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Avicenna against Porphyry’s Definition of Differentia Specifica* 

Introduction

From Antiquity, the term differentia (gr. diaforav ; ar. fasl) has been employed 
to designate several notions. For this reason, Porphyry opened the section 
concerning the predicable differentia in his Isagoge with an exposition of the 
three main senses in which the term is used, and clarified the one adopted by the 
logicians. Porphyry recorded three senses of differentia — a common one, a proper 
one, and the most proper1 ; only the most proper one is the sense in which the 

* Acknowledgements and preliminary remarks : I am very grateful to Amos Bertolacci for his careful 
reading and useful comments on a previous draft of the present paper. I also wish to thank Maroun 
Aouad, Riccardo Chiaradonna and Gabriele Galluzzo for their precious comments and suggestions 
on this paper that they largely contributed to improve. Each time I make a reference to passages 
taken from Avicenna’s Madhal, the numbers of pages and lines I provide refer to the edition : Ibn 
Sina, Kitab al-Šifa’, al-Mantiq, al-Madhal, edd. G. Š. Qanawati, M. Al-Hudayri, A. F. Al-Ahwani, I. B. 
Madkur, Al-Matba‘a al-amıriyya, Cairo 1952 (henceforth : Cairo edition). The translations I provide 
are mine, except where otherwise indicated. 

1 Porph., Isag., 8.8 Busse : « Let differences be so called commonly (koinẁ~), properly (ijdivw~) and most 
properly (ijdiaivtata) » (transl. J. Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2003, 
p. 8). The exact interpretation of what Porphyry meant by ‘common and proper differentiae’ presents 
some difficulties (see Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, pp. 155-164). However, the late antique Greek 
tradition and the medieval Arabic tradition understood them as accidents, whereas the most proper 
differentia is the specific differentia. Ammonius clearly interprets the common differentiae as those 
accidents that Porphyry called ‘separable’, and the proper differentiae as the Porphyrean ‘inseparable 
accidents’ ; see Ammon., In Isag., 92.23-26 Busse (the same interpretation can also be found in Elias, In 
Isag., 77.13-19 Busse and David, In Isag., 173.22-31 Busse). Within the Arabic tradition anterior and 
contemporary to Avicenna, Al-Farabı and Ibn Al-Tayyib surely followed this traditional interpretation 
in their commentaries on the Isagoge  : cf. Al-Farabı, Kitab Isagugı ay l-Madhal, 126.4-7 Dunlop : 
« Porphyry of Tyre, in his book on the Eisagoge, calls the separable accidents (al-a‘rad al-mufariqa) 
which are employed in distinguishing ‘general differentiae’ (fusul ‘amma), and the inseparable (gayru 
mufariqin) ‘special differentiae’ (fusul hassa), and he calls the differentiae in the absolute sense, those 
which distinguish between the species in their substances, ‘special of special’ (hawassu l-hawassi). They 
are sometimes called also ‘substantial differentiae’ (fusul gawhariyya) and ‘essential differentiae’ (fusul 
datiyya) » (transl. D. M. Dunlop, pp. 135-136). Cf. Ibn Al-Tayyib, Tafsır Kitab Isagugı li-Furfuriyus, 118.13-
15 Gyekye : « Porphyry begins his discussion of the differentia by first enumerating, according to his 
custom, the meanings designated by the name [‘differentia’]. He says that they are three : a common 
[one] (‘amm), i.e., the separable accident (al-‘arad al-mufariq), the proper (hass), i.e., the inseparable 
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logicians employ the term. The difference between the common and the proper 
sense, on the one hand, and the most proper sense, on the other, lies in the fact 
that the differentiae taken in the common and proper sense make the item they 
diversify otherlike (ajlloi`on), whereas the most proper differentia makes it other 
(a[llo). This latter kind of differentia is the specific differentia, which is defined 
in the Isagoge as what is predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ of many items 
differing in species2. This definition of the specific differentia was received by the 
Arabic Peripatetic tradition : the present inquiry will concern Avicenna’s refutation 
and restatement of the definition of differentia, starting from his analysis of this 
predicable contained in the Book of the Healing (Kitab al-Šifa’)3. 

In the section of the Kitab al-Šifa’ dedicated to the reworking of Aristotle’s Topics 
(Gadal), in the chapter dealing with the division of the predicables (I, 6), Avicenna 
refers to the definitions provided by an indistinct plurality of philosophers (‘in 
their definitions’, ar. fı hududihim), claiming that, according to them, the genus 
differs from the differentia because it is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi 
ma huwa). These philosophers, Avicenna remarks, are unable to distinguish genus 
and differentia by invoking the fact that only one of them is predicated of many 
items differing in species (maqul ‘alá katırına muhtalifına bi-l-naw‘i), since they 
place this feature in the definition of both predicables4. There is enough evidence, 

accident (al-‘arad gayru l-mufariqi), and the most proper (hassu l-hassi), i.e., the substantial differentia 
(fasl gawharı) » (English transl. by K. Gyekye, ibid., p. 103, slightly modified). For these two Arabic 
commentaries on the Isagoge, cf. infra, p. 136, n. 25 and p. 159, n. 68. According to the newly rediscovered 
commentary on the Categories preserved in the Archimedes Palimpsest, edited in R. Chiaradonna, M. 
Rashed, D. Sedley (N. Tchernetska), A rediscovered Categories Commentary, « Oxford Studies in Ancient 
Philosophy », 44, 2013, pp. 129-194, a detailed list of the meanings of genus, species and differentia was 
already provided by Boethus of Sidon : see Anon. [Porph. ?], In Cat., 10.13-15 [= ibid., p. 158].

2 Porph., Isag., 11.7-8 Busse : « A difference is what is predicated, in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ 
(ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejsti), of several items which differ in species » (transl. Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, p. 
10, slightly modified). Porphyry introduced the definition apparently ascribing it to other philosophers 
(Isag., 8.8 Busse : oJrivzontai, ‘they define’). The definition, although not explicitly provided by Aristotle, 
seems to have nonetheless Peripatetic origins (see Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, p. 191). 

3 The Kitab al-Šifa’ represents the ideal starting point for a reconstruction of the evolution of 
Avicenna’s criticism of the traditional definition of differentia, given Avicenna’s declared purpose in 
this summa of more strictly following the traditional schemes of presentation of all topics, and his 
inclination to analyze extensively the transmitted doctrines. 

4 Ibn Sina, Gadal, I, 6 [55.10-14] : « Then, this genus is described by saying that it is predicated of 
many differing in species in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa). And you know that differentia, 
in their definitions, does not distinguish itself from genus in virtue of being predicated of different 
species, but it [distinguishes itself from genus] in virtue of [this latter’s] being [predicated] in the 
‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) ; thus, if it were among the possibilities of differentia — as it was 
explained in the First Teaching, in the context of the science of the Demonstration — and differentia 
were apt to be [given] in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), then [the differentia] would share 
with the genus this definition ». (For a minor correction to the Arabic text, cf. infra, p. 171, n. 101).
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 131

in Avicenna’s words, of a polemic towards two traditional points : firstly, that the 
differentia shares with the genus the fact of being predicated of many species ; 
and, secondly, that genus and differentia differ because the differentia is not 
predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa). Both points are important in 
order to understand Avicenna’s criticism of the traditional definition of differentia 
and his attempt to redefine this predicable. 

The present inquiry consists of two main sections. I will start by taking into 
exam Avicenna’s criticism of the first part of the traditional definition of differentia, 
namely the contention that the differentia is predicated of many differing in species 
(section I). This section will provide a brief account of the late antique debate on 
this subject and its reception in the Arabic Peripatetic milieu, pointing to the reasons 
why Avicenna seems to prefer, in his other logical works, a different definition 
of differentia. Then, I will take into account the second part of the definition, 
describing the differentia as predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (section II). 
In Madhal, II, 1, Avicenna introduces, on this subject, an important innovation : 
he formulates an original distinction between two types of predications, namely 
the predication in the ‘what is it ?’ (ar. min tarıqi ma huwa), and the predication 
in answer to the question ‘what is it ?’ (ar. fı gawabi ma huwa). The two Arabic 
expressions were both considered, by the preceding Arabic Peripatetic tradition, 
as synonymous renderings for the Greek expression ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti, since they were 
equally employed in paraphrases and translations of the Greek texts, whereas 
Avicenna discriminates between them. Avicenna introduced this distinction in 
order to solve two main problems : how to distinguish the two predicables genus 
and differentia ; and how to explain that both genus and differentia have an 
essential way of predication within the definition5. These Aristotelian problems 
puzzled many ancient and modern commentators : my point is that Avicenna’s 
solution is original, if compared to those of the previous commentators. I will 
then argue that Avicenna’s rejection of Porphyry’s definition is based on the 
attempt to provide a consistent interpretation of the Aristotelian account of 
differentia (section II.5.1), and on the need of finding a reading of the account 
of the five predicables provided in the Isagoge that might be consistent with the 
one provided in the Topics (section II.5.2). An English translation of the crucial 
passage of Madhal, II, 1 is provided in the Appendix.

5 The late antique tradition raised and tried to solve an aporia regarding how the definition, even if 
its constitutive parts are not both predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti of the definiendum, is nonetheless predicated 
in this way. The problem can be found clearly formulated in Elias, In Isag., 56.30-57.11 Busse. 
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silvia di vincenzo132

I. Differentia as predicated of many items differing in species

I.1. The late antique debate within Ammonius’ school

The definition of genus and differentia as both predicated of many items differing 
in species (kata; pleiovnwn kai; diaferovntwn tw`/ ei[dei) has caused long debates among 
the late antique commentators. Porphyry quotes, in the Isagoge, two definitions 
of species and differentia6 that seem to be modeled on the Aristotelian definition 
of genus given in the Topics7, stating that the differentia, as well as the genus, is 
predicated of many items differing in species. However, this assumption is not 
unproblematic : three commentaries on the Isagoge produced during the VIth century 
in the school of Alexandria8, namely those of Elias, David, and Ps.-Elias (David), 
provide evidence that this was a debated subject. More in detail, Elias says that it is 
possible to raise an aporia on Porphyry’s statement, for defining the differentia as 
predicated of many items leads to accomunate the subjects of predication, rather 

6 Respectively, Isag. 4.11-12 Busse and Isag., 11.7-8 Busse. For Porphyry’s definitions of genus, 
species and differentia, see also Porph., In Cat., 82.5-22 Busse.

7 Arist., Top., A, 5, 102a31-32 ; cf. C. Luna, Simplicius, Commentaire sur le Catégories d’Aristote, 
Chapitres 2-4, Les Belles Lettres, Paris 2001, pp. 454-455. 

8 The only Greek commentaries that have survived are that of Ammonius son of Hermias (ed. A. 
Busse, Berlin 1891 [CAG IV.3]) and those of the last philosophers of the school of Alexandria, namely 
Elias (ed. A. Busse, Berlin 1900 [CAG XVIII.1]), David (ed. A. Busse, Berlin 1904 [CAG XVIII.2]) and 
the commentary that is commonly known under the name of Ps.-Elias (David), ed. by L. G. Westerink 
(North Holland, Amsterdam 1967). In Greek, a commentary ascribed to Philoponus has also survived, 
partially preserved in the form of a group of scholia preserved in Cod. Bodl. Barocc. 145, ff. 119-
137b (edited by C. A. Brand, Scholia in Aristotelem, vol. IV, Academia Regia Borussica, Berolini 
apud Georgium Reimerum 1836, pp. 10-12), but it has been widely recognized as spurious. It is still 
uncertain whether Philop., In Phys., 250.26-28 Vitelli can or cannot be considered as a reference made 
by Philoponus himself to his own commentary on the Isagoge ; however, a commentary on the Isagoge 
by Philoponus is recorded, in the Arabic tradition, by Ibn Abı Usaybi‘a (‘Uyun al-anba’ fı tabaqat al-
atibba’, p. 105 Müller), who mentions a Šarh Kitab Isagugı li-Furfuriyus whose author is Philoponus ; 
neither Ibn al-Nadım nor al-Qiftı, however, record it in their bibliographies. Finally, fragments of a 
Syriac translation of Philoponus’s commentary are preserved in ms. Vat. Syr. 158. For Philoponus’ 
commentary on the Isagoge, see E. Gannagé, Philopon (Jean -), Tradition Arabe, in Dictionnaire des 
Philosophes Antiques, vol. Va, Paris 2012, esp. pp. 516-518. A commentary was probably written also 
by Eutocius : the sources for the existence of this commentary are Elias, In APr., 134.4-6 Westerink 
and Arethas, Scholia in Porph. Isag., 36.24-30 Share. It has been argued that also Stephanus from 
Alexandria must have written a commentary on the Isagoge on the basis of the fact that the Syriac 
tradition (more specifically, Severus Bar Šakku in his Dialogi) seems to make reference to it (see A. 
Baumstark, Aristoteles bei den Syrern vom V-VIII Jahrundert, Leipzig 1900, esp. pp. 183, 189 and 210), 
though this claim is still uncertain. 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 133

than differentiating them9. However, Elias’ approach to Porphyry’s definition is 
favorable : he tries to solve the aporia he raises on the differentia by saying that 
this predicable is predicated of many items qua universal utterance (wJ~ kaqovlou 
fwnh;), whereas qua differentia it belongs to one subject only10. 

Whereas Elias tries to justify Porphyry’s claim by focusing on the status of the 
differentia as predicated of many, the real core of the problem is individuated by 
David : the fact that the ‘many’ in question are said to differ specifically. Since the 
differentia is a universal utterance, it is predicated of many individuals of a species 
(‘rational’ is, for instance, predicated of many men) ; those individuals, however, 
do not differ specifically. David testifies that some philosophers, against Porphyry’s 
description of differentia as predicated of many differing in species (kata; pleiovnwn 
kai; diaferovntwn tẁ/ ei[dei), had argued that the differentia is also predicated of many 
items that do not differ specifically, but numerically : ‘being capable of receiving 
intellect and knowledge’, for example, is a differentia of the species ‘man’ only, 
so that it is predicated of many individuals numerically — and not specifically — 
different11. David agrees with this objection and tries to solve the problem with a 
philological note on the text : he claims to know other manuscripts that add ‘also’ 
(kaiv) before ‘in species’ (tẁ/ ei[dei), so that the description of differentia should 
be read as : « predicated of many that differ also in species » (kata; pleiovnwn kai; 
diaferovntwn kai; tẁ/ ei[dei). In this way, one should understand that the differentia 
can be predicated both of many specifically and of many numerically different12. 

9 The problem raised within the school of Alexandria left a trace in Arethas, Scholia in Porph. 
Isag., 151.1-14 Share : Arethas claims that some people moved an objection to Porphyry because 
differentia described as predicated of many seems to introduce a common feature (koinwniva) rather 
than a distinctive one among those items. Porphyry’s choice to define differentia as predicated of 
many presents indeed some difficulties, but may be due to certain passages such as Arist., Top., Z, 6, 
144b4-9, in which differentia is said to have a greater extension in predication than its species (ejpi; 
plevon hJ diafora; tw`n eijdw``≠n levgetai), so that it is impossible to predicate the species of the differentia.

10 Elias, In Isag., 87.14-19 Busse : « ‘Differentia is [what is predicated] of many items [...]’ : doubts 
are immediately raised on this [first part of Porphyry’s statement] (eujqevw~ tou`to ajporei`tai) : in fact, 
they say, if differentia [is predicated] of many items, then this is a shared feature (koinwniva) and no 
more a differentia, just like ‘animal’, belonging to many items, stresses a shared feature of theirs 
rather than a differentia. To this [point] we answer that, qua universal utterance (wJ~ kaqovlou fwnh;), 
[differentia] is predicated of many items, since qua differentia it is not [predicated] of many items, 
but rather it belongs to one thing only. » 

11 The same argument can be found in Arethas, Scholia in Porph. Isagog., 151.15-24 Share.
12 David, In Isag., 195.7-16 Busse : « Again, they attack [Porphyry’s] definition and say that 

he (scil. Porphyry) was wrong in saying [that differentia is predicated] ‘of many items differing 
in species’ : [differentia], in fact, is not only predicated of [items] differing in species, but also 
[of items differing] in number. ‘Being capable of receiving intellect and knowledge (to; nou` kai; 
ejpisthvmh~ dektiko;n)’, in fact, does not belong to many items differing in species, but [it belongs to items 
differing] in number, since it belongs to men only, and men do not differ specifically, but numerically 
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silvia di vincenzo134

The same argument is put forward by Ps.-Elias (David)13, although his approach 
is different from David’s : Ps.-Elias argues that Porphyry is right in avoiding a 
description of the differentia as predicated of many differing in species and in 
number, since he is here referring to the most proper sense of differentia (namely, 
that of the specific differentia), and not to the differentia taken in a looser sense 
(namely, what is otherwise called ‘proprium’). Evidently, Ps.-Elias is worried by 
the fact that describing the differentia specifica as predicated of many differing in 
number might entail confusing its definition with the definition of the proprium. 

I.2. The ‘Porphyrean tradition’

If the passages taken from Elias’, David’s and Ps.-Elias’ commentaries witness 
that Porphyry’s description was discussed among the last generation of Alexandrian 
philosophers, an aporia on this issue was raised and answered in the Porphyrean 
tradition of commentaries to the Categories as well. The occasion was provided by 
the passage in Cat., 1b16-24, in which Aristotle states that, in the case of things 
that are different in genus and not ranked under each other (tw`n eJterogenw`n kai; mh; 
uJp∆ a[llhla tetagmevnwn), the differentiae differ in species (tw`/ ei[dei)14. This statement 
led a group of commentators to reflect preliminarily upon the cases in which 
the differentia is predicated of several things differing in species. The problem 
was, in fact, discussed along similar lines by Porphyry himself15, Boethius16, and 
Simplicius17. Porphyry started the debate in the way it was later reported by 
the others : he imagined, in his Commentary by Questions and Answers on the 
Categories18, that someone could question him about the truth of his description 

[...]. Those [philosophers] speak well, but in many manuscripts it can be found the conjunction ‘also’ 
(kai;) : ‘[differentia is predicated] of many items differing also in species (diaferovntwn kai; tw`/ ei[dei)’, so 
that one also understands [that differentia is predicated of many items differing] in number as well ».

13 Ps.-Elias (David), In Isag., praxis 43, 116.15-17 Westerink : « Then they inquire again by saying : 
‘the description of the differentia is defective, since [the differentia] is not only predicated of many 
items differing in species, but also [of many items differing] in number’ [...] ».

14 The claim that non-subordinate genera do not share the same differentia is also made in the 
Topics  : cf. Arist., Top., 107b19-26 and Top., 144b13-18. On these passages, see H. Granger, The 
Differentia and the Per Se Accident in Aristotle, « Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie », 63, 1981, 
pp. 118-129, esp. p. 122.

15 Porph., In Cat., 82.29-37 Busse (cf. infra, Tab. 1).
16 Boeth., In Cat., col. 177B12-C5.
17 Simpl., In Cat., 55.24-56.15 Kalbfleisch.
18 Porphyry dealt with the same problem in his long commentary Ad Gedalium as well : this is proved 

by the newly-discovered anonymous commentary on Categories found in the Archimedes Palimpsest, 
if the author is to be identified with Porphyry, as it seems. In what follows, given the partial state of 
preservation of this part of Porphyry’s Ad Gedalium commentary, I will mainly compare Simplicius’ 
commentary with Porphyry’s short commentary by questions and answers, referring, each time that 
it is possible, to the newly-discovered Ad Gedalium commentary too.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 135

of the differentia as predicated of many differing in species. As a reply, Porphyry 
admits that the differentia is predicated of many things in most cases (ejpi; to; poluv), 
though not in all cases : this opinion is also quoted by Simplicius19 and is recalled 
in the Isagoge20, where Porphyry states that the differentiae are often (pollavki~) 
predicated of many species21. Porphyry explains that there are differentiae that 
are equal in number (ijsavriqmoi) with their species, like levity and heaviness, for 
they are, respectively, just differentiae of fire and earth22. Simplicius raises a 
similar aporia in his commentary on Aristotle’s Categories23, observing that some 

19 Simpl., In Cat., 56.6-8 Kalbfleisch. This appears also to be the position that can be found in 
the aforementioned commentary on the Categories preserved in the Archimedes Palimpsest, edited 
in Chiaradonna, Rashed, Sedley (Tchernetska), A rediscovered Categories Commentary. The article 
proposes the identification of the fragment preserved in the manuscript with a fragment of Porphyry’s 
lost commentary on the Categories Ad Gedalium : the passage I will quote seems to fit well with this 
hypothesis, showing the same ideas and the same terminology as the other Porphyrean commentary by 
Questions and Answers ; I refer, in particular, to the idea that the fact that the differentia is predicated 
of many species is true only in most cases (wJ~ ejpi; to; poluv) and that there are some differentiae that 
are equal in number with the species (ijsavriqmoi toi`~ ei[desin) ; on these analogies, see Chiaradonna, 
Rashed, Sedley (Tchernetska), A rediscovered Categories Commentary, p. 185. The passage I am 
speaking about is : Anon. [Porph. ?], In Cat., 11.12-14 [= ibid., p. 160] : to; mevntoi kata; pleiovnwn eijdw`n 
levgesqai th;n diafora;n wJ~ ejpi; to; polu; levgetai. Eijsi; gavr tine~ kai; ijsavriqmoi toi`~ ei[desin [...]. 

20 Porph., Isag., 18.19-21 Busse : « Again, differences are often observed in several species — for 
example, quadruped in very many animals which differ in species ; but a species applies only to the 
individuals under it » (transl. Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, p. 16).

