m Journal of Philosophical Investigations

Journal of Philosophical Investigations Print ISSN: 2251-7960  Online ISSN: 2423-4419 Univessit o Tubrts

I Homepage: https://philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir l

Particular and Universal in Isagoge

Amirhossein Saket

Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, Shahid Beheshti University, Iran. E-mail: am_saketof@sbu.ac.ir

Article Info ABSTRACT

Article type: Porphyry's work titled Isagoge is commonly seen as an analysis of
Aristotle's Categories, focusing on universal concepts, with the five
predicables considered as different types of universals. Often, the same
view is ascribed to Aristotle, but in fact, it is an approach arising from a
confusion between universal and whole, as well as a confusion between
Article history: particular and part by Porphyry in the Isagoge. In Categories, Aristotle
does not refer to "whole” and "part" as synonyms for "universal" and
"particular. Porphyry, however, in some cases distorting this distinction,
Received inrevised from 19 ygses “whole” and “part” to mean “universal” and “particular”. Moreover,
September 2024 they disagree on the essence of the five predicables and their relation to
Accepted 16 November the univ_ersal. Ari_st_otle views genes and spegies as universa_ls_and _their
connection to individuals as universal to particular, but he distinguishes

2024 them from the concept of universal and does not believe every universal
Published online 01 January is a genes or species. Porphyry, on the other hand, reduces genes and
2025 species to mere universal conceptions and consider them as synonyms for
universal. It appears that there are two approachs in the philosophical

tradition that started with Porphyry. These approachs were perpetuated

and broadened by later thinkers. Initially, he altered the understanding of

Research Article

Received 23 August 2024

Keywords: whole and part to universal and particular. Furthermore, he reduced genes
Avristotle, Porphyry,  and species to mere universal.
Categories, Isagoge,

universal, particular.

Cite this article: Saket, A. (2025). Particular and Universal in Isagoge. Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 18
(49), 389-404. http//doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2024.63068.3850

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tabriz.
BY http//doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2024.63068.3850



mailto:am_saketof@sbu.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2024.63068.3850
https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2024.63068.3850
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9814-5069

Particular and Universal in Isagoge/ Saket 390

Extended Abstract

Isagoge is the title of a treatise by Porphyry that provides a commentary on Aristotle's Categories.
Generally, Isagoge is perceived as a discussion about universal concepts encompassing five specific
notions: genus, species, differentia, property and accidents, that are classified as "universal." This belief is
often attributed to Aristotle as well. However, this interpretation is somewhat imprecise due to a conflation
of the meanings of "whole" and "universal,” as well as "part" and "particular" within Isagoge. In their
analyses of substance, genus, and species, both Aristotle and Porphyry consider these terms in relation to
part and whole. Thus, the discussion of substance, genus, and species is intertwined with the concepts of
whole and part; however, "whole" and "part™ do not necessarily correlate with "particular” and "universal."

The well-known definition of "universal™ as "that which is predicated of many things" is mentioned in
both treatises. Although each of the five words is logically considered a universal—meaning they can be
predicated of many—this definition in the Categories and Isagoge is largely restricted to genus and species,
and does not encompass every logical universal. In other words, while genus and species are indeed
universals that can be predicated of many, universality is not limited to genus and species; it extends beyond
them. The importance of this distinction lies in the fact that even if we have the right to refer to the subjects
of Aristotle and Porphyry’s discussions as universals according to the aforementioned definition, we must
acknowledge that their focus only includes certain universal concepts and does not encompass all of them.

The approaches of Aristotle and Porphyry differ from one another. Aristotle regards only genus and
species as universal, whereas Porphyry specifies that genus, species, differentia, property, and accident are
all universal. Furthermore, Aristotle's discussion centers on substance, and in Categories, genus and
species, as well as the aforementioned definition of universal and particular, are only introduced in the
context of substance. Substance, in its primary sense, refers to the individual, but genus and species can
also be considered substance in a secondary sense.

Porphyry places greater emphasis on genus and species than on substance, and it seems that he
understands genus and species more in the sense of logical universals. Aristotle only mentions the phrase
'that which is predicated of many' once, whereas Porphyry repeatedly uses this phrase, indicating the
differing significance of this concept for the two philosophers. In Aristotle's definition of genus and species,
the phrase 'that which is predicated of many' is never mentioned; rather, it is merely a characteristic of them.
However, Porphyry includes this phrase as a central element in the definition of genus and species, which
means that he fundamentally considers genus and species as types of universals. For this reason, he faces
problems that Aristotle does not confront, namely that if we regard genus and species as universals, there
are universals within both the category of substance and other categories that would also be considered
genus and species, and consequently, substance, which is incorrect. Therefore, Porphyry must find a way
to distinguish genus and species in the category of substance from other universals.

Avistotle does not equate genus and species with logical universals; thus, in his view, other universals
in the category of substance and in other categories are not considered genus and species that would count
as secondary substances. Aristotle does not doubt that other categories are not substances because he limits
genus and species almost exclusively to the category of substance, which means that the universals found
in other categories are not genus and species. However, Porphyry does not restrict genus and species to the
category of substance; rather, he seems to consider universal concepts from any category as genus and
species.

If genus and species are equated with universals, then in the category of substance, there would also be
other universals above the genera and below the species that would, in principle, be considered genus and
species. Aristotle, who does not regard genus and species as equivalent to universals, sees no issue in the
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existence of other universal concepts apart from genus and species. However, Porphyry, who treats genus
and species as identical to universals, addresses this problem by positing a genus called ‘the highest genus’
(yevikwtdtov) and a species called ‘the lowest species’ (eidwdtotov) at either end of this hierarchy,
emphasizing that there is no superior genus or inferior species beyond them.

If genus and species are synonymous with universals, then they are relative concepts, meaning that every
concept will be a genus from one perspective and a species from another. For example, ‘animal,' which falls
in terms of universality between 'body' and 'human," is a genus relative to 'human' and a species relative to
'body.' Porphyry views genus and species as relative; according to him, what lies between the highest genus
and the lowest species is a species in relation to the former and a genus in relation to the latter. In other
words, it is possible for a single thing to be both a genus and a species.

Another problem is that universality and particularity can increase or decrease. For example, ‘animal’ is
more universal than 'human,’ and 'body" is more universal than 'animal,’ while conversely, 'human' is more
particular than 'animal,' and ‘animal’ is more particular than 'body.' For this reason, Porphyry uses the
comparative forms 'more universal' and 'more specific'; for instance, he states that 'animal’ is more universal
than 'human,' and 'body' is more universal than ‘animal,” while conversely, ‘animal’ is more specific than
'body," and 'human' is more specific than 'animal." In reality, what is translated in Persian as usta¥) (o> and
g1sY ¢ 55 corresponds to the superlative forms ‘the most universal' (yevikotdrov) and ‘the most specific'
(eidwamrtartov). The issue here is that logical universality, contrary to genus and species, does not have a
limit in this regard and can always be divided without necessarily resulting in species. For example, 'human'
can be divided into 'Asian,' 'European,’ etc., and further, 'Asian’ can be divided into 'lIranian,’ 'Indian," etc.,
and 'lIranian’ can be divided into 'Tehrani,' 'Isfahani,' 'Ahvazi,' etc. However, none of these words following
'human' are considered species, even though they are all universals. On the other hand, one can also posit a
more universal concept, such as 'being," 'one,' or 'good," above the ten categories of Aristotle, which neither
Avristotle nor Porphyry consider as genus.

Given the fame and significance of Isagoge in conveying Greek logic and philosophy to the Islamic and
Christian worlds, it is likely that Porphyry's specific ideas regarding the nature of genus and species, as well
as the confusion of the concepts of whole and universal, part and particular, were transmitted through this
treatise to Muslim and Christian philosophers. This may have led to a deviation in discussions from the
concepts of whole and part in the sense that Plato intended, to the concepts of universal and particular as
understood in the later periods of the history of philosophy. In the next stage of this research, the concepts
of universal and particular in the works of Muslim and Christian philosophers should be examined to
determine that the final meanings of these concepts are closer to which of the aforementioned ideas.
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