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Professor Spade, Sycamore Hall 122.

Class meetings

MW 2:30–3:45 p.m., Ballantine Hall 208.

Office Hours

MW 10:15–11:30 a.m. You can try to call my office at xxxxxxxx, but it won't do you a bit of
good, since I have my telephone unhooked in self-defense. A better bet is to call the main
departmental office at xxxxxxxx and one of the office staff can leave a note in my mailbox. But
the absolutely best way to get in touch with me outside office hours is by e-mail:
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx. I check that several times a day.

General policy on office hours: You don't need an appointment during the posted times; just
come on by. If your schedule doesn't fit mine, I can generally arrange other times (within reason)
on Mondays and Wednesdays, and sometimes on Fridays, and will be happy to do so, but they do
need to be arranged. (Again, e-mail is the best way to set up such an arrangement, or just speak
to me after lecture to set up a time.)

Oncourse

I will be making essential use of the University's Oncourse facilities for this course. Log in at
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx with your regular IU username and password.

Depending on whether you are enrolled in this course as an undergraduate or as a graduate student, you will
see (among your other Oncourse pages) two tabs at the top of the screen:

Either FA09 BL PHIL P401 11962 (for undergraduates) or FA09 BL PHIL P515 29794 (for graduate
students); and
FA09 BL PHIL P401 C11662. This is a combined site I have set up for this course. Everything will
take place here. If you go to the other site, you will be redirected to this one.

Note: It is a little-known fact that you can customize the tabs you see at the top of the page on
Oncourse. After logging in, click on the "My Workspace" tab, then on "Preferences" in the
menubar on the left, and then on the "Customize Tabs" link across the top of the window. Follow
the instructions.

On the Oncourse site you will find:

This Syllabus.
Important announcements about this course, posted as we go along.
An email archive, where you can view messages from me or your classmates relevant to this course.
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You can send email to xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx and it will be automatically forwarded to all
members of this class and deposited in the email archive for later viewing. (Porphyry is one of the first
main figures we will be talking about in this class.) Note that this feature is to be used only for matters
relevant to this class. If you abuse it and start sending random emails to everybody, I'll have to
reconfigure the utility so that only I can send mail through it.
An "Assignments" utility, where you will submit your examinations and papers for this course in
digital format.
A quiz-taking utility, for weekly quizzes as described below. (Click on the "Original Test and Survey"
link in the menubar on the left of your screen.)
A "Post'Em" grade-reporting utility, where you can see your running grades for this course: quiz
grades, examination grades, paper grades, comments, etc. (Note: I have to upload these grades
manually from my Excel spreadsheet gradebook. So there will be some lag-time between, say, taking a
quiz and seeing the results posted here.) I am not using the Oncourse "Gradebook" utility, which I find
too restrictive for my purposes.
A "Resources" folder. Lots of important things will be deposited here. These will include information
about books on reserve for us at the Wells Library, several articles and papers in PDF format, copies of
all class handouts (including this Syllabus), and whatever other amazing and unpredictable things I
come up with.

You will be expected to keep up with what's happening on this Oncourse site.

Required texts

Paul Vincent Spade, trans., Five Texts on the Mediaeval problem of Universals: Porphyry, Boethius,
Abelard, Duns Scotus, Ockham. (Hackett.) A set of translations.
Thomas Aquinas , On Being and Essence , Armand Maurer, trans., 2nd ed. (Pontifical Institute of
Mediaeval Studies.)
Paul Vincent Spade, History of the Problem of Universals in the Middle Ages: Notes and Texts. A
"course pack" containing additional additional notes on the materials translated in Five Texts (above),
plus several further translations. This will be available at
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx. The price is $29.90 + sales
tax.

Scope of the course

This course will investigate in detail the history of the problem of universals in the Middle Ages, together
with the issues that go along with that. Such other issues include:

The problem of "individuation."
Epistemological questions concerning the formation of general concepts.

Authors to be treated include (more or less in chronological order):

Porphyry,
Boethius,
Odo of Tournai,
Fridugisus,
William of Champeaux,
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Gilbert of Poitiers,
Peter Abelard,
Clarenbald of Arras,
Avicenna,
Thomas Aquinas,
John Duns Scotus,
Walter Burley,
Walter Chatton,
William of Ockham.

Other such household names will be treated in passing, and of course the ghosts of Plato and Aristotle will
haunt the classroom all semester.

The discussion will stress the historical facts and details about these people and their views (oh yes, lots and
lots of facts and details!), as well as their philosophical merits and demerits. I hope to surprise you by
showing that there are plenty of philosophical merits to views that may at first seem just wild and that you
initially have no sympathy for at all.

Presuppositions

Although a knowledge of Latin would certainly be nice in this course (as in all other aspects of your life
too—sigh!), particularly when it comes to broadening your range of possible paper topics, it is not in any way
needed or expected. All required readings will be in English, as will the lectures, for that matter. Like all
advanced courses in philosophy, this one will presuppose a fair background in philosophy generally.
Nevertheless, I welcome students from the Medieval Studies Program who do not have any special expertise
in philosophy. You may have to scramble in parts of the course, but you will have the enormous advantage of
already being familiar with much of the medieval context that will pose an initial obstacle to
non-medievalists. In short, I plan to be flexible and make the course beneficial to a wide range of advanced
students with varying backgrounds. (On the other hand, undergraduates with no background at all in
philosophy should not even think about registering for this course. If in doubt, please consult with me.)

Auditors

Subject to the availability of seats (the paying customers of course get priority), active auditors are also
welcome. (An "active" auditor is defined as one who attends class faithfully, does the reading, and takes full
part in the class in every way except for examinations and the paper.) Passive auditors (defined as "dead
wood") are invited to go audit some other course in the department. I will be happy to help you select such a
course in the privacy of my office.

Benefits of the course

This course will make you wise beyond your years, reduce your time in Purgatory (if any), and guarantee
success in all the things that really matter. It will cure myopia, prevent balding, mend broken bones and even
prevent their breaking in the first place! What other course can make such a claim?

As an additional benefit, graduate students in Philosophy may count this as a course in “medieval
philosophy” for the Department’s graduate distribution requirements. It has also been pre-approved by the
Metaphysics & Epistemology committee as counting for distribution in that area. (But you can’t count it for
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both at once.)

Course requirements

This course will focus on a number of unfamiliar authors, which means there are many things to keep
straight. In order to satisfy myself that you have kept them straight, I will schedule a series of weekly
20-point quizzes over matters of terminology, points of theory and other such nuts and bolts. Having verified
that you know what you're talking about, I will ask you actually to go ahead and talk about it on essay-type
mid-term and final examinations and a term paper on some topic relevant to the people and theories we will
be treating. Students taking this course under the graduate P515 number will be expected to write
appropriately more ambitious term papers and examinations.

On-line submissions

All written work for this class—quizzes, examinations, term-papers—will be submitted in digital format
through the Oncourse "Assignments" utility. There are several advantages to doing this:

All submissions are time-and-date stamped, so there is absolutely no question when something was
turned in.
I can download your papers and examinations, grade them by inserting comments directly into the
files, and return the graded versions to the "Assignments" utility. This way, both you the student and I
the instructor have complete copies of everything submitted and returned.

In the past, I have sometimes had the students themselves submit their written work (except for quizzes) to
Turnitin.com, an online plagiarism-checking service. That proved to be complicated, and some students
seemed to be unable to manage it. So I am not doing it that way this time. Instead, this semester you will
submit examinations and term-papers to the "Assignments" utility on Oncourse. See below for important
information about how to do this.

But make no mistake about it: Even though I am not having students submit their papers directly to the
Turnitin.com plagiarism-checking site this semester, I will routinely submit all all examinations and
term-papers to that service for checking. I won't wait until I get suspicious; I will submit everything.

The examinations and term papers will be subject to a late-penatly as described below.

Important Information

It is your responsibility to make sure your examinations and your term paper get submitted through the
Oncourse “Assignments” utility in timely fashion, not my responsibility to make some accommodation if you
can’t figure it out or do something wrong. In other words, don’t tell me “I thought I had submitted it in time,
but when I went back later it wasn’t there.” Once you’ve successfully submitted it, you will receive an email
from Oncourse confirming your submission. Make sure you get that email, and save it. If you don’t get it,
you’ve done something wrong. That email is your “proof of submission.” Don’t lose it or delete it. (Note:
Once you’ve submitted your examination or paper, you can go back to the Oncourse “Assignments” utility.
There under the list of assignments, you will see a notice in the “status” column by this assignment, saying
“Submitted” followed by the date and time of submission.)

Prepare your examination or paper using your favorite word-processor. (Preferably Microsoft Word, but I can
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usually convert from other formats if necessary.) When you’re ready to submit it, go to our Oncourse page
and click on “Assignments” in the menubar on the left of your screen. Then click on the correct assignment
from the list. Scroll down to the bottom of the page and click on the “Add attachments” button.

Then click on the “Upload local file” button. Locate the file on whatever computer you’re using, and select it.
(Note: You’ll also see a bunch of things further down on your screen, under a “Select a resource” section.
Unless you’ve been saving drafts of your paper somewhere else on the Oncourse system, this will be
irrelevant to you. If you try to upload something you see there, it’ll probably work, but it won’t do you a bit
of good if it’s not the relevant item.)

After your file has been uploaded, it isn’t submitted yet. You will see the filename immediately below an
“Items to attach” bar on your screen. Click on the “Continue” button. You’ll be taken back to the page for the
particular assignment you're doing. Scroll down to the bottom again, and you’ll see the file you just uploaded
under the label “Attachments.” If you’ve uploaded the wrong file, or if you need to upload more, use the
“Add/remove attachments” button as needed.

Once you’ve got everything the way you want it, click the “Submit” button. But you’re not done! An alert
will show up telling you that if you proceed, there’s no going back. (This is just a particularly alarming way
of saying there’s no way to “unsubmit” something.) If everything is OK, verify it by clicking on the “Submit”
button at the bottom of your screen. You will see a “Submission confirmation” page. Click the “OK” button
and you’re done. (Don’t forget to look for that email confirmation you’ll be getting.)

My experience is that people sometimes omit the last step, described in the preceding paragraph. Be warned!
It's your responsibility.

Quizzes

This material is very jargony, technical and full of subtle distinctions. It is absolutely necessary, therefore, to
be sure we have all that stuff straight. And it necessary to do this as we go along, not in one big rush right
before the end of the semester.

Accordingly, there will be a series of weekly twenty-point quizzes, beginning the second week of classes.
There will a total of eleven of them. To take them, go to Oncourse and click on the "Original Test and
Survey" link in the menubar on the left of your screen. You will be able to take any "currently active" quiz,
and to go back and look at your results afterwards.)

The quizzes will be available to take any time between Wednesday 3:45 p.m. (the end of class) and the
following Sunday midnight (technically, Monday morning at 0:00 a.m.). You can take each quiz only once,
but you can spend as long as you like on it. You can access the quiz and print it out, if you wish, before you
actually submit it. (But be sure you don't actually submit it prematurely; you only get one shot!) You can use
your texts, notes and any other resources at your disposal (including talking to one another)—in fact, I hope
you do. In short, there is virtually no way to cheat on these quizzes (short of having someone else take it
pretending to be you). Their purpose is not to be tricky or hard, but simply to verify that you have mastered
the nuts and bolts of the material.