21 Ms. BnF ar. 2346 preserves an anonymous scholion that might be a comment upon the use of 
pollavki~ that Porphyry made in the passage quoted above (rendered in Arabic as fı aktari l-amri, ‘in 
most cases’). The argument of the scholion is the same that can be found in Porphyry’s and Simplicius’ 
commentaries on the Categories : Anon., In Isag. [p. 1097, n. 3 Badawı] : « He [i.e. Porphyry] only 
said ‘in most cases’ (fı aktari l-amri) because sometimes there are differentiae that are equivalent 
to their species, as the heaviness (al-tiql) for the earth, the levity for the fire and the receptivity of 
science for man ».

22 The idea seems to be that the qualities of heaviness and levity are properly predicated only 
of their corresponding basic element, and that all the other things that are, for instance, heavy or 
light are such, so to speak, in a derivative way, in virtue of their being made of earth or fire. This is 
the way in which Simplicius understands this example (Simpl., In Cat., 55.26-27 Busse). See also M. 
Chase, Simplicius, On Aristotle Categories 1-4, Duckworth, London 2003, p. 137, n. 588. Porphyry then 
proceeds to imagine that his interlocutor could ask him a similar question about the description of 
species as predicated of many differing numerically. This second horn of the question and its solution 
will be left aside in the present paper, since they regard the problem of the unique instantiation of 
some species, namely the cases of monadic species like the Sun and the Moon : in sum, Porphyry’s 
interlocutor is wondering how the description of species as ‘predicated of many differing in number’ 
could apply to such cases, in which the species ‘Sun’, for instance, is predicated of just one individual. 
On the problem of the unique instantiation in the neoplatonic tradition, see P. Adamson, One of a 
Kind : Plotinus and Porphyry on Unique Instantiation, in R. Chiaradonna, G. Galluzzo eds., Universals 
in Ancient Philosophy, Edizioni della Normale, Pisa 2013, pp. 329-351.

23 Simpl., In Cat., 55.24-32 Kalbfleisch.
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silvia di vincenzo136

differentiae are predicated of a unique species. He mentions two cases : levity as 
a differentia of fire ; and the ultimate differentiae belonging to a species, which 
are said to convert with the definiendum, for they belong to that species only (for 
instance, the capability of receiving knowledge is a differentia that belongs to man 
only). Quite evidently, Simplicius’ aporia is based upon Porphyry’s commentary 
on the Categories. 

It is noteworthy that a similar approach can be found in the only extant24 
long commentary on the Isagoge produced within the Baghdad Peripatetic 
school, namely that by Ibn al-Tayyib (d. 435H/1043)25. Also in this commentary, 
in the context of Ibn al-Tayyib’s reflection upon the definition of differentia, one 
encounters the aporia that was raised in Simplicius’ commentary in the wake 
of Porphyry’s considerations. The argumentation employes the same examples 
provided by Porphyry, namely that of levity and heaviness as proper differentiae 
of fire and earth, and receptivity of knowledge as a proper differentia of man (cf. 
Tab. 1). The solution proposed by Ibn al-Tayyib, on the other hand, is not the one 
proposed by Porphyry in this context : as we shall see (below, I.3), its doctrinal 
background is rather the distinction between divisive and constitutive differentiae 
explained in Porphyry’s Isagoge26. 

24 At least, among the so far edited commentaries. There are, for instance, several works by 
Yahya Ibn ‘Adı (d. 364H/974) concerning Porphyry’s Isagoge that are preserved in some still unedited 
manuscripts. Among them, there are at least A series of questions on the notions of the book of Isagoge 
(‘Iddat masa’il fı ma‘anı kitab Isagugı) and The Answers given by Abu Bišr Matta on the questions of 
Yahya Ibn ‘Adı concerning Porphyry’s Isagoge (Ta‘alıq ‘idda ‘anhu ‘an Abı Bišr Matta fı umur garat 
baynahuma fı l-mantiq — Agwiba šayhina Abı Bišr Matta ibn Yunus al-Qunna’ı ‘an masa’il sa’alahu 
Yahya ibn ‘Adı ibn Humayd ibn Zakariyya’ ‘anha fı ma‘anı Isagugı li-Furfuriyus) ; see G. Endress, The 
Works of Yahya ibn ‘Adı. An analytical inventory, Reichert, Wiesbaden 1977, pp. 47-48 and 52. For 
an inventory of the newly discovered texts by Yahya Ibn ‘Adı, see R. Wisnovsky, New Philosophical 
Texts of Yahya Ibn ‘Adı : a Supplement to Endress’ Analytical Inventory, in F. Opwis, D. Reisman eds., 
Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, and Religion – Studies in Honor of Dimitri Gutas, Brill, Leiden 
- Boston 2012, pp. 307-326.

25 For the critical edition of the Arabic text of the commentary, see : Ibn Al-Tayyib’s Commentary 
on Porphyry’s Eisagoge (Tafsır Kitab Isagugı li-Furfuriyus) — Arabic text edited with introduction and a 
glossary of Greek-Arabic logical terms, ed. K. Gyekye, Dar el-Machreq, Beyrouth 1975. For an English 
translation provided by the editor himself, cf. K. Gyekye, Arabic Logic — Ibn Al-Tayyib’s Commentary 
on Porphyry’s Eisagoge, State University of New York Press, Albany 1979.

26 Cf. infra T2.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 137

Tab. 1 : The position of the aporia on the definition of differentia and Porphyry’s solution

Porph., In Cat., 82.29-37 
Busse

Simpl. In Cat., 55.24-56.8 
Kalbfleisch

Ibn al-Tayyib, Tafsır Kitab 
Isagugı li-Furfuriyus, 146.8-
21 Gyekyea

(Q.) But, since you [earlier] 
stated that differentia is 
predicated of many species, 
did you say this as if it 
[always]b holds ?

But how do we predicate 
differentia of [things] 
differing in species and 
species of [things] differing 
in number ? For behold, some 
differentiae are predicated of 
one species only, like ‘light’ 
[is predicated] of fire (the 
other things are, in fact, light 
because of [their] fieriness) 
and ‘heavy’ [is predicated] 
of earth and, in general, the 
ultimate differentiae [are 
predicated] of each species, 
like, in the case of ‘man’, the 
fact of being receptive of 
intelligence and knowledge, 
that also convert with the 
definiendum [...].

An aporia may be raised 
against Porphyry  ; it is 
as follows  : how do you 
maintain, Porphyry, that 
differentia is said of many 
species, and we, here, see 
the heavinessc, a differentia 
of earth, which does not go 
beyond a species ; levity, a 
differentia of fire, does not 
go beyond a species  ; and 
receptivity of knowledge, 
a differentia of man, does 
not go beyond the species 
of man ?

(A.) No, but just for the most 
part, for some [differentiae] 
are equal in number with 
the species, like lightness 
and heaviness, the former 
belonging only to fire, the 
latter [only] to earth.

a English translation by K. Gyekye, p. 132, slightly modified.
b There is a small difficulty in the Greek text : the editor A. Busse suspects that the text might be 

read with the help of an integration : tou`t∆ <ajeiv>, ei[rhka~; in order to obtain the meaning that Porphyry’s 
interlocutor in the dialogue is asking whether Porphyry’s claim must be considered as holding in every 
case or not. The English translation by S. K. Strange, Porphyry, On Aristotle’s Categories, Duckworth, 
London 1992, p. 68, agrees with Busse’s suggestion and renders the statement (slightly paraphrasing 
the Greek) : « did you intend this claim to hold <in general> ? ». 

c I woul rather read in [146.9] al-tiql (‘heaviness’) instead of al-baql (‘plant/herb’) as the editor K. 
Gyekye does. In support of the reading al-tiql, see the aforementioned anonymous Arabic scholion 
on ms. BnF ar. 2346 (p. 1097, n. 3 Badawı). From a palaeographical point of view, the corruption 
of an original al-tiql into a reading al-baql is easily explainable, for the difference in the rasm of the 
two words just lies in the diacritics of the first letter : in a manuscript lacking some diacritics, then, 
the two readings would be identical.
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silvia di vincenzo138

Cf. Anon. [Porph. ?], In Cat., 
11.12-14 [= Chiaradonna, 
R a sh  e d ,  S e d l e y ,  A 
rediscovered Categories 
Commentary, p. 160d]  : 
However, that the differentia 
is said of a plurality of 
species is the case only for 
the most part. For there are 
also some differentiae that 
are equal in number with 
the species.

[...] As for the differentia, 
Porphyry says that it is for 
the most part said of many 
species, but not always.

—

Simplicius’s commentary on the Categories also preserves a fragment attesting 
Jambilicus’ contribution to the debate27. Jamblicus, according to Simplicius, 
claimed that differentiae are accidentally predicated of one species only, for 
they always have the possibility of being predicated of many species. Although a 
differentia — qualified as ‘more specific’ (ijdikwtevra) and more akin to the nature 
implicated in matter (th`/ ejnuvlw/ fuvsei suggenestevra) — may be predicated of just 
one species, it still retains the potentiality of being predicated of many species. 
This means that, even though, in virtue of some fortuitous circumstances (ti~ 
suntuciva pragmavtwn), there may not be a plurality of species capable of receiving 
the differentia in question, this is due to an accidental occurrence that is external 
to the nature of the differentia and does not affect its nature (oijkei`o~ lovgo~)28. In 
sum, Jamblichus held a more radical position than Porphyry, claiming that the 
differentia has always the potentiality of being predicated of many species, in 
spite of the accidental circumstances in which it may be predicated of only one 

27 Iamblichus apud Simpl., In Cat., 56.8-15 Kalbfleisch [= fr. 17 Larsen] : « Jamblichus [says] : 
‘even if some differentiae are not predicated of many items, they too are such that it would be 
possible, in so far as it depends on them, to be predicated of many items’ ; he says : ‘the differentia 
that is determinately predicated of one species is more specific (ijdikwtevra) and more akin to the 
nature implicated in matter (th`/ ejnuvlw/ fuvsei suggenestevra), but even if it is disposed in this way, it 
still retains the potentiality, in virtue of its own definitional account (kata; to;n eJauth`~ lovgon), of being 
attributed to many species. If, then, the conjunction of some fortuitous circumstances didn’t allow 
the expansion of the [species] undergoing [the predication of the differentia] into a multitude, this 
wouldn’t represent, however, an obstacle to the proper account of the differentia (oujde;n tou`to ejmpovdiovn 
ejstin pro;~ to;n oijkei`on th`~ diafora`~ lovgon)’ ».

28 The argument is analogous to the one employed in the case of the monadic species ; cf. B. 
Dalsgaard Larsen, Jamblique de Chalcis : exégète et philosophe, 2 vols., Universitetsforlaget, Aarhus 
1972, vol. I, p. 250.

d I am quoting the English translation provided ibid., p. 161.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 139

species, whereas Porphyry simply claimed that the differentiae are predicated of 
many species in most cases (ejpi; to; poluv)29. 

I will argue that Avicenna’s refutation of the definition of differentia as 
predicated of many items is based on considering the possibility of predication 
of many items as a non-essential feature of the differentia. Avicenna’s refutation, 
then, reaches a conclusion that somehow reverses Jamblichus’.
 
I.3. The Arabic Peripatetic tradition

The Peripatetic circle of Baghdad was familiar with the Porphyrean aporia on 
the differentia, as one can see from the aforementioned discussion by Ibn al-Tayyib. 
The solution adopted in the commentaries on the Isagoge produced in this context, 
however, is not based on Porphyry’s solution in the commentary on the Categories, 
but rather on Porphyry’s distinction of divisive and constitutive differentiae in 
the Isagoge : the divisive differentiae — which divide a genus together with their 
opposite differentiae (as ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ divide the genus ‘animal’) — 
are predicated of more than one species (for instance, ‘rational’ is predicated of 
both ‘man’ and ‘angel’), whereas the constitutive differentiae — which constitute 
a species (as ‘mortal’, in addition to ‘rational’, constitutes ‘man’) — are predicated 
of one species only (namely of the species they constitute)30. This can be argued 

29 On Porphyry’s and Jamblichus’ views, see also the aforementioned Luna, Simplicius, Commentaire 
sur le Catégories, pp. 467-470. According to C. Luna, Porphyry’s claim that the differentiae are 
predicated of many items in most cases seems to imply that being predicated of many items is not an 
essential feature of the differentia, since it does not belong to all the differentiae. Then, Jamblichus 
would reverse this opinion, holding that the differentiae have in their nature the possibility of being 
predicated of many items, though sometimes this does not happen. Jamblichus’ opinion, according to 
this interpretation, has to be read in opposition to Porphyry’s. As R. Chiaradonna pointed out to me, 
Jamblichus’ view suggests a skepticism toward the possibility of distinguishing the species by means 
of the differentiae, which has also a reflection on Jamblichus’ theological views (see R. Chiaradonna, 
Logica e teologia nel primo neoplatonismo — A proposito di Anon., In Parm., XI, 5-19 e Iambl., Risposta 
a Porfirio [De Mysteriis], I, 4, « Studia graeco-arabica », 5, 2015, pp. 1-11). Simplicius’ attitude, 
however, is apparently neutral : he does not explicitly endorse neither Porphyry’s nor Jamblichus’ 
view. C. Luna claims (ibid., p. 470) that Simplicius, though not explicitly, rejects Porphyry’s solution, 
being more inclined to believe that being predicated of many items is an essential feature for defining 
the differentia.

30 Porph., Isag., 9.24-10.3 Busse : « Three species of differences being observed, and some being 
separable and some inseparable, and again of the inseparable some being in their own right (kaq∆ 
auJta;~) and some accidental (kata; sumbebhkov~), again of differences in their own right some are those 
in virtue of which we divide genera into species and some those in virtue of which the items divided 
are specified (eijdopoiei`tai) » (trans. Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, p. 10).

.

SI
SM

EL-
EDIZ

IO
N

I D
EL 

GALL
UZZO



silvia di vincenzo140

from a fragment of the Paris manuscript of the Arabic Organon31, which reports 
the answer that Hasan Ibn Suwar (d. 411H/1020) provided to a passage of the 
commentary on the Isagoge ascribed by the Arabic tradition to a commentator 
(or to a compilation of commentaries) named Allınus32. In this passage, Hasan 
Ibn Suwar apparently found an objection raised against Porphyry’s definition of 
differentia as predicated of many species, arguing that, contrary to Porphyry’s 
definition, every differentia must be equivalent to the species it is constitutive 
of. Allınus’ criticism of Porphyry quoted by Hasan Ibn Suwar (who probably 
commented upon a passage of the Porphyrean exposition of the divergencies 
between species and differentia33) provides further evidence of the existence of 
philosophers opposing Porphyry’s view on the subject :

T1 : Hasan Ibn Suwar [= p. 1097, n. 2 Badawı]

« Allınus refused this statement and said this : he said ‘as to what Porphyry said 
[about the fact] that the differentia is predicated of many species, because it is 
anterior to the species by nature, well, I do not know how this statement could be 
true, for it does not exist — as far as I think — a differentia that is more common 
than the species. And this because every differentia is equivalent to the species 
that it constitutes’. So, this is what Allınus said. But what I think is that Porphyry 
considered, in this place, the differentiae qua divisive, and that they, in this manner, 
are predicated of many species, for, when ‘rational’ and ‘mortal’ are assumed as 

31 Specifically on this manuscript, see H. Hugonnard-Roche, Remarques sur la tradition arabe de 
l’Organon d’après le manuscrit Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, ar. 2346, in C. Burnett ed., Glosses and 
Commentaries on Aristotelian logical texts  : the Syriac, Arabic and Medieval translations, Warburg 
Institute, London 1993, pp. 19-28.

32 The identity of this commentator, mentioned by several Arabic sources among those who 
commented upon Aristotle’s works, is still dubious, despite the efforts made by many scholars to 
identify him with certainty. Recently, the existence itself of a commentator named Allınus has been 
doubted, with the proposal of identifying with this name a compilation of materials coming from 
some Greek commentaries. For a history of all the hypotheses concerning his identity, see A. Elamrani-
Jamal, Alınus (Allınus), in Dictionnaire des Philosophes Antiques, vol. I, Éditions du Centre National 
de la Recherche Scientifique, Paris 1989, pp. 151-152. I only wish to add to the account of the history 
of the studies provided by Elamrani-Jamal the mention of two contributions on the subject that 
were published several years later : M. Rashed, Les marginalia d’Aréthas, Ibn al-Tayyib et les dernières 
gloses alexandrines à l’Organon, in D. Jacquart, C. Burnett eds., Scientia in margine – Études sur les 
marginalia dans les manuscrits scientifiques du moyen âge à la renaissance,  Droz, Genève 2005, pp. 
57-73 (proposing an identification with David) ; H. Hugonnard-Roche, La tradition gréco-syriaque des 
commentaires d’Aristote, in V. Calzolari, J. Barnes eds., L’oeuvre de David l’Invincible et la transmission 
de la pensée grecque dans la tradition arménienne et syriaque — Commentaria in Aristotelem Armeniaca 
— Davidis Opera, Vol. I,  Brill, Leiden - Boston 2009, pp. 153-173.

33 Cf. Porph., Isag., 18.19-21 Busse. Actually, Allınus seems to conflate with this statement also 
the passage of Isag., 18.21-22 Busse.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 141

divisive of the animal, they are both predicated of more than one species only. 
‘Rational’ is, in fact, predicated of the angel and of the man, whereas ‘quadruped’ 
and ‘flying’, when they are assumed as constitutive — as being animated and [being] 
in motion for animal, and the receptivity of science and knowledge for man — are 
just predicated of one species only ».

Hasan Ibn Suwar’s answer to Allınus’ criticism implies the distinction of 
divisive and constitutive differentiae elaborated by Porphyry himself. Hasan Ibn 
Suwar claims that, for instance, ‘rational’, which is a divisive differentia of the 
genus ‘animal’, is predicated of two species, namely ‘man’ and ‘angel’, whereas 
the constitutive differentiae are not predicated of more than one species.

This is evident also in the answer that his pupil Ibn al-Tayyib provides to the 
aporia raised in the aforementioned passage (cf. supra Tab. 1) : 

T2 : Ibn al-Tayyib, Tafsır Kitab Isagugı li-Furfuriyus, 146.11-21 Gyekye34 

« The solution of the aporia is as follows  : the differentia, in accordance with 
its name, is that by which things are differentiated and made specific, and it is 
impossible that that by which things are differentiated and made specific should 
include many species, but it exists only for one species. But differentia is either 
simple or composite. The simple is such as levity and, in general, the simple forms 
of species, whereas the composite is such as the composite form of species, like man 
and ass. For the differentia of man is composed of ‘rational’ and ‘mortal’. Simple 
differentiae are those equal to their species, for heaviness35 is equal to earth, and 
levity to fire. Similarly, the composite, as a whole, is equal to its species. But, since 
the composite differentiae are used collectively and individually, if they are used 
collectively their species become equal, like ‘rational and mortal’, for man. If a part 
of the differentiae is taken, it encompasses many species. When Porphyry says 
that ‘differentia is predicated of many species’, he means a part of the composite, 
not the simple, differentia. On account of the combination of both (simple and 
composite) in it (species), the species of differentiae is one ».

Ibn al-Tayyib argues that there are simple and composite differentiae. He takes 
as an example of simple differentiae the differentiae mentioned in Porphyry’s 
commentary on the Categories (‘heaviness’ and ‘levity’) as instances of differentiae 
predicated of one species only (respectively, ‘earth’ and ‘fire’). Then, he takes as 
an example of composite differentiae the differentia of ‘man’ (namely, ‘rational 
mortal’), which is composed by two differentiae differing in rank (‘rational’ — 

34 English translation by Gyekye, p. 132, slightly modified.
35 Reading al-tiql (‘heaviness’) instead of al-baql (‘plant/herb’) as the editor K. Gyekye does ; for 

an explanation of the genesis of the corruption, cf. supra, p. 137, n. c.
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silvia di vincenzo142

which, taken alone, is a divisive differentia of the genus ‘animal’ — and ‘mortal’ 
— which forms, together with ‘rational’, a constitutive differentia). The divisive 
differentia (‘rational’) taken alone is predicated of more than one species, for 
it is also predicated of the rational immortal animals (i.e. the angels). Only the 
addition of a second differentia (‘mortal’) makes the whole composite differentia 
exactly correspond to the species that it constitutes. 

This theory of the composite differentia must have been already elaborated in 
Ammonius’ school, for it is stressed in Ammonius’ commentary on the Isagoge36. 
Ammonius states that the differentiae can either be considered as divisive, or 
as constitutive ; when they are assumed as divisive, they are like ‘rational’ and 
‘mortal’ singularly taken with respect to the genus ‘animal’. When, on the contrary, 
they are assumed as constitutive, the same differentiae ‘rational’ and ‘mortal’ can 
be combined to form a unique constitutive differentia (as ‘rational mortal’ with 
respect to ‘man’). The basis for this theory may be a passage of Porphyry’s Isagoge 
claiming (in the context of an argument for the claim that the same differentiae 
may either be considered as divisive or as constitutive) that the differentiae 
‘rational’ and ‘mortal’ are constitutive of ‘man’, and the differentiae ‘rational’ and 
‘immortal’ are constitutive of ‘deity’37. 

