relative and correlative being properties of particular subjects, 
or “particular accidents”, in the traditional nomenclature of the onto-
logical square.17 Yet, Aristotle sometimes speaks (blatantly, in IV C, 
VA A, and V B, arguments to which I will return in more detail in a 
moment) as if he were considering knowledge and the knowables in 
general, as well as perception and the perceptibles in general. This 
presents an obvious problem. Admittedly, not a very serious one, but, 
as we will see, some of its implications are. 

On the other hand, the problem that I will discuss next is in itself 
a very serious one. According to the long analysis of the conditions 
of reciprocity that follows the statement of RR, reciprocity, and, 
with it, the relativity of relatives itself, is only assured if the proper 
correlatives are considered. Now, it seems clear that at least some 
of the arguments offered by Aristotle do not meet this requirement. 



54 Aristotle on Natural Simultaneity of Relatives in the Categories 

Which relatives should be considered the proper ones in these two 
cases? Clearly, the proper relatives are, on the one hand, a certain 
knowable and the knowledge by which that knowable is said to be 
knowable, and, on the other hand, a certain perceptible and the per-
ception by which that perceptible is said to be perceptible. In general, 
then, the proper relatives are, in the one case, a certain knowable x and 
a certain knowledge of x (qua knowledge and knowable), in the other, 
a certain perceptible y and a certain perception of y (qua perception 
and perceptible). Now, this basic principle that governs the way to 
correctly construct relative pairs seems to be ignored in some of the 
arguments presented. This is especially clear in IV B and V A. In IV B, 
Aristotle states that, if the knowable is eliminated, knowledge will also 
be eliminated, but that the converse is not true, insofar as knowledge 
can be eliminated without the knowable being eliminated. However, 
these claims are ambiguous. And when the ambiguity is cleared up, 
the arguments fail. Indeed, to respect the basic principle indicated, 
what Aristotle would have to guarantee is that, if a certain knowable 
ceases to exist as such, the knowledge by which it is said to be know-
able also ceases to exist, while some knowledge may cease to exist as 
knowledge of a knowable without that knowable ceasing to exist as 
knowable by that knowledge. Now, although the first claim is true, the 
second is not, because the knowable that may subsist in that circum-
stance will no longer be knowable by that knowledge. That is, in the 
situation described, the failure of reciprocation as to implication of 
existence, and, therefore, of natural simultaneity, which was pointed 
out, does not occur between two correlatives. But, if the failure does 
not occur between two correlatives, nothing follows from this obser-
vation for the issue of the natural simultaneity of relatives, nor for that 
of these two (knowledge/knowable) in particular. And, since we have 
seen that, despite the differences between the two, the kernel of V A 
is exactly the same as that of IV B, the same thing can be concluded 
about V A. 18 

In addition to this problem, argument V A also shares with IV C a 
kind of universalised –  and, as such, aggravated –  version of it. As we 
have seen, the common point between these two arguments is that, 
since animal is that by which there is knowledge and perception, if 
animals were eliminated, there would cease to be both knowledge and 
perception, without, however, there ceasing to be many knowables 
and many perceptibles. But this assertion is a bit disturbing. If know-
ledge and perception were eliminated, how could something come to 
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be known or perceived (and this is what it means, respectively, to be 
knowable and to be perceptible: to be able to be known and to be 
able to be perceived), if being known or perceived consists precisely 
in being the object of knowledge and perception? More simply, how 
can something be described as knowable or perceptible unless faced 
with the prospect of possible knowledge and perception, and such a 
possibility is cancelled out by the very premises of the arguments? In 
fact, given what is assumed in these premises, on the hypothesis of 
the elimination of animals, all knowledge and all perception are also 
eliminated, since no being remains that is capable of knowing and per-
ceiving. However, if the knowable is what can be known and the per-
ceptible is what can be perceived, how can one accept, in this case, in 
which there no longer are beings able to know or perceive, that some-
thing continues to be described as knowable and perceptible? Again, 
more simply: how can anything be said to be knowable or perceptible 
unless there is something that can know or perceive it, and that is what 
the premises of the arguments declare no longer to be the case?19 

One might object that this view of knowability and perceptibility 
is unduly restrictive –  that, as a matter of fact, for something to be 
knowable it suffices that a mind capable of knowing could exist, 
even if there is currently none and there will never be one; and the 
same, mutatis mutandis, regarding something perceptible. I myself 
have argued along these lines in a discussion of a monograph on 
Aristotle’s treatise on time.20 This is indeed a valid point, but it has 
to be considered in conjunction with the special conditions that, by 
virtue of the doctrine of the ontological square, bind Aristotle when 
temporally asymmetrical relations involving the future are at stake. 
For, as we have seen, such relations require that, for something of 
which there is currently no correlative knowledge to be knowable 
now, there must be actually in the future some potential bearer of such 
knowledge.21 Now, if we combine these two aspects, we are forced 
to conclude that, in order for Aristotle’s position to be consistently 
upheld, it would be necessary for him to accept that, if animals were 
eliminated, future knowers would also be eliminated, and, if future 
knowers were eliminated, then (against his position) nothing know-
able could subsist as such. (And, again, the same, mutatis mutandis, 
for the pair perception/perceptible.)22 

In face of what has been said, it seems clear that neither of these 
two arguments can be accepted; nor, therefore, can we consider it 
proved by them that, if knowledge and perception ceased altogether to 
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exist, the knowable and perceptible would continue to exist, whereas 
the converse is not true. To this extent, neither of these arguments 
substantiates any failure of reciprocation as to implication of exist-
ence, and, consequently, of natural simultaneity, on the part of these 
two pairs of relatives. 

What has just been said helps us to reply to someone who would 
argue that the above line of reasoning could also be applied, with 
the necessary adaptations, to V B. Indeed, the arguer could main-
tain that this latter argument assumes that, although perception only 
appears with the emergence of animals, “the perceptible exists even 
before perception exists”, but that this does not seem to be true for 
the reasons given. However, upon reflection, it is easy to conclude 
that there is a relevant difference in relation to the two arguments that 
we have just analysed. It is one thing to have a world deprived of 
any possible knowledge and perception, as is supposed in these two 
arguments from the moment animals were eliminated; it is another 
thing to have a world where such deprivation is to be overcome at 
some point in time, as assumed in V B. Now, if it is true that, on that 
line of reasoning, knowable and perceptible things could not exist, as 
such, in a world deprived of subjects capable of knowledge and per-
ception, nothing hinders their existence in a world that, despite being 
currently deprived of them, will in the future harbour beings that can 
know and perceive. 

