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Philo 101

First Essay : Aristotle’s “Categories” and Wittgenstein’s Tractatus

 Defining reality is a tricky process, and it was not till the attempts of Aristotle that a cohesive and systematic process of definition came about, most previous attempts including Plato had been fragmentary, lacking Aristotle’s rigor.  In his piece ”Categories”, Aristotle laid out ten basic categories defining reality.  They, with a brief example, are, substance, including primary (individuals) and secondary substance (species), quantity (is large), quality (is white), relative (is next too), where (at the Senate) , when (in classical times), being in a position (standing upright), having (having the cloak), action on (is thinking hard) and being effected by (is being killed by hemlock).  The  “Categories” are Aristotle’s attempt to comprehensively define the types of being of reality.  His goal in laying out the categories was that all things would be able to fit somewhere in these ten basic categories.  

To accomplish this he set out a grammatical schema consisting of predications in which the first category, that of every substance, acts as a subject of the other nine categories.  For example the simple statement “Socrates is clever” reflects this, “Socrates” can be defined, as a primary substance while “clever” is a quality. The other nine categories—quantity, quality, relative, where, when, being in a position, having, acting on, and being affected by—describe the features which distinguish this individual substance from others of the same kind.  Used in combination, the ten kinds of predicate can provide a comprehensive account of what any individual thing is. An example of a combination could be “The gray cat is eating the mouse”.  The cat, a primary substance, has the quality gray, and is acting on the mouse by eating it.  So according to Aristotle all things can be described through these categories in various combinations, along with things not in any particular combination.  Of things not in combination, every ontological simple thing falls into one of the ten categories.

 Aristotle’s list of categories might at first glance seem nothing more than a grammatical schema of the world concerned with language, and not things in the world beyond language.  By setting out rules for predications and subjects, as well as the distinction between uses for predication, such as "equivocal," "univocal," and "derivative”
, he appears to be takeing a completely linguistic approach.  However the deeper impetus for these classifications for Aristotle is that they are actual categories of the world, and not merely constructions of thought or language cooked up to define reality and types of being.  Aristotle, unlike his predecessors, was systematically setting out a process to address metaphysical questions, and that leads to the formality of the presentation of “Categories” and stiffness of the mechanics.  However he is clearly trying to develop reality based upon concrete sensory observation as the basis for his study.  Aristotle was attempting to move away from Plato’s nebulous world, which calls upon the existence of some meta-reality of forms, towards a more scientific and practical classification.

Wittgenstein, in the Tractatus, took this move towards a systematic scientific approach a step further, through his development of logical atomism, and reliance on “facts”  and “states of affairs” to his development of metaphysics.  Unlike Aristotle, who saw substances as the “things” about which the world was predicated on, Wittgenstein stated that the world “is a totality of facts and not of things”
.   So to Wittgenstein the world is not made up of substances, but “the facts in the logical space”
.  He further ties these “facts” into something he calls “states of affairs”  whose existence is a “fact”.    According to Wittgenstein these “state of affairs are “a combination of objects or things”
.  These “facts” could be interpreted under Wittgensteins system as what exists in the world, while “states of affairs” are the relations about what exists in the world.  In the world of the Tractatus one is bound very tightly to these logical constructions and rules, more so then even Aristotles’s categories. 

  This is clearly a more general classification scheme then Aristotle’s categories, yet still echo’s some common traits and similiarities with Aristotles categorization.  Instead of ten categories, we can break down Wittgenstein’s system, or at least the parts of it, into types of things, or categories, such as  “objects”, “relations”, “pictures”, and of course “facts” and “states of affairs”.  These categories however seem less directly tied to extra-linguistic entities then Aristotle’s, and Wittgenstein’s schema encourages a perspective that language plays a primary role in determining whats real.  Our ways of expressing “facts”, “states of affairs”, and later “pictures” to Wittgenstein’s interpretation are processes of language and logic, not nescessarily of thought or of the world.  Wittgenstein’s ultimate aim in the Tractatus, to prove that anything that can be said can be clearly expressed logically, and he does appear to concern himself with extra-linguistic, entities preferring to “pass over in silence” “what we cannot speak about”
.
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