The description of differentia as predicated of many was briefly discussed 
by Al-Farabı as well, although with a different attitude. In his commentary on 
the Topics38, Al-Farabı quotes the definition of differentia as predicated of many 

36 Ammon., In Isag., 98.19-99.22 Busse : « [...] They say that, among the specific differentiae, some are 
constitutive (sustatikai;) and some are divisive (diairetikaiv), but not [in such a manner that] the ones 
[are constitutive] and the others [are divisive], but [in a way that] the same [differentiae] sometimes 
are constitutive and sometimes divisive, according to wether they are considered in a certain way 
or in another. ‘Rational’ and ‘irrational’, and ‘mortal’ and ‘immortal’ are differentiae of the animal, 
and they are divisive, since ‘animal’ in divided in these [features]) ; if those that can be combined 
are taken together (for instance, like ‘rational’ and ‘mortal’), they become constitutive differentiae of 
‘man’, because they are constitutive (sunistw`si) and completive (sumplhrou`sin) of its nature. [...]. One 
must know that when they are combined, they produce four couples, three of which are constitutive 
[of a species], whereas one is not [...] ; see that ‘rational and mortal’ are constitutive, for it is ‘man’, 
‘rational and immortal’ is the divine being, ‘irrational and mortal’ is the horse, but there is nothing 
‘irrational and immortal’ [...] ».

37 Porph., Isag. 10.9-19 Busse : « But these very divisive (diairetikai;) differences of genera are 
found to be completive (sumplhrwtikai;) and constitutive (sustatikai;) of species. For animal is split by 
the difference of rational and non-rational, and again by the difference of mortal and immortal ; and 
the differences of rational and of mortal are found to be constitutive of man, those of rational and 
of immortal of god, and those of non-rational and of mortal of the non-rational animals. [...] Since, 
then, the same differences taken in one way are found to be constitutive and in one way divisive, they 
have all been called specific » (trans. Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, p. 10).

38 Al-Farabi, Kitab al-Gadal, 87.3-12 Al-‘Agam : « Differentia is what is predicated of many that 
differ in species in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ with regard to its substance (al-faslu huwa l-mahmulu 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 143

differing in species in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ with regard to its substance39, 
then he proceeds to briefly enumerating the aspects that genus and differentia 
share and those in virtue of which they differ. Among the shared characteristics, 
there is the fact of being predicated of many species (which is also said to be 
a feature distinguishing genus and differentia from definition). However, Al-
Farabı is aware of the difficulties entailed by this description : the major problem 
is caused, in his view, by the consideration that a description of differentia as 
predicated of many is not applicable to the differentia when it comes to the case 
of the demonstrative syllogism, for in that case the differentia must be predicated 
of one species only. In order to solve the problem, Al-Farabı makes reference 
to a broader and commonly-known sense of differentia, which allows claiming 
that the differentia is predicated of many, but which does not correspond to the 
narrower sense of differentia employed in demonstrations. In short, Al-Farabı 
is aware of the problems entailed by a definition of this sort, and underlines an 
inconsistency in the use of the term ‘differentia’, which is employed differently 
in the Posterior Analytics and in the Topics. 

To sum up : the Baghdad Peripatetic tradition answered the aporia in the 
context of the study of Porphyry’s account of differentia in the Isagoge, with a 
positive approach. I shall argue that Avicenna’s criticism of Porphyry’s definition 
is based on the rejection of the possible solution provided by the theory of the 
composite differentiae, which was held within Ammonius’ school and among 
the Baghdad Aristotelians. 

‘alá katırına muhtalifına bi-l-naw‘i ‘alá tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa fı gawharihi). The differentia shares 
with genus in many respects, for it let [us] know the thing’s substance as genus does, it is predicated 
of many differing in species as well, and it is a part of the definition as genus is. The two [predicates] 
differ because the differentia distinguishes the species from all what shares with it its proximate genus, 
and because the differentia follows the genus in the arrangement. It is necessary that you know that 
if the state of the differentia is examined according to the demonstration (‘alá tarıqi l-burhan), then 
it is impossible for the differentia to be predicated of [other] species but the one it is a differentia of. 
But the one that is here employed is the commonly known (mašhur) differentia, and that by which 
the differentia is defined is its commonly known definition. The commonly known differentia is like 
‘walking’ and ‘biped’, that are differentiae for the man : each one of them is, in fact, predicated of 
many differing in species ; so, genus and differentia have [something] in common with the definition 
because they belong to the entire species everytime, but differ from it because they are predicated 
of more than one species only ».

39 The addition of the expression ‘in its substance’ (fı gawharihi) has the purpose of distinguishing 
the differentia from the common accident, which is predicated of many items in answer to ‘what sort 
of thing is it ?’ as well, though not with regard to the thing’s substance.
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I.4. Avicenna’s refutation

Avicenna shows serious perplexities about Porphyry’s description of the 
differentia as predicated of many items differing in species in Madhal, I, 1340. 
The reason for Avicenna’s refutation of this description is similar to the rationale 
of the aporia mentioned by Elias in his commentary : the problem is, in fact, 
explaining how the differentia can distinguish the subjects it is predicated of, 
if Porphyry is right in claiming that it is predicated of many items. Porphyry’s 
claim that the differentia is predicated of many items differing in species seems 
to imply the lack of a differentiation among those items of which the differentia is 
predicated, unless it is possible to understand Porphyry’s statement as if it meant 
that the differentia is not predicated of all the items at the same time, but of each 
of them singulary taken. In the passage that follows (T3), Avicenna presents this 
one as a way to save Porphyry’s statement (section a3), but raises doubts on the 
possibility of a reading of this sort. He therefore concludes that if this reading is 
not plausible, as he claims, then Porphyry’s definition of differentia as predicated 
of many has to be rejected. 

T3 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [77.8-21]

« [(a1)] But for his [scil. Porphyry’s] statement ‘[predicated] of many differing in 
species’ there are three [possible] concepts : the first one is among the things that 
are not considered by [the man] who aims at making this book precede [the others] 
(scil. Porphyry), but we will explain it in its place. [Then], there are two concepts 
that are closer to the evidence : [(a2)] the first one consists in the fact that the nature 
of the differentia encompasses, with [its] predication, many species, inevitably 
other than the only species differentiated. [(a3)] The other [concept] consists in 
the fact that the nature of the differentia is what determines the quality41 of the 

40 This is the chapter entirely devoted to the predicable differentia in Avicenna’s reworking of 
the Isagoge.

41 I suspect that in [77.12] ayyiyya (‘essential quality’) should be read instead of anniyya (‘existence’) 
as printed in the Cairo edition : it seems that Avicenna used the expression ma huwa as related to 
the term mahiyya and, analogously, the expression ayyu šay’in huwa as related to ayyiyya. Therefore, 
when Avicenna states that the differentia signifies the ayyiyya, he may be referring to the fact that the 
differentia is predicated in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’, as well as when he states that genus 
signifies the quiddity he means that it is predicated in answer to the question ‘what is it ?’. Anniyya, 
on the contrary, would convey an existential meaning : it would mean the fact of existing, which does 
not seem to fit well in this context. For the meanings of the term anniyya, see R. M. Frank, The Origin 
of the Arabic Philosophical Term anniyya, « Cahiers de Byrsa », 6, 1956, pp. 181-201 ; M.-T. D’Alverny, 
Anniyya-Anitas, in Mélanges offerts à E. Gilson, Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies - Vrin, Toronto 
- Paris 1959, pp. 9-81 [repr. in Ead., Avicenne en Occident, Vrin, Paris 1993] ; A. Hasnawi, Anniyya 
ou Inniyya (essence, existence), in Encyclopédie philosophique universelle. Publié sous la direction d’A. 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 145

several things that differ each other in species, as if he said that it is predicated of 
[many] species in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’, not of the complex of them, 
but of each one of them [singularly taken], as well as the statement of someone 
who says that the sword is what people strike with does not mean that it is what 
people strike with together, but what each one of them [strike with], but this 
interpretation is absurd and uncorrect. If it is possible for this to be understood 
from this utterance, then it is a description corresponding to the differentia ; [on 
the contrary], if it is impossible to understand this from this utterance and only 
the first aspect is understood, then this definition, in the way they understand it, is 
defective. [(b)] This is so because, as you learned, it does not necessarily follow to 
the nature of the differentia qua differentia being not distinctive of a unique species. 
On the contrary, this is an accident that sometimes occurs to some differentiae, so 
that it is an accident to the nature of the differentia, and not a differentia for the 
differentia and, moreover, it is not an accident that is common to the complex of 
the differentiae, so that it assumes in the descriptions the [same] function that the 
differentia assumes in the definitions ; so, this [description] is defective ». 

According to Avicenna, the fact of being distinctive of more than one species 
is not necessarily concomitant to the nature of the differentia, although it may 
belong to certain differentiae (section b). Avicenna’s argument is that, given that 
being predicated of many belongs to some differentiae accidentally, this feature 
cannot be assumed as a differentia specifica in the definition (hadd) of the predicable 
‘differentia’, for it is not an essential constitutive element with respect to the nature 

Jacob, vol. II, Presses Universitaires de France, Paris 1990, pp. 101-102 and G. Endress, D. Gutas, 
GALex, vol. I, Brill, Leiden 2002, s.v. ‘anniyyatun’, pp. 428-436. As to the manuscript tradition, I found 
the reading ayyiyya attested in mss. Damat Ibrahim 822, Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi 2442 and Brit. 
Mus. Or. 7500, and I suppose this could also be the reading of the Arabic manuscript on which the 
Latin medieval translation is based, since the term is rendered in Latin as quale quid. Then, I found the 
reading anniyya explicitly attested in ms. Paris, BnF ar. 6829 only. Finally, an anceps reading without 
diacritics is preserved by mss. Leid. Or. 4, Sehid Ali 1748, Nuruosmaniye 2710, Carullah 1424 and 
Kitabhanah-i Madrasa-i Namazı 247, so that it is impossible to tell whether, in those cases, it has to be 
read as ayyiyya or anniyya. A. Bertolacci has already suggested the opportunity of replacing one crucial 
occurrence of the term anniyya in the Ilahiyyat with the term ayyiyya (see A. Bertolacci, A Hidden 
Hapax legomenon in Avicenna’s Metaphysics : Considerations on the use of Anniyya and Ayyiyya in the 
Ilahiyyat of the Kitab aš-Šifa’, in A. M. I. van Oppenraay ed., with the collaboration of R. Fontaine, The 
Letter before the Spirit : The Importance of Text Editions for the Study of the Reception of Aristotle, Brill, 
Leiden - Boston 2012, pp. 289-309), pointing at the opportunity of similar replacements in passages 
of the Madhal, like the one presently discussed (see, ibid., p. 304, n. 39). The term ayyiyya may have 
originated as a rendering of the Greek poiovth~ (see, on this subject, Bertolacci, A Hidden Hapax 
legomenon, pp. 301-304) and was already employed by Al-Kindı in his treatise On First Philosophy (Fı 
l-falsafa l-ulá) to designate what is signified by the differentia specifica (cf. Kitab al-Kindı ila l-Mu‘tasim 
bi-llah fı l-falsafa l-ula in Rasa’il al-Kindı al-falsafiyya, ed. M. ‘A. Abu Rida, Cairo 1950, vol. I, p. 129, lin. 
12-14 ; see Bertolacci, A Hidden Hapax legomenon). 
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silvia di vincenzo146

of the differentia. Moreover, it is not even an accidental feature common to all the 
differentiae, for it is not shared by all of them : hence it cannot even be employed in 
the description (rasm) of the predicable, as an expression replacing the differentia 
specifica. Avicenna’s point, here, is demonstrating that the locution ‘predicated 
of many species’ can figure neither in a proper definition, nor in a description of 
differentia. Avicenna’s criticism, then, reaches a conclusion that is opposite to 
Jamblichus’ claim that the differentiae are predicated of many species in virtue 
of their natures. Avicenna claims, in fact, that the differentiae are primarily and 
essentially predicated of one species only, although some differentiae sometimes 
happen to be predicated of more than one species. This is also the reason why 
Avicenna criticizes the traditional division of the five predicables in Madhal, I, 13 
since, according to him, this division includes only the kind of differentia which 
happens to be predicated of many items, leaving aside the differentia which is 
predicated of one species only42.

Moreover, Avicenna rejects the solution adopted by the Baghdad tradition, 
for he does not agree with the claim made by the Baghdad Peripatetics in reply 
to the possible objection raised against Porphyry, namely that a differentia may 
either be considered as merely divisive, or as constitutive. I shall argue that this 
is the doctrine that Avicenna is criticizing as a false belief (zannun kadibun) in 
the further passage of Madhal, I, 13 quoted below (T4). Accordingly, I incline to 
believe that the unspecified plurality of those who hold this belief (al-zannuna), 
addressed by Avicenna in the same passage, may be identified with the Greek and 
Arabic tradition of Porphyry’s commentators endorsing this theory :

T4 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [80.1-14]

« [(i)] What is believed by those who believe that, among the differentiae that realize, 
there is what divides and, then, expects another differentia to come, so that the [two 
differentiae] are, together, constitutive (like ‘rational’, that is sometimes believed to 
divide the animal, then, for the constitution of the species, they wait that ‘mortal’ is 
joined to it), this is a false belief (zannun kadibun) : [(ii)] this is so because it is not 
a condition of the differentia the fact of being inevitably constitutive for the lowest 
species, when it divides in a way that it causes the constitution of the species, for 
there is a difference between our saying ‘it constitutes the species’ and our saying 
‘it constitutes a lowest species’. [(ii.a)] ‘Rational’, even if it does not constitute the 
‘man’, which is the lowest species, it constitutes the ‘rational animal’, which is a 

42 K. al-Madhal, I, 10 [58.18-20] : « It escaped to it [i.e. the traditional division of the universal 
utterance] the nature of the differentia (tabı‘atu l-fasli) qua differentia ; on the contrary, it was included 
in it, among the differentiae, only what is predicated of many species, but this is not the nature of 
the differentia qua differentia, for not every differentia is so ».
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 147

species of the ‘animal’ and a genus for the ‘man’, if what they say about the fact 
that ‘rational’ is more common than the ‘man’ is true and [if] the ‘rational animal’ 
occurs [both] to the ‘man’ and the ‘angel’ not [just] by homonymy, but in such 
a way that the utterance occurs with a single meaning. [(ii.b)] Then, our saying 
‘rational animal’ is a locution whose complex has a conceived notion, and this is 
more specific than ‘animal’, without being neither a differentia (on the contrary, the 
differentia is a part of it, namely ‘rational’) nor a proprium, so that it is inevitably 
a species of it43. [(ii.c)] Similarly, it has been clarified that it is a genus of ‘man’, 
and the author of the Isagoge himself has already explained something similar in 
[a certain] place44. [(ii.d)] ‘Rational’, then, has already constituted a species which 
is [also] a genus, so that, while dividing [a genus], it [also] inevitably constituted [a 
species]. [(iii)] From this, we learn that the differentia is only primarily predicated 
of a unique species [and] constantly, being predicated of many species in answer to 
‘what sort of thing is it ?’ only secondarily [and] by mediation [of something else] ».

Section (i) rejects the belief of those philosophers who draw a neat distinction 
between divisive and constitutive differentiae and believe in a composition of differentiae 
that are constitutive of a species jointly, without being so separately. This account 
fits well with the theory of ‘composite differentiae’ explained in Ammonius’ and Ibn 
al-Tayyib’s commentaries on the Isagoge. Then, in point (ii) Avicenna proceeds to 
explain the conceptual mistake of those philosophers, namely their understanding of 
‘constitutive of a species’ as ‘constitutive of a lowest species’, without considering as 
really constitutive differentiae those differentiae that are constitutive of intermediate 
species. Points (ii.a-d) aim at demonstrating this assumption with the example of the 
differentia ‘rational’ : this differentia, in fact, does not constitute a lowest species (namely, 
‘man’), but constitutes nonetheless ‘rational animal’, which is showed to be a species 
at point (ii.b), although not a lowest species, being also a genus of ‘man’, as Avicenna 
states at point (ii.c)45. The obvious conclusion is that ‘rational’ is a differentia that 

43 Being a species is the only possibility left : it could certainly not be either a genus or a common 
accident, because in both cases it would be more general (and not more specific) than ‘animal’.

44 Cf. Porph., Isag., 4.21-5.1 Busse. For a discussion of the meaning of this reference, cf. infra, n. 45.
45 Avicenna specifies, at point (ii.c), that Porphyry said that ‘rational animal’ is a genus for ‘man’. 

The importance of this clause must not be underestimated : Avicenna specifies it because he intends 
to clarify that he is here merely following the example that Porphyry provided to explain his Arbor 
(Porph., Isag., 4.21-5.1 Busse) : in the example, ‘rational animal’ is a genus for man, which is further 
constituted by the differentia ‘mortal’. This leads to understand that, if ‘rational animal’ is, in Porphyry’s 
view, a genus both for man and deity, then the two species are differentiated because a man is a mortal 
rational animal, whereas a deity is an immortal rational animal, as the Greek commentators of the 
school of Alexandria (see, for instance, Ammon., In Isag., 70.13-20 Busse and Elias, In Isag., 63.25-34 
Busse) suggest. Moreover, this interpretation is confirmed by another Porphyrean passage stating it 
explicitly (Porph., Isag., 10.9-14 Busse). Actually, Avicenna does not agree with this example, for he 
thinks that a deity (or angel, as he and some commentators read) may be said to be rational just in an 
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silvia di vincenzo148

is constitutive of an intermediate species. Thus, by assuming that, for a differentia, 
being constitutive does not necessarily imply being constitutive of a lowest species, 
Avicenna has demonstrated that a divisive differentia, while dividing a genus, also 
constitutes a species (which may be either an intermediate species, as in the case 
of the divisive differentia ‘rational’ with respect to the intermediate species ‘rational 
animal’, or a lowest one, as in the case of the divisive differentia ‘mortal’ with respect 
to lowest species ‘man’). This argument is intended to be a refutation, not only of 
the clear-cut dichotomy between divisive and constitutive differentiae, but also 
of the traditional explanation of Porphyry’s definition of differentia as predicated 
of many items differing in species : having clarified that those differentiae that the 
tradition considered as merely divisive (and predicated of many species) are also 
constitutive, Avicenna implies that they are also primarily predicated only of the 
species that they constitute, as he concludes at point (iii). In Avicenna’s view, as we 
shall see, a differentia can be predicated of many items specifically different only 
in a mediated way. 

In other words, for Avicenna all the constitutive differentiae are also divisive 
differentiae and, conversely, all the divisive differentiae are constitutive differentiae : 
as Avicenna had explained shortly before the aforementioned passage, only the 
negative differentiae have, apparently, the characteristic of being divisive without 
being constitutive, but this kind of ‘differentiae’ are not actually differentiae46 :

equivocal way. Furthermore, stating that an angel is a rational animal would also imply considering it 
as an animate body, but, analogously, an angel can be said to be so only equivocally. Accordingly, he 
believes that ‘rational animal’ is already a complete definition of ‘man’ and not just its genus, concluding 
that there is no need of introducing ‘mortal’ as a divisive differentia of man. The Arabic commentators 
from the school of Baghdad (see e.g. Ibn al-Tayyib, Tafsır K. Isagugı li-Furfuriyus, 87.8-12 Gyekye), still 
accepting the division of ‘rational animal’ by the differentiae ‘mortal’ and ‘immortal’, claim nonetheless 
that the ‘rational immortal animal’ is the species of the celestial bodies, specifying that God cannot 
be said to be a body (as His being a rational immortal animal would imply). Avicenna’s refutation of 
Porphyry’s example can be found in the conclusive section of Madhal, I, 11, after his exposition of the 
Arbor Porphyriana ; see Madhal, I, 11 [64.10-18] : « As to what concerns this division that was adduced [by 
Porphyry] for the substance and that reaches the man, well, it is uncorrect, although it does not affect 
our attempt of comprehension of the objective we aim at. This [is so] because since the animate body 
encompasses the plants together with the animals, it does not encompass the angels but equivocally, 
for the animate body is not a genus encompassing the angels. Similarly, when ‘rational’ is said of the 
man and the angel, this is so just equivocally, and the ‘rational’ that is a constitutive differentia of man 
is not said of the angels [too]. If this is so, then neither the ‘rational animal’ is a genus [both] for the 
man and the angels, nor the ‘animate body’ is a genus of the plants, the angels and the animals. Since 
things are in this manner, [then], there is no need of the introduction of ‘mortal’ as a differentia dividing 
the ‘rational animal’ into the man and what is not a man ». 

46 For the problem of the so-called negative differentiae in Avicenna’s Madhal, I, 13 see also J. 
McGinnis, Logic and Science : The Role of Genus and Difference in Avicenna’s Logic, Science and Natural 
Philosophy, « Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale », 18, 2007, pp. 165-186. Pages 
of particular relevance for Avicenna’s approach to the problem in Madhal are pp. 178-181.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 149

T5 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [78.14-16]

« There is not, among the constitutive differentiae, [anything] that does not divide [as 
well]. Among the divisive differentiae, apparently (fı zahiri l-amri), there is [something] 
that does not constitute, but this does not absolutely apply to anything but the negative 
differentiae (al-fusul al-salbiyya), that aren’t actually (bi-l-haqıqati) differentiae ».

Negative differentiae cannot, in Avicenna’s opinion, be considered as really 
constitutive of a species : first of all, the intelligibility of their notion depends on 
the consideration of the corresponding positive notion (the notion conveyed by 
‘irrational’, for instance, cannot be understood without considering the notion of 
‘rational’) ; moreover, they do not really signify a distinctive feature of a group of 
things, for they just signify a feature that the things do not have : 

T6 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [79.3-5]

« Negations are concomitants (lawazim) for the things in relation to the consideration 
of [certain] notions that do not belong to them, for ‘irrational’ (gayru l-natiqi) is 
something that is intelligible by considering the ‘rational’ (al-natiq), so that the 
species’ notion and its differentia47 are something in se48, then the fact of not being 
characterized by anything else is concomitant to it (yalzamuhu) ».