But does this mean that argument V B (and argument IV A, which is 
a kind of counterpart to it) is problem-free? Far from it. The most dev-
astating problem that afflicts them has to do with the interpretation of 
the problematic pairs in light of RRIE. Recall that, in order to accom-
modate Aristotle’s views that some relatives do not reciprocate as to 
implication of existence, this rule must be read as making a narrower 
and more robust requirement than the ones made by both RC and RR, 
since, according to those views, all relatives are subject to the latter, 
but not all are subject to the former.23 It is now time to assess whether 
such a reading is legitimate. A simple reflection allows us to conclude 
that it is not. And the reason is that, no matter what Aristotle would 
have to say about it, from the correlativity and reciprocity of these 
relatives, we can infer their reciprocation as to implication of exist-
ence. Consider again RC: every relative has a correlative, in relation 
to which it is said to be what it is. Now, this clearly entails that every 
time there is a relative, there is its correlative, and, by RR, vice versa; 
and it also entails that every time the latter is wanting, so it is the 
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former, and, by RR, vice versa. However, this is precisely what RRIE 
claims. According to the reformulated version of the rule, if a relative 
comes to be R of its correlative, the latter comes to be R’ of the former, 
and vice versa; and if a relative ceases to be R of its correlative, the 
latter ceases to be R’ of the former, and vice versa. It is therefore easy 
to see that nothing could at the same time satisfy both RC and RR and 
not satisfy RRIE. Now, the same applies in the cases of the problem-
atic pairs too. In fact, they also abide by RRIE, since, if one relative 
begins to exist, that is, to be a relative, the other also begins to exist, 
that is, to be its correlative, and vice versa; and if one ceases to exist, 
that is, to be a relative, the other also ceases to exist, that is, to be its 
correlative, and vice versa. The situation of the problematic pairs can, 
in this respect, be viewed in exactly the same way as the one of the 
master whose slave has died and, in general, as every case where the 
temporal asymmetry involves the present and the past rather than 
the present and the future, a situation in which one of the correlates 
is no more, but the relatives subsist: in fact, because the relatives per-
sist, the correlativity also persists; and, as long as the correlativity 
persists, the two relatives exist, that is, are relative (which we can now 
see to be a simple tautology). Now, if the situation is analogous, RC, 
reinforced by RR, entails reciprocation as to implication of existence 
in the case of the problematic pairs as well. For example, if some-
thing is knowable, then, by RC, it is knowable by a certain know-
ledge, which exists as knowledge of that knowable (that is, simply 
as its correlative); if a knowable exists as such, then the knowledge 
by which it is said to be knowable also exists, even if the subject in 
which this knowledge inheres does not yet exist. Analogously with 
the cases of temporal asymmetry involving the present and the past, 
in cases such as the problematic ones, in which the temporal asym-
metry involves the present and the future, the situation could then be 
described as follows: one of the correlates does not yet exist, but either 
correlative can only exist as long as both of them exist. It is therefore 
never the case that a knowable begins to exist as knowable by a cer-
tain knowledge before that knowledge begins to exist as knowledge 
of that knowable (and, uncontroversially, vice versa), nor that some 
knowledge ceases to exist as knowledge of a certain knowable before 
that knowable ceases to exist as knowable by that knowledge (and, 
uncontroversially, vice versa). 

So, the relevant consequence here is that all relatives reciprocate as 
to implication of existence, insofar as (contra Aristotle) reciprocation 
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as to implication of existence is inferred from the conjunction of the 
correlativity and the reciprocity of relatives, which, as we have seen, 
are definitional to them. To this extent, if Aristotle wanted to abdicate 
the natural simultaneity of the problematic pairs based on their not 
satisfying RRIE, he would also have to abdicate their relativity and, 
therefore, expel them from the category of relatives. But it seems evi-
dent that Aristotle would not be willing to take this step,24 so he would 
have to accept that they too satisfy RRIE, and therefore – since there 
does not seem to be, in this case, any causal connection involved –  that 
they too are naturally simultaneous.25 

Notes 

1 Note the high concentration of occurrences of the verb δοκέω in the 
excerpt: no less than 5, in only 37 Bekker lines. 

2 As we have seen, Aristotle adds that only “in few cases, if any, could one 
find knowledge coming into existence at the same time as what is know-
able” (7b25–27). Ancient commentators valued this observation, seeking 
to justify it in ingenious ways: see, in particular, Porphyry, In Cat. 121.4– 
15 Busse, and Simplicius, In Cat. 191.7–15 Kalbfleisch. 

3 The example of the squaring of the circle, which is given to illustrate this 
last statement, although it does illustrate it, would better come, as it is 
formulated, in the wake of the first argument. Philoponus seems to realise 
this (In Cat. 121.5–8 Busse), but what he emphasises is that this example 
has more to do with temporal priority than with natural priority (an issue 
to which I will return in a moment). 

4 Given the context, it is likely that ζῷον, translated in the text as “animal”, 
means here, in fact, living being, specifically referring to mortal and 
immortal rational living beings. Bodéüs 2001: 126n3 finds it strange that 
Aristotle speaks of animal and not man, since “il suffisait d’envisager la 
disparition de l’espèce pour formuler l’argument”. The reason may be the 
one given. 

5 Contrary to what occurs in IV C, ζῷον seems here to simply mean animal. 
Note, by the way, that it is the possession of perception that defines what 
it is to be an animal for Aristotle: cf. APo. II 19, 99b34–35; De an. II 
2, 413b1–4; III 3, 427b6–8; III 11, 434a5–7; III 12, 434a30–b8; Sens. 
1, 436b8–13; SomnVig. 1, 454b25; Juv. 1, 467b23–25; 3, 469a19–20; 
4, 469b4–5; PA II 5, 651b4–5; II 8, 653b23–24; IA 4, 705b10; GA I 23, 
731a30–b5; II 1, 732a12–13; Metaph. I 1, 980a27–28; EN IX 9, 1170a16. 