The first such quiz will start on Wednesday, September 9, at 3:45 p.m., and will be available to take until
Sunday, September 13, midnight.

Each of the quizzes will be of a quite “objective” type, over matters of terminology and the details pertinent
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to understanding this material. By “objective,” I mean “multiple-choice” and “true/false,” short answer, and
an occasional fill-in-the-blank. If you ask how I can dare to give an “objective” quiz in a philosophy course,
for heaven’s sake, the answer is: It’s easy! I ask the questions and you give me the answers, that’s how.

Mid-Term Examination

The mid-term examination will be submitted to the Oncourse "Assignments" utility. Questions for the
mid-term will be distributed in class on Wednesday, October 14. (There will be no quiz that week.) Your
completed examination is due online by the start of class the following Wednesday, October 21, 2:30 p.m.
There will be a late-penalty, as described below.

Term paper

The term paper will be due in the  Oncourse "Assignments" utility by the beginning of class on Monday,
November 30, 2:30 p.m. (This is right after the Thanksgiving break. But of course you will have been
working on your paper since long before the break.) There will be a late-penalty, as described below. Papers
not submitted online in this way will not be accepted.

Final Examination

On Monday, December 7, I will distribute questions for the final exmination. Your completed examinations
may be submitted to the Oncourse "Assignments" utility any time after that, but are in any case due by
Friday, December 18, by 2:45 p.m. Please note the odd time. This is the beginning of the final examination
period reserved for this course. They will be subject to a late penalty, as described below. No final
examinations, and no late anything, will be accepted after Friday, December 18, 4:45 p.m., the end of the
final examination period for this class. If it isn't submitted by then, tough; the course is over!

Grades

Your course grade will be figured on the basis of four components: (1) quizzes (20%), (2) mid-term
examination (25%), (3) term paper (35%), and (4) final examination (20%). Here's how it will work:

First, I will tally up your total number of points (that is, the total number you got right) on all the
quizzes, discarding your lowest quiz grade. (This allows you to miss one quiz, or to do badly on it.
Please understand: This is not a "freebie." It is designed to allow you get ill, or to have something
unexpected come up. If you miss your one quiz early in the semester, don't expect get another one
dropped if some emergency arises.) This total I will call your "raw" quiz score.

1. 

I will then take the top two such raw quiz scores and average them together. This average will be what I
call the “base” score. This “base score” will count as 100% of the quiz-component of your final course
grade. What I will call your “adjusted quiz score” will be calculated as simply a percentage of this base
score.

2. 

For example, the absolute maximum number of possible quiz points is 220 points (11 quizzes x 20 points
each). Discarding your lowest quiz score (a quiz not taken counts as a zero), the maximum possible "raw"
score is 200. If your own raw score is 175, and the two highest raw scores in the class are 190 and 180, say, I
will take the average of 190 and 180—which comes out to 185—as the "base score." So 185 points = 100%
on the quiz component. Your own "adjusted quiz score" will therefore be 175/185, or 94.59%. I'll round that
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up to 95%. The purpose of taking the average of the top two raw scores in the class as the "base" score is to
provide some protection in case  some of the quizzes are just too hard.

3. Your term paper and each question on your mid-term and final examinations will be given a letter grade.
After adjusting for any late penalty that may be due, these letters will be converted to numerical values
according to the following table:

Table 1

A+ = 100%  B  = 85%  C- = 72%  F+ = 58%*

A  =  97%  B- = 82%  D+ = 68%  F  =  0%

A- =  92%  C+ = 78%  D  = 64%

B+ =  88%  C  = 75%  D- = 62%

* Note: Don’t laugh at an F+. If you turn in an otherwise B+ paper late,
it’s perfectly possible to get an F+ on it. It’s worth more than half an A+!
So be grateful.

4. The mid-term and final examinations may require you to write on more than one question each. Your
overall grade on the examination will will be simply the average of the numerical grades for the questions on
it.

5. Finally, I will calculate:

(20% x “adjusted quiz score”) + (25% x mid-term examination) + (35% x
term-paper) + (20% x final examination)

and convert the final percentage so derived back into a letter-grade according to the table below:

Table 2

100–94% = A  83–80% = B-  69–67% = D+
 93–90% = A- 79–77% = C+  66–64% = D
 89–87% = B+ 76–74% = C   63–60% = D-
 86–84% = B  73–70% = C-  59–0%  = F

and that will be the grade you get for the course.

In all these calculations, I will round any fractions of exactly .5 in your favor. (In figuring your "adjusted"
quiz score, it is to your advantage for me to round up; in figuring the "base" score, it is to your advantage for
me to round down.)

Please read over these procedures so that you understand them. They're not as mysterious as they perhaps
look. There will be no exceptions to them.

Additional rules

Here are some further rules and regulations about the course:

In order to pass the course, you must turn in the mid-term and final examinations and the
term paper. It is perfectly possible to pass the course (although not very gracefully) with a
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failing paper or examination, but it will not be possible to pass it without doing them. You don't
strictly speaking have to take any of the quizzes, but if you don't the absolute maximum final
course grade you can get is 80% = B–, and that's assuming you get an A+ on everything else!

Late penalty for papers and examinations

Late papers, mid-terms and final examinations will be penalized one letter grade per day or
fraction thereof. (For this purpose, a day is a twenty-four hour period starting at the moment the
paper or examination is due.) Late final examinations will not be accepted after the end of the
final examiantion period: 4:45 p.m. on Friday, December 18. In other words, if you turn in your
final after 2:45 p.m., it's penalized a letter. After 4:45 p.m., it's not accepted—and you fail (see
the preceding rule).

There will be no "Incompletes" in this class.

Tentative schedule of events

Note: The schedule of readings and when we are going to discuss what is very tentative (particularly as we
get toward the end of the semester). But basically, we will start with a once-over introduction to the problems
this class will be discussing. After that, we will proceed more or less chronologically, starting with Porphyry's
Isagoge, translated in Spade, Five Texts. (Read this in conjunction with the additional notes on it in the course
packet.) The general pattern will be this: we will talk closely about a particular text for a while, and then
"come up for air" to see what we've learned and what progress, if any, has been made on the theoretical
problems. The list of people given above provides a rough chronological ordering, and we will follow that.
(Note: That's not strictly correct. Avicenna is out of order in the above listing, but we will talk about him
where he is listed, since that's when he starts being influential in Europe.)

The following table shows only the "formal" dates for the class, the dates when things happen and are due.

M AUG 31 Introductory lecture, getting started: "What Is the Problem of Universals Anyway, and
Why You Should Care." (Note: Although I bill this as "introductory," it is an absolutely essential
lecture.)

W SEP 2
M SEP 7
W SEP 9 Quiz 1 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Sept. 13.
M SEP 14
W SEP 16 Quiz 2 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Sept.
20.
M SEP 21
W SEP 23 Quiz 3 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Sept.
27.
M SEP 28
W SEP 30 Quiz 4 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Oct. 4.

M OCT 5
W OCT 7 Quiz 5 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Oct. 11.
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M OCT 12
W OCT 14 Mid-term examination questions distributed in class and on-line. No quiz this week.
M OCT 19
W OCT 21 Mid-terms due by 2:30 p.m., the start of class. Quiz 6 is available from 3:45 p.m. It is
due by midnight, Sunday, Oct. 25.
M OCT 26
W OCT 28 Quiz 7 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Nov. 1.

M NOV 2
W NOV 4 Quiz 8 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Nov. 8.
M NOV 9
W NOV 11 Quiz 9 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Nov.
15.
M NOV 16
W NOV 18 Quiz 10 is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight, Sunday, Nov.
22.
M NOV 23
W NOV 25 Thanksgiving holiday. No class. No quiz.
M NOV 30 Term papers due on Oncourse by 2:30 p.m., the start of class.

W DEC 2 Quiz 11 (the last quiz) is available from 3:45 p.m. on Oncourse. It is due by midnight,
Sunday, Dec. 6.
M DEC 7 Questions for the final examination will be distributed in class and on-line.
W DEC 9 Last class meeting. No quiz this week.
F DEC 18 Final examination due by 2:45 p.m. Please note the odd time. No late work will be
accepted after 4:45 p.m.

Miscellaneous policies

About missed classes. Whether or not you come to class is entirely up to you. (For that matter, whether or not
you get a degree from IU is entirely up to you.) If you miss one or more classes for any reason (good or bad,
it doesn't matter), please get the notes from one of your fellow students. If you don't know anyone else in the
class, get acquainted; they're generally nice folks. Don't expect me to repeat the lecture for you in a private,
command performance in my office, or to give you a run-down on the contents of the lecture by e-mail. And
above all, do not under any circumstances ask to borrow my lecture notes. I'll be happy to talk with
students who do not understand the material, or who just want to discuss things further. But that presupposes
that you've taken the trouble to get the material first.

Finally, here is the course policy on academic dishonesty: Anyone found guilty of academic dishonesty on
examinations, quizzes or papers for this course will fail the course and a report will be filed with Dean of
Students identifying the "F" as having been given for academic misconduct. (Such "Fs" are not removable by
the "FX" policy.) If I have reason to think you are guilty of academic dishonesty, I will ask you to come to
my office (or to some neutral corner) and will confront you with the evidence. Academic dishonesty includes
presenting, as your own, work that is not in fact your own, whether you take it from another student, from a
library book, from the Web or wherever. (It also includes knowingly allowing your own work to be
misrepresented in this way as some other student’s work.) Cunningly rewording someone else’s work, in
order to disguise what you are doing, does not make any difference; it’s still academic dishonesty if the
thoughts behind it are not your own. When in doubt, always cite your sources! It’s infinitely better to produce
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something totally unoriginal and say so outright than it is to turn in the very same thing and pretend it’s your
own. The former will probably earn you a mediocre grade on that piece of work; the latter will earn you a
non-removable “F” in the course.

The University Faculty Council and Board of Trustees have adopted certain procedures and safeguards
governing disciplinary action in cases of academic misconduct. See the Code of Student Rights,
Responsibilities and Conduct, especially Part III: "Student Misconduct" and Part IV: "Student Disciplinary
Procedures." Copies of the code are available in the Office of Student Ethics and Anti-Harassment Programs
(705 E. 7th St.). It is also available online at:

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx.

If you plan to engage in this sort of behavior, I urge you to familiarize yourself with these materials; I've had
lots of practical experience with them. For a discussion of my views on this, see
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx on our Oncourse site.
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There is a variety of materials available for this course in the Reserves Collection at the Wells Library, Room
E044 (downstairs, on the same level as the cafeteria). Here you will find books I have placed on reserve for
this course. You are not expected to read all these things, although that would of course be great. I put them
on reserve so that they will be available for you to consult as needed while you are writing your paper, and
won't be checked out. They may be used there in the reserves room or checked out for four hours, which is
ample time for you to copy the parts you need. (Note: These are not Ereserves.) 