The reason for Avicenna’s refusal to accept negative differentiae may be rooted 
in Aristotle’s warning against the division of genera by negative terms in Top., Z, 
649. Avicenna’s criticism is directed in primis towards Porphyry, who considered 

47 I translate the Arabic : al-naw‘u ma‘nahu wa-fasluhu as ‘the species’ notion and its differentia’, though it 
is also possible to translate : ‘the species, its notion and its differentia’ (see McGinnis, Logic and Science, p. 180).

48 For a different translation of this passage, see McGinnis’ translation in the previously quoted 
article, p. 180 and in J. McGinnis, Avicenna, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2010, p. 40.

49  Arist., Top., Z, 6, 143b11-144a4. Aristotle devotes a tovpo~ to the inquiry on the mistake that an 
interlocutor could make dividing a genus by negations (ajpovfasi~). The example he provides is that of 
the line (grammhv), which is defined as ‘a lenght without breadth’ (mh`ko~ ajplate;~) : the problem is that 
this definition does not signify a species, but just the fact that the lenght does not have breadth (oujde;n 
ga;r a[llo shmaivnei h] o{ti oujk e[cei plavto~). In the passage, Aristotle takes also into account the fact that, 
in some cases, the use of a negation is required, for example in the case of privations ; the example 
provided is that of ‘blind’ (tuflo;n), which is defined as ‘unable to see’ (to; mh; e[con o[yin). However, in 
Aristotle’s view, there is no difference, in this context, between the case of privative terms and that 
of negative terms. In the De Partibus Animalium (Arist., PA, 642b21-24), Aristotle claims that the 
problem with privative (and negative) differentiae is that they do not produce a species, in virtue 
of the principle that it is impossible for the species to come into existence from something which is 
non-existent. Aristotle achieves, in that passage, a demonstration of the fact that privations cannot be 
taken as differentiae (PA, 643a6 : eij de; tou`to, dh`lon o{ti ajduvnaton stevrhsin ei\nai diaforavn) ; this statement 
does not exclude, however, the use of privations as differentiae tout court, but just the use of them as 
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silvia di vincenzo150

such differentiae as ‘irrational’ and ‘immortal’ as constitutive, respectively, of 
the irrational animal and of the deity50 ; it probably targets also the Baghdad 
tradition, which did not reject this position. According to Avicenna, there are only 
two cases in which a negative differentia can be considered as really signifying 
a distinctive feature. (i) The first is when the fact that the thing differentiated 
cannot be characterized by a different distinctive feature is concomitant to the 
negative differentia. An example is the case of the genus ‘number’, which can be 
divided by the two opposite differentiae of ‘divisible into two equal parts’ and 
‘not divisible into two equal parts’ (laysa bi-munqasimin bi-mutasawiyyına). The 
latter, despite being a negative differentia, adequately distinguishes a class of 
numbers (namely, that of the odd numbers) because it is necessarily concomitant 
(yalzamu) to its notion that, if a number is not divisible into two equal parts (and, 
therefore, is not an even number), then it belongs necessarily to the species of the 
odd numbers, which share the feature of not being divisible into two equal parts, 
without any other possibility. So, even though the name applied to the notion is 
that of a negative notion, nonetheless it signifies a certain characteristic that is 
distinctive of a species of the genus ‘number’51. (ii) The second case in which the 
use of differentiae of this kind is admitted is when necessity forces us to use a 
negative name in order to designate a notion that happens to be nameless. The 
example provided by Avicenna is the hypothetical case in which the notion of 
‘neighing’ signified the entire class of entities that are not ‘men’, and happened to 
lack a name, being the class conventionally designated as ‘irrational’. In a similar 
case, ‘irrational’ would signify a distinctive feature that individuates a species 
opposed to ‘man’ under the genus ‘animal’52. 

constitutive differentiae for the species in those cases in which a genus is divided by one differentia 
only. Aristotle is critical towards this method of division and states that, when another kind of division 
is employed, privations too will be differentiae (cf. PA, 634b25-26 : Kai; ga;r ou{tw~ me;n aiJ sterhvsei~ 
poihvsousi diaforavn, ejn de; th`/ dicotomiva/ ouj poihvsousin). On this passage against Platonic dichotomy, see 
M. Balme, Aristotle’s use of division and differentiae, in A. Gotthelf, J. G. Lennox eds.,  Philosophical 
Issues in Aristotle’s Biology, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1987, p. 75.

50 See, for instance, the aforementioned passage Porph., Isag., 10.9-19 Busse.
51 K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [78.16-79.1] : « When we say that the animal can be ‘rational’ or ‘irrational’, we 

do not establish ‘irrational’ as a species realized in opposition to ‘rational’, unless it is conventionally 
agreed that what is not rational is a unique species, like what is not divisible into two equal parts 
under the number, for it is a unique class, namely the ‘odd’, or the man does not regret posing the 
‘irrational animal’ as a genus for the barbarians and a species of the animal ». 

52 K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [79.5-10] : « But someone is sometimes forced to use the utterance of the 
negation for the notion that belongs to the thing per se, if it has not an acquired name, but this does 
not mean that the negation is essentially its name, on the contrary, the name has a concomitant in 
virtue of which it has been deflected from its meaning to it. If among the animals there were nothing 
being not a man except for the neghing, and [if] the neghing in itself were a differentia for that other 
[thing] and, moreover, were not named, and [if] it were said ‘irrational’ but it were meant, by this, 
‘neighing’, then ‘irrational’ would signify in the way the differentia does ».

- -

˘

˘

SI
SM

EL-
EDIZ

IO
N

I D
EL 

GALL
UZZO



avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 151

Finally, Avicenna succeeds in demonstrating that the Peripatetic philosophers 
from Baghdad cannot save Porphyry’s definition by claiming that the differentiae 
that are predicated of many items differing specifically are the differentiae divisive 
of a genus, not the differentiae constitutive of a species. He achieves this goal 
by proving that the distinction between the differentiae considered as merely 
divisive and the differentiae considered as merely constitutive is wrong, and by 
showing that the only differentiae that are divisive without being constitutive 
(namely, the negative ones) cannot be considered differentiae properly speaking, 
since they are not really significative of a distinctive feature. However, Avicenna 
has not definitely excluded that the differentiae are predicated of many items 
differing specifically, for he admits that the differentiae are predicated in this 
manner secondarily (qawlan taniyyan) and by way of mediation (bi-tawassutin)53. 
Avicenna means that the differentiae that are predicated of many items differing 
in species are not those dividing a genus — as the Baghdad philosophers claimed 
— but rather those that are constitutive of a genus and are, then, predicated of the 
several species ranked under this genus on account of the fact that the genus itself 
is predicated of them. A differentia like ‘sensitive’, for instance, is a constitutive 
differentia belonging to the genus ‘animal’ and, therefore, it is also predicated 
of all the species ranked under the genus ‘animal’, like ‘man’, ‘horse’ and so on, 
for they all are ‘sensitive’. However, ‘sensitive’ is predicated of the species ‘man’ 
secondarily and by way of mediation, because it primarily belongs to the genus 
‘animal’ and only secondarily, as a consequence of the fact that the genus ‘animal’ 
is predicated of its own several species, it is predicated of those species as well. 
This is also recalled in a passage from K. al-Burhan54, where Avicenna compares 
the fact that the genus of ‘animal’ is primarily (awwalan) predicated of ‘animal’ 
and, in virtue of its being predicated of ‘animal’, it is also predicated of ‘man’, to the 
fact that the differentia belonging to the genus of ‘man’ is secondarily predicated 
of ‘man’ as well. This means that ‘being predicated of many items’ is an accidental 
feature of the differentia, deriving from circumstances that are external to the 
nature of the differentia and, therefore, should not be mentioned in its definition.

53 Cf. T4, point (iii).
54 K. al-Burhan, I, 10 [103.13-4] : « Compare to this [also] the state of the differentia that belongs to 

the genus of ‘man’ [i.e. the ‘animal’] in its belonging to ‘man’, for it is just like the genus of ‘animal’ that, 
in its being a part of the ‘animal’, primarily (awwalan) belongs to the ‘animal’ and, by [its belonging 
to] the ‘animal’, [also] belongs to ‘man’ (wa-bi-l-hayawani li-l-insani) ». For ‘sensitive’ (hassas) taken 
as an example for the differentia of genus, cf. K. al-Išarat [230 Dunya] : « [Differentia] may either be 
a differentia belonging to the lowest species, like ‘rational’, for instance, belongs to ‘man’, or it may 
belong to an intermediate species, so that it belongs to the genus of [one of] the lowest species, like 
‘sensitive’, for it is the differentia of ‘animal’, namely the differentia of the genus of ‘man’ ». 
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II. Differentia as predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’

In the context of his inquiry into Porphyry’s account of differentia in Madhal, I, 
13, Avicenna states that there are doubts that could be raised about the definition 
of differentia as predicated in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi 
šay’in huwa)55. He claims that the definition can either be understood according 
to his own principles, or according to the understanding of the majority of 
philosophers ; but, he continues, only if analysed according to his own principles 
the description is complete. Despite these polemic remarks, Avicenna does not 
deal with the problem any further, deferring its deeper inquiry to his forthcoming 
treatment of the divergencies among the five utterances : this is a reference to 
the second treatise of Madhal, more specifically to the chapter devoted to the 
analysis of the communities and the divergencies between genus and differentia 
(Madhal, II, 1). In Madhal, II, 1 Avicenna clearly states that there is a difference, 
in his own view, between a predication in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) 
and one in answer to the ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa)56. He introduces this 
distinction while commenting upon the fourth difference between genus and 
differentia that Porphyry mentions in the second part of his Isagoge (where he 
deals with the similarities and differences between the five universal predicables), 
namely the fact that the genus is predicated of its subject ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin, whereas 
the differentia is predicated ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin57. Avicenna firstly introduces this 

55 Ibn Sina, K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [78.1-4] : « Here is an occasion of inquiry and raising doubts that 
appears when you say that it [i.e. the differentia] is predicated in answer to ‘what sort of thing is 
it ?’, whose unveiling we have delayed to a certain moment when we will deal with the divergencies 
[between the five utterances], along with the fact that, if we understand this description according 
to our principles and according to what we will explain in another place, then the description is 
complete as a description. However, in this place, we will cope with this description just according 
to what the group [of philosophers] employing it understands ».

56 The distinction has been observed, with particular reference to Avicenna’s Burhan, in B. Ibrahim, 
Freeing Philosophy from Metaphysics : Fakhr al-Dın al-Razı’s Philosophical Approach to the Study of 
Natural Phenomena, PhD Thesis submitted to McGill University, Insitute of Islamic Studies, McGill 
University, Montreal 2013 (esp. pages 47-59).

57 Porph., Isag., 15, 2-4 Busse : « Again, a genus is predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’, a difference 
to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ » (trans. Barnes, Porphyry, Introduction, p. 13, slightly modified). Porphyry’s 
description of genus (Isag., 2, 15-16 Busse) states that a genus is predicated of many differing in species 
in the ‘what is it ?’ (ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti), whereas the description of the differentia (Isag., 11, 7-8 Busse) states 
that the differentia is predicated of many differing in species in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (ejn tw`/ poi`ovn 
tiv ejsti). In Porphyry’s view, the only element that allows us to distinguish genus from differentia is 
the way they are predicated of their subjects : this becomes particularly clear in the passage in which 
Porphyry proves that the description given for genus can adequately distinguish it from the other 
four predicables. There, Porphyry says that genus and differentia have in common the first part of 
the description, namely the fact of being predicated of many differing in species, but they differ 
as for the second part of the description, because the genus is predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti, whereas the 
differentia is not ; cf. Isag., 3, 5-10 Busse.

- -ˇ

˘

˘ ˘

- -
˘

-
- - -

˘

- -
.

- - -ˇ

SI
SM

EL-
EDIZ

IO
N

I D
EL 

GALL
UZZO



avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 153

distinction in Madhal, II, 1 [94.4-96.18] : in what follows, I am going to analyse 
the passage (in section II.1), referring to the English translation I provide at the 
end of this paper (section IV). 

II.1. The structure and contents of Madhal, II, 1 [94.4-96.18]

The text of the relevant passage of chapter II, 1 can be divided into five 
main sections. In the first section (a), Avicenna quotes Porphyry’s statement of 
the difference between genus and differentia. The second section (b) contains 
Avicenna’s criticism of Porphyry’s lemma, which is unable, in Avicenna’s view, to 
distinguish genus from differentia. The third section (c) is a digression meant to 
trace the profile of the philosophers Avicenna is critically addressing, in order to 
clarify, among the possible ways of considering the relationship between genus 
and differentia, which one Avicenna is specifically referring to in his criticism. 
The fourth section (d) contains the real core of the passage, namely the exposition 
of the difference between a predication in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) 
and one in answer to the ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa). Finally, the fifth section 
(e) shows Avicenna’s criticism of someone, among the excellent philosophers, 
who stated that the differentia could be, in some cases, predicated in answer to 
the ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa). 

As it appears from this outline of the passage, Avicenna turns out not to be 
pleased with the apparently unproblematic statement (a), namely Porphyry’s 
claim that genus and differentia differ from each other because the genus is 
predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ of its subjects, whereas the differentia is predicated 
in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ : in Avicenna’s opinion, this does not represent 
a satisfactory way to distinguish genus and differentia. It is noteworthy that in 
Porphyry’s statement, as reported by Avicenna in section (a), the Greek ejn tw`/ tiv 
ejstin is rendered as min tarıqi ma huwa and the Greek ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin as min 
tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa58, with the Greek ejn tw`/ being translated in both cases as 
min tarıqi.

In section (b), Avicenna claims that a similar statement is not a valid logical 
differentiation, because the two objects that Porphyry aims at distinguishing 
(genus and differentia) are qualified by different attributes (namely, the fact 
of being predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin, and the fact of being predicated ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv 
ejstin, respectively), but the fact itself of being qualified by the former attribute 
does not necessarily imply the impossibility of being qualified by the latter. 

58 Notably, this is how the two Greek expressions in the corresponding passage of Porphyry’s 
Isagoge are translated into Arabic by Abu ‘Utman al-Dimašqı (d. 920ca.) ; for further considerations 
about this subject, cf. infra, §II.2.
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silvia di vincenzo154

Avicenna considers the fact of being predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi 
ma huwa) and that of being predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa) as two different attributes. But in order to achieve a valid 
distinction between genus and differentia by means of these two attributes, the 
two attributes must be mutually exclusive. This mutual exclusion is what Avicenna 
calls, in the passage, the ‘potential for negation’ (quwwatu l-salbi), which must be 
understood as the possibility of denying that a thing is characterized by a certain 
attribute by stating that it is characterized by another attribute. For Avicenna, 
this is not the case of Porphyry’s distinction between genus and differentia. To 
argue this point, Avicenna introduces an analogy : genus and differentia cannot 
be distinguished by simply stating that the first is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ 
(min tarıqi ma huwa) and the latter in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi 
ayyi šay’in huwa), since the two attributes are not mutually exclusive, as it is 
impossible to distinguish Zayd and ‘Amr on account of the fact that the former 
is sensitive and the latter is rational, because nothing prevents Zayd from being 
also rational and ‘Amr from being also sensitive59 (or, nothing prevents Zayd, who 
is a sailor, from also being a goldsmith and ‘Amr, who is a goldsmith, from also 
being a sailor). Furthermore, Avicenna is going to claim, in what follows, that 
genus and differentia share the fact of being predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ma huwa). Avicenna does not accept Porphyry’s distinction of genus and 
differentia because he probably approaches this distinction with in mind two 
different levels of essential predication, a more general one and a more specific 
one, as he is going to clarify : he identifies the predication min tarıq with the more 
general level of predication — reserving the more specific level of predication 
for the predication fı gawab — and considers it, consequently, inadequate to 
distinguish genus and differentia at a more specific level. 

After stating that the two attributes of being predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ 
(min tarıqi ma huwa) and being predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa) are not mutually exclusive, Avicenna tries to see whether 
Porphyry and the philosophical tradition following him60 make good use of the 
more specific level of predication — namely that in answer to (fı gawab) — assigning 

59 It is possible for the subject to be sensitive and rational at the same time because the two 
differentiae are, respectively, a constitutive and a divisive differentia for the genus of the subject, so 
that they are not mutually exclusive.

60 In the passage of Madhal, II, 1 the reference to those philosophers is quite vague : there is just the 
remark ‘according to the principles of those [philosophers]’ (‘alá usuli ha’ula’i) at p. 94, l. 16 and another 
allusion (p. 95, lin. 2-3) to a plurality of people who do not consider it impossible (la yamna‘unahu) that 
a thing’s differentia can also be something else’s genus. However, the context reveals an anti-Porphyrean 
vein, which is probably not limited to the rejection of Porphyry’s attempt to distinguish between genus 
and differentia, but also involves the later tradition of commentators, following this pattern. 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 155

to it the ‘potential for negation’, and taking it, therefore, as suitable to distinguish 
genus from differentia. In other terms, he tries to understand whether, in those 
philosophers’ view, the fact that the genus is predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ 
(fı gawabi ma huwa) implies that it is not predicated in answer to ‘what sort of 
thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa). In Avicenna’s view, this is not the case : 
according to those philosophers, Avicenna says, nothing prevents the genus from 
being predicated in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa) 
because a genus can distinguish a thing from another that does not belong to that 
genus and, therefore, has not the quiddity that the genus constitutes. Vice versa, 
a differentia can be considered, in those philosophers’ view, both as a genus and 
as a differentia : the example is that of the generical differentiae, like ‘sensitive’, 
that would be, in some sense, a genus for the man hearing and seeing, whereas 
it is a differentia for the animal. Avicenna concludes, then, that the philosophical 
tradition before him has not employed the predication in answer to (fı gawab) as 
a tool to operate a proper distinction between genus and differentia. 

In section (c) Avicenna clarifies the philosophical frame of his remarks : his 
solution takes genus and differentia to be two different natures, and not two different 
considerations of the same nature. Accordingly, Avicenna’s ideal interlocutor is 
not someone who believes that generality and differentiality are two different 
dispositions of the same nature, but someone who, despite believing that genus 
and differentia are different predicables, fails to distinguish them properly. 

After having delimited the philosophical context of his observations, in section 
(d) Avicenna introduces his distinction between a predication in the ‘what is it ?’ 
and a predication in answer to the ‘what is it ?’. The explanation of the distinction 
has the form of an answer to an imaginary objection : Avicenna imagines that 
someone could reproach him for having already stated, in many other passages, 
that the differentia can be predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), 
thus equating the predication of genus and differentia and losing the possibility of 
distinguishing these two predicables on the basis of their ways to be predicated of 
their subjects. As a reply, Avicenna shows that he can hold this opinion nonetheless, 
because he regards the fact of being predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma 
huwa) and the fact of being predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma 
huwa) as different types of predication. The predicates in the ‘what is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ma huwa) are the predicates that enter into their subjects’ quiddity (dahil fı 
l-mahiyyati), whereas the predicates in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) 
are the predicates that are suitable to answer the question ‘what is it ?’. Every 
predicable that is constitutive of a thing’s quiddity is predicated of that thing in the 
‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), since it is part of its quiddity, even if, taken alone, 
the predicable in question cannot be considered as signifying the thing’s quiddity. 
In Avicenna’s view, genus and differentia are both predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ 
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(min tarıqi ma huwa) of their subjects, since they are both constitutive parts of 
their quiddities, sharing this general level of essential predication. As a result, 
Porphyry’s characterization — by simply stating that the genus is predicated 
in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) — cannot distinguish genus from 
differentia. Consequently, the distinction between genus and differentia must be 
operated at a more specific level of essential predication, which applies only to 
the genus. The differentia is not, taken alone, a suitable answer to the question 
‘what is it ?’, so it cannot be predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma 
huwa) ; on the contrary, the differentia is more specifically predicated in reponse 
to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa)61. 

In section (e) of the passage, Avicenna rejects the opinion of someone among 
the excellent philosophers (ba‘du l-fudala’i) about the possibility of predicating the 
differentia in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) in certain cases. If this 
were the case, the difference between genus and differentia would lie in the fact 
that the genus is always a suitable answer to the question ‘what is it ?’, signifying 
the principle of the thing’s essence, whereas the differentia is so just in some cases, 
since sometimes a differentia may also convey a relation, or a quality (being, for 
example, an affective quality)62. According to Avicenna, there are two problems in 
this statement : one is the denomination ‘differentia’ applied to those qualities that are 
not specific differentiae ; the other is that — if the philosopher quoted by Avicenna 
admits that, in certain cases, the differentia is predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ 
— being predicated in this way is no longer a distinctive feature of either genus or 
differentia on which the distinction between these two predicables can be based63. 