6 Here too, ζῷον seems to mean simply animal. 
7 This is the case with Ammonius, In Cat. 75.6–9 Busse; Philoponus, In Cat. 

120.3–6 Busse; Simplicius, In Cat. 193.17–32 Kalbfleisch; Olympiodorus, 
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In Cat. 108.22–109.12 Busse; Elias, 213.26–215.17 Busse; cf. Averroes, 
Middle Commentary §58. In modern times, Edelhoff 2020: 42 and 48–49 
also adheres to this interpretation. 

8 Almost inevitably, considering the original temporal connotation of the 
terms involved, such as πρότερον, ὕστερον, ἅμα, etc. – to which, how-
ever, Aristotle explicitly reserves non-temporal uses, as testified by Cat. 
12 and 13. 

9 See above, chapter 3.3. 
10 I am obviously using “asynchrony” here in an atemporal sense. Again, 

given the original temporal meaning of expressions like “simultan-
eity”, “priority”, “synchrony”, “asynchrony”, it is almost impossible 
to avoid some degree of ambiguity when these expressions are being 
non-temporally construed, as is here the case, following Aristotle’s own 
stipulations. 

11 Aristotle himself is perfectly aware of the distinction between the 
meanings of the last term, “perceptible” and “perceived”: see De an. III 2, 
426a20–26 (and cf. Metaph. IX 6, 1048b13–14). 

12 The recognition of such simultaneity in the case of perception and the 
perceived is, furthermore, explicitly assumed at De an. III 2, 425b26– 
426a1 and 426a15–19. More on the causal nexus issue later (see 5.3). 

13 See, for example: Zucca 2011: 196; Santos 2016: 89n115; Erismann 
2016: 407; and cf. also: Ackrill 1963: 100–101; Caujolle-Zaslawsky 
1980: 181–182; Oehler 1984: 247; Bodéüs 2001: 125n4. 

14 However, as we shall see later (Chapter 5.3), it is not implausible that 
this was one of the points that, in the homologous chapter of Cat. 7 in 
the Metaphysics (V 15), Aristotle decided to correct in his early views on 
relatives. 

15 Mendelsohn 2019: 47–48 also notices that Aristotle uses “knowable” 
in this text “in the sense of an object that corresponds to a that clause 
in English, rather than in the sense that corresponds to a name or a def-
inite description” (48) and notes that “this fits with Aristotle’s usage 
in the Posterior Analytics” (ibid.), also stressing the importance of the 
example of the squaring of the circle. In the same direction, see Edelhoff 
2020: 42n76; and, in the opposite direction, Hood 2004: 35. 

16 See below, Chapter 5.1. 
17 We have already been through these issues more than once: see above, 1.2, 

2.1, and especially 2.3 and 3.3. Yet, it could be objected at this point that 
Aristotle asserts in the chapter on quality that species of knowledge, like 
grammar or music (his examples), are not relatives, but qualities, unlike 
their genus (Cat. 8, 11a20–36); therefore –  the objection would go –  one 
might presume that the same applies to even further specified levels of 
knowledge, and eminently to particular pieces of knowledge. In short, 
when you consider specific or particular forms of knowledge, you don’t 
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get relatives, but qualities. I believe that the objection rests on a hasty 
interpretation of the text. In Cat. 8, Aristotle begins by mentioning, among 
the various types of qualities, states (ἕξεις) and conditions (διάθεσεις) 
and by giving the “branches of knowledge” (αἵ ἐπιστῆμαι) as examples 
of states (8b26–35). What does he mean by saying that branches of know-
ledge, that is, scientific disciplines such as the two previously indicated, 
are states? What he means, I assume, is that those who have come to 
possess the body of knowledge that is encapsulated in them have acquired 
an inherent qualification that can be used whenever needed: for instance, 
when one needs to talk or to play an instrument. These ἐπιστῆμαι have 
become an ingrained stable disposition within the subject. Now, as states, 
thus understood, the ἐπιστῆμαι are not relatives, for they are not relative 
to anything; indeed, they are qualifications of the person who possesses 
them. However, this remark concerns the grammatical or musical bodies 
of knowledge embedded in someone. What about the actual grammatical 
or musical knowledge as exercised by someone –  in order, for example, 
to acquire more knowledge or to simply contemplate the knowledge 
already acquired? When you consider the latter, you get specific forms of 
knowledge that are not qualifications, but relatives. To phrase it in plainer 
terms: grammar and music are not relatives, for, as Aristotle’s puts it, they 
are not of something; however, active grammatical and musical know-
ledge are relatives, since they are necessarily relative to some knowable 
grammatical item and to some knowable musical item, respectively. So, 
the same goes with this grammatical knowledge and this musical know-
ledge: they are both relative, insofar as they are, respectively, of this gram-
matical knowable and of this musical knowable. Therefore, against the 
objection, Aristotle’s position in Cat. 8, 11a20–36, is perfectly consistent 
with specific and indeed particular relative knowledge. 

18 Note that it is not appropriate to appeal here to the notion of temporally 
asymmetrical relation, saying that the relation between the knowable x 
and knowledge of x remains even after the latter’s subject of inherence 
has ceased to exist. For, in this case, the conclusion would be that the two 
relatives are naturally simultaneous, which is what was to be denied. 

19 Porphyry (In Cat. 121.16–19 Busse), Simplicius (In Cat. 194.24–27 
Kalbfleisch) and, above all, Boethius (In Cat. 233bd Migne), who 
says he is quoting Porphyry (certainly, in the great commentary to 
Gedalius –  cf. Ebbesen 1990: 386 –  perhaps through Iamblichus –  cf. 
Strange 2014: 125n366) come very close to this line of reasoning. Modernly, 
Edelhoff 2020: 44 (and n87) and 48n94 takes a similar path. Porphyry 
and Simplicius add, however, another line of reasoning, which is more 
debatable: even if the animals that know and perceive were eliminated, the 
knowledge that the universal intelligence has of all things and the percep-
tion “universally present in the life of the cosmos” would still exist (I am 
merging Porphyry 120.33–121.3 with Simplicius 194.19–24). 
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20 Cf. Mesquita 2018: 465–466. In the same vein of the objection, see Caston 
2018: 41. 

21 See above, Chapter 2.4. 
22 A question that could be raised at this point is whether the said conditions 

that govern temporally asymmetrical relations involving the future commit 
Aristotle to (some limited form of) the principle of plenitude. I cannot 
engage in a detailed discussion of this question here, but I wish to empha-
sise that, either way, the answer to it does not affect my point. Suppose 
that these conditions do commit him to this principle. Then, since a case 
can be made that he strongly rejects it in Metaph. IX 3 (and already at Int. 
9, 19a7–22), this would be an argument for the conclusion that Aristotle 
evolved in his philosophical views on the problematic pairs, that he began 
by wrongly advocating the theses that we see him embracing in Cat. 7 
only to later abandon them, and perhaps even (as I will suggest may be the 
case in Chapter 5.3) to implicitly correct them in Metaph. V 15. Of course, 
this being so, Aristotle’s mature views on this matter would have entailed 
the restriction of temporally asymmetrical relations to those that associate 
past and present correlates and the rejection of those associating present 
and future ones. However, I am far from sure that those conditions really 
commit him to any form of the principle of plenitude. They would in fact 
commit him to a limited version of this principle if they implied that some-
thing could only be knowable now if at some point in the future it would 
become known. But this is not what temporally asymmetrical relations 
involving the future imply. What these relations imply is rather that some-
thing can only be knowable now if sometime in the future there will be 
someone by which it could be known, regardless of whether or not it will 
actually become known. The point here is that, when relatives like know-
able or perceptible are at stake, it is not necessary for their correlatives to 
be currently available in the world, provided that such correlatives will 
come to be available at some point in the future. But the correlative of a 
present knowable thing for which there isn’t any available knowledge yet 
is the prospective knowledge by which it will be knowable, not the one by 
which it will be known. In other words, what such a knowable has as its 
correlative is simply the possible future knowledge in relation to which 
it is said to be just what it is, namely, knowable. For this is exactly what 
is required by the rule of correlativity of relatives. However, taking into 
account the integration of this type of relation within the framework of the 
ontological square, for a future knowledge to be possible there must be in 
the future some actual knower; and, generally speaking, for the wanting 
correlative of some relative to become available in the future, there must in 
the future be an actual appropriate relatum as its subject of inherence. An 
example may be of some help here. Considering the Earth’s actual history, 
was the theorem of Pythagoras knowable in the times of the dinosaurs? In 
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Aristotelian terms, as I construe them, no doubt it was. Why so? Because 
at one point in that history there will come the moment when some know-
ledgeable subject by whom the theorem is knowable comes about –  and 
the fact that, in the actual course of that history, it has contingently become 
known is totally beside the point. The theorem could have remained for-
ever unknown without undermining the fact that it was already knowable 
in the times of dinosaurs, because the only reason why it was already 
knowable is that in the future there will be a time when someone can know 
it. I am strongly inclined to favour this latter answer, both because of the 
merit of the argument and because it additionally offers the non-negligible 
advantage over the former of permitting us to keep in place the very con-
cept of temporally asymmetrical relations involving the future. 

23 See above, Chapter 3.3. 
24 The impressive number of times that Aristotle uses these pairs as an 

example of relatives (see, above, note 25 in Chapter 1) is an obvious sign 
of this. 

25 My assessment of arguments IV A and V B and the conclusions I draw from 
them are similar to the interpretation proposed by Duncombe 2020: 110– 
112 for the entire Aristotelian position on the natural simultaneity of 
relatives. From this assessment results, for the both of us, the confirmation 
that, correctly understood, RRIE is, in fact, a mere consequence of RC 
(combined with RR, it should be added), so that all relatives satisfy both 
rules. The difference between our two interpretations is that Duncombe’s 
presupposes that the Aristotelian analysis is itself aware of this conse-
quence, while, on my interpretation, not only is it not, but it is the fact that 
it is not that is at the root of the unsoundness of those two arguments. 
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5   Aftermath and Second 
Thoughts 

5.1 Unravelling Aristotle’s Train of Thought in Cat. 7 

Considering what has been said, a conclusion seems to impose 
itself: in what regards the problematic pairs, Aristotle appears to be 
quite simply mistaken.1 It is tempting to ask what led him astray. One 
explanation was long ago set forth. Aristotle’s reasoning seems to be 
undermined by not making a necessary and important distinction: the 
distinction between things themselves and things qua knowable, for 
example between the theorem of Pythagoras and the theorem as a pos-
sible object of knowledge. Now, the two are not the same and must 
therefore not be confused: things as such are independent of and, in 
principle, temporally prior to knowledge, of which they are not cor-
relative; it is only insofar as they are knowable by some possible 
knowledge, that is to say, it is only insofar as they bear the specific 
property of being knowable, that they become relative to such know-
ledge and reciprocate with it as to implication of existence. One thing 
is the theorem of Pythagoras in itself, namely, as a mathematical truth, 
which is independent, not correlative of and, in principle, temporally 
prior to any possible knowledge of it; quite another thing is the the-
orem as an object of some possible knowledge, of which it is correla-
tive. The theorem of Pythagoras would always be a mathematical truth 
regardless of it coming to be known at one point in time or remaining 
forever unknown. It is this kind of fact that Aristotle has in mind 
when he insists that “the knowable” –  by which he means in fact the 
thing itself –  is, as a general rule, prior to knowledge (remember the 
example of the squaring of the circle); however, it is not as a mathem-
atical truth that the theorem of Pythagoras is a relative, but insofar as 
it bears the property of being knowable by some possible knowledge, 
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which is its correlative. Now, although the theorem of Pythagoras as 
a mathematical truth is, in principle, temporally prior to any possible 
knowledge of it, yet, as knowable, it reciprocates as to implication 
of existence, and indeed is naturally simultaneous, with the possible 
knowledge by which it is said to be knowable. 

The same goes, of course, for the perception/perceptible pair. The 
word “thing” is, however, a dangerously ambiguous one and this ambi-
guity may be specially damaging in the case of this latter pair. So, let 
me get this straight. When applied to the pair perceptible/perception, 
the word “thing” I used earlier (and will be using in what follows) does 
not stand just for objects as such, but specifically for their perceptible 
qualities as well. What I mean is not only that Aristotle overlooks or 
disregards the difference between, say, an object that is white, like 
this sheet of paper, which, under appropriate conditions, is percep-
tible as white, and that object qua perceptible. He probably does this 
too, but this is not half as harmful as overlooking or disregarding the 
difference between the object’s property itself, say, white, and such 
property as perceptible.2 Now, in his treatment of the problematic 
pairs, Aristotle seems indeed to be implicitly conflating properties 
like white, warm, sweet, and moisty, which are, under appropriate 
conditions, perceptible, with white, warm, sweet, and moisty as per-
ceptible, that is, as possible objects of perception. However, the two 
are not to be confused: as such, properties like those are independent 
of and, in principle, temporally prior to perception, of which they are 
not correlative; it is only insofar as they can be perceived by someone 
capable of perceiving them, that is to say, it is only insofar as they 
themselves bear this additional property, that they are relative to per-
ception and reciprocate with it as to implication of existence. 

In short, then, the temporal priority of things that are, from the 
appropriate point of view, relative to other things is fully compatible 
with natural simultaneity of such things as relatives, or, more accur-
ately put, with natural simultaneity of the relatives they instantiate; and 
it is, of course, only the latter that counts for the conceptual analysis 
of the relatives. The neglect of this distinction is, for example, amply 
conspicuous in arguments IV C and V A. Ancient commentators were 
well aware of this, even when they chose, as is the case with Porphyry, 
to avoid attributing the neglect to Aristotle himself. Indeed, the inter-
pretation generally advocated by them, which is offered en bloc for 
Aristotle’s thesis and, as a rule, without distinguishing the arguments 
that support it, contrary to what was done in the previous chapter, is 
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essentially based on the aforementioned distinction, namely between 
the thing as such and the thing as knowable or perceptible, to which 
they typically associate another distinction: the distinction between 
the relations considered in potentiality and in actuality. Thus, they 
argue, if something is now a ἐπιστητόν and there is not yet something 
that is its respective ἐπιστήμη, then the correlatives are the ἐπιστητόν 
in potentiality (the knowable) and ἐπιστήμη in potentiality; if some-
thing is now ἐπιστήμη of a certain ἐπιστητόν, then the correlatives 
are the ἐπιστητόν in actuality (the known) and ἐπιστήμη in actuality. 
(And the same, again, for the relation αἴσθησις and αἰσθητόν.)3 The 
inference they intend to draw is, of course, that the correlativity is 
preserved in all cases and, with it, the reciprocation as to implication 
of existence (which they hastily call “natural simultaneity”). 

Interestingly enough, a passage from the Metaphysics seems to sur-
prise Aristotle as if trying to correct his previous precipitancy – of 
which, therefore, it would be necessary to suppose that he had at some 
point become aware. It is the following passage: 

In general, if indeed only the perceptible exists, nothing would exist 
unless animate things existed, since there would be no perception. 
Now that neither perceptibles (τὰ αἰσθητά) nor perceptions (τὰ 
αἰσθήματα) would exist is presumably true (since this is a way of 
the perceiver’s being affected), but that the underlying subjects (τὰ 
ὑποκείμενα) that produce perception would not exist even without 
perception is impossible. For perception is certainly not perception 
of itself, but there is also some other thing beyond the perception, 
which is necessarily prior to the perception. For what moves some-
thing is prior in nature to what is moved, and even if they are said 
to be with reference to each other, this is no less so.4 

Indeed, it is at least possible to interpret this passage as 
distinguishing –  correctly –  between the thing as perceptible and the 
thing as such (in its own terms, between the perceptible and the sub-
ject that produces the perception). Now, in doing so, it becomes pos-
sible to recognise –  once again, correctly –  that the thing as such is 
prior to perception (1010b36–1011a2), but that the thing as percep-
tible is not (1010b31–33). 

Should this interpretation of the passage be admitted, then one 
would expect that the chapter of the Metaphysics that Aristotle 
dedicates to relatives (V 15), and which is the counterpart of chapter 7 
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of the Categories, would show a considerable departure from this 
latter text, especially regarding the understanding of the relatives 
involved in the problematic pairs and the type of priority/posteriority 
or simultaneity relations that obtain between them. And, conversely, if 
such a departure were to be verified, this would constitute a powerful 
argument not only in favour of the proposed reading of the quoted 
passage but, in general, in favour of the interpretation I advanced for 
the issue of natural simultaneity of relatives in the Categories. 

5.2 Relatives in Metaph. V 15 

That the aforementioned chapter of the Metaphysics adopts a com-
pletely different perspective from that adopted in chapter 7 of the 
Categories on relatives, and that any reference to most of the themes 
dealt with in the latter is completely absent in the former, namely 
the issue of natural simultaneity, is evident and indisputable. But 
it could be argued that the way in which the class of relatives that 
integrates the problematic pairs is approached in Metaph. V 15 –  and, 
from the outset, the fact that it is there seen as a particular class of 
relatives –  seems to substantiate a continuity in the attribution of a 
status of exceptionality to those pairs, even perhaps providing a means 
of understanding the one that is ascribed to them in Cat. 7. Indeed, it 
is commonly accepted that Aristotle, in Metaph. V 15, incorporates 
the problematic pairs into a separate class of relatives and that, there-
fore, he finds in them, and in general in the members of this class, 
something distinctive. A different question, however, is whether what 
is distinctive about them is in line with or even confirms the solu-
tion (always tentatively) offered by Aristotle for the natural simultan-
eity of these pairs in Cat. 7, or whether, on the contrary, it is entirely 
independent of, or even contradictory to, this solution. To solve the 
problem, we have to resort to the text. 

The angle of approach followed by Aristotle in the treatment of 
relatives in Metaph. V 15 and the principle of organisation that he 
there proposes for them are very different from those we saw applied 
in Cat. 7. In the Metaphysics, relatives are essentially divided into 
two groups, the first of which is in turn subdivided into two others. 
The first main group brings together those relatives that are “said to 
be just what they are of another thing” (1021a28).5 In this group, two 
subgroups are distinguished: on the one hand, numerical relatives, 
that is, relatives that are constituted as such by a numerical relation, 
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definite or indefinite, such as double and half, triple and third, of sev-
eral times greater and several times smaller, equal, similar, same; on 
the other hand, relatives regarding a capacity, that is, relatives that are 
constituted as such by the existence of a capacity over others and, con-
versely, of the respective receptivity, as well as by their actualisations, 
such as being able to heat and being able to be heated, to heat and to 
be heated, to be able to cut and to be able to be cut, to cut and to be 
cut, or father and son. The second main group is that of relatives in 
which another thing, not themselves, is said to be what it is in rela-
tion to them (1021a29–30), as is the case with the measurable and 
measure, the knowable and knowledge, the perceptible and percep-
tion, the thinkable and thought. For, in each of these pairs, the first 
member is only said to be a relative because the second is relative 
to it, in the sense that it is the latter that constitutes the relation with 
the former: measure makes something measurable, knowledge makes 
something knowable, thought makes something thinkable, etc. Such 
relatives can, therefore, justifiably be described as intentional, insofar 
as the relation results entirely from the intentionality of one of the 
relatives (the original or constitutive relative, such as knowledge or 
thought) over the other (the subordinate relative, e.g., the knowable 
or the thinkable).6 Thus, if we now ignore the distinction between the 
two main groups (as Aristotle himself initially does), we can say that 
three types of relatives are enumerated here: (1) relatives correlated 
by a numerical relation; (2) relatives correlated by the capacity of an 
agent over a patient and the patient’s receptivity towards the former, 
or by their respective actualisations; and (3) intentional relatives.7 

Now, the point which seems to lie latent under Aristotle’s description, 
though never made explicit, is that the first two types of relative both 
satisfy the first definition of Cat. 7 (and therefore are both said to be 
just what they are of their correlative), whereas, in the case of relatives 
of the third type, only one of them is relative in this sense, that is, is 
said to be just what it is of its correlative, namely when it intentionally 
constitutes the relation itself. 

5.3 Contrasting Cat. 7 with Metaph. V 15 

It would be tempting to use this purported specificity of intentional 
relatives to construe the failure of natural simultaneity that Aristotle 
attributes to the problematic pairs in Cat. 7. The basic idea would 
be that the members of these pairs are not simultaneous by nature, 
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but one of them is by nature prior to the other, because it is the latter 
(knowledge or perception) that, when emerging, constitutes the rela-
tion with the former (the knowable or the perceptible), which must 
therefore already be present.8 

I have many doubts that this path leads anywhere, for several 
reasons, of which I will highlight the following two. The first reason 
is that the very distinction drawn in Metaph. V 15 between the two 
main groups of relatives seems to me, as it is formulated, artificial 
and highly unsatisfactory. In Aristotle’s words, it is knowledge that is 
relative to the knowable and not the other way around, because it is 
knowledge that is said to be just what it is of the knowable, or relative 
to it. But is it not also true that, qua knowable, the knowable is said 
to be just what it is of knowledge, or relative to knowledge? What 
could be said truly is that it is originally knowledge that is relative to 
the knowable, that is to say, that it is knowledge that constitutes the 
relation through which the knowable becomes such; but, as soon as 
the relation is established, both knowledge is relative to the know-
able and said to be just what it is of it and the knowable is relative 
to knowledge and said to be just what it is of it. That is to say, once 
the relation is established, the definition of the Categories applies 
equally to the two relatives –  which would be expected, if they really 
are relatives and if the definition applies to all relatives, as Aristotle 
maintains. Here, again, we face the same misstep derived from not 
distinguishing between the thing as such and the thing as knowable, 
that is, between the thing that was already there before and the thing 
made knowable by the intentional relation, which only begins to exist 
with the relation itself.9 

The second reason is as follows. So far, I have followed the usual 
translation of this passage, which translates μετρητόν as “measurable”, 
ἐπιστητόν as “knowable”, αἰσθητόν as “perceptible” and διανοητόν as 
“thinkable”. However, the context seems to require that these words be 
translated rather as “measured”, “known”, “perceived” and “thought”, 
respectively. Indeed, in 1021a31 it is said that διανοητόν “signifies 
that there is thought of it” (τό τε γὰρ διανοητὸν σημαίνει ὅτι ἔστιν 
αὐτοῦ διάνοια).10 This makes it plausible that the word διανοητόν is 
being used here in the sense of “thought”, not of “thinkable”. Now, 
since its inclusion in the second main group follows the same rule 
that applies to the other pairs, μετρητόν and μέτρον, ἐπιστητόν and 
ἐπιστήμη, αἰσθητόν and αἴσθησις, the same reading must, by analogy, 
be applied to the first members of each one.11 However, this being the 
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case, this text and that of Cat. 7 are not, after all, talking about the 
same pairs of relatives, so what is said in the former cannot serve to 
illuminate what is said in the latter, namely the failure of natural sim-
ultaneity of the problematic pairs. 

Let us admit, however, that it is in fact the measurable, the know-
able, the perceptible, the thinkable (and not the measured, the known, 
the perceived, the thought) that Aristotle wants to consider here and, 
therefore, that, presumably, the intention behind the line in 1021a31 
would be better captured in Reeve’s translation: “signifies that there 
can be a thought of it”. If so, this reading, far from supporting and 
strengthening Aristotle’s position on the problematic pairs in Cat. 7, 
provides a new, and quite powerful, argument against that position. 
In fact, if it is knowledge that makes a knowable to be knowable and 
perception that makes a perceptible to be perceptible, then there can 
be no knowables before knowledge, nor perceptibles before percep-
tion. There certainly are things that will become knowable or percep-
tible. But, again, things as such and things as knowable or perceptible 
must not be confounded. Furthermore, if this were the case, the theory 
of intentional relatives developed by Aristotle in this text would be 
structurally committed to the simultaneity –  in this case, both natural 
and temporal –  of these relatives and, therefore, to the simultaneity 
of the problematic pairs. And, since it is hardly credible that Aristotle 
would not be aware of this fact, this would then be a reason to see in 
this theory the purpose of correcting the mistaken theses that he had 
proposed in this regard in Cat. 7. And this, as was said above, would 
constitute a strong additional independent corroboration of the inter-
pretation I have been defending. 

There would certainly be an audacious way of avoiding admit-
ting, in this context, the natural simultaneity of the problematic 
pairs: namely, to hold that, in each of them, one of the relatives, the 
one which intentionally constitutes the relation, is, for that reason, the 
cause of the existence of the other. However, not only is it not very 
clear under what kind of cause this intentional cause would fall within 
the framework of the Aristotelian theory of causality (if a strong, 
proper sense is to be given to the word “cause”), but the fact is that 
Aristotle does not say anything that leads us in that direction. 

Alternatively, one could invoke the passage of Metaph. IV 5 previ-
ously quoted and argue that the very notion of “underlying subjects that 
produce perception” (τὰ ὑποκείμενα ἃ ποιεῖ τὴν αἴσθησιν: 1010b33– 
34), and the final remark that “what moves something is prior in nature 
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to what is moved, and even if they are said to be with reference to each 
other, this is no less so” (1010b37–1011a2), invites the reader to con-
clude that there is in fact a causal relation linking the members of at 
least this problematic pair –  one that, however, runs in the opposite 
direction, namely from perceptible things to perception.12 It is true 
that such a reading is consistent with Aristotle’s theory of perception 
in the De anima and supported by a number of formal proclamations 
by Aristotle.13 It is however open to debate whether these causes of 
perception should be thought of as the things as such or the things 
qua perceptible, in the sense in which we introduced this distinction 
above. Now, in addition to the fact that the most natural reading of the 
texts points to the former, Aristotle’s analysis of intentional relatives 
in Metaph. V 15 seems hardly compatible with the latter, which is 
the one required for disproving the natural simultaneity of the two 
relatives as such. More to the point, a strong case can be made that, 
in the terms of that theory, such causes are causes of the perceptual 
contents, not causes of the fact of there being perception, which ultim-
ately depends on natural capacities of animals’ bodies and souls. Yet, 
the causal condition of natural simultaneity concerns the cause of 
existence.14 Furthermore, how would this model of causality apply 
to the knowledge/knowable pair? Even if we concede that Aristotle 
conceives perceptibles as somehow productive of perception –  for 
instance, as unactualised capacities or powers to produce perception, 
following Caston 2018 –  it seems to be lacking any textual support or 
philosophical motivation to ascribe him the view that knowables are 
unactualised capacities or powers to produce knowledge, or as pro-
ductive of knowledge in any analogous manner. Causality thought of 
in this way does not appear, therefore, to qualify as a general explan-
ation for an alleged failure of natural simultaneity of the problem-
atic pairs. 

Be that as it may, even if it could be established that Aristotle even-
tually came to adopt either one of these causal hypotheses in any suit-
able sense, this would show him, again, moving away from the views 
taken in this regard in Cat. 7 and seeking to correct them, since no hint 
in any of these directions can be found in this chapter. And, especially 
in the case of the first hypothesis, even so the Metaphysics chapter on 
relatives would have to be seen as an exercise in correcting the hom-
ologous chapter of the Categories, without anything in it validating 
the positions taken in the latter on the alleged exceptionality of the 
problematic pairs. 
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1 To mitigate the force of this conclusion, account must be taken of the 
particular frequency with which Aristotle uses in this section of the text 
expressions of doubt, suggesting that he is not entirely sure of the theses 
he is advancing. 

2 I am working on the assumption that Aristotle’s adopts a realistic approach 
to sensible properties. For a recent defence of this point of view –  which, 
as will become clear in a moment (see below, 5.3), I may not be able 
to unreservedly accept in all its details –  see Caston 2018. However, we 
don’t need to make such a huge theoretical investment here, if we simply 
understand “white” (or any other sensible property “s”) as designating the 
property that some perceptual subject, namely a standard human perceiver, 
sees as white (or that such a subject perceives as s). 

3 See, with occasional nuances in formulation and modes of presenta-
tion: Porphyry, In Cat. 120.23–33 Busse; Ammonius, In Cat. 76.10– 
77.2 Busse; Philoponus, In Cat. 122.23–124.14 Busse; Simplicius, In 
Cat. 193.33–194.27 and 196.24–33 Kalbfleisch; Olympiodorus, In Cat. 
109.13–19 Busse; Elias, In Cat. 213.26–215.10 Busse. Note that this inter-
pretation anticipates the aforementioned one (see note 13 in chapter 4 and 
the text it refers to), according to which the correct correlates are know-
ledge/known and perception/perceived, although these commentators 
consider that the correlations between knowable and potential knowledge 
and between perceptible and potential perception are equally correct. In 
modern times, the first distinction referred to in the text was also hinted at 
by Cavarnos 1975: 48 and Ganson 1997: 267n9; in antiquity, see Sergius 
of Reshaina, In Cat. 340–342 Arzhanov (cf. 346). 

4 Metaph. IV 5, 1010b30–1011a2; Reeve’s translation. 
5 Aristotle returns here to the first definition of relatives from Cat. 7 

(6a36–37). 
6 Aristotle mentions again this second group of relatives, in identical terms, 

in Metaph. X 6, 1056b32–1057a1. 
7 Kirwan 1993: 164–165 draws attention to the fact that this tripartite clas-

sification of the relatives does not seem to encompass all the relatives 
recognised by Aristotle in Cat. 7, such as large/small or master/slave. 
Complementarily, Harari 2011: 528 notes that the list of examples offered 
by Aristotle at the beginning of Cat. 7 includes examples of all three 
classes of relatives distinguished in Metaph. V 15; however, the impact 
of this observation is somewhat limited if we consider that the sequence 
observed by Aristotle in the indication of relatives in the Categories does 
not respect the division into the three kinds recognised in the Metaphysics. 
The issue of the relationship between the two descriptions of relatives 
has given rise to much controversy. Those who defend the harmony of 

Notes 
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the two descriptions include, for instance: Morales 1994: 255; Bodéüs 
2001: XLVIIn3; Harari 2011: 528; Bodéüs/Stevens 2014: 161; Duncombe 
2020: 141–160. Those who defend their difference and the evolution from 
one to the other include: Kirwan 1993: 164; Gottlieb 1993: 107–109; 
Hood 2004: 55, 82–84. Echoes, partial and incomplete, of this tripartite 
classification of relatives can be found in: Ph. III 1, 200b26–32; Metaph. 
X 6, 1056b32–1057a1. 

8 Mendelsohn’s analysis 2019: 46–47, although without expressly referring 
to the issue of simultaneity, goes strongly in this direction. 

9 This misstep is unwittingly but significantly reflected in the following 
comment by Ross: “At the bottom of Aristotle’s thought, though not very 
satisfactorily expressed, is the conviction that knowledge and perception 
are relative to reality in a way in which reality is not relative to them” 
(1924: 331). 

10 So Ross, Rolfe, Tredennick, Kirwan, Yebra, Calvo, Sachs, Duminil/Jaulin 
and Bodéüs/Stevens. Reeve opts instead for: “signifies that there can be a 
thought of it” (in the same vein, see also Hood 2004: 65–68). However, 
though it is evidently true that the verb εἰμί can have the sense of being 
possible, it seems rather dubious to me that it can have the sense of being 
possible that it exists; see also on this Duncombe 2020: 152–153. 

11 Although translators, including those mentioned in the previous note, gen-
erally adopt the other translation here. 

12 See Caston 2018 for a recent defence of this view. 
13 See Sens. 2, 438b22–23; 3, 439a16–17; 4, 442b22–23; 6, 445b4–8; and 

maybe Mete. IV 8, 384b34–385a4e. 
14 Consider again Cat. 13, 14b27–29: φύσει δὲ ἅμα ὅσα ἀντιστρέφει μὲν 

κατὰ τὴν τοῦ εἶναι ἀκολούθησιν, μηδαμῶς δὲ αἴτιον θάτερον θατέρῳ τοῦ 
εἶναί ἐστιν. 
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6 Conclusion 

Let us briefly recall the main itinerary that has been followed throughout 
this book. After having pointed out its main target, namely the issue of 
the natural simultaneity of relatives as discussed by Aristotle in Cat. 
7, 7b15–8a12, a general description of the whole chapter was given, 
highlighting the aspects most relevant to the analysis of this issue, to 
the detriment of others that have received more attention in modern 
commentary. Against this background, the problem to be addressed, 
namely Aristotle’s position regarding two pairs of relatives he sees as 
failures of natural simultaneity (the “problematic pairs”, knowledge/ 
knowable and perception/perceptible), was described in detail. 

Next, the notion of relatives in Aristotle’s Categories was 
examined, and an interpretation of how this notion should be under-
stood in the framework of the Aristotelian metaphysics underlying 
this treatise was offered. We saw then that the ontological square set 
forth in Cat. 2 presents serious challenges to the relatives, specific-
ally in cases where relative and correlative are not temporarily sim-
ultaneous, that is to say, in cases where their respective subjects of 
inherence (the relatum and the correlate) exist in partially different 
times. In this context, the notion of temporally asymmetrical relations 
was advanced as a solution to those challenges. According to this 
notion, although the two relata exist in partially different times, the 
relation itself (hence the correlativity and the reciprocity), if it is not 
interrupted, subsists for as long as any of them exists from the moment 
the relation was established. In cases such as these, thus, relatives may 
have correlatives for which there is currently no subject of inherence. 
This notion was then applied to the problematic pairs, in which the 
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existence of the correlation requires that one of the relata, although 
currently missing, will eventually be there in the future. 

The following chapter was devoted to the concept of natural sim-
ultaneity, in the sense relevant to the relatives. We saw that this notion 
arguably corresponds to the second sense of simultaneity presented by 
Aristotle in Cat. 13 and that it therefore contains two conditions: recip-
rocation as to implication of existence and the causal condition. 
A reconstruction of the former was offered with a view to accommo-
date Aristotle’s perspective that some relatives do not reciprocate as 
to implication of existence, and hence satisfy both RC and RR, but 
not RRIE, without thereby committing one to accept such perspective. 

Chapter 4 was dedicated to presenting the text of Cat. 7 where the 
issue of the natural simultaneity of relatives is discussed by Aristotle 
(7b15–8a12) and to reconstruct the five arguments he offers in favour 
of the thesis of the exceptional character of the problematic pairs in 
this regard. Each of these arguments was then thoroughly analysed 
and discussed, and the conclusion was reached that, by virtue of the 
principles to which Aristotle is committed, none of them succeeds in 
proving this thesis. 

Finally, in Chapter 5, a tentative reconstruction of the line of 
reasoning that may have led Aristotle to embrace this thesis was 
outlined, after which a comparison of Cat. 7 with its counterpart in 
the Metaphysics (V 15) allowed us to detect what appears to be a 
departure, in the latter, from the perspectives adopted in the former 
regarding the natural simultaneity of relatives, and even encouraged 
us to envisage the chapter on relatives in the Metaphysics as if it was, 
in this particular point, an exercise in correcting the parallel chapter 
of the Categories. 

At the end of the journey, we can therefore summarise as follows 
the main thread of this book and its chief conclusions: 

1. By definition, every relative has a correlative, in relation to which 
it is said to be what it is. 

2. Correlatives reciprocate and, therefore, are, in turn, said to be just 
what they are in relation to their relatives. 

3. From these two principles, it follows that the existence of a relative 
implies the existence of its correlative and vice versa, so (contrary 
to what is said in Cat. 7) all relatives reciprocate as to implication 
of existence. 
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4. The problematic pairs are no exception in this respect, nor do they 
have anything truly problematic. In fact, one could say that they 
are just as simultaneous by nature as the canonical examples that 
Aristotle gives (the pairs double/half and master/slave), since not 
only do the relatives within each of those pairs reciprocate as to 
implication of existence, but neither of them seems to be the cause 
of the other’s existence. 

5. We are therefore forced to conclude that Aristotle was led astray 
on this matter. This certainly gives a special value to the doubtful 
expressions which, although characteristic of the chapter in gen-
eral, and indeed of the treatise as a whole, recur with a particular 
frequency throughout the section on natural simultaneity. 

6. However, from the foregoing it does not necessarily follow that all 
relatives are naturally simultaneous. For that, it would be neces-
sary to exclude that some are the cause of the existence of their 
correlatives. But this may not be viable, because there arguably 
are relatives that, although reciprocating as to implication of exist-
ence with their correlatives, are, notwithstanding, the cause of their 
existence, as is the case, for instance, of the parent/child pair. 
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