Marilyn McCord Adams, William Ockham, rev. ed., 2 vols. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1989). (B765 .O34 A62 1989, vols. 1–2.) The definitive study of Ockham.
Don't do anything on Ockham without consulting this book. (Note: Always use the 1989
[revised] edition if possible. The original [1987] edition was riddled with serious typographical
and cross-referential errors that substantially limited its usability. Our library has both editions,
but I have asked that the 1989 edition be put on reserves.)
Boethius. Tractates, De consolatione philosophiae, H. F. Stewart and E. K. Rand, ed. & trans.,
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1918.) (PA 6165 .B7 1973.) ("The Loeb Classical
Library.") Note: A complete set of "The Loeb Classical Library" is on permanent reserve in the
Reference Room (not to be confused with the "Reserves Collection") in the Main Library.
Jeffrey E. Brower and Kevin Guilfoy, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Abelard (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004). (B765 .A24 C36 2004.) From this, the following articles
may be relevant for you:

Klaus Jacobi, "Philosophy of Language," pp. 126–57.
Peter King, "Metaphysics," pp. 65 –125.

Hester Goodenough Gelber, Logic and the Trinity: A Clash of Values in Scholastic Thought,
1300–1335, 2 vols., (Ph.D. dissertation: University of Wisconsin, 1974). (BT 109 .G44 1974a.)
This is a famous dissertation, discussing the formal distinction. As the title indicates, this
approach is from the point of view of Trinitarian theory, so you may find it pretty difficult unless
your theological muscles are in tone. Although most of what Gelber says is thoroughly reliable,
you may want to look at Adams, "Ockham on Identity and Distinction," "Ockham's Nominalism
and Unreal Entities," and "Universals in the Early Fourteenth Century" for some criticisms of
particular detail. (Copies of these three papers may be found in the "Resources" section of our
Oncourse site, in the subfolder "Articles (Bibliography).") Note: My copy of Gelber's
dissertation, which I got from University Microfilms directly, is in two volumes. But IUCAT
gives only one call number. (Perhaps they rebound it.) So I don't know whether it will appear on
the shelves as one or two volumes. Be aware.
Jorge J. E. Gracia, Introduction to the Problem of Individuation in the Early Middle Ages,
(Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1984.) (BD394 .G7 1984.) Excellent
study, including Boethius (and not just from his Commentary on Porphyry), Eriugena, Odo of
Tournais (note: not Odo of Tours, as Gracia has it), the School of Chartres, and Abelard. (Note:
There is a second edition of this, but I think our library has only the first edition.)
Peter Overton King, Peter Abailard and the Problem of Universals, 2 vols., (Ph.D. dissertation:
Princeton University, 1982.) (B765 .A24K56 1982a vols. 1–2.) Important dissertation. Contains
a great deal of material on the period before Abelard (= Abailard) too. Volume 2 contains a
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number of translations you may be interested in, although they are often pretty rough.
Norman Kretzmann, et al., ed. The Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980.) (B721. C35.) Many articles will be of interest,
but pay special attention to Adam's excellent:

Marilyn McCord Adams, "Universals in the Early Fourteenth Century," in Kretzmann, et
al., Chap. 20, pp. 411–39. Superb article, covering Scotus, Ockham, Burley, Harclay, and
Chatton.

Peter Abelard, The Story of Abelard's Adversities, J. T. Muckle, trans., (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1964). (PA8201 .H4 1964.) Contains some material relevant to
Abelard's disputes with William of Champeaux.
Paul Vincent Spade, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Ockham, (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1999). (B765 .O 34 C36 1999.) The following papers are relevant to our
course:

Paul Vincent Spade, "Ockham's Nominalist Metaphysics: Some Main Themes," pp.
100–17.
Gyula Klima, "Ockham's Semantics and Ontology of the Categories," pp. 118–42.
Eleonore Stump, "The Mechanisms of Cognition: Ockham on Mediating Species," pp.
168–203. Relevant for its account of Aquinas's theory of abstraction.

Thomas Aquinas, Faith, Reason and Theology: Questions I–IV of His Commentary on the De
Trinitate of Boethius, Armand Maurer, trans., (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies,
1987). (BT 110 .B65 T344.)
Martin M. Tweedale, Abailard on Universals, (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1976). (B765 .A24
T86.) You should know about this volume. In my opinion, there are serious faults with
Tweedale's account—not so much with his textual interpretation as with his assessment of what it
all comes to. Still, you can learn an awful lot from this book. See my review of it.
William of Ockham, Ockham's Theory of Terms: Part 1 of the Summa logicae, Michael J. Loux,
trans., (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1974. (BC60 .O 1613.) The
translation here leaves a lot to be desired, in my judgment, but it is the only complete one
available of this part of the Summa logicae. But there are two introductory studies of interest:

Michael J. Loux, "The Ontology of William of Ockham," pp. 1–21. Excellent account.
Michael J. Loux, "Ockham on Generality," pp. 23–46. Pretty good study at the time, but
it's now dated and, in my judgment, demonstrably false.

Thomas Williams, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Duns Scotus, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003). (B765 .D74 C35 2003.) The following articles in it are relevant to our
course:

Peter King, "Scotus on Metaphysics," pp. 15–68.
Timothy B. Noone, "Universals and Individuation," pp. 100–28.

John F. Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Godfrey of Fontaines: A Study in Late Thirteenth-
Century Philosophy, (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1981). (B765
.G594 W56.) Godfrey was a rough contemporary of Scotus, and of considerable importance.
Wippel's superb book discusses not only Godfrey himself, but also a number of other people
around him—people you will hear about in this course. Chap. 9 is on the principle of
individuation. You can learn a tremendous amount from this book, whether you're interested in
Godfrey of Fontaines or not. (I venture to say most of you are at least not antecedently interested
in Godfrey!)
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I have posted PDF copies of several articles and passages in the "Resources" folder of our Oncourse site, in
the subfolder "Articles (Bibliography)." Full bibliographical information about each item (often with a little
comment of my own about the article or passage) may be found by passing your mouse over the little blue "i"
after the title.

Here are some links to other sites where you can find lots of things relevant to this course:

Mediaeval Logic and Philosophy, my main professional site. Click on the "Download" link to find,
among other things:

Joseph Owens, Reportatio: The Essential and Accidental Character of Being in St. Thomas
Aquinas, and the Historical Controversy Surrounding the Problem of the Real Distinction, John
R. Catan, ed. A set of notes put together by the students of Joseph Owens, from a course taught
in the Michaelmas semester, 1956-57, at the Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, Toronto.
Paul Vincent Spade, "Boethius against Universals: The Arguments in the Second Commentary on
Porphyry". A paper of mine on the part of Boethius's Second Commentary on Porphyry where he
presents the case against universals. The paper discusses: (a) where Boethius got his famous
three-part description of a universal as something present as a whole, simultaneously and in
some appropriate metaphysically intimate way to several things at once, (b) the curious and
little-explored "infinite regress" argument contained in the passage, and (c) the overall structure
of the passage, how the various arguments are related to one another. We will discuss some of the
contents of this paper in class.
Paul Vincent Spade, History of the Problem of Universals in the Middle Ages: Notes and Texts.
The required course-packet for this course. This is the version I used twelve years ago, in the Fall
of 1994. But, apart from the title page, the actual contents are the same.
Paul Vincent Spade, "The Warp and Woof of Metaphysics: How to Get Started on Some Big
Themes". This is an updated (and on-line) version of a "handout" - by now a full-fledged "paper"
- that I first prepared many years ago for use in some of my classes. It seems to have proved
useful over the years, and so I am sharing it with you. I felt the need to prepare such a handout
because I came to realize that students - graduate as well as even the best undergraduates - often
find a broadly "Aristotelian" approach to metaphysical issues utterly baffling to them, even after
they learn to "make the moves." That is, even after they get to the point of being able to predict
with some accuracy what various authors were likely to say on a given issue, they often don't
really see what motivates such views and why anyone would take them seriously. The handout
seems to have helped get past this problem and to supply some missing motivation and
orientation. Fair warning : A lot of the picture I develop in this paper is painted in very broad
strokes. Specialists will find much to cavil over: I skip important qualifications, lump quite
disparate things together under a common heading, ignore certain controversial points in the
literature, and so on. But the paper is not addressed primarily to specialists (although I hope that
even the most hardened scholar can find something useful here). It's addressed to two kinds of
people: (a) those who need to be shown why and how the issues I discuss here are really
interesting and even fun, and (b) those who already know that but just want to be reminded why.
So, take it or leave it. We will discuss some of the contents of this paper in class. (Note:
Experience tells me that, nowadays, people don't seem to know what the phrase "warp and woof"
refers to. It's an allusion to weaving. The warp are the threads that run lengthwise, and the woof
are the threads that run crosswise. The expression as a whole something like the "basic
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structure"of something.)
Paul Vincent Spade, A Survey of Mediaeval Philosophy, Version 2.0 (August 29, 1985) —
interim. This is the document popularly (and unofficially) known as "The Course in the Box," for
reasons explained in the document itself. It is a set of lecture notes, handouts and other materials
I have used over the years in teaching survey courses in mediaeval philosophy at various levels.
The package has circulated freely in printed form since 1985, and previous versions since before
that. An updated version (Version 3.0 beta) is under way, and from time to time I will distribute
pieces of it in class. But this is the full version of the most recent complete version.

The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. An online encyclopedia with several good articles relevant
to this course. Among them:

Jeffrey Brower, "Medieval Theories of Relations." This may be of relevance to you.
Alessandro Conti, "Johannes Sharpe." Sharpe was a late figure, a follower of Wyclif. We won't
be talking about him in class, but is is certainly fair game for a paper.
Alessandro Conti, "John Wyclif." A late-fourteenth century realist.
Alessandro Conti, "Paul of Venice." A very late-fourteenth century follower of both Scotus and
Wyclif.
Alessandro Conti, "Robert Alyngton." A late follower of Wyclif.
Alessandro Conti, "Walter Burley." Burley was terribly influential on later medieval realism.
Alessandro Conti, "William Penbygull." Another late follower of Wyclif.
Richard Cross, "Medieval Theories of Haecceity." Haecceity = "thisness," as a principle of
individuation.
Eyjólfur Emilsson, "Porphyry."
Russell Friedman, "Peter Auriol." Auriol was shortly before Ockham.
Markus Führer, "Albert the Great." Albert was the teacher of Thomas Aquinas.
Jorge Gracia and Lloyd Newton, "Medieval Theories of the Categories."
Kevin Guilfoy, "John of Salisbury."
Kevin Guilfoy, "William of Champeaux."
Maarten Hoenen, "Marsilius of Inghen." Marsilius was late-fourteenth century.
Rondo Keele, "Walter Chatton." Chatton was importantly influential on Ockham. (I'm proud to
see Rondo Keele wrote his dissertation on Chatton a few years ago, under my direction.)
Peter King, "Peter Abelard." An excellent article.
Gyula Klima, "The Medieval Problem of Universals." About as relevant to this course as you can
get.
John Marenbon, "Boethius." Boethius, of course, is central to our story.
Ralph McInerny and John O'Callaghan "Saint Thomas Aquinas." There's not a lot of detailed
material here on universals, but this is a good place to start if you want a general orientation on
Aquinas.
Tim Noone and R. E. Houser, "Saint Bonaventure." Bonaventure was an almost exact
contemporary of Aquinas.
Robert Pasnau, "Peter John Olivi." Second half of the thirteenth century.
Paul Vincent Spade, "Binarium famosissimum [= most famous pair]." The alleged "pairing" of
twin doctrines in the Middle Ages, universal hylomorphism and plurality of forms.
Paul Vincent Spade, "Medieval Philosophy." A general overview of the period, with lots of links
to other articles in the Encyclopedia.
Eileen Sweeney, "Literary Forms of Medieval Philosophy." This may be of use in helping you
read some of these very unfamiliar texts.
Thomas Williams, "John Duns Scotus." Scotus, of course, is one of the "biggies."
John Wippel, "Godfrey of Fontaines." An important figure at the very end of the thirteenth
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century.
Jack Zupko, "John Buridan." Buridan was an extremely important and influential nominalist in
the early-fourteenth century.
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Chapter 2: Methodological 
Considerations 

his chapter might well be subtitled “Why study the history of phi-
losophy anyway? What do you hope to get out of it?” I want to dis-
tinguish two main approaches to the history of philosophy, both of 

which I reject. (The second one has two subdivisions.) Then I’ll tell you how I 
think it should be done. 