61 The same idea is also expressed in the Ta‘lıqat, where Avicenna states that the genus is predicated 
of the complete shared quiddity of something, whereas the differentia is predicated in the ‘what is 
it ?’ as a constitutive part of the thing’s quiddity ; cf. Ibn Sina, Ta‘lıqat, 31.11-14 Badawı : « The genus 
is predicated of the perfection (kamal) of the shared quiddity (mahiyya muštaraka) in virtue of [its] 
being common, whereas the differentia is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), since 
it is a constitutive part (guz’ muqawwim) for the thing’s quiddity, and species is predicated of a 
specific (hass) quiddity. Then, his [scil. Aristotle’s] statement : ‘the judgement [on the state of] (hukm) 
differentia is the judgement [on the state of] quiddity’ signifies that the differentia is constitutive 
of the quiddity without being predicated of the perfection of the quiddity, but its way and course 
(tarıqatuhu wa-madhabuhu) are those of quiddity ».

62 For the kinds of qualities, cf. Arist., Cat., 8, 8b25ss., Met., D, 14, 1020a33-b12 and Phys., E, 2, 
226a27-29. In the passage from the Metaphysics, Aristotle deals with four senses of ‘quality’ that he finally 
reduces to two main senses, namely (i) the sense in which a ‘quality’ is a differentia of the substance 
and (ii) the sense in which ‘quality’ is one of the affections (pavqh) of the changeable substances. The 
same opposition between the two senses is the basis for the passage from Aristotle’s Physics. For these 
passages, see M. Mariani, Aristotele e la differenza, in A. Fabris, G. Fioravanti, E. Moriconi eds., Logica 
e teologia. Studi in onore di Vittorio Sainati, Edizioni ETS, Pisa 1997, pp. 3-21, p. 20 and Aristotle, 
Posterior Analytics, transl. with a commentary by J. Barnes, Clarendon Press, Oxford 19932, p. 177.

63 The identification of this philosopher qualified as ‘someone among the excellent [philosophers]’ 
(ba‘du l-fudala’i) is still uncertain. Analogous locutions are elsewhere used by Avicenna in the K. al-
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 157

II.2. The terminology in the Arabic translation and commentaries of the Isagoge

In a passage of the third treatise of Gadal64, Avicenna seems to claim explicitly 
the originality of his distinction between a predication min tarıqi ma huwa and one 
fı gawabi ma huwa, by saying that it is something that the common opinion (al-
mašhur) did not understand65. To corroborate the novelty of Avicenna’s distinction, 
I will first argue that, before Avicenna, the two expressions were employed 
synonymously by the Arabic philosophers, as two equivalent renderings for the 
Greek expression ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin. A first piece of evidence is provided by the Arabic 
renderings for this Greek expression in the Arabic translation of Porphyry’s Isagoge 
by Abu ‘Utman al-Dimašqı66. Al-Dimašqı is quite consistent in rendering the two 

Šifa’ (for two occurrences in the Ilahiyyat, see A. Bertolacci, The Reception of Aristotle’s Metaphysics 
in Avicenna’s Kitab al-Šifa’ - A Milestone of Western Metaphysical Thought, Leiden-Boston : Brill, 2006, 
p. 566). In Ilahiyyat, IX, 3 (393.16-17), in particular, ‘an excellent [man] among the predecessors’ (fadil 
al-mutaqaddimına) probably designates Alexander of Aphrodisias (see Bertolacci, The Reception of 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, p. 561). As to the argument quoted, by claiming that the name ‘differentia’ 
designates, sometimes, relations or affective qualities, Alexander testifies, in his commentary to 
the Topics, that the name ‘differentia’ was used in such a loose sense, including also the accidental 
qualities (Alex., In Top., 47.29-48.1 Wallies : « differentia in the proper sense (kurivw~) is that according 
to which genus is divided into [its] species : in fact, not everything that is different from something 
differs because of the properly said ‘differentia’, since in most [of the cases] the reciprocal difference 
[between the things] is in virtue of some accidental features, but in a general way this sort of features 
are called ‘differentiae’ [as well] ». Alexander, however, does not explicitly argue that, for this reason, 
the genus is more suitable than the differentia to be predicated in the ‘what is it ?’. 

64 Ibn Sina, K. al-Gadal, III, 1 [171.18-172.1] : « [...] because the distinction between the predication 
in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) and the predication in response to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma 
huwa) is not among the things that are understood in the common opinion (al-mašhur) ».

65 For a discussion of this passage, cf. infra, §II.4.1.
66 The Arabic translation of Porphyry’s Isagoge by Abu ‘Utman al-Dimašqı is preserved in ms. 

BnF ar. 2346 (containing the so-called ‘Arabic Organon’) and can be considered the only extant 
Arabic translation of the text preserved in its entirety. Other testimonia of the Arabic translation 
of the Isagoge preserving a text that is very close to that preserved by the Parisian manuscript, are 
the lemmata in the long commentary on the Isagoge by Ibn al-Tayyib and the translation preserved 
in ms. Ambros. &105sup. (edited by C. Baffioni, The Arabic Version of Porphyry’s Isagoge in the 
Ambrosiana Library, « Studi Filosofici », 34, 2011, pp. 37-72 ; for another study of this manuscript see : 
C. Baffioni, Il manoscritto ambrosiano arabo & 105 sup. e la trasmissione delle opere di logica greca 
in arabo, « Studia graeco-arabica », 2, 2012, pp. 245-254). Other Arabic translations of the Isagoge 
are, however, attested, although no longer extant : for example, Ibn al-Nadım’s Fihrist [p. 244 Flügel] 
tells us that Ayyub Ibn Al-Qasim Al-Raqqı (†840 ca.) translated Porphyry’s Isagoge from a Syriac 
translation into Arabic. Another translation from a Syriac version into Arabic might have been that 
of Hunayn Ibn Ishaq : two marginalia preserved in ms. BnF ar. 2346, f. 149v quote two fragments of 
Hasan Ibn Suwar’s commentary on the Isagoge, in which Ibn Suwar compares the Arabic translation 
of Dimašqı with the Syriac one of Athanasius, which he quotes in the Arabic translation of Ibn Ishaq. 
It is not clear whether Ibn Ishaq produced a complete Arabic translation of the Isagoge based on the 
Syriac translation of Athanasius or he simply translated the parts he found significantly different 
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Greek expressions into Arabic : he establishes a precise correspondence between 
the Greek ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti and the Arabic min tarıqi ma huwa, on the one hand, and 
between the Greek ejn tẁ/ poìovn tiv ejsti and the Arabic min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa, on 
the other. I provide in Tab. 2 the results of the survey on the Arabic translation of 
Porphyry’s definitions of genus (Isag., 2.14-17 Busse), species (Isag., 4.11-12 Busse) 
and differentia (Isag., 11.7-10 Busse)67. The third column of the table shows how 
Avicenna has modified the final part of the definition of each predicable :

Tab. 2 : The Arabic translation of Porphyry’s definitions of genus, species and differentia

Porphyry Arabic Translation by al-
Dimašqıa

Avicenna’s definition of 
essential predicables

Isag., 2.14-17 Busse : Tricw`~ 
ou\n tou` gevnou~ legomevnou peri; 
toù trivtou para; toì~ filosovfoi~ 
oJ lovgo~: o} kai; uJpogravfonte~ 
ajpodedwvkasi gevno~ ei\nai 
levgonte~ to; kata; pleiovnwn 
kai; diaferovntwn tw`/ ei[dei ejn 
tw`/ tiv ejsti kathgorouvmenon 
oi|on to; zw`/on.

[1060.14-16 Badawı] fa-id 
kana l-ginsu yuqalu ‘alá 
talatati anha’in fa-qawlu 
l-falasifati inna-ma huwa 
fı l-taliti minha1, wa-huwa 
lladı rasamuhu bi-an qalu : 
al-ginsu huwa l-mahmulu 
‘alá katırına muhtalifına bi-
l-naw‘i min tarıqi ma huwa 
mitalu dalika l-hayyu2.
———
ms. Ambr. 105 & sup., f. 3r-v 
[= 55.3-5 Baffioni] (A) ; Lemma 
reported by Ibn al-Tayyib [68.6-
71.20 Gyekye] (T) : 1. om. minha 
AT| 2. al-hayy] al-hayawan A

[ 4 7 . 1 8 - 1 9 ]  [ . . . ]  w a -
huwa lladı yatakallamu 
fıhi l-mantiqiyyuna wa-
yarsumunahu bi-annahu 
l-maqulu ‘alá katırına 
muhtalifına bi-l-naw‘i fı 
gawabi ma huwa.

from the text offered by Dimašqı. However, Porphyry’s Isagoge might have made its first appearance 
in the Arabic world before all the aforementioned translations with an epitome of logic written by 
Muhammad Ibn Al-Muqaffa‘ (d. 815 ca.), whose text is still preserved and edited (ed. M. T. Danišpazuh, 
Mantiq Ibn Al-Muqaffa‘, Teheran 1978). Telling with certainty which was the Arabic version of the 
Isagoge that Avicenna had at his disposal is not an easy matter, since neither Madhal nor any other 
work Avicenna produced on the Isagoge are lemmatic commentaries ; however, the version by Abu 
‘Utman al-Dimašqı could be the one Avicenna read, and was employed by his contemporaries (as it 
is possible to infer from Ibn al-Tayyib’s commentary on the Isagoge).

67 The translator regularly rendered the Greek terminology in the same way also in his translation 
of the passage containing Porphyry’s attempt to demonstrate that the definition of genus allows us to 
distinguish it from the other universal predicates (Gr. Isag., 3.5-20 Busse ; Ar. 1062.1-1063.7 Badawı). In 
this passage, as in the others we mentioned, each occurrence of the Greek ejn tẁ/ tiv ejstin corresponds to 
the Arabic min tarıqi ma huwa and the Greek ejn tẁ/ poìovn tiv ejstin to the Arabic min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa.

- -
-

.
.

-
-

-- ˇ -

- -- .- -
- -

- -
-

-
-

- - -
ˇ . -

- -
-

-
˘

. - -
-

- -
- .

.
.

-
-. .

-
-- -.-

- - --- -
- -ˇ

-

- -

.

˘ -
-

-
-

.

. .

-

- -. . -

a I provide the text of Badawı’s edition of the translation by al-Dimašqı preserved in ms. Paris. 
BnF ar. 2346, comparing it with the text preserved in ms. Ambros. & 105 sup (A) and the text of the 
lemmata quoted by Ibn al-Tayyib in his commentary to the Isagoge (T).
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Isag., 4.11-12 Busse : e[ti de; 
kai; ou{tw~: ei\dov~ ejsti to; kata; 
pleiovnwn kai; diaferovntwn 
tw`/ ajriqmw`/ ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti 
kathgorouvmenon.

 

[1064.4-6 Badawı] wa-qad 
yasifunahu aydan ‘alá hadihi 
l-gihati  : al-naw‘u huwa 
l-mahmulu ‘alá katırına 
muhtalifına bi-l-‘adadi min 
tarıqi ma huwa.

______
= A, f. 6r [= 58.2-3 Baffioni] ; = 
T [83.5-7 Gyekye]

[55.5-6] [...] fı tasawwurihi 
maqulan ‘alá katırına 
muhtalifına bi-l-‘adadi fı 
gawabi ma huwa.

Isag . ,  11.7-10 Busse  : 
‘Orivzontai de; aujth;n kai; ou{tw~: 
diaforav ejsti to; kata; pleiovnwn 
kai; diaferovntwn tẁ/ ei[dei ejn tẁ/ 
poìovn tiv ejsti kathgorouvmenon. 
to; ga;r logiko;n kai; to; qnhto;n toù 
ajnqrwvpou kathgorouvmenon ejn 
tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin oJ a[nqrwpo~ 
levgetai ajll∆ oujk ejn tw`/ tiv 
ejstin.

[1082.4-7 Badawı] wa-qad 
yahudduna l-fasla aydan 
‘alá hadihi l-gihati  : al-
faslu1 huwa l-mahmulu 
‘alá katırına muhtalifına 
bi-l-naw‘i min tarıqi ayyi 
šay’in huwa, li-anna l-natiqa 
wa-l-ma’ita mahmulani ‘alá 
l-insani, wa-yuqalu l-insanu 
bihima min2 tarıqi ayyi 
šay’in huwa, la min tarıqi 
ma huwa.

______
= A, ff. 15v-16r [= 67.9-11 
Baffioni]. T [132.17-21 Gyekye] : 
1. al-faslu] wa-l-faslu T | 2. min] 
‘an T

[76.12-13] [tumma lahu 
rusumun mašhuratun 
mitlu qawlihim...] wa-
aydan innahu l-maqulu ‘alá 
katırına muhtalifına bi-l-
naw‘i fı gawabi ayyi šay’in 
huwa.

Furthermore, there is some evidence of the fact that the Arabic Peripatetic 
philosophers paraphrased the renderings min tarıqi ma huwa and min tarıqi ayyi 
šay’in huwa of the Arabic translation as having the same meaning as the Arabic 
expressions fı gawabi ma huwa and fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa. Al-Farabı, for 
example, in his short paraphrase of the Isagoge68, defines the predicate regarding 
the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) as every predicable that is suitable to provide 
an answer to the question ‘what is it ?’69. Also the Baghdad philosopher Ibn al-

68 This short paraphrase of Porphyry’s Isagoge has been edited by D. M. Dunlop, Al-Farabı’s Eisagoge, 
« The Islamic Quarterly », 3, 1956, pp. 117-138. The paraphrase is considered as a part of Al-Farabı’s 
epitome of logic, which has had a quite complicated manuscript tradition, an attempt of the reconstruction 
of which was made by M. Grignaschi, Les traductions latines des ouvrages de la logique arabe et l’abrégé 
d’Alfarabi, « Archives d’Histoire Doctrinale et Littéraire du Moyen Âge », 39, 1972, pp. 41-107.

69 Al-Farabi, Kitab Isagugı ay l-Madhal [120.16-22 Dunlop] : « Every universal predicate which 
may be used in reply to ‘What is it ?’ (wa-kullu mahmulin kulliyyin yalıqu an yugaba bihi fı gawabi 
ma huwa) is the predicate, in the sense of ‘What is it ?’ (huwa l-mahmulu min tarıqi ma huwa) [...] 
Since every genus is predicated of more than one species and of individuals of each one of them, it 
is predicated of individuals differing in species, in the sense of ‘What is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) » 
(English transl. by D. M. Dunlop, p. 129).
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silvia di vincenzo160

Tayyib, in his lemmatic commentary on the Isagoge, takes the predication in the 
‘what is it ?’ of the genus as equivalent to saying that the genus is an answer to 
the question ‘what is it ?’70. It seems, therefore, that the terminological distinction 
introduced by Avicenna had been elaborated neither in the context of the Arabic 
translation of the texts, nor in the context of the Arabic commentary tradition. 
Having ascertained that the terminological distinction is forged by Avicenna, it 
remains to be clarified what leads him to draw such a distinction. 

II.3 Aristotle’s account of differentia

One of the major interpretative problems posed by Aristotle’s Organon is the 
predicative status of the differentia71. Ancient and modern commentators have 
generally agreed on the fact that genus, definition, and species are essential 
predicates, whereas proprium and common accident are accidental predicates : 
what has puzzled most of them is the ambiguous status of the differentia, which 
can be taken, on the one hand, as an essential constitutive predicable, but is 
predicated, at the same time, in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin), 
like the accidental predicates. The problem is due to the fact that Aristotle seems 
to hold two radically different views on the predicative status of the differentia 
in different parts of the Organon. Two opposite positions have been found in 
Aristotle’s logical works72, both stemming from Aristotle’s purpose of explaining 
the relationship between genus and differentia : (i) the first one, which can be 
inferred from Topics, D-Z73 and Categories, 1-9, states that only the genus can be 

70 Ibn al-Tayyib paraphrases Porphyry’s lemma (Isag., 4.10-11 Busse) claiming that the species 
is what is ranked under the genus and that of which its genus is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ma huwa), and states that Porphyry means that, when it is asked what that species is, the answer 
(al-gawab) is given by its genus (83.1-11 Gyekye). Then, he paraphrases Porphyry’s claim that the 
differentia is predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ claiming that the differentia is the answer 
given if it is asked ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (132.17-23 Gyekye).

71 Major contributions on this subject are : H. Granger, Aristotle on Genus and Differentia, « Journal 
of the History of Philosophy », 22, 1984, pp. 1-23 ; Mariani, Aristotele e la differenza. Both papers explain 
the inconsistency of Aristotle’s statements on this subject arguing for a chronological evolution of 
Aristotle’s thought. A different approach to the problem is showed by D. Morrison, Le statut catégoriel 
des différences dans l’‘Organon’, « Revue Philosophique de la France et de l’Étranger », 183, 1993, pp. 
147-178, who tries to save the internal coherence of Aristotle’s thought by thinking of two different 
senses of ‘essential predication’ Aristotle introduces when he seems to contradict himself. 

72 I refer to the ‘Teoria I’ and ‘Teoria II’ singled out in Mariani, Aristotele e la differenza, p. 7.
73 The central books of the Topics clarify that the differentia is not predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin ; see 

Top., D, 2, 122b, 16-17 : oujdemiva ga;r diafora; shmaivnei tiv ejstin ajlla; ma`llon poiovn ti, kaqavper to; pezo;n 
kai; to; divpoun. A remarkable passage, however, is Top., D, 6, 128a20-29, in which Aristotle mentions 
some unspecified philosophers (dokei` tisi) who think that the differentia is predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin : 
« Since someone thinks that also the differentia is predicated of the species in the ‘what is it ?’, it is 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 161

predicated ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti, whereas the differentia is predicated ejn tẁ/ poìovn tiv ejsti ; 
(ii) the second one, mainly conveyed by Topics, H, 3-574 and Posterior Analytics, 
states that the differentia can be predicated ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti like the genus. In sum, 
the question is whether, in Aristotle’s opinion, the differentia must be considered 
as predicated ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti like the genus, or not. The issue is complicated by the 
need of meeting two main requirements, namely that of properly distinguishing 
genus from differentia, and, on the other side, that of granting the unity of the 
definition, which is composed by both predicates. These two problems might 
explain the inconsistency of Aristotle’s statements. The first account (i) of the 
predicative status of genus and differentia succeeds in disinguishing genus from 
differentia, providing a clear distinction of their predicative statuses, but is unable 
to adequately explain the unity of the definition : it does not explain how definition 
is predicated ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti, if its consitutive parts are predicated ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti in the 
case of the genus, and ejn tẁ/ poìovn tiv ejsti in the case of the differentia. The second 
account (ii), on the other hand, is more suitable to secure the unity of the definition, 
since it removes the radical difference that the first account establishes among 
the predicative statuses of genus and differentia by stating that the differentia is 
predicated ejn tẁ/ tiv ejsti like the genus, but it turns out to be unable to distinguish 
genus and differentia, at least on the basis of their predicative status75.

The question of the predicative status of the differentia has been frequently 
associated with the problem of the categorial status of this predicable : the problem 
concerning the way in which the differentia is predicated has been strictly related 
to the question whether the differentia belongs to the category of substance or to 

necessary to distinguish genus from differentia by employing the aforementioned elements ; first of 
all, the fact that the genus is predicated of more [items] than the differentia, then the fact that it is 
more suitable to provide the genus as an answer to ‘what is it ?’ than the differentia (‘animal’, for 
instance, signifies what a man is more than ‘capable of walking’) and the fact that the differentia always 
signifies a quality of the genus, whereas the genus does not [signify a quality] of the differentia [...] ».

74 See, for example, Top., H, 3, 153a15-22. The passage argues that, since the definition (o{ro~) 
is a statement showing the essence (to; tiv h\n ei\nai) of the thing, then also the predicates contained 
in it are predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti of the definiendum ; Aristotle then explicitly affirms that genus and 
differentia are predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti. See also Top., H, 5, 154a24-29. In this latter passage, Aristotle 
states again that genus and differentia are both predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti (ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti to; gevno~ kai; aiJ 
diaforai; kathgorou`ntai) ; the context is the statement, in the incipit of chap. 5 of book H, that it is 
more difficult to build (kataskeuavzein) a definition than demolishing it (ajnaskeuavzein), since it is not 
simple to infer, either autonomously or by putting questions to the interlocutors, that the parts of 
the definition are genus and differentia and that they are predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti. 

75 For a description of these two different accounts of differentia provided in the Organon as 
two different stages of the development of Aristotle’s thought on differentia, see the aforementioned 
Granger, Aristotle on Genus and Differentia, pp. 11-12.
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one of the nine accidental categories76. The two problems regarding the predicative 
and the ontological status of the differentia are dealt with separately in Avicenna’s 
work77 ; I am going therefore to consider them separately, mainly focusing on the 
predicative problem. As to the question of whether the differentia is a substance 
or an accident (a quality, for instance), Avicenna’s view is the following : the 
differentiae in themselves do not include, in their quiddities, the definitions of 
substance or quality, and are therefore none of them, properly speaking ; the fact 
of being a substance or a quality, however, is necessarily concomitant (yalzamu) 
to them78. In the case of ‘rational’, for instance, the differentia is, in itself, neither 
a substance nor a quality (i.e. being a substance or a quality is external to its 
quiddity79), but the fact is concomitant to it of being a substance possessing 
rationality80. Therefore, in Avicenna’s view, the differentia is a predicable that can 

76 The phenomenon is quite frequent in late antiquity ; on the debate regarding the categorial 
status of differentiae in late antiquity, see F. A. J. De Haas, John Philoponus’ New Definition of Prime 
Matter - Aspects of its Background in Neoplatonism and the Ancient Commentary Tradition, Brill, Leiden 
- New York - Köln 1997, especially pages 165-250, Morrison, Le statut catégoriel des différences dans 
l’‘Organon’ and Mariani, Aristotele e la differenza. 

77 Aristotle seems to suggest that he himself considers them as two different problems in Top., A, 
9, 103b20-39, by claiming that what signifies the ‘what it is’ of something (oJ to; tiv ejsti shmaivnwn) may 
either signify its substance or its quality or its quantity or any other of its categories.

78 K. al-Ilahiyyat, V, 6 [235.1-8] : « It must be known that the meaning of the statement that the 
differentiae of substance are a substance and that the differentiae of quality are a quality is that it is 
concomitant (yalzamu) to the differentiae of substance being a substance and that it is concomitant 
to the differentiae of quality being a quality, [but] not that there exists in the meaning of their 
quiddities the definition of substance in [the sense] that they are themselves substances, nor that the 
differentiae of quality include in their quiddities the definition of quality in that they are qualities [in 
themselves]. [They do not include this] unless we mean by the differentiae of substance, for example, 
not the differentia predicated univocally (bi-l-tawatu’i) of substance, but the differentia predicated of 
it derivatively (bi-l-ištiqaqi) — I mean [for instance] not ‘rational’, but ‘rationality’. It would then be 
as you have learned, and it would be a differentia derivatively, not univocally. [But] true differentia 
is spoken of univocally » (English translation by Marmura, Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing, 
p. 179, modified).

79 K. al-Ilahiyyat V, 6 [235.13-17] : « Thus, the differentia which is spoken of univocally means 
something having a certain description in an unqualified [sense]. Thereafter, by way of reflection 
and contemplation, it becomes known that this thing with this certain description must be either a 
substance or a quality. An example of this is that the rational is something possessing rationality. 
There is nothing in its being something possessing rationality [that renders it] either a substance or 
an accident. It is, however, known externally that this thing cannot but be either a substance or a 
body » (English translation by Marmura, Avicenna, The Metaphysics of the Healing, p. 180). 

80 There are two senses in which the term ‘differentia’ may be understood. Avicenna states, in K. 
al-Nagat, 48.21-22 Fakhry, that the differentia can be considered as a ‘simple differentia’ (al-fasl al-
mufrad), e.g. rationality (al-nutq), whereas in another way it can be considered as a ‘logical’ differentia, 
e.g. rational (al-natiq). This latter differentia is conceived as composed (murakkab), because ‘rational’ 
is something having rationality (šay’un lahu nutq). The statement that being a substance or an accident 

- -

-
-

.

- -

ˇ - .
.

.-

.

SI
SM

EL-
EDIZ

IO
N

I D
EL 

GALL
UZZO



avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 163

either belong to the category of substance or to an accidental category, depending 
on the category of its genus and species81. The problem of the predicative status 
of the differentia, on the other hand, governs Avicenna’s criticism of the last part 
of the traditional definition of differentia ; it is, therefore, the main concern of 
the present inquiry.

II.4. The late antique Peripatetic tradition on differentia 
 

II.4.1. The problem of the proper distinction between genus and differentia

Avicenna claims, in a passage of Gadal, III, 1 (T7), that the common opinion 
(al-mašhur) simply considers the fact of being predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ma huwa) as sufficient to distinguish genus from differentia : 

T7 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Gadal, III, 1 [171.13-172.1]

« So we say : firstly, when the thing that is a differentia is conceived in the common 
opinion (fı l-mašhur) in its differentiality — not with respect to what we did in 
defining the predicate in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), but with 
respect of the casual meeting with something divided by another thing82 [in a way 
that] people do not fail to recognize it as a differentia —, then it is judged that the 
thing is not a genus, and that it is not predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi 

is external to the quiddity of the differentia just applies to the latter kind of differentiae : on this 
point, see J. Janssens, Ibn Sına on Substance in Chapter Two of the Maqulat (Categories) of the Shifa’, 
in P. Fodor, G. Mayer, M. Monostori, K. Szovák, L. Takács eds., More Modoque - Festschrift für Miklós 
Maróth zum siebzigsten Geburtstag, Forschungszentrum für Humanwissenschaften der Ungarischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Budapest 2013, pp. 353-360, esp. p. 359. The latter is the only sense 
in which ‘differentia’ has to be understood in Madhal : Avicenna declares, in Madhal, I, 13, that he 
is dealing in this work with the ‘logical’ differentia (the latter I mentioned), because the other (the 
first one) is predicated of its subjects only in a derivative way : K. al-Madhal, I, 13 [82.11-16] : « Know 
that the differentia that is one of the five [utterances] is ‘rational’, which is predicated of the species 
absolutely (mutlaqan), not ‘rationality’, which is predicated of the species through derivation (bi-l-
ištiqaqi), because these five [utterances] are parts of a unique thing, namely the universal utterance. 
The form of the universal utterance, in its complex, consists in being predicated of its particulars, 
and it is shared because it gives the particulars its name and its definition [mss. Asir Efendi 207, 
Nurosmaniye 2708, Dar al-Kutub 894 and Lat. transl : ismahu wa-haddahu (nomen suum et diffinitionem 
suam) ; Cairo ed. : ismaha wa-haddaha], whereas the rationality does not give to anything among 
the particulars neither its name nor its definition. If this is said ‘differentia’, it is a differentia in a 
different notion from that we are speaking of ». 

81 According to a view that D. Morrison named homocategorial ; see Morrison, Le statut catégoriel 
des différences dans l’‘Organon’, esp. pp. 161-166.

82 It means : the meeting of a constitutive differentia with the compound formed by the genus 
and a divisive differentia.
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ma huwa), but in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa)83, 
and that, according to the common opinion, it does not play the role of the genus. 
If, then, the consideration [of it] is not in this manner, and the other manner is 
obscure, then the predication in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), as regards 
what is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’, is enough to establish that that thing is a 
genus, because the distinction between the predication in the ‘what is it ?’ (min 
tarıqi ma huwa) and the predication in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) 
is not among the things that are understood in the common opinion (al-mašhur) ».

The portrait that Avicenna gives of the ‘common opinion’ is reminiscent of the 
Peripatetic tradition of commentators who believed that the distinction between 
the definitory formulae of the genus and differentia is only based on the fact that 
the genus is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’, whereas the differentia is not. The target 
of Avicenna’s criticism is likely to be a long Peripatetic tradition, encompassing 
Alexander of Aphrodisias, Porphyry, the philosophers active in Ammonius’ 
school in Alexandria, and the Arabic Peripatetic tradition of Baghdad. Alexander 
held, in fact, that differentia and genus differ just because the differentia is not 
predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti : he explicitly states this in his commentary on the Topics, 
trying to explain why Aristotle claims that the differentia is generical (genikhv)84. 
It is also clear, from the definitions of genus and differentia provided in the 
Isagoge, that Porphyry held a view of this sort : both genus and differentia are 
predicated of many items differing in species, so that there is no difference between 
the two descriptions of genus and differentia, apart from the fact that the genus 
is predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti and the differentia is predicated ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejsti. The 
tradition of commentators on the Isagoge held the same opinion : the extant Greek 
commentaries on the Isagoge, namely those by Ammonius85, Elias86, David87 and 
Ps.-Elias (David)88, follow the pattern of Porphyry’s definitions, declaring that 
genus is distinct from differentia by being predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti. This tradition 
had followers also among the Arabic Peripatetic commentators on the Isagoge in 
the school of Baghdad. Hasan Ibn Suwar, for example, in a surviving fragment of 
his commentary, stated that the fact that the genus is predicated in the ‘what is 
it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) is able to distinguish genus from differentia, proprium, 

83 I read in [171.15-16] : wa-annahu laysa maqulan fı gawabi ma huwa, bal fı gawabi ayyi šay’in 
huwa, according to the text preserved by mss. Leid. Or. 4 and Leid. Or. 84. The Cairo edition, printing 
wa-annahu laysa maqulan fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa, has a text that is unintelligible from a logical 
point of view. 

84 Alex., In Top., 38.27-39.2 Wallies.
85 Ammon., In Isag., 60.13-61.16 Busse.
86 Elias, In Isag., 57.11-58.4 Busse.
87 David, In Isag., 141.16-25 Busse.
88 Ps.-Elias (David), In Isag., praxis 31, 77.1-3 Westerink.

- - -ˇ

- -.

. - - - - -ˇ
-

.
-

. - -

- - - - - -ˇ ˇ

- - -ˇ

SI
SM

EL-
EDIZ

IO
N

I D
EL 

GALL
UZZO



avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 165

and accident, which are by contrast predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ 
(min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa)89. We can find a distinction of this sort also in the 
ninth lesson (ta‘lım) of the commentary by his pupil Ibn al-Tayyib90 : in this latter 
case, the discussion falls within the introduction to Porphyry’s investigation of the 
description of genus in Isag., 2.17-3.20 Busse, where Porphyry concludes that the 
description of genus is neither redundant (peritto;n) nor defective (ejlleìpon), for it 
can properly distinguish the genus from the other four predicables. It can be argued 
that the context of Hasan Ibn Suwar’s fragment is the same, for also in that case the 
commentator proceeds by analysing the parts of the description of genus, in order 
to see whether they can distinguish the genus from the other predicables or not91. 

89 Hasan Ibn Suwar [p. 1062, n. 2 Badawı] : « The sum of what Porphyry mentioned about the 
logical genus is this : he said that it is what is predicated of many differing in species in the ‘what is it ?’ 
(al-mahmulu ‘alá katırına muhtalifına bi-l-naw‘i min tarıqi ma huwa). And the description is taken from 
something that plays the role of genus and by the propria and the accidents of that thing. [(i)] What 
plays the role of genus in this description is our saying ‘predicated’ (al-mahmul), for what is predicated 
can be a genus or not. [(ii)] [(ii.0)] But the rest of what he mentioned are differentiae that differentiate 
it from the utterances that signify the individuals, for they are not predicated of many (‘alá katırına), 
but of one only, [(ii.1)] and our saying ‘different in species’ (muhtalifına bi-l-naw‘i) differentiates it 
from species and proprium, since the species is not predicated of a species, and the proprium is not 
predicated of [things] differing in species, since it is predicated of one only species. Even if some 
species were found as predicated of [other] species, this would be not, however, in virtue of their being 
species, but in virtue of their being genera. [(ii.2)] And our saying : in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma 
huwa) differentiates genus from differentia, accident and proprium too, because no one of them is 
predicated in relation to ‘what is it ?’ (bi-ma huwa), but in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi 
šay’in huwa), even if they are not identical in this notion, I mean being predicated in the ‘what sort 
of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa). So, this is the sum of what Porphyry said about genus ».

90 Ibn al-Tayyib, Tafsır Kitab Isagugı li-Furfuriyus, 69.9-16 Gyekye : « [...] And since the genus is 
a universal, and the universal predicables are five, as we said at the beginning of the book, then the 
genus is common to the other four [predicables] in that it is a universal, viz., it is predicated of many 
things. [(i)] This sentence, ‘viz., it is predicated of many things’, is like the genus. [(ii.1)] We said 
‘differing in species’ so as to differentiate the genus from proprium and species, since the latter two 
are predicated only of individuals. [(ii.2)] Our phrase, ‘in the ‘what is it ?’ ‘ (min tarıqi ma huwa), is 
meant to differentiate the genus from the differentia, and the accident, since these two are predicated 
only in respect of what sort a thing is of. Now, since in the description of the genus there is something 
which it has in common with all the universal things and differentiae which differentiate it from the 
others, there is no doubt that this description is adequate and perfectly sound, because the description 
belongs to it alone. » (English translation by Gyekye, p. 53, modified).

91 The accounts by Hasan Ibn Suwar and that by Ibn al-Tayyib are very close, though slightly 
different is structure : Ibn Suwar considers the fact of being a predicable as the genus in the description 
of genus [(i)] and, then, all the attributes are added in order to distinguish it from all the other 
utterances [(ii)]. Ibn al-Tayyib, on the contrary, takes the fact of being predicated of many items as 
the part of the description that plays the role of genus [(i)] : this divergence depends on the fact that 
Ibn Suwar aims at explaining how genus differs from all the other significant utterances, individual 
predicates included, whereas Ibn al-Tayyib specifies, before starting, that the distinction will be drawn 
between the universal utterances.
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silvia di vincenzo166

Defined in this manner, however, the differentia needed to be distinguished 
from the common accident : the schools of Alexandria and Baghdad agreed in 
including the differentia among the predicables that are ‘substantially (oujsiwdw`~) 
predicated’, together with genus and species, in virtue of its being constitutive of 
the substance (sumplhrwtikh; th`~ oujsiva~) of its subjects92. 

II.4.2. The problem of the essential predication of the differentia

The distinction of genus and differentia on the grounds that the first is 
predicated essentially, whereas the second is not, entails a further difficulty, 
namely that of explaining how the two predicables are part of the definition. 
The problem of the predicative status of genus and differentia qua parts of the 
definition is clearly dealt with in Alexander of Aphrodisias’ commentary on book 
A of the Topics93 : Alexander aims at providing a consistent exegesis of Aristotle’s 
accounts of differentia in the Categories and in the Topics. The main problem is 
caused by the fact that, in the Categories, the differentia is said to be predicated of 
a subject (kaq∆ uJpokeimevnou) but — assuming, as Alexander explicitly does in this 
passage, that what is predicated kaq∆ uJpokeimevnou of something is also predicated 
ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti of that something — this entails a difficulty in distinguishing genus 
and differentia, since they both would be predicated essentially (ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti) 
of their subjects. On the other hand, in a number of occurrences in the Topics, 
Aristotle states that the differentia is predicated ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin. The solution 

92 Cf. the aforementioned Ammon., In Isag., 60.13-61.16 Busse and Ibn al-Tayyib, Tafsır K. Isagugı 
li-Furfuriyus, 129.18-22 Gyekye. In the latter passage, Ibn al-Tayyib raises an aporia on the problem 
of the overlapping in definition of differentia and common accident, asking which is the distinctive 
feature that enable us to distinguish the differentia from the common accident. The answer is that 
the differentia is ‘substantial’ for the thing (gawhariyyun li-l-šay’i), whereas the common accident 
accidentally belongs to the thing (dahıl). 

93 Alexand., In Top., 47.14-23 Wallies  : « The differentia as well is predicated of many items 
differing in species, but not in the ‘what is it ?’ (ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti), since otherwise the definition of genus 
and differentia would be the same ; on the contrary, as he [scil. Aristotle] says in other passages, the 
differentia is predicated mostly in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (ejn tw`/ poi`ovn ti ma`llon kathgorei`tai) 
of those things of which it is predicated as a differentia, since it explains what sort of thing it is. 
Hence, one must not think that what was said in the Categories concerning the fact that differentiae 
are predicated of a subject (kaq∆ uJpokeimevnou kathgorou`ntai) was said with regard to the properly 
called ‘differentiae’, on the contrary, it was said of those already assumed together with matter (tw`n 
h[dh suneilhmmevnwn th`/ u{lh/). In fact, everything predicated of a subject is predicated of it in the ‘what 
is it ?’, but if the differentiae were predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ they would be genera rather than 
differentiae ». Another strictly related passage is the one in which Alexander comments upon Aristotle’s 
observation on those who claim that the differentia is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (In Top., 365.4-
21 Wallies), a passage that seems to be recalled in a Quaestio of Alexander’s on the subject matter of 
differentia specifica that was translated into Arabic (cf. infra, n. 94). 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 167

to the problem comes, for Alexander, from the account of the unity of definition 
provided in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Alexander distinguishes, in fact, two kinds of 
differentiae : the differentiae in their proper sense (aiJ kurivw~ legomevnai diaforaiv), 
which are predicated ejn tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin, and the differentiae already conjoined 
to the matter (aiJ h[dh suneilhmmevnai th`/ u{lh/), which are predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin as 
parts of the composition of genus and differentia, which is analogous to a synolon 
of matter and form. In short, Alexander’s solution consists in the individuation 
of two different ways of considering the differentia : Aristotle’s account in the 
Categories would refer to the differentia considered as already joined to the genus, 
as a form considered after its conjunction to matter, whereas Aristotle’s account 
in the Topics would reflect the status of the differentia in itself, as predicated ejn 
tw`/ poi`ovn tiv ejstin. Besides his purpose of making the accounts of Categories and 
Topics compatible, Alexander’s aim is to avoid a total overlap of the definitions 
of genus and differentia, which otherwise would be the same. 

Alexander’s twofold consideration of the differentia was transmitted to 
Ammonius of Hermias’ school in Alexandria and, I shall argue, to the Peripatetic 
school of Baghdad ; this latter might also have become acquainted with Alexander’s 
view through the Arabic version of Alexander’s Quaestio on differentia specifica, 
which echoes Alexander’s observations in his commentary on the Topics94. Ms. BnF 

94 I refer to the long Quaestio on differentia specifica edited by ‘A. Badawi, Aristu ‘inda l-‘Arab, Cairo 1947 
(19782). The manuscript tradition ascribes the Arabic version to al-Dimašqı, and preserves some notes 
ascribed to Abu Bišr Matta together with Alexander’s text. In the passage at p. 304.17-20, the author 
claims that Aristotle makes reference, in the Categories (Cat., 3b1-2), to the differentiae considering 
them as conjoined to matter, for he says that they are predicated synonymously of their subjects. 
Otherwise, claiming that the differentiae are predicated synonymously of their subjects would entail 
claiming that they are predicated according to the quiddities of their subjects, just like the genera, and 
that genera are synounymously predicated of the differentiae, but this claim would contradict Aristotle’s 
views stressed in the Topics (Top., 317.21-4). For this passage, see also M. Rashed, Essentialisme, De 
Gruyter, Berlin 2007, p. 59. The passage of this Arabic Quaestio seems to be strictly related to the 
aforementioned Alex., In Top., 365.4-21 Wallies, for it deals with the same themes in an abridged way :

Alex., Quaestio de differentia, 304.17-20 Badawı Alex., In Top., 365.4-21 Wallies

« It is possible to think that Aristotle employes 
the differentiae, in the Categories, according 
to the fact that they are conjoined to a matter 
(ma‘a maddatin)

« Talking about differentia, he [i.e. Aristotle] said 
‘since some people think that also the differentia 
is predicated in the what is it ? (ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti) of 
[its] species’ because the differentia assumed as 
a complex [together with genus] (wJ~ sunamfovtero~ 
lambanomevnh) is predicated in this manner — but 
not also the differentia which is separated from 
the matter of the complex (cwri;~ th`~ u{lh~ th`~ 
sunamfotevrou) —  :
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silvia di vincenzo168

ar. 2346 provides significant evidence that Alexander’s solution was applied to the 
understanding of Porphyry’s Isagoge too : the manuscript preserves two anonymous 
glosses in which two passages of the Isagoge are commented upon, specifying the 
different kinds of predication that the differentia has when it is considered as a 
predicable in itself and when it is considered as a part of the definition95. 

from his claim that they are predicated 
synonymously (‘alá tarıqi l-tawatu’i) of the species 
and of the individuals ;

he recalled this [differentia] also in the Categories, 
where he said that the individuals and the 
species receive the definition (to;n lovgon) of the 
differentiae [i.e. the differentiae are predicated 
synonymously of them].

--- [...]

but if they were predicated synonymously of 
what is ranged under them, they would be also 
predicated of the subjects they are predicated 
of according to the notion of quiddity (bi-ma‘ná 
l-mahiyyati), as well as the genera and the species, 
and as the genus is predicated synonymously 
of the species, analogously it would [also] be 
predicated of the differentiae ».

The genus divided by a differentia considered 
as separated from matter in the substance 
is not predicated synonymously (sunwnuvmw~ 
kathgorei`tai) of it, since no other complex of 
different parts (o{lon ajnomoiomere;~) is predicated 
in this way of each one of [its] parts and this sort 
of differentia is a part of what is divided by it, 
nor it is predicated [in this way] of the species 
and the individual, for the part is not predicated 
of the entire (tou` o{lou) either ».

95 In particular, the first of the following glosses refers to Porphyry’s statement that the description 
of the genus can adequately distinguish it from the other four predicables, for it distinguishes genus 
from differentia for the fact that the differentia is not predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ as genus is (Porph., 
Isag., 3.5-20 Busse). The gloss specifies that this is so only if the differentia is not considered as a part 
of the definition, for in that case the differentia is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’. The second gloss 
comments on Porphyry’s statement that genus and differentia differ for the fact that the genus is 
predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ whereas the differentia is not (Porph., Isag., 15.2-4 Busse), specifying 
that also the differentia is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ when considered as a part of the definition.

 [p. 1062, n. 4 Badawı]  : «  It is necessary to 
assume [the differentia] in virtue of its being 
distinctive [and] distinguishing (min haytu huwa 
mumayyizun mufarriqun), and not in virtue of 
its being a part of the definition (guz’un min al-
haddi), for it is predicated of this totality in the 
‘what is it ?’ (yuhmalu bi-ma huwa) ».

[p. 1090, n. 4 Badawı] : « The differentia is 
predicated only in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ 
(min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa) when it is taken as 
[something] complete (mutammaman). As to 
when it is taken as a part of the definition (guz’an 
min al-haddi), [then] it is predicated in the ‘what 
is it ?’ (humila bi-ma huwa) ».
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 169

An aporia is raised in a quite similar way in Elias’ commentary on the Isagoge96 
and in Ibn al-Tayyib’s commentary97  : the aporia is based on the problem of 
explaining how the definition can be said to be predicated of the thing in the 
‘what is it ?’, although it is composed by genus and differentia, the latter being 
predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’. On the one hand, the answers given by 
Elias and Ibn al-Tayyib are both based on the distinction between the differentia 
considered in itself — and, therefore, predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ — 
and the differentia considered as a part of the definition. On the other hand, the 
two answers slightly differ : Elias assumes that the differentia, when considered as 
part of the definition, can no longer be distinguished as a predicate, but is part of 
the species ; therefore, the differentia can no longer be considered as predicated 
in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’. Ibn al-Tayyib, then, is mainly concerned with 
demonstrating that the species can be nonetheless predicated in the ‘what is 
it ?’, despite the fact that the differentia is a part of it, and solves the problem by 
claiming that there is an analogy between genus and species, since the species is 
a substratum for the individuals just as the genus is a substratum for the species 

96 Elias, In Isag., 56.30-57.11 Busse : « Some raise doubts because the definitions are composed by 
a genus and by the constitutive differentiae, but the genus is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’, whereas 
the differentia is predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’, and the genus in the definitions is one, 
whereas the differentiae are many : so why ? Aren’t the definitions as well predicated in the ‘what sort 
of thing is it ?’, following not the only genus, but rather the many differentiae that have, [moreover], 
in themselves the principle [of the species] (to; ku`ro~ ejn auJtai`~ ejpecouvsai~), since they even specify 
the definition, whereas the genus resembles a matter without form (u{lh/ ajmovrfw/) ? We answer to this 
[question] that the differentiae have not stayed differentiae in the definitions, but since they were 
collected with genus, they have become species ([like] rational animal, mortal animal, animal capable 
of receiving intellect and knowledge, that are species, as we’ll learn) ; the species is predicated in the 
‘what is it ?’, therefore also the definitions are predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ ».

97 Ibn al-Tayyib, Tafsır Kitab Isagugı li-Furfuriyus, 129.5-14 Gyekye : « A second objection may arise 
from the description [i.e. that which says that the differentia is predicated of many things differing 
in species in respect to what sort of a thing is of] which is of this sort : how does Porphyry allow that 
the differentia is predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa), in spite of 
his knowledge that Aristotle held that definitions are predicated of the definienda in respect of what 
the things are (min tarıqi ma hiya), and definition is composed of the genus and the differentia ? How 
is it possible that the totality of the definition is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), 
while its part is predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa) ? The solution 
of the objection runs as follows : if the differentia is taken singly (mufradan) it resembles an inscriber 
(naqiš) for the genus, and the answer to the question, what sort of species of the genus is there ?, is 
given by its inscriber. However, when the differentia is added to the genus and a species results from 
the combination, the rank of the combination obtains the rank of the genus. For just as the genus is 
a substratum for the species, so is the species, as a whole, a substratum for the individual. And just 
as the genus is described in respect to what a thing is (bi-ma huwa), so the species is so (described) 
because the totality of the nature of species is a basis for the individual, just as the genus is a basis 
for the species » (English translation by K. Gyekye, p. 115, slightly modified).
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silvia di vincenzo170

(perhaps considering the species as a substratum for the inherence of individual 
accidents, just as the genus is a substratum for the inherence of the differentia). 
The analogy drawn by Ibn al-Tayyib aims at providing a reason for the fact that 
species is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ like the genus. 

An aporia regarding the subject of the parts of the definition is raised in 
Philoponus’ commentary on the Posterior Analytics98 : also in this case, the answer 
comes from Alexander’s distinction of the differentiae considered without the 
genus (kaq∆ eJauta;~ lambanovmenai cwri;~ tou` gevnou~) and predicated in the ‘what sort 
of thing is it ?’, and the differentiae taken with the genus (and forming a new kind 
of genus predicated in the ‘what is it ?’).

II.5. The reasons for Avicenna’s individuation of two levels of predication

II.5.1. A consistent intepretation of Aristotle’s views on differentia in the light of 
the Posterior Analytics

It is evident that one of the problems that Avicenna faces by introducing this 
articulation of two levels of predication is the proper distinction of genus and 
differentia. The distinction of the two predications is introduced for the first time 
in the context of Avicenna’s reaction to Porphyry’s attempt to distinguish the two 
predicables : it is also clear, however, from Gadal, I, 6, where Avicenna deals with 
the division of the predicables. The passage I am referring to (T8) separates the 
essential predicables that Aristotle mentiones in the Topics (namely, definition 
and genus) one from the other, and devotes a portion of the discussion of the 
genus to the problem of the proper distinction between genus and differentia. 
Here, Avicenna raises an exegetical difficulty : in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, 
the differentia is said to have access to the predication in the ‘what is it ?’ ; on the 
other hand, there is the necessity of distinguishing genus, which is also predicated 
in the ‘what is it ?’, and differentia properly :

98 Philop., In An. Post., 400.21-28 Wallies : « If anyone will say : ‘how can you state, Aristotle, 
that the definition is formed by all the essential [features] (oJ oJrismo;~ suvgkeitai ejk pavntwn tw`n ejn tw`/ tiv 
ejsti) ? You claimed that the definition is formed by a genus and the constitutive differentiae, but the 
differentiae are predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (ejn tw`/ oJpoi`ovn tiv ejsti)’, we’ll reply to him that 
the differentiae are predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’, but per se taken, without the genus : 
if, on the contrary, they are taken together with the genus, they are no more called ‘differentiae’, but 
rather ‘unnamed genera’ (gevnh ajnwvnuma), and genera are predicated in the ‘what is it ?’. An example 
are ‘rational’ and ‘mortal’, since rationality and mortality are differentiae and qualities predicated in 
the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’, but taken together with ‘animal’ they are unnamed genera ».
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 171

T8 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Gadal, I, 6 [55.10-18]

« Then, this genus is described by saying that it is predicated of many differing 
in species in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa). And you know that the 
differentia, in their99 definitions, does not distinguish itself from the genus in virtue 
of being predicated of different species, but it [distinguishes itself from the genus] 
in virtue of [genus’] being [predicated] in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), so 
that, if it were among the possibilities of the differentia — as it was explained in 
the First Teaching100, in the context of the science of the Demonstration — and101 
the differentia were apt to be [given] in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma 
huwa), then [the differentia] would share with the genus this definition. And if the 
definition of genus was this one in which the differentia enters, then it would not 
be impossible this, [namely] that the differentia is predicated in answer to ‘what 
sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa), as far as it is divisive (muqassim), 
as it is [also] predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), as far as 
it is constitutive (muqawwim)102. Then, the genus that distinguishes itself from 
the differentia would distinguish itself from it103 because the genus is not apt to 

99 Fı hududihim  : the plurality Avicenna is referring to may be a wide one, perhaps all the 
Peripatetics ; cf. supra.

100 Al-ta‘lım al-awwal : i.e. Aristotle.
101 Reading in [55.13] wa (with ms. Leid. Or. 4) instead of wa-annahu. In the apparatus of the 

Cairo ed. there is a reading annahu instead of wa-annahu ascribed to one of the Leiden manuscripts ; 
however, as far as I could check, ms. Leid. Or. 4 reports wa instead of wa-annahu, and ms. Leid. 
Or. 84 has wa-annahu. There is, probably, a larger corruption of the text, since certain manuscripts 
(like ms. Damat Ibrahim 824, recorded in the apparatus of the Cairo ed.) omit a larger portion of 
text preceding the wa-annahu.

102 The problem is, according to Avicenna, a misconception of the differentia : the tradition of 
Peripatetic commentators seems to be inclined to think that a differentia may be constituted by a 
divisive one and a constitutive one ; an example of divisive differentiae of the animal is provided by 
the term ‘rational’, and an example of constitutive differentiae is provided by the terms ‘animate’ 
and ‘sensitive’. The constitutive differentiae may be seen, according to the commentators’ view, as 
predicated ejn tw`/ tiv ejstin because they can be considered already conjoined to matter ; they are divisive 
differentiae existing in a subject.

103 Reading in [55.17] yubayyinuhu instead of bayanuhu. The reading bayanuhu printed in the Cairo 
edition yields a difficult meaning : we should translate the passage as follows : « and the explanation 
of the genus that distinguishes itself from differentia is in virtue of the fact that it is not apt [...] ». 
Ms. Brit. Mus. Or. 7500 and ms. Leid. Or. 84 both read : mubayana, which does not seem to fit the 
syntax of our passage if we want to preserve the bi-annahu that follows, but in those manuscripts the 
complete reading is : mubayanatan annahu (considering mubayana as an internal object of yubayyinu, 
we should then translate : « and the genus that distinguishes itself from differentia in a way that 
consists in the fact that it is not apt [...] »). The syntax of the passage has some problems with the 
reading annahu as well, so I would suggest that the reading mubayana may have originated from a 
misunderstanding of a rasm that is attested by ms. Leid. Or. 4 : I found a reading in ms. Leid. Or. 4 
which is compatible with the reading yubayyinuhu, which would solve both the syntactical problem 
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silvia di vincenzo172

be said in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa) so that 
it is [its] primary predication. As to what concerns the genus taken here104 [into 
consideration], it is something more common than both things ».

 
Since the reason of Avicenna’s concern with the essential predication of 

the differentia is Aristotle’s account of genus and differentia in the Posterior 
Analytics, one expects Avicenna to deal with the question also in his reworking 
of this Aristotelian book. The following passage (T9), in fact, taken form the 
second treatise of K. al-Burhan105, preserves Avicenna’s discussion of the topic 
with reference to the Posterior Analytics. 

T9 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Burhan, II, 2 [125.9-126.2 ‘Afifi ; 83.4-14 Badawı]

« [(a)] It is said ‘essential’ (datı), in a way106, everything that is predicated of the 
thing in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), since it enters its definition (dahil fı 
haddihi), so that it would be equivalent if you said ‘essential’ (datı) or ‘predicated in 
the what is it ?’ (maqul min tarıqi ma huwa)107. This is the thing’s genus, its genus’ 
genus, its differentia, its genus’ differentia, its definition and every constituent 
(muqawwim) of the thing’s essence108, like the line for the triangle, and the point 
for the limited line, since it is a limited line, and so it is said in the First Teaching109 
too. [(b)] Then, before turning to the goal [of this issue], it is necessary, for us, to 
ascertain that the differentiae are suitable to enter the answer [to the question] 
‘what is it ?’ as the genus is (anna l-fusula salihatun fı an takuna dahilatan fı gawabi 
ma huwa suluha l-ginsi). Already in the First Teaching, each one among genus 
and differentia was put as belonging to the species as well as the other, as to what 
concerns its entering the species’ quiddity, and as predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min 

and the difficulty in the interpretation. The reading bayanuhu, perhaps, simply originated from an 
accidental omission of the first letter of the rasm that, in a manuscript without diacritics, would have 
been identical to the second one.

104 Hahuna : in the Topics and in Avicenna’s Gadal.
105 For a discussion of Avicenna’s distinction between the two kinds of predication in the context 

of Burhan, see the aforementioned Ibrahim, Freeing Philosophy from Metaphysics, pp. 47-59 and Id., 
Fahr al-Dın al-Razı, Ibn al-Haytam and Aristotelian Science : Essentialism versus Phenomenalism in 
Post-Classical Islamic Thought, « Oriens », 41, 2013, pp. 379-431.

106 Min gihatin : Avicenna is now stating a first sense in which the term ‘essential’ is employed, 
which is also the sense which can be applied in the case of Madhal ; how he is going to show, however, 
the sense in which ‘essential’ must be understood in the Burhan is a wider one. After explaining this 
first sense, Avicenna is going to introduce another sense, saying that the term can be understood in 
another way (min gihatin uhrá).

107 Add. Badawı [B73.6] : ‘and this enters its definition’ ; om. mss. Damat Ibrahim 822 and Leid. Or. 4.
108 ‘Afifi [A125.11] and in the margins of ms. Bahıt 331 : li-dati l-šay’i ; Badawı [B73.7] and ms. 

Damat Ibrahim 824 : li-wugudi l-šay’i. 
109 Al-ta‘lım al-awwal : Aristotle ; cf. supra the already mentioned passage in Anal. Post., 73a34-b3.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 173

tarıqi ma huwa). [(c)] Then, the last differentia mentioned in genus’ definition was 
posed, and it110 consists in the fact that the genus is predicated in answer to ‘what is 
it ?’ (maqul fı gawabi ma huwa), so that, in virtue of this, a distinction was drawn 
between genus [on the one hand] and differentia and what is not differentia [on 
the other]111. [(d)] From this, [we must infer that] it is necessary that the predicate 
in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) is different from the predicate in the 
‘what is it ?’ (fı tarıqi ma huwa) and that there are two differences between them, 
according to what we considered and explained in its place112 ».

 
The passage starts by explaining the first sense of essential113 as everything that 

is predicated of the thing in the ‘what is it ?’, namely what enters into the thing’s 
definition (section a). 

In section (b), Avicenna opens a digression in order to assess whether the 
differentiae are apt to provide an answer to the question ‘what is it ?’ just as 
the genera are ; this point comes from the interpretation of Aristotle’s writings, 
since Avicenna states that in the First Teaching, namely in Aristotle’s corpus, the 
differentia was already considered as belonging to the species in the same way 
as the genus, and as predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa)114. This 
exegetical problem is strictly linked to the issue of Avicenna’s redefinition of the 
notion of essential (datı) in Madhal, I, 7, where he tries to refute the idea — held 
by some ‘superficial logicians’, as Avicenna says in the Nagat115 and in the Išarat116 

110 I read in [A125.16] huwa annahu, according to the reading I found attested by mss. Leid. 
Or. 4, Leid. Or. 84, Pococke 121, Damat Ibrahim 822 and Brit. Mus. Or. 7500, instead of bi-annahu 
(printed in ‘Afifi’s edition).

111 Badawı [B73.12]/‘Afifi [A125.16] : ‘and what is not differentia’ ; but cf. mss. Damat Ibrahim 822 
and Pococke 121 : wa-gayru dalika (‘and the rest/etcetera’).

112 I assume this to be a reference to Madhal, II, 1 [95.15-96.3]. 
113 The Aristotelian background for this passage is Arist., Anal. Post., A, 4, 73a34-b3.
114 The precise reference of this remark is not evident ; however, it is very likely to be a reference to 

the fact that, in the Posterior Analytics, both genus and differentia are considered as equally essential 
features of the things.

115 K. al-Nagat, 9 (fı l-maquli fı gawabi ma huwa) [46.18-21 Fakhry] : « Then, from [the category 
of ] the essential is that which is said in response to ‘what is it ?’ (maqul fı gawabi ma huwa) and that 
which is not said. The [nature of the] essential said in response to ‘what is it ?’ is not clear. Most of the 
commentaries are pretty neglectful of investigating [this matter]. The opinion of superficial logicians 
(al-zahiriyyuna min al-mantiqiyyına) [concerning what is said in response to ‘what is it ?’ pretty much 
reduces to [the idea] that it] is the essential. But the essential is more general than that » (transl. by 
A. Q. Ahmed, Avicenna’s Deliverance. Logic, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2011, p. 8).

116 K. al-Išarat [219 Dunya] : « When [the views] of the superficial logicians (al-mantiqiyyuna al-
zahiriyyuna) are examined, they are found hardly to distinguish between the essential (al-datı) and 
that which is said in answer to the ‘what is it ?’ (al-maqulu fı gawabi ma huwa) ».

. --

- - - -ˇ

- - -ˇ
. ---

. --

˘
ˇ - - -

-
.

-
-

˘

ˇ - - - - - -ˇ
- - - -ˇ

.
- -

.
-

- - -.
.
- - - -

-
- - - -ˇ

-
-

-

SI
SM

EL-
EDIZ

IO
N

I D
EL 

GALL
UZZO



silvia di vincenzo174

— that the essential is reducible to what is predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’117 : 
this position would leave the differentia out of the essential predicates, contrary 
to Aristotle’s way of considering it. Madhal, I, 7 starts with an inquiry into the 
meaning of ‘signifying the quiddity’ (al-dallu ‘alá l-mahiyyati) : the multitude of 
the superficial logicians, who maintain that the essential is what signifies the 
quiddity, is said not to consider the differentia as signifying the quiddity. But in 
this way they contradict the principle of the transitivity of equivalence, because 
they consider the differentia as essential, without considering it as signifying the 
quiddity, even though the essential, according to them, is precisely what signifies 
the quiddity. Moreover, Avicenna shows that, considering the way in which what 
signifies the quiddity has been commonly understood — according to the idea 
that what signifies the quiddity is what signifies the notion by which the thing is 
what it is — one should conclude that, since the thing is what it is only in virtue 
of all its essential attributes, the quiddity of something is signified by its genus 
and differentia taken together in the definition118. So, point (b) establishes — 
against the belief of some superficial logicians — a common feature of genus and 
differentia, namely the fact that both are predicated in the ‘what is it ?’, since they 
both enter into the answer to the question ‘what is it ?’ in the same way. 

The problem that Avicenna has to face at this point is the proper distinction 
between genus and differentia, since he cannot employ any more, as the other 
logicians did, the fact of being predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ or not as a suitable 
distinctive feature. At point (c), Avicenna states that the feature that characterizes 
the genus and distinguishes it from the differentia is its being predicated in answer 
to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), solving the problem that was posed by stating 
that both genus and differentia are predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma 
huwa). So, in order not to confuse genus and differentia, there must necessarily 
be a difference between the predication in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) 
and the predication in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), as Avicenna 
contends in section (d). 

117 See also K. al-Madhal, I, 5 [31.15-17] : « These considerations imply that the essential (datı) 
does not [only] encompass what is predicated in answer to the ‘what is it ?’, but, [on the contrary], our 
saying ‘essential’, even though in virtue of a linguistic rule signifies this correlate notion, nonetheless, 
according to an agreement made among the logicians, signifies another notion ». 

118 K. al-Madhal, I, 7 [37.12-18] : « As to what is understood according to the common knowledge, it 
does not mean it, and this is so because what signifies the thing’s quiddity is what signifies the notion 
in virtue of which the thing is what it is. But the thing becomes what it is only by the realization of 
all its attributes, either the shared essential ones and those that belongs properly [to the thing]. The 
man, in fact, is not what it is [just] in virtue of its being an animal, otherwise the animality would 
realize the humanity. Of course, the animality is required [for the man] in order to be what it is, but 
not everything that is required for the thing to be what it is is [also] that by whose only realization 
the thing is realized as it is ». 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 175

The need of preserving an adequate distinction between genus and differentia 
is also evident in Gadal, III, 4, where Avicenna implicitly recalls the distinction 
between the two kinds of predication. In the relevant passage (T10), Avicenna 
complains about the fact that the common opinion does not allow the differentia 
to be predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ as the genus is, stating that this seems to be, 
on the contrary, a much disputed idea119. 

T10 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Gadal, III, 4 [201.16-202.2] 

« Another place deals with the distinction between genus and differentia ; and the 
debate on this subject is in a way completed and reaches a good solution only when 
the common opinion, for instance, does not prevent from considering also the 
differentia as predicated in the ‘what is it ?’, so that ‘rational’ [could] be, according 
to the common opinion, suitable to be predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (fı tarıqi ma 
huwa) as ‘animal’ is, since now this is not a commonly spread opinion, but, on the 
contrary, this is [an idea] sometimes much opposed in the common opinion, since it 
is also believed that what is [given] in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi 
ayyi šay’in huwa) is not [given] in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa). As to 
what concerns the truth, its state was already known in another place120 ».

Basically, the common opinion rejects the fact that also the differentia is 
predicated in the ‘what is it ?’. On the other hand, it is clear that Aristotle considers 
the differentia as a predicable having access to the thing’s essence in Posterior 
Analytics. Again, in the passage above Avicenna argues that the common opinion 
does not understand the distinction of the two levels of predication that enables 
him to solve the problem. Avicenna, in fact, reports that, in the common opinion, 
the differentia is said not to be predicated in the ‘what is it ?’, because what is 
predicated in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ cannot be predicated in answer 
to ‘what is it ?’. However, the argument is valid, according to the common opinion, 
because the locutions predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ and predicated in answer to 
‘what is it ?’ are considered as interchangeable. The passage, then, amounts to a 
declaration of originality on Avicenna’s part.

119 Avicenna has there in mind the aforementioned passage in Arist., Top., D, 6, 128a20-30, where 
Aristotle claims that, since some philosophers maintain that the differentia is predicated ejn tw`/ tiv 
ejsti as well, it is necessary to make a clear distinction between genus and differentia according to 
other criteria. 

120 The truth Avicenna refers to consists in the distinction between a predication fı tarıqi ma huwa 
and one fı gawabi ma huwa, so that there would be no contradiction in saying that the differentia is 
predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (fı tarıqi ma huwa) but, at the same time, in response to ‘what sort of 
thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa).
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silvia di vincenzo176

II.5.2. A consistent interpretation of Aristotle’s and Porphyry’s views on differentia 
in the light of the Topics

Besides preserving the internal consistency of Aristotle’s writings, Avicenna 
has to cope with the problem of the partial inconsistency between the system of 
predicables described in Porphyry’s Isagoge and that of Aristotle’s Topics. 

There are, basically, two issues at stake. The first is that there is no mention of 
the differentia in the division of the predicables provided in the first book of the 
Topics, whereas Porphyry’s definition of predicables includes the differentia. In 
this respect, one of Avicenna’s main concerns is saving Aristotle from the charge 
of a defective account of predicables because of the apparent absence of the 
differentia. Avicenna argues that Aristotle would have failed to assign a role to the 
differentia in its division of predicables in the Topics, and would have therefore 
provided a defective overall account of predicables, if the genus mentioned there 
were not a wider notion encompassing both genus and differentia ; but this is 
untrue. So, for Avicenna, the differentia is encompassed by Aristotle’s division 
of predicables. Avicenna defends the Aristotelian division of predicables by 
arguing that Aristotle named genus, in the Topics, whatever part of the notion 
of the essence. This means that both the genus in the Porphyrean sense and the 
differentia are included in the division of the predicables ‘genus’ understood in 
this broader sense. For this contention, Avicenna may have in mind what Aristotle 
claims in Top., A, 4, 101b18-20, in the section preceding the definition of the four 
predicables, about the fact that the differentia must be considered together with 
the genus, since it is generical (genikhv)121. 

T11 : Ibn Sina, K. al-Gadal, I, 6 [54.13-55.10]

« Then, inescapably, the predicable is [(i)] constitutive [and] essential, predicated 
in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) — I am not saying in answer to ‘what is 
it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), since what is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi 
ma huwa) is, as you learned [before], more common — or [(ii)] it is not. [(i)] If 
it is essential, then [(i.a)] it may signify a part of the essence or [(i.b)] signify the 
truth of the notion of the essence. [(i.b)] If it signifies the truth of the essence, then 
it is the definition (hadd) or a synonymous name (ism muradif), but there is no 
usefulness in the synonymous name, and it is not really a predicate, so it remains 
that [the predicable signifying the truth of the essence] is the definition. [(i.a)] And 
if it is a part sgnifying a part of the notion of the essence, then all of this is named, 

121 On the possible meanings of the term in the context of Arist., Top., A, 4, 101b18-20, see A. 
Zadro, Aristotele, I Topici, Loffredo Editore, Napoli 1974, pp. 318-319, n. 5.
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 177

in this Book122, genus (gins), since all of this shares the fact of being predicated of 
many differing in species in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), like ‘animal’ 
for the man, and like ‘sensitive’ for the man ; ‘animal’ is, indeed, predicated of the 
man. And if the man is taken alone in the ‘what is it ?’, even if it is not [given] in 
answer to ‘what is it ?’, it does not follow, in this Book123, a contradiction between 
genus’ differentia and all what we mentioned in the first part124, because in this 
division of this Book [Aristotle] does not distinguish between genus and differentia, 
and he didn’t mention what we called in that place125 ‘genus’ according to the fact 
that it is something different from differentia but, on the contrary, he took the 
notion that is common to both [the predicates] and called [it] genus. So did the 
First Master126. And, since it is so, the genus that is here defined is more common 
than [both] the genus and the differentia that were defined there127, otherwise 
[Aristotle’s] division would be defective, but this is a false statement. But genus 
and differentia are, together, predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), 
as you learned128, and it is suitable to answer by both when it is asked of something 
what it is. As to what concerns the fact that the answer is not complete by each 
one of them, there’s no need for me to provide you a further explanation of that, 
since it already preceded129 ». 

Each part of the notion of the essence, then, is named ‘genus’ and is predicated 
in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), so that the term ‘genus’ employed in the 
Topics has not to be understood as equivalent to Porphyry’s genus. This passage 
is strictly related, in my own view, to that of Madhal, II, 1, where genus and 
differentia are considered in terms of parts of the thing’s essence, and are said 
to be both predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ for this reason130. 

The second issue at stake is that Aristotle’s definition of genus as predicated 
ejn tw`/ tiv ejsti in the Topics is rendered in the Arabic translation employed by 
Avicenna as predicated min tarıqi ma huwa, i.e. exactly in the same terms that 
characterize the predication of the genus in Porphyry’s Isagoge, though this very 

122 I.e. Aristotle’s Topics.
123 Again, a reference to Aristotle’s Topics.
124 Al-fann al-awwal : i.e. Avicenna’s Madhal, the first fann of the Kitab al-Šifa’.
125 Hunaka : i.e. in Avicenna’s commentary upon Porphyry’s Isagoge, namely in Madhal.
126 Al-mu‘allim al-awwal : i.e. Aristotle.
127 Hunaka : i.e. in Porphyry’s Isagoge.
128 I assume this to be a reference to Madhal, II, 1.
129 Another reference to Madhal, II, 1.
130 As it is also clear from section (i) of the passage above, Avicenna tacitly assumes the distinction 

between a predication in answer to ‘what is it ?’ and a predication in the ‘what is it ?’ he has already 
drawn in Madhal, II, 1. For a different view, considering Avicenna’s claim in Gadal that the differentia 
is predicated min tarıqi ma huwa as the result of an evolution of Avicenna’s view on this subject, cf. 
Gyekye, Arabic Logic, p. 209.
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silvia di vincenzo178

expression apparently conveys two different meanings in the two cases (in the 
case of Aristotle’s Topics, this kind of predication includes the differentia as well, 
whereas this is not the case in Porphyry’s Isagoge). Avicenna faces, therefore, 
also the problem of interpreting in a consistent way the accounts of differentia 
provided by Aristotle and by Porphyry : the Porphyrean tradition comes to the 
conclusion that the genus is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ whereas the differentia 
is not, in evident contradiction with Aristotle’s opinion on this subject. Quite 
evidently, the key to the solution to the impasse is, for Avicenna, the distinction 
of two levels of essential predication, which allows him to distinguish genus and 
differentia because of their different level of essential predication, and, at the 
same time, to consider not only the genus, but also the differentia, as an essential 
predicate. The tradition following Alexander, by contrast, instead of thinking of 
two levels of predication, had mainly solved the problem with a distinction of 
two considerations of the differentia. Avicenna’s distinction is inspired by the 
exigencies of a consistent reading of several contrasting passages in Aristotle’s 
logical work, and leads to a redefinition of the terminology employed by Porphyry 
in the Isagoge. Avicenna modifies Porphyry’s definitions of each essential predicate 
mentioned in the Isagoge by referring to its own specific kind of predication (cf. 
supra Tab. 2) : finally, the more specific predication fı gawab replaces the more 
general one min tarıq in the definitions of each predicable.

Conclusion

The present inquiry has shown how Avicenna achieved a complete rejection 
of the definition of the predicable differentia mentioned by Pophyry and the 
posterior tradition. Firstly, Avicenna restated the first part of Porphyry’s definition 
of differentia (predicated of many items differing in species), detaching himself 
from the tradition of the late antique commentators. Secondly, in order to find a 
consistent explanation for Aristotle’s statements about the differentia, Avicenna 
proposed a recasting of the second part of the definition of the predicable, with a 
rejection of the definition of differentia as predicated of many items differing in 
species in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa). As a result of 
this overall refutation of Porphyry’s definition, Avicenna adopted new definitions 
of the predicable in his other logical writings, as it can be observed, for instance, 
in the logical section of the Easterners (Mantiq al-Mašriqiyyına)131, in the Book 

131 This summa is only partially extant : the part that survived is a portion of the logical section of 
the entire work, which may be supposed lost already in 425H/1034, the year in which some books of 
Avicenna’s (the Easterners included) were transported to Ghazna. However, the work is supposedly 
later than the K. al-Šifa’, probably slightly anterior to the composition of the prologue of K. al-Šifa’ : 
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avicenna against porphyry’s definition of differentia specifica 179

of Salvation (Kitab al-Nagat)132 and in the Book of Pointers and Reminders (Kitab 
al-Išarat wa-l-Tanbıhat)133. In the Mantiq al-Mašriqiyyına, Avicenna described the 
differentia as « the universal by which a universal is distinguished by another with 
regard to its essence »134. In the Kitab al-Išarat the differentia is said to be « the 
universal that is predicated of the thing in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ 
with regard to its substance »135. In the Kitab al-Nagat, the differentia is described 
as « the essential universal [utterance] that is said of a species [that falls] under 
a genus [being said] in answer [to the question] ‘what sort of thing from [this 
genus] is it ?’136 ». In each of the three works, the definition of differentia does not 
entail any more its being predicated of many items, nor its being predicated in 
the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa). Seemingly, Porphyry’s 
definition of differentia as predicated of many items differing in species in the ‘what 
sort of thing is it ?’, which was rejected by Avicenna in the K. al-Šifa’, was never 
adopted again in the other logical writings. 

The first aim of Avicenna’s theory of differentia is a consistent explanation 
of the Aristotelian passages about the differentia specifica. Though the attempt 
was already made by the Peripatetic tradition, Avicenna turns out to have been 
an original interpreter of Aristotle, who tried to improve the interpretations 
proposed by his Peripatetic predecessors. The effort to give a coherent exegesis 
of Aristotle’s views on differentia — especially the doctrinal points stressed in 
the Posterior Analytics and in the Topics — led Avicenna to restate the definition 
of the predicable that he found in Porphyry’s Isagoge, when this latter turned out 
to be incompatible with Aristotle’s views. To conclude, Avicenna’s criticism of 
Porphyry’s position on this issue appears to stem from his role of interpreter of 
Aristotle : having to face two partially contrasting accounts of differentia, Avicenna 
chose to emend Porphyry’s definition in the light of Aristotle’s authority.

the two termini between which the composition of the work has to be placed may, then, be 1027 
(the year in which the K. al-Šifa’ was finished) and 1034. For the chronological hypothesis and the 
reconstruction of the contents of the work, see D. Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, 
Brill, Leiden 1988, pp. 115-130.

132 Al-Guzganı says, in the biography of the philosopher, that Avicenna wrote the Book of Salvation 
after completing the K. al-Šifa’ ; see Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, pp. 112-114.

133 This work may be ascribed to the late period of Avicenna’s production and is supposed to have 
been written later than the K. al-Šifa’. (See Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition, p. 145).

134 Mantiq al-Mašriqiyyına, 18.9 ed. Cairo : « al-faslu huwa l-kulliyyu lladı yumayyazu bihi kulliyyun 
‘an gayrihi tamyızan fı datihi ».

135 K. al-Išarat, 247.6-7 Dunya : « wa-l-faslu yurassimu bi-annahu kulliyyun yuhmalu ‘alá l-šay’i fı 
gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa fı gawharihi ».

136 K. al-Nagat, 48.18-19 Fakhry : « wa-amma l-faslu fa-huwa l-kulliyyu l-datiyyu lladı yuqalu ‘alá 
naw‘in tahta ginsin fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa minhu » (English translation by Ahmed, Avicenna’s 
Deliverance. Logic, p. 12, slightly modified).
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APPENDIX

Ibn Sina, K. al-Madhal, II, 1 [94.4-96.18]137

[(a). Porphyry’s statement about the fourth difference between genus and differentia]

[(a)] And the fourth difference [between genus and differentia] consists in the fact that 
the differentia is predicated in the ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (min tarıqi ayyi šay’in huwa), 
whereas the genus is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa). 

[(b). Two reasons why Porphyry’s statement cannot be a valid distinction between genus 
and differentia]

But this statement alone does not signify the difference [between genus and 
differentia], because when two things are qualified by means of two different 
attributes, this is not an [adequate] signification of the difference between 
them. If anyone said that the difference between Zayd and ‘Amr consists in the 
fact that one is sensitive and the other is rational, or that one is a sailor and the 
other is a goldsmith, this amount [of information] would not be sufficient to 
distinguish [them], since it is sometimes possible that two attributes that differ 
in concept gather, so that it is not impossible that, [for example], the fact that 
Zayd is sensitive, although it is different in concept from the fact that ‘Amr is 
rational, is something that does not necessarily make Zayd differ from ‘Amr for 
it, and it is not impossible that each one of them, besides his being sensitive, is 
also rational, because the attributes differing in concept sometimes gather in the 
same thing characterized [by both], and so it is [in the case of] the sailor and the 
goldsmith. On the contrary, it is necessary that among the two [attributes] there 
is the potential for negation (quwwatu l-salbi), so that it is necessarily concomitant 

137 The following text is the English translation of the passage of Madhal, II, 1 I took into 
consideration in this paper. Everything between square brackets has to be considered as absent in the 
Arabic text but added in the translation in order to make the text more intelligible in some points ; in 
square brackets the reader will also find the letters that I added to distinguish the different sections of 
the text. For the sake of clarity, I sometimes wrote in brackets the Arabic corresponding expression, 
especially in the cases in which the expressions min tarıqi and fı gawabi occur, in order to avoid any 
possible confusion between them. Another indication the reader will find in the translation is that 
of the number of pages of the Cairo edition, placed between slashes at the point corresponding to 
the beginning of a new page. The text of the Cairo edition has been checked and compared with 
two other Arabic manuscripts (namely, mss. Damat Ibrahim 822 and Leid. Or. 4) and with the Latin 
translation of the text. The translation is probably the result of the work of Avendauth, an ‘Israhelita 
philosophus’ who was active in Toledo in the second half of XIIth century. The text is still unedited, 
so it is now readable only in the 13 manuscripts that preserve it and in the print edition made in 
Venice in 1508, but Françoise Hudry is working to an edition of it. I generally base my translation 
on the text provided by the Cairo edition, unless otherwise specified.
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with the ‘sensitive’ the fact of not being ‘rational’ and, [viceversa, that it is necessarily 
concomitant] with the ‘rational’ the fact of not being ‘sensitive’. Furthermore, the fact that 
the genus is said in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) does not prevent it from 
being said in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa) according 
to the principles of those [philosophers], and among the two [attributes] there is not the 
potential of negation, since it is not impossible that what constitutes the things’ quiddity 
(mahiyya) can also differentiate the thing from what has not that quiddity, so that, with 
respect to what shares it, it is said in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa), and, with 
respect to what is distinguished by it, it is said in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı 
gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa), so that this amount [of things] does not prevent the genus /A95/ 
of something from being also a differentia for that something, according to two [different] 
ways of considering [it], if the difference [among them] that is required is this one and [if 
this] does not necessarily preclude the genus of the thing from being [also] a differentia 
for it. As regards the fact that the differentia of something is a genus of something else, 
it is one of the things that they did not consider impossible, as far as I know, and it is 
analogous to [the case of] ‘sensitive’, since it is, in a way, a genus for the [man] hearing 
and seeing, whereas it is a differentia for the animal.

[(c). The philosophical frame in which Avicenna’s criticism has to be considered]

[(c.1)] If someone said that the same thing can be a genus and a differentia for one 
thing because, even if it is genus and differentia for one thing, the consideration of its 
being a genus is different from the consideration of its being a differentia, and [if he] 
said : « we just want to explain the distinction between the two considerations, to one of 
which the name of generality (ginsiyya) is applied, and to the second of which the name 
of differentiality (fasliyya) is applied », we wouldn’t contradict him, nor we would blame 
him [for it], nor we would raise any objection to the denomination. [(c.2)] But he is not 
who we are discussing with138, since we are discussing with someone who signifies by the 
name of ‘genus’ and [that of] ‘differentia’ two natures that differ in such a way that the 
same thing is not characterized by both the natures in relation to a unique subject ; on the 
contrary, he considers one of the two natures as suitable for one of the two answers, and 
the other nature as suitable for the other answer. However, the way in which we proceeded 
in trying to understand the predicate in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) and the 

138 Literally, ‘he is not the one our discussion is with’. I read this passage in [95.8-9] as : wa-
lakinnahu yakunu gayra man kalamuna ma‘ahu. The Cairo edition seems to read differently, since it 
vocalizes the rasm *gyr as gayyara, suggesting, perhaps, a reading as : wa-lakinnahu yakunu gayyara 
min kalamina ma‘ahu (« but this changes our discussion with him »). I am inclined to read as I chose 
because, in the immediately following passage, Avicenna is describing the profile of the philosopher(s) 
he is addressing his criticism to : this could lead us to read the present statement as an anticipation of 
the following one. Moreover, also the Latin translator of the text must have understood the passage 
as I do, since he renders it as : ‘alius est enim ab eo cum quo nobis sermo est’. Unfortunately, since 
the different reading is, in this case, just a matter of vocalization and interpretation, the manuscript 
tradition cannot help us to choose between one and the other reading.
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predicate in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa) teaches you 
that the predicate in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) is not [also] predicated 
in answer to ‘what sort of thing is it ?’ (fı gawabi ayyi šay’in huwa) and viceversa, so that 
this difference [between the two predicates] is, in this way, valid.

[(d). Explanation of the distinction between the predication in the ‘what is it ?’ and the 
predication in answer to ‘what is it ?’]

[(d.1)] But someone could say  : « you have already asserted, in a number of places, 
that sometimes also the differentia can be predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma 
huwa), and especially in the Book of Demonstation139 ». [(d.2)] Then, we say that there is a 
distinction [to be made] between our saying that something is predicated in answer to ‘what 
is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) and our saying that it is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (fı tarıqi 
ma huwa), as there is a distinction [to be made] between our saying ‘quiddity’ (mahiyya) 
and our saying ‘entering the quiddity’ (dahil fı l-mahiyyati). So, what is predicated in the 
‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa) is each thing that enters the quiddity (kullu ma yadhalu 
fı l-mahiyyati) and is in such a way, even if, alone, it does not signify /A96/ the quiddity, 
whereas what is predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) is what is, alone, 
an answer when it is asked [of something] ‘what is it ?’. Then, the differentia enters the 
quiddity and is predicated in the ‘what is it ?’ (min tarıqi ma huwa), since it is a part of 
the thing that is an answer to the ‘what is it ?’, but it is not, alone, predicated in answer 
to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa).

139 In the Arabic text, Kitab al-Burhan : this seems to be a clear reference to the section of the Kitab 
al-Šifa’ devoted to the Posterior Analytics. This reference here in Madhal is quite interesting but, at 
the same time, problematic : if we had to take this reference as genuine (and not, then, as a posterior 
interpolation), we should reconsider the relative chronology of Avicenna’s logical works, because this 
would testify that at least a part of Kitab al-Burhan had already been written before Avicenna ended 
to write Madhal. On the other hand, from a syntactical point of view, the reference (wa-hususan fı 
Kitabi l-Burhan) can be easily isolated from the context, and this is a further element that may lead 
to think of it as a posterior insertion. It is also quite difficult to understand why Avicenna should 
make reference to something he has already said in a work that he should expect to be read after 
the Madhal ; all the other references to posterior parts of the Šifa’ he makes in Madhal anticipate the 
themes that are dealt with in other places, without supposing a previous knowledge of them on the 
reader’s part. However, mss. Bahıt 331, Dar al-Kutub 894, British Mus. Or. 7500, Damat Ibrahim 
822 and Leid. Or. 4 all preserve this reference to Kitab al-Burhan, so that, if it has to be considered as 
an interpolation, it should be supposed that it entered the text at an early stage of the transmission, 
since all the testimonia known so far preserve it in the same place. Furthermore, a second argument 
for the authenticity of this reference is a passage in Kitab al-Burhan, in which Avicenna imagines a 
possible objection someone could move to him and makes a clear reference to Kitab al-Gadal as a part 
he has already written, whereas we should expect a reader of Burhan still not knowing the contents 
of Gadal : cf. K. al-Burhan, IV, 3 [280.6-8 ‘Afifi] : « But someone could say : ‘you have already declared 
the acquisition of the definition of the contrary from the definition of the other contrary to be false 
in this Book here, but in the Book of Dialectics (Kitab al-Gadal) you have already employed this rule 
(qanun) when you dealt with establishing and demolishing the definitions’ ».
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[(e). Criticism towards the idea that the differentia is sometimes predicated in answer to 
‘what is it ?’]

[(e.1)] Someone among the excellent [philosophers] has already said that the differentia 
can be predicated in answer to ‘what is it ?’ (fı gawabi ma huwa) too in [the case of] certain 
things and not in [the case of] others, whereas the genus is constantly signifying the 
‘what is it ?’ ; this [is so] because the genus constantly signifies the principle of the thing’s 
essence, whereas, as to what concerns the differentiae, they sometimes are references 
and relations to actions and passions or other things, so that for this reason the genus 
is considered as more suitable than the differentia to [signify] the ‘what is it ?’140. [(e.2)] 
But in this speech there are two mistakes : (i) the first one consists in the fact that what, 
among the differentiae, is in this manner is not a constitutive differentia, but is one of 
the concomitant differentiae. (ii) The other one consists in the fact that, when we want to 
distinguish between something and another thing by means of an attribute, it is necessary 
that the attribute that distinguishes one thing from the other constantly belongs to it 
without belonging to the other [...]. 

140 The Aristotelian background of this statement may remotely be Arist., Top., Z, 1, 139a29-31.
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ABSTRACT

Avicenna against Porphyry’s Definition of Differentia Specifica

The paper deals with Avicenna’s polemical attitude towards the traditional definition of 
differentia specifica as predicated of many items differing in species in the ‘what sort of thing 
is it ?’ that can be found in Porphyry’s Isagoge. Two places of the reworking of Porphyry’s 
Isagoge (Madhal) at the beginning of Avicenna’s summa entitled Kitab al-Šifa’ will be mainly 
considered : the original account of differentia in chap. I, 13 ; and the rejection of Porphyry’s 
distinction between genus and differentia in chap. II, 1. By comparing these passages of 
Madhal to other sections of the Šifa’, it will be possible to reconstruct in a comprehensive 
way Avicenna’s refutation of the traditional account of differentia, in order to explain his 
preference for alternative definitions of this predicable in his other logical works. The 
exegetical problems posed by Porphyry’s definition of differentia, and the Greek and Arabic 
commentators’ ensuing discussions, provide the context in which Avicenna elaborates 
his refutation. Against this background, it will be argued that Avicenna is carrying out a 
refutation of the account of differentia first advanced by Porphyry and later adopted by 
the contemporary Peripatetic commentators active in Baghdad, in his effort to achieve a 
consistent interpretation of Aristotle’s claims on differentia.
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