A. First view: The “who thought of it first” approach 

A wonderfully explicit example of this first view is to be found in Kneale 
and Kneale’s The Development of Logic1: 

But our primary purpose has been to record the first appearances of 
those ideas which seem to us most important in the logic of our 
own day. 

On this approach, the primary reason for doing the history of philosophy is 
to trace the first implicit glimmerings of the philosophical views we all now know 
are the correct ones. Hence we hear a lot about “anticipations” of this and that.2 
On the other hand, it’s not clear just what difference any of this makes, why any-
one should care. With this approach, there seems to be no serious motive for 
studying the history of philosophy in the first place. If there is no more to it than 
this, the history of philosophy will be of interest only to the antiquarian, the fact 
collector, the mental litterbug. 

Perhaps there is more involved, however — although not much more. The 
“who thought of it first” approach can in many cases be correctly regarded as an 
application to the history of philosophy, in particular, of that more general ap-
proach to history sometimes called “Whig interpretation,” aptly defined by Her-
bert Butterfield as3 

1 William and Martha Kneale, The Development of Logic, p. v. 
2 I once heard a philosophical address that described this approach — with appropriate 

disdain, I thought —  as “how Plato invented the atom bomb.” 
3 Herbert Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History, p. v. See also the discussion in 

David Hackett Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies, p. 139. 

T 
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the tendency in many authors to write on the side of Protestants 
and Whigs, to praise revolutions provided they have been success-
ful, to emphasise certain principles of progress in the past and to 
produce a story which is the ratification if not the glorification of 
the present. 

After all, if there is one thing the history of philosophy ought to teach us, 
it is that nowadays we have all the right answers! 

B. Second view: Despoiling the Egyptians 

The second main approach I will call the “despoiling the Egyptians” ap-
proach. The phrase refers to the passage in Exodus, where the Israelites are being 
led out of Egypt and God gives them permission to take with them (to “borrow,” 
as the old King James version rather delicately put it) whatever they can carry4: 

The people of Israel had also done as Moses told them, for they 
had asked of the Egyptians jewelry of silver and of gold, and cloth-
ing; and the Lord had given the people favor in the sight of the 
Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. Thus they 
despoiled the Egyptians. 

There are two forms of this view — or at least two that I want to distin-
guish here: 

1. The “ask someone who knows” approach

The idea here is that you set yourself certain problems you are interested
in, and then go look at the historical figures to see what they had to say about 
those problems. On this approach, you hear things like: “Those old folks were no 
fools. What they had to say on these questions is likely to be worth taking seri-
ously.” 

This approach at least has the virtue of showing some respect to your eld-
ers. But I still don’t like it. It will work only provided those old philosophers had 
anything at all to say about just exactly the questions you ask of them. In practice, 
though, it usually turns out that their interests were not exactly yours after all, 
their questions were slightly different, and their whole outlook on things strikes 
you as foreign enough that they are not much real help with the problems you ap-

4 Exod. 12:35–36 (RSV). My emphasis, of course. This theme of “despoiling the Egyp-
tians” became something of a trope in the Middle Ages, largely because Augustine used it to jus-
tify Christians’ taking whatever they can use from ancient pagan philosophy. See, his On Chris-
tian Doctrine II.xl.60. 
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proached them with. This should not surprise you. You were not really interested 
in their problems; you were interested only in your problems. Usually, you will 
end up either being just frustrated or else distorting the old philosophers’ doctrine 
to make them say something you can use. 

2. The “oh that reminds me” technique

The idea this time is that you use the historical texts to suggest views or 
answers to questions you are interested in. You approach the historical figures not 
for what they had to say about those questions, but for what you can find sug-
gested by what they did say. The most offhand remark can serve the role of sug-
gesting to you fantastically wonderful theories. A good example of this approach 
may be found in Hans G. Herzberger’s “Truth and Modality in Semantically 
Closed Languages.” This is a provocative and exciting paper on issues surround-
ing the Liar paradox, and the ideas in it were suggested to Herzberger in part by 
reading John Buridan’s own discussion of the Liar paradox. (Buridan was a four-
teenth-century Parisian philosopher of considerable importance and influence.) 
On the basis of this, Herzberger derives suggestions for a theory of three-valued 
semantics using Bochvar’s internal matrices and other such things. 

All this of course is admirable, to be sure, and there is no doubt that some 
very exciting things can come along this way. (I like Herzberger’s paper — I like 
it a lot!) But it is not really the history of philosophy at all, now is it? Historical 
accuracy doesn’t matter here; the only thing that’s important to you is the cata-
lytic effect history has on your own thinking. If an entry in the Manhattanville 
telephone book happened to have the same effect on you, it would have done just 
as well. 

C. My own view 

I reject all these as legitimate ways to approach the history of philosophy. 
In my view, the trouble with all of them is that they presuppose that the important 
philosophical problems and concepts are just the ones now in circulation. This is 
in the end why you are interested in who thought of it first, in what the old-timey 
philosophers had to say about this and that, and so on. 

In short, the assumption — to put it as neutrally as possible — is that if 
there is anything of value in the history of philosophy, it is of value only insofar 
as it is relevant to present-day philosophical issues, techniques and concepts. 

I say that assumption is false. What is of most value in the history of phi-
losophy is of value because it is not connected with current philosophical issues, 
techniques, concepts. 
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The problem with the approaches sketched earlier is that they all start off 
with a fixed set of questions and concepts, and never get beyond them. In effect, 
they are rigged from the outset to guarantee that one never learns anything really 
important from the history of philosophy. 

In my view, what should happen when you study the history of philosophy 
is that you come into contact with new techniques and concepts, points of view 
that are radically new to you, philosophical questions or issues you had never 
thought of or had never taken seriously before. The more foreign the philosophy 
is (provided you can get a handle on it at all), the better. Certainly, unless you 
have had a pretty remarkable philosophical background already, what you are 
about to see in this survey will serve this purpose very well. 

Hence, my approach to the history of philosophy I will call the Mind-
Expanding Approach, or the Consciousness-Raising Approach. (I also call it the 
Correct Approach.) 

On this approach, the basic reason for studying the history of philosophy 
is the same as the reason one should read the journal articles in one’s profession 
— and not just the articles on the very narrow topics one happens to be interested 
in at the moment. The reason is: to keep in touch, to stay familiar with all the 
things going on in the discipline, even those that may be quite alien to what you 
are primarily interested in personally, to make sure you do not get too narrow and 
parochial in your opinions. The fact that the authors of those journal articles are 
usually far away from us, both geographically and intellectually, is no reason not 
to read them. So too, the fact that philosophers of the past are dead and can no 
longer defend themselves doesn’t mean we can disregard them. 

This analogy is also revealing in another respect: in both cases, in the his-
tory of philosophy and in the journals, the yield per unit effort is very low. There 
is a great deal of wasted time, of reading things that aren’t worthwhile. But it’s 
crucial that we do it anyway, in order to keep our options open and our thinking 
alive. 

D. Consequences of my view 

This notion of how to appraoch the history of philosophy has some impor-
tant consequences: 

(i) It is not our task to reconstruct, to translate an old philosophical 
position into a more contemporary idiom. When Aquinas talks 
about the difference between essential and accidental predication, 
for instance, his point probably has very little to do with “predicate 
modifiers” in the modern sense (or “pred-mods,” as someone once 
tried to explain it to me). Such a translation is perhaps useful at a 
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very rudimentary level, and of course we all have to resort to it 
sometimes in practice, particularly when we are first encountering 
some baffling theory. But we should do it as sparingly as possible. 

In short, the approach I recommend rejects the sort of thing done, for in-
stance, by J. M. Findlay in The Philosophy of Hegel. Here Findlay interprets 
Hegel as making “linguistic recommendations” in the manner of Wittgenstein. 
This was the “contemporary idiom” when the book was written, so that reluctant 
readers were reassured about Hegel’s notoriously difficult philosophy. But while I 
suppose that’s a good result in principle, their reassurance was misplaced. Read-
ers ended up not really being reassured about Hegel, but only reassured about 
themselves. Once again, the past is viewed as mainly a ratification of the present. 

My point here is that studying the history of philosophy is a little like 
learning a foreign language. (In fact, it is a lot like learning a foreign language.) In 
both cases, if you have to translate before you understand, then you don’t really 
understand very well, you’ve not really mastered the material. 

(ii) We have to yield to the texts. We have to fight our biases and 
prejudices in reading the old philosophers. Hence the importance 
of reading widely in the historical literature, and above all of re-
reading often. 

This is not just a pep talk; on the contrary, it’s absolutely crucial. The ten-
dency is to read a passage and then go away to think about it. Before long, you 
come up with a view about what the author had in mind and begin to extrapolate 
on the basis of that view. We hear things like “Abelard would say thus and so 
about this or that.” I personally have done this many times, and then gone back to 
find that Abelard (or whoever it was) in fact had said the direct opposite, and that 
I had completely missed the point. What had happened of course is that, by going 
away and thinking about the text on my own, I had brought my own conceptual 
machinery into play instead of Abelard’s categories and ways of thinking. 

Of course I’m not suggesting you should not think about what you read. 
On the contrary, you have to think about it long and hard. But in such thinking 
there lies the danger of distorting the historical doctrine. You can minimize this 
kind of danger by making sure that you read more, and read again, and in general 
make sure that you read as much as you think! The idea is to check and double-
check your understanding of the material every step of the way. 

(iii) There is a third consequence of the approach I recommend. It 
implies that you have to be willing to do history, and not only phi-
losophy. That is, you have to be prepared to go to the library and 
get your hands dirty with real books; you have to care about get-
ting the facts straight. 
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Unlike many other branches of philosophy, in the history of philosophy it 
is frequently possible to tell whether you’ve got things right or not, and to tell by 
quite objective and universally recognized techniques; they are collectively called 
“scholarship.” Not everyone is good at it, of course, and even the best people will 
make silly mistakes sometimes. Furthermore, not all scholarly questions of inter-
pretation can be settled once and for all. Still, you have to be prepared for this 
kind of meticulous, detailed work, you have to recognize it as an important — in-
deed, absolutely essential — part of the enterprise, or else you should just stop 
pretending to have any interest in the history of philosophy at all. In short, you 
should stop reading right now! 

There is still a prejudice among some academic philosophers and graduate 
students of philosophy, a prejudice I suspect can be traced back to the heyday of 
logical positivism, with its disdain for (and general ignorance of) the history of 
philosophy. The prejudice used to be more common than, mercifully, it is now, 
but it has by no means disappeared. Whatever its origin, this prejudice holds that 
philosophers for some reason must be concerned with “the issues” in the abstract, 
and that therefore it doesn’t really make any difference what they say about the 
historical background of those issues. Worse, this prejudice holds that, since phi-
losophers must be concerned with “the issues” in the abstract, they must therefore 
positively scorn historical work of the scholarly, detailed kind — as though 
somehow one could not possibly be interested in, much less good at, doing both at 
once. 

To be sure, some academic philosophers, and for that matter many people 
in other fields, are simply not interested in the history of their discipline. That is 
no reflection on the historical enterprise, but rather on the breadth of their inter-
ests. Now it’s a free country, and it certainly isn’t my job to tell other people what 
they ought to be interested in. It is my job, however, if no one else will do it, to 
point out that people do not have some kind of divine right to play fast and loose 
with facts simply because they are not interested in them. “It’s OK! Don’t worry 
about a thing! Everything’s just fine. It doesn’t make any difference what I say. 
Why? Because I just don’t care!” It may be true that you don’t care, but that’s no 
defense for spreading falsehoods around. 

The odd thing is, some people in this “queen of the sciences” are not really 
sure just what to think about the historical facts of their discipline. They are per-
fectly willing to make claims about those facts, to describe certain views as “Pla-
tonic,” for instance, or to call certain doctrines “Aristotelian essentialism.” But, 
having made the historical claim, they then think it is somehow unfair, or beneath 
their professional dignity, for anyone to demand of them that those claims be true. 
After all, the real point is the philosophical one; the scholarly details we can leave 
to the pedants. 
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This attitude may be seen, for example, in the following justly famous 
passage from W. V. Quine. I quote at some length to give you the full flavor.5 

Perhaps I can evoke the appropriate sense of bewilderment 
as follows. Mathematicians may conceivably be said to be neces-
sarily rational and not necessarily two-legged; and cyclists neces-
sarily two-legged and not necessarily rational. But what of an indi-
vidual who counts among his eccentricities both mathematics and 
cycling? Is this concrete individual necessarily rational and contin-
gently two-legged or vice versa? Just insofar as we are talking ref-
erentially of the object, with no special bias toward a background 
grouping of mathematicians as against cyclists or vice versa, there 
is no semblance of sense in rating some of his attributes as neces-
sary and others as contingent. Some of his attributes count as im-
portant and others as unimportant, yes; some as enduring and oth-
ers as fleeting; but none as necessary or contingent. 

Curiously, a philosophical tradition does exist for just such 
a distinction between necessary and contingent attributes. It lives 
on in the terms ‘essence’ and ‘accident’, ‘internal relation’ and ‘ex-
ternal relation’. It is a distinction that one attributes to Aristotle 
(subject to contradiction by scholars, such being the penalty for at-
tributions to Aristotle). But, however, venerable the distinction, it 
is surely indefensible. 

Whether the view is in fact indefensible, or whether it is in fact even Aris-
totle’s,6 is something I don’t want to argue here. But notice the snide remark in 
the penultimate sentence. The suggestion there is that we can say what we like 
about Aristotle, because “scholars” on the topic will no doubt contradict whatever 
you say anyway; let’s not be bothered with them, and get on with the real phi-
losophical business at hand. In fact, of course, it’s just the reverse. Although there 
are many areas of uncertainty, “scholars” by and large are in remarkable agree-
ment about what Aristotle’s views were; it’s on the abstract philosophical issues 
that one is “subject to contradiction” almost no matter what one says! 

Such philosophical disdain for history is not something inherent in the na-
ture of the enterprise; it has to be learned. I said earlier that it is an attitude still to 

5 W. V. Quine, Word and Object, pp. 199–200. 
6 The fact that Aristotle quite explicitly accepts the notion of an “inseparable accident” 

might be enough to make you wonder about this attribution. See, for example, Metaphysics V.30 
1025a31–32: “‘Accident’ is said also in another way, as [the features] that belong to each thing in 
accordance with itself and are not in its substance (ïšóßá), as having two right [angles — that is, 
having the sum of its angles add up to two right angles — belongs] to the triangle.” 
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be found among some “academic philosophers and graduate students of philoso-
phy.” For the most part I have not found it among undergraduates. They generally 
have no preconceptions about what philosophers can and cannot be asked to do, 
and so they are willing to regard historical scholarship as a permissible part of the 
enterprise. Of course, undergraduates (like “academic philosophers and graduate 
students”) will often not do the work required for serious history of philosophy; 
but when that happens, it is usually just because they are incapable or lazy. Only 
at more advanced levels do I find people who refuse to do it on principle! 

So, gentle reader, even if you have already been tainted by the influence of 
the ahistorical Philistines, still it is perhaps not too late to save yourselves. Throw 
off your old prejudices! Broaden your horizons! Read on!7 

7 I said above (p. 18) that the professionally dismissive attitude toward the history of phi-
losophy is now less widespread and pervasive than it was. The turning point, it seems, came some-
time in the mid-1980s. I myself first realized  that a new wind was blowing, and that perhaps I 
would find it easier to justify my existence to my colleagues, when a very interesting paper ap-
peared: Lawrence H. Powers, “On Philosophy and Its History.” The paper is definitely not a prac-
tically-oriented one, but on the contrary is a rather abstract theoretical consideration of the rela-
tionship between philosophy and its history, and on the respective roles and duties of the philoso-
pher and the historian of philosophy. Powers is a good philosopher in what used to be called the 
“analytic” tradition, but I think he would be among the first to say he is not a historian. I’m not 
sure I agree with all the things he says in this paper, but the mere fact that it was written by some-
one coming so much from that side of the profession, and that it was a respectful and thoughtful 
treatment of the topic, was significant and encouraging. 



Chapter 3: The Greek Background to 
Mediaeval Philosophy, or Everything 
You Need to Know about the Greeks 

efore we start on the Middle Ages, it is a good idea to review where 
we are coming from. Here is a summary of some of the main points 
of Greek philosophy, including Plotinus. 

A. Plato 

Perhaps the most basic and enlightening difference between Plato and Ar-
istotle is this: whereas Plato’s overriding interest was in what is important (one is 
almost tempted to say “whether it is true or not”), Aristotle’s interest was in what 
is true (and here one is certainly tempted to say “whether it is important or not” 
— recall some of his more obscure physical and biological treatises). Hence the 
Platonic philosophy, and the whole Platonic tradition, will be shot through and 
through with a dominant concern for ethics, for wisdom and values generally. 
There is little patience in this tradition with knowledge for the sake of knowledge. 
If Aristotle represents the curious mind, the collector of truths for their own sake, 
the inquisitive intellect, then Plato represents the man who has no time for trivial 
things. There is a kind of ethical urgency about Plato that is missing in Aristotle. 

Some things follow from this basic orientation in Plato’s philosophy. In 
our judgments about the values of things, for instance, we implicitly measure 
them against standards or ideals. This is so even if we are unable to articulate 
such standards and ideals very clearly. It makes no difference that different cul-
tures have different standards, or for that matter different people within the same 
culture, or even a single person whose values may be unsettled. We’re not talking 
here about whether such “value judgments” are justified or true, but only about 
the plain fact that we do make them and that they appeal to standards. 

We cannot get our concepts of these standards or ideals simply by observ-
ing them in the physical world around us, because they just aren’t there in the 
physical world around us. The physical world is far from ideal, and conspicuously 
imperfect. Therefore, 

B 
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• (1) We observed these standards or ideals in another world, separated and
distinct from the physical one.1

These standards or ideals Plato calls Ideas or Forms. The same considera-
tions lead one to postulate Ideas or Forms of mathematical or geometrical ideal 
entities not encountered in the sensory world — perfect circles, geometric points, 
etc. In general, the Platonic tradition of philosophy will always be most persua-
sive when it comes to values or mathematics — two great areas of knowledge 
where we employ or encounter standards and ideals. Platonism is always least 
plausible when it is applied beyond the realm of values and mathematics, for in-
stance to the Form of the Bed in Republic 596b, or to the dubious Forms of mud, 
filth and hair in Parmenides 130c. 

It follows from (1) that 

• (2) We — that is, our minds or souls — must be capable of existing in that
separated realm. In short, we must be capable of existing apart from the
physical body.

Again, it follows that 

• (3) We really have known these Ideas or Forms all our (physical) lives.
Hence, what we call learning (at least about these matters) is really only
the recollection of what was already known but forgotten because of the
distracting influence of the senses. Thus the famous Platonic theory of
Recollection or Reminiscence.

Hence, 

• (4) It is bad for the soul to be in the body.

The body is a prison. Death is a liberation. It allows us to reach the realm 
where things are the way they ought to be. 

There is a cluster of other assumptions that Plato, like most Greeks, ac-
cepted. Among them: 

• (5) Whatever really is can be understood or known, and vice versa.

In short, the realm of Being and the realm of Intelligibility are the same. 
This view goes back at least to Parmenides (Fragment 3). 

• (6) Real knowledge or understanding, as opposed to fickle opinion, re-
quires that what is known be fixed, permanent and necessary.

1 Note the implicit premise that concept-formation is ultimately based on what might be 
called a kind of “knowledge by acquaintance.” 
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Note that this is really a very exalted notion of knowledge. The paradigm 
of knowledge seems to have been the mathematical knowledge provided, for in-
stance, by Euclid (although he was later than Plato), and nothing was said to be 
really knowable unless it could be known with all the necessity and changeless-
ness of mathematical truths. 

• (7) On the other hand, the physical world is constantly changing.

This, of course, comes from Heraclitus — or at least from Heraclitus as he 
was interpreted by Plato. 

Plato draws the following conclusions: 

• (8) The physical world cannot really be known or understood, but is only
an object for opinion (from (6) and (7)).

• (9) The physical world does not then truly exist (from (8) and (5)). It is a
realm of Becoming, not of Being.

• (10) From (3) and (5), it follows that the Forms or Ideas are what really
exist. They are the realm of Being. They are the objects of real knowledge.

• (11) From (3) and (6), it follows that the Forms or Ideas are changeless,
fixed, eternal and necessary.

In virtue of (10), there is some pressure on Plato to extend his notion of 
the Forms from values — Beauty, Justice, etc. — and mathematics, to forms of 
anything that can be said to be known. Plato’s exalted view of knowledge pushes 
him to extend the doctrine of Forms beyond the realm of values and mathematics, 
where it originated and where it is most plausible. See the doubts raised in the 
Parmenides 130b–135d. 

Plato has some things to say about the interconnection of the realm of Be-
ing (the Forms) with the realm of Becoming (the physical world): 

• (12) The things in the physical world participate in or imitate the Forms.

A physical object is more or less an x to the extent that it participates in or 
imitates more or less the form of x. For the most part, this relation is left at the 
metaphorical level in Plato. The notion of participation or imitation makes most 
sense, like the Platonic doctrine as a whole, in the context of values and mathe-
matics. We can perhaps understand what it means to say that a person is more or 
less a human being to the extent that he or she “participates in” or “imitates” the 
ideal human being; but it is much harder to understand what it could mean to say 
that a thing is more or less a rock to the extent that it “participates in” in or “imi-
tates” the ideal rock. 
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• (13) There is a mediator, something called the “Demiurge” (äçìéïõñãüò,
d„miourgos = workman, handicraftsman), who is responsible for the inter-
connection of the Forms and the physical world.

If you don’t know about this important feature of Plato’s thought, you will 
find it at Timaeus 27d ff. The Demiurge looks up to the Forms, and then imposes 
order on recalcitrant matter as best he can, according to the patterns of the Forms. 
(Compare the role of the Demiurge in the cosmos, according to the Timaeus, with 
the role of the philosopher-king in the state, according to the Republic, and the 
role of the soul in the human being, according to many places.) He does this eter-
nally and necessarily (without choice), because he is good and “without jealousy” 
(Timaeus, 29e). (He wants to share the wealth.) He is “provident” — that is, he 
“cares” about what goes on in the physical world. 

Finally, on the general principle that wherever you have a plurality of 
more or less similar things, you try to explain them in terms of some one principle 
or explanatory device (the motive behind the search for a Unified Field Theory, 
for instance), Plato says 

• (14) Above even the many Forms, there is a unifying principle that
grounds them. Plato calls this the Form of the Good, and frequently uses
the metaphor of the Sun.

Question for Plato: Is the Form of the Good in some sense above the rest 
of the Forms, so that it is not really a Form at all like the rest? It seems it must be, 
if it is to do its job of unifying and grounding the Forms. And, in fact, in at least 
one passage in the Republic (vi.509b9), Plato explicitly says that the Good is 
“above being” (dðÝêåéíá ôyò ïšóßáò, epekeina t„s ousias). On the other hand, if it 
is above being, then since the realm of the Forms is the realm of Being and of In-
telligibility, then the Form of the Good cannot really be understood (and, for that 
matter, does not really exist — it more than exists). Or, on the contrary, are we 
supposed to interpret the realm of Being as extending to include the Form of the 
Good too? The metaphor of the Sun is a “light”-metaphor, and light was fre-
quently taken as a metaphor for knowledge by the Greeks, so that the Sun-
metaphor suggests that the Form of the Good is indeed intelligible, and therefore a 
being. On the other hand, how can it ground the Forms if it is one of them itself? 
Plato is perhaps not clear on all of this, but watch what happens to the question in 
later people. 

B. Aristotle 

Aristotle does not have the Platonic overriding concern with values. Mat-
ters of value are for him just one branch of human endeavor — the practical dis-
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ciplines, as opposed to the theoretical sciences. Hence, there is no pressure on Ar-
istotle to accept (1)–(4) above. On the other hand, he does accept (5)–(7), but de-
nies that (8) follows from them. On the contrary, despite (7), 

• (15) there is in the physical, changing world a fixed and changeless core
that sets limits to the change.

This core is constituted by the natures of physical objects. These natures 
are for Aristotle the proper objects of knowledge. They satisfy (6) above. Hence 
Aristotle rejects (8)–(9). For Aristotle, all our knowledge is ultimately based on 
our knowledge of the natures of physical objects, and comes through the senses. 
Far from distracting us from real knowledge, as in (3), the senses provide us with 
it. There is, here in the physical world of Becoming, a fixed core of Being. In the 
realm of Opinion, we can find a stable basis for real Knowledge. 

• (16) Aristotle analyzes change into two components: the matter, which
remains throughout the change, and the form, which is altered.

By a complicated doctrine the details of which need not concern us now, 
forms — or at least some of them — are the natures of physical objects. See 
above on natures. 

• (17) Aristotle also thinks that, in addition to the material, physical world,
there is a realm of “separated substances.”

He thinks this is required in order to account for and cause change in the 
physical world. 

• (18) Since these separated substances are separated from matter, they are
changeless and fixed, in accordance with (16).

• (19) They also think.

Aristotle’s reasons for this are complicated (and obscure). The separated 
stustances think only about themselves. “Their thinking is a thinking on thinking.” 
(Metaphysics XII.9 1074b34–35.) They neither know nor care about the physical 
world. (Contrast (12), above.) Also, it is not clear how many of these separated 
substances there are. In some places, it appears that there is only one; but in other 
places, Aristotle says there is one such separated substance for each distinct celes-
tial sphere, so that the question is ultimately a question for the astronomer, not the 
philosopher. 

The separated substances are like Platonic Forms in being changeless and 
immaterial. They are unlike them in many other respects: Platonic Forms do not 
think, and do not cause change in the physical world. On the other hand, the sepa-
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rated substances are not the proper objects of human knowledge, and do not ac-
count for the characteristics of physical things. (Physical things do not “partici-
pate” in them, for instance.) Aristotelian “natures” take over these roles of the 
Platonic Forms. To this extent (and to this extent only) is it true to say (as it fre-
quently is said) that Aristotle took the Forms out of their “Platonic heaven” and 
implanted them in the material individual. 

There is an important Aristotelian principle governing his theory of 
knowledge2: 

• (20) In knowledge, the knower takes on the form (although not the matter)
of what is known.

The great advantage of this theory is that it guarantees the objectivity of 
knowledge. (Mental contents are not “representations” of the objects known; they 
are, on the formal side anyway, identical with the objects known. No inference 
from the one to the other is needed. Hence all the Cartesian problems with a rep-
resentational theory of knowledge are avoided.3) On the contrary, this view is 
faced with an opposite problem: how to explain the possibility of error. The the-
ory can be summed up in a kind of slogan: “The knower is (formally) identical 
with the known.” This is a very foreign doctrine to us nowadays. It’s difficult for 
us to see how all the problems with it can be met. But Aristotle takes it quite seri-
ously, and it is not, in the end, stupid at all. 

Aristotle thought it followed from (20) that 

• (21) What knows — that is, the mind — is separated from matter.

Compare the separated substances. We need not worry about his reasons 
for this claim right now.4 On the other hand, he also thought that 

• (22) The human soul was the form of the material body, and hence is inti-
mately tied up with matter, to the extent that it cannot exist separately.

From (22), it follows that it is good for the soul to be in the body — on 
pain of extinction. (Contrast (4), above.) Claims (21) and (22) together make the 
connection between human souls and minds rather troublesome. Aristotle never 
fully worked it out, although he was frequently interpreted in the Middle Ages as 
denying anything like a personal afterlife. Finally, Aristotle thought this whole 

2 For more on Aristotle’s epistemology, see Chapter 47 below. 
3 This can be said, of course, without committing oneself to the anachronistic view that 

Aristotle intended to make a preemptive strike against Descartes. The problems of representation-
alism were by no means invented by Descartes. 

4 Again, see Chapter 47 below. 
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framework was eternal and necessary. It has always been this way, and always 
will be. 

C. Plotinus 

The main way to view Plotinus is as follows: He combines Plato with Ar-
istotle. Take the entire Platonic framework, as outlined above, and add the Aristo-
telian principle (20). The Platonic Forms, since they are the objects of knowledge, 
become in virtue of (20) also knowers, minds, intelligences. Plotinus argues that, 
in a curious way, they can be spoken of in the singular and yet also in the plural 
— as being one Intelligence or Intelligible or Being, and yet many intelligences or 
intelligibles or beings. We shall see more of this kind of talk later on. 

The role of Plato’s Demiurge is taken over by the World Soul. It imposes 
what order there is on the world at large, after the pattern of the Forms (= the In-
telligences). Hence it comes into contact with matter. Just as Plotinus speaks of 
there being one Intelligence and yet many intelligences, so too he speaks of one 
overall Soul (a kind of “World Soul”) and yet of many souls, human and other-
wise. Individual souls are like miniature Demiurges — they impose order on an 
individual’s life after the pattern of the Forms. They too come into contact with 
matter. (Note how Plotinus clearly separates what was mixed up in Aristotle: 
minds (the intelligences) have nothing to do with matter, but souls, which are 
quite distinct from intelligences for Plotinus, do. Nevertheless, Plotinus does not 
accept the Aristotelian doctrine that the soul is the form of the body.) 

The role of Plato’s Form of the Good is taken over by Plotinus’ One, 
which he explicitly identifies with Plato’s Good. The One is above the realm of 
Being and Intelligibility (it is not an intelligence). (This resolves the question left 
at the end of the section on Plato above.) Hence we cannot really understand the 
One at all — and worse, it does not really exist. (This is not to say, of course, that 
it’s not there at all; rather, it is above being.) The One produces the intelligences 
and, through them, souls by a process called emanation. The One, like Plato’s 
Demiurge, is not “jealous.” Thus, it spontaneously but necessarily emanates all 
these subsequent things. Finally, there is a strong mystical overtone in Plotinus. 
Although we cannot understand the One, we can nevertheless come into contact 
with it — “return” to it by a kind of reversal of the process of emanation — but in 
a non-intellectual way. 

Note: Plotinus is third-century CE, and so already well into the period we 
are studying.5 

5 See also Chapter 4, below. 
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D. Cosmograms 

Below you will find three “maps,” describing the philosophical universe 
according to Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus. I call them “cosmograms.” 

Figure 3-1 Plato’s World 

Figure 3-2: Aristotle’s World 
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Figure 3-3: Plotinus’s World 

E. Very select bibliography 

Here are a few places to go if you want to brush up on Greek philosophy. 
The list is very idiosyncratic, and does not necessarily represent the best literature 
available. You’ll have to consult a real expert in the field (that is to say, not me) 
to get a list like that. But this one will do just to get us started. 

1. General histories:

A. H. Armstrong, ed., The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early
Medieval Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970). From 
later Platonism on, including Plotinus and Philo of Alexandria. 

Frederick C. Copleston, A History of Philosophy, 9 vols, (Westminster, 
Md.: The Newman Press, 1946–74), volume 1: Greece and Rome. 
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Joseph Owens, A History of Ancient Western Philosoph, (New York: Ap-
pleton-Century-Crofts, 1959). Contains a very nice discussion of Plotinus. 

2. Primary texts

Plato, The Collected Dialogues Including the Letters, Edith Hamilton and 
Huntington Cairns, ed. (Bollingen Series, vol. 71; New York: Pantheon Books, 
1963). Contains essentially the complete works in English translation. A classic, 
standard version. 

Plato, Complete Works, John M. Cooper, ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1997). A new collection, including also the dubious and spurious works. Likely to 
replace Hamilton/Cairns as the standard version to buy. 

Aristotle, The Basic Works of Aristotle, Richard McKeon, ed., (New York: 
Random House, 1941). A selection of the main texts, based on the old Oxford 
translation. 

Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, revised Oxford translation, 
Jonathan Barnes, ed., 2 vols. (Bollingen Series, vol. 71.2; Princeton, N. J.: Prince-
ton University Press, 1984). Now the standard English translation. Includes 
doubtful and spurious works. 

Plotinus, The Enneads, Stephen MacKenna, tr., 3rd ed., (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1962). An old and highly idiosyncratic translation, but a classic in its 
own right. Don’t rely on it for anything that matters. 

Plotinus, The Enneads A. H. Armstrong, ed. and trans., 7 vols., (The Loeb 
Classical Library; London: William Heinemann, 1966–88). Contains the Greek 
original, with a quite good English translation. Much better than the MacKenna 
translation. Note: There are six enneads but seven volumes, because the sixth en-
nead is long and takes up two volumes. 

Plotinus, The Essential Plotinus, Elmer O’Brien, trans., (New York: Men-
tor Books, 1964; 2nd ed., Indianapolis: Hackett, 1975). This is a much superior 
translation to the MacKenna translation, but it’s only of selected passages. 

F. What about everyone else? 

Finally, I realize that in the above discussion I have entirely omitted any 
mention of the Epicureans, the Stoics, and all those other late-ancient groups that 
are hard to keep track of. They certainly must not be forgotten. In fact, an argu-
ment might be made that Stoicism is the most important and all-pervasive phi-
losophical inheritance from the pagan Greeks. On the other hand, that influence 
was fragmentary, diffuse and indirect, and it was perhaps not in strictly philoso-
phical circles that it was most strongly felt. It would probably be a big mistake to 
treat Stoicism as a “body of philosophical doctrine” in the way one can treat the 
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Aristotelian and Platonic “schools” in the Middle Ages. In any case, I won’t be 
saying a lot about Stoicism here, and even less about the other late-ancient 
schools, mainly because I know very little about the details of their influence in 
the Middle Ages. If you want to know more about Stoic influence on mediaeval 
thought, I recommend the following: 

Gerard Verbeke, The Presence of Stoicism in Medieval Thought, (Wash-
ington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1983). A thoughtful re-
view of this book, by Marcia L. Colish, may be found in Speculum 59 (1984). 

Marcia L. Colish, The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early Middle 
Ages, 2 vols., (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985). 





Chapter 22: Boethius: Life and 
Works 

A. Life 

oethius was born sometime around 480, and died between 524 and 
526. That is, he is roughly one hundred years after Augustine. Noth-
ing of philosophical note happened in between.1 

Boethius’s name is sometimes spelled ‘Boetius’, without the ‘h’. This 
spelling has some manuscript authority, but the manuscripts are not unanimous. 
The Latins were unaccustomed to pronouncing the Greek theta, and often just 
used a t-sound.2 (ÂïçèÝù [boetheØ] in Greek means “to assist, come to the res-
cue.” Greek had by no means died out yet in the Latin West, and aristocratic Ro-
man families like Boethius’s were thoroughly familiar with it.) 

Boethius came from an extremely well placed old Roman family, the 
Anicii. His father died while Boethius was still young, and the child was more or 
less adopted by the even better placed household of a certain Symmachus. (Pos-
terity perhaps remembers another Symmachus better, a pagan who campaigned 
for a kind of revival of paganism in the 370s, during the time of St. Ambrose. 
Boethius’s Symmachus was a descendant of that earlier one.3) 

Boethius had a distinguished career in public office, eventually rising to 
the rank of Magister officiorum = “Master of the Offices.” There is no really good 
modern equivalent of this position, but it was very definitely a powerful post. To 
give you some idea what it meant, recall that under the late Roman emperors, 
there were three main grades of officials in the administration. If you were of 
senatorial rank, you were a clarissimus = “distinguished one”. Included among 
the clarissimi was a subgroup called the spectabiles = “remarkable ones,” even 
“spectacular ones” — the Romans were not shy about this sort of thing. Even 

1 Scholars of the period may want to suggest otherwise. They are invited to tell me just 
how important something has to be before it counts as being “of philosophical note.” Surely 
they’re not going to try to tell me that anything that happened in between was as philosophically 
important as either Augustine or Boethius. 

2 See Henry Chadwick, Boethius: The Consolations of Music, Logic, Theology and Phi-
losophy, p. 1. 

3 Ibid., p. 5. 

B 
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more exalted, there was yet a further subgroup of the spectabiles called the illus-
tres = “illustrious ones”.4 

The membership of the class of illustres varied over time, but in general it 
included the consistorium (= Imperial Consistory, Council of State, the “Cabi-
net”), along with various Prefects and military brass. The consistorium was made 
up of the ministers of the various administrative departments, including the won-
derfully titled comes sacrarum largitionum = “Count of the Sacred Largesses” 
(that is, Finance Minister or Secretary of the Treasury), the “Count of the Privy 
Purse” (that is, Minister of Crown Lands or Secretary of the Interior), the 
Quaestor (the emperor’s legal and judicial advisor, the Attorney General), and the 
Magister officiorum (the office Boethius held).5 

In Boethius’s day, the office of Magister officiorum combined both mili-
tary and civil functions. (It had not always done so.) On the military side, 
Boethius had charge of emperor’s household guards (the equivalent of our Secret 
Service) and the arsenals, and in effect had charge of all intelligence-gathering 
activities as well. On the civil side, he was in control of the Post Office, looked 
after the various petitions made to the emperor, and then saw that the emperor’s 
decisions were executed. He decided who did and who did not have access to the 
emperor and the consistorium, and looked after the appointments of various pro-
vincial governors.6 In short, Boethius was a very powerful man! 

I’ve referred to the “emperor” in this sketch. But strictly speaking, there 
was no real emperor in the West in Boethius’s time, although the above adminis-
trative structure remained largely intact anyway. In 476, the Western emperor 
(remember, there was also an emperor in Constantinople at this time — the Em-
pire has split) was kicked into “retirement” by a certain Odovacar (‘Odoacer’ is 
an alternative form of the name), in effect a barbarian warlord.7 Odovacar tried to 
take over the imperial title, but his legitimacy was never recognized by the East-
ern emperor. Odovacar’s coup is generally regarded as the official end of the Ro-
man Empire in the West. 

Now let’s turn the clock back to before the turn of the common era. Up in 
southern Scandinavia, there was a tribe called the Goths. (There’s an island called 
even today “Gotland,” in the Baltic Sea off the coast of Sweden.8)  

4 See Arthur E. R. Boak, The Master of the Offices in the Later Roman and Byzantine 
Empire, p. 20.  Leter on, the Emperor Justinian added an even more exclusive and exalted rank: 
the gloriosi, which means just what it looks like. (Ibid.) 

5 Ibid., pp. 21–22. 
6 Chadwick, Boethius: The Consolations, pp. 46–47. 
7 ‘Barbarian’ in this context is a semi-technical term. It refers to his ethnic stock, and 

doesn’t necessarily mean he was uncouth and vulgar — although he probably was. 
8 For the record, it’s located at 57.30 N latitude, 18.33 E longitude. 
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Map 22-1: Gotland 

Moved perhaps by overpopulation, these Goths left their homeland and 
migrated by late antiquity as far as the modern Ukraine. There they split into two 
groups, the Ostrogoths (= East Goths), who established themselves north of the 
Black Sea, and the Visigoths (= West Goths), who settled in “Dacia” just north of 
the lower Danube, roughly in the northeastern part of what is now modern Roma-
nia.9 

In the late fourth century, the Ostrogoths were attacked and completely 
routed by Attila and his terrifying Huns. As a result, the defeated Ostrogoths be-
gan to migrate westward, pushing the Visigoths ahead of them. The panic-stricken 
Visigoths didn’t mind. They were only too happy to get out of there as fast as they 
could; they saw who was coming behind their eastern brothers. 

9 A point of geographical terminology. Later on in the Middle Ages, ‘Dacia’ comes to re-
fer to Denmark. There was, for example, a scholastic figure called “Boethius of Dacia.” He did not 
come from this area around the Black Sea, but from Denmark. And, just to avoid confusion, I 
should emphasize that he had nothing at all to do with the Boethius we’re talking about now. 
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Map 22-2: Huns and Goths in Late Antiquity 

Although they were justifiably quite afraid of the Huns, the Goths were no 
pushovers. In their westward migrations, the Visigoths went down into Italy and 
there, under their leader Alaric, actually captured and “sacked” Rome in 410. Ap-
parently there wasn’t much physical damage, but the psychological blow was 
devastating. The Eternal City, inviolate for a thousand years, had fallen! Many 
people thought it was the end of the world. They weren’t far wrong; the old order 
had decidedly passed aw, above.ay.10 

The Visigoths had Wanderlust, however, and didn’t stay. Off they went, 
and ended up in southern Gaul. The Romans more or less recovered their poise, 
but things weren’t really the same, and in 476, as we saw, Odovacar finally put 
the Western Empire out of its misery. 

10 As a result of this blow, some Romans began to grumble that it was all the Christians’ 
fault. They had deposed the good old pagan gods and set up their new-fangled religion instead, 
and now look at the result. It was this charge that prompted St. Augustine in North Africa to take 
up his pen in 413 and begin to write The City of God in reply. As he worked on it sporadically 
over the years, Augustine’s conception of his topic changed, and the finished work really has very 
little to do the accusation that originally motivated it. 
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Meanwhile, of course, the Ostrogoths were still out there and coming this 
way. In 489, under their leader Theodoric,11 entered Italy, and in 493 Theodoric 
took over. He invited Odovacar to a banquet and there murdered him. 

Despite this grisly beginning, Theodoric was a very enlightened man. He 
was a big patron of culture, and in fact was officially a Roman citizen. He had 
even held the office of consul in the East. Ostrogothic Italy under Theodoric was 
probably the most successful and certainly the most brilliant of the “barbarian” 
governments that were emerging here and there in the West. It was under Theo-
doric that Boethius served as Magister officiorum. 

Theodoric’s official title was ‘king’, not ‘Emperor’. And he ruled from 
Ravenna, not from Rome. Although he was pretty much free to do anything he 
pleased, he was technically subject to Constantinople, and therefore somewhat 
sensitive about his status. 

Theodoric and his Ostrogoths, like the Goths in general, were Arian Chris-
tians.12 Boethius and the Roman stock were not; they were of the “orthodox” per-
suasion.13 This difference of religion could well have led to some problems, but 
apparently Boethius had a good sense of politics, and was able to play his cards 
right and win the favor of Theodoric. 

At least for a while. Eventually, a certain Cyprian, who was in effect a 
kind of official private secretary, denounced the senator Albinus before Theo-
doric. He charged Albinus, who was something of a rich fat cat, with treasonable 
correspondence with persons associated with the Eastern Emperor Justin. This 
may very well have had something to do with plans to free the West of barbarian 
(and Arian) rule. At any event, Albinus denied the charge, of course, and Boethius 
came to his defense. Boethius wrote to Theodoric, “Cyprian’s charge is false. 
Nevertheless, if Albinus did it then I, and the entire Senate too, have joined [with 
him] in the one conspiracy. It is false, lord king.”14 In other words, if Albinus is 
guilty, then so am I and so is the entire Senate. Well, that wasn’t quite exactly he 
should have said under the circumstances. Cyprian just extended his charge to in-
clude Boethius, and claimed that Boethius knew about Albinus’s treasonable cor-
respondence and covered it up. 

11 People of taste and discretion put the stress on the first ‘o’: Theódoric. People without 
taste and discretion — well, there’s no telling where they’ll put the stress, but they usually put it 
on the second ‘o’: Theodóric. 

12 On Arius and Arianism, see Chapter 5 and Chapter 9 above. 
13 This doesn’t mean “orthodox” in the later sense in which we speak, for example, of a 

Greek or Russian “Orthodox” Church. It means “orthodox” in the original etymological sense — 
“straight believing,” holding views that would be later be regarded as acceptable by the mainline 
Church. 

14 See Chadwick, Boethius: The Consolations, p. 48. 
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Eventually, Boethius was arrested and thrown in jail where he languished 
under sentence of death. While he was there, meditating on this dramatic turn of 
fortune, he wrote his famous Consolation of Philosophy. In it, he claims he was 
framed. Well, maybe, maybe not. But in any event, he was eventually executed. 

Now, folks, as our next lesson in the “lore and gossip” part of this Survey, 
I must tell you how Boethius died. They put a tight cord around his head and 
twisted it together until his eyes popped out and his skull was crushed. Then, just 
to be sure, they clubbed him. 

B. Works 

Boethius knew Greek quite well, and set himself the impressive goal of 
translating all of Plato and all of Aristotle into Latin, writing commentaries on all 
that material, and then writing a work showing that they really said the same 
thing.15 Unfortunately, he didn’t live to complete this lofty task. In particular, he 
appears not to have translated any Plato, despite his intentions. 

He did, however, translate16: 

(1) Aristotle’s Categories.17 

(2) Aristotle’s De interpretatione,18 and 

(3) Porphyry’s Isagoge.19 

15 See Boethius, Commentarii in librum Ðåñr eñìçíßáò Aristotelis pars posterior, Meiser, 
ed., pp. 79. 9–80.6: “If the more powerful favor of divinity grants it to me, this is [my] firm pur-
pose: Although those people were very great talents whose labor and study translated into the 
Latin tongue much of what we are now treating, nevertheless they did not bring it into any kind of 
order or shape or in its arrangement to the level of the [scholarly] disciplines. [Hence I propose] 
that I turn all of Aristotle’s work — [or] whatever [of it] comes into my hands — into the Latin 
style and write commentaries in the Latin language on all of it, so that if anything of the subtlety 
of the logical art was written down by Aristotle, of the weightiness of moral knowledge, of the 
cleverness of the truth of physical matters, I will translate it and even illuminate it with a kind of 
‘light’ of commentary. [Then,] translating all of Plato’s dialogues or even commenting [on them], 
I will bring them into Latin form. Once all this is done, I will not fail to bring the views of Aris-
totle and Plato together into a kind of harmony and show that they do not, as most people [think], 
disagree about everything but rather agree on most things, especially in philosophy.” 

16 The Latin texts of Boethius’s writings are all published in PL 63–64. The editions there 
should be used with great caution. I have referred to later and more reliable editions where I know 
of them. 

17 Edited in Aristoteles Latinus, vol. I.1–5. Two redactions of Boethius’s translation are 
edited there, together with other mediaeval translations. (In general, the various volumes of the 
Aristoteles Latinus often contain several versions of a given text.) 

18 Edited in Aristoteles Latinus, vol. II.1–2. Also edited in Boethius, Commentarii in li-
brum Ðåñr eñìçíßáò Aristotelis pars prior, Meiser, ed., pp. 3–28. 
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Note that these are the same three texts already translated by Victorinus a 
century or so earlier.20 It’s important to realize that these three texts, together with 
the first half of Plato’s Timaeus,  are the only original texts of Greek philosophy 
generally available to the Latin West until the twelfth century.21 This is a tremen-
dously important fact for the history of Western thought. 

Boethius also seems to have translated the other works in the Organon 
(except perhaps for the Posterior Analytics), but the fate of those translations is 
obscure; they did not circulate widely until much later.22 

In addition to his translations, Boethius wrote a number of logical treatises 
of his own. These are, first of all, a commentary on Aristotle’s Topics, which is no 
longer extant. There may have been a commentary on the Posterior Analytics, but 
if so it has not survived and did not have any influence.23 The same goes for a 
possible (incomplete) commentary on the Prior Analytics.24 

More important were25: 

(4) A commentary on the Categories. 

(5) Two commentaries on the On Interpretation.26 After he had 
finished his first commentary, Boethius later decided he 
had more to say. 

(6) Two commentaries on Porphyry’s Isagoge.27 The first of 
these commentaries was “based on” Victorinus’s transla-
tion of the work,28 but the second one was based on 
Boethius’s own translation. It is not clear just how much of 
Victorinus is preserved in the first commentary. 

19 Edited in Aristoteles Latinus, vol. I.6–7. See also Boethius, In Isagogen Porphyrii 
commenta, Brandt, ed., which contains Boethius’s translation interspersed with his commentary. 

20 See Chapter 4 above, p. 35. 
21 See again Chapter 4 above. 
22 See Dod, “Aristoteles Latinus,” pp. 53–54. The texts are edited in Aristoteles Latinus, 

vols. III.1–4 (Prior Analytics), V.1–3 (Topics), and VI.1–3 (Sophistical Refutations). The question 
whether Boethius translated the Posterior Analytics is perhaps not yet finally settled. De Rijk, “On 
the Chronology of Boethius’ Works on Logic,” II, p. 154, says there are “serious grounds” to say 
yes; but Dod, “Aristoteles Latinus,” p. 53, has doubts. 

23 See Ebbesen, “Manlius Boethius on Aristotle’s Analytica Posteriora.” 
24 See the discussion in Obertello, Severino Boezio, vol. 1, pp. 230–32. 
25 See Chadwick, Boethius: The Consolations; Gibson, Boethius: His Life, Thought, and 

Influence; and Obertello, Severino Boezio. 
26 Critical edition in Boethius, Commentarii in librum Aristotelis Ðåñr eñìçíßáò, Meiser, 

ed. 
27 Critical edition in Boethius, In Isagogen Porphyrii commenta, Brandt, ed. 
28 See Chapter 4 above, p. 35, n. 9. 
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(7) A work called Introduction to Categorical Syllogisms, in 
two books. 

(8) A work On Categorical Syllogisms. The relation between 
this work and the preceding one is not certain. It has been 
conjectured that the Introduction to Categorical Syllogisms 
is an earlier version of On Categorical Syllogisms, either in 
whole or in part.29 

(9) A work On Division.30 

(10) On Hypothetical Syllogisms.31 

(11) A Commentary on Cicero’s Topics.32 (Cicero’s Topics is 
quite a different thing from Aristotle’s work of the same 
name, as the following entry will show you.) 

(12) On Topical Differences.33 That is, on the differences be-
tween Aristotle’s Topics and Cicero’s Topics.) 

The translations (1)–(3), and Boethius’s own original works (4)–(12), to-
gether constitute what later came to be called the “Old Logic” (= “logica vetus”). 
Some of the works were more influential than others. But basically, everything the 
Middle Ages knew about logic was contained in these books, up to the middle of 
the twelfth century. 

(13) The Consolation of Philosophy. This is the work written 
while he was in prison awaiting his execution.34 

Then there is a group of shorter texts, known collectively as The Theologi-
cal Tractates (= Opuscula sacra), as follows 

29 See the discussion in De Rijk, “On the Chronology of Boethius’ Works on Logic,” I, 
pp. 6–44. De Rijk (p. 31) regards the two as distinct works. 

30 Critical edition, with English translation and commentary, in Boethius, Anicii Manlii 
Severini Boethii De divisione liber, Magee ed. and trans. It is also translated in Kretzmann and 
Stump, ed., The Cambridge Translations of Medieval Philosophical Texts, vol. 1, pp. 11–38. 

31 Critical edition, with Italian translation and commentary, in Boethius, De hypotheticis 
syllogismis, Obertello, ed. 

32 Edited by Orelli and Baiertus in Boethius, In Ciceronis Topica. Book I is also edited in 
Boethius, A Critical Edition of Boethius’ Commentary on Cicero’s Topica Bk. I, Perdamo ed. The 
whole text is translated by Stump in Boethius, Boethius’s In Ciceronis Topica. 

33 English translation by Stump in Boethius, Boethius’s De topicis differentiis. 
34 For more on the Consolation, see Chapter 23 and Chapter 24 below. 

In addition to these logical works, Boethius also wrote several other things. Surely the most 
important of them is:
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(14) On the Trinity. A short but widely read treatise on this doc-
trine.35 

(15) Whether Father, Son, and Holy Spirit May be Substantially 
Predicated of the Divinity. An even shorter tract on a spe-
cialized topic in Trinitarian theology. 

(16) How Are Substances Good insofar as They Exist since They 
Are not Substantial Goods? (= De hebdomadibus, On the 
Hebdomads, whatever the “hebdomads” are).36 

(17)  On the Catholic Faith. 

(18) On Person and the Two Natures (= Against Eutyches and 
Nestorius, or Contra Eutychen for short).37 

Finally, there are two other works of Boethius you should know about: 

(19) On the Establishment of Arithmetic.38 

(20) On the Establishment of Music. 

Other works have been attributed to Boethius from time to time, and there 
is perhaps some dispute about a few of them. Worse, not all of the works pub-
lished under genuine Boethian titles are in fact his. With appropriate warnings, 
Boethius’s works are published in PL 63–64. The textual questions are especially 
difficult here. If you are going to do any serious work on Boethius, you must be 
sure you are dealing with his genuine texts. For help, consult Glorieux, Pour re-
valoriser Migne. See also the following section. 

C. Bibliographical notes 

The items listed here are of course are just a few of the many things avail-
able. 

There is an edition and translation of the Theological Tractates, together 
with the Consolation, in Boethius, Tractates, De consolatione philosophiae, H. F. 
Stewart and E. K. Rand, eds. & trs., (“The Loeb Classical Library”; London: Wil-

35 We’ll discuss parts of this text in Chapter 25 below. I have provided you with a trans-
lation of parts of it below, in part 2 of this Survey, Text 7. 

36 On this treatise, see Chapter 26 below. I have supplied you with a translation of it in 
Part 2 of this Survey, Text 6. 

37 A discussion of two Christological heresies. We’ll discuss some things in this treatise 
in Chapter 25 below. I have provided you with a translation from it in part 2 of this Survey, Text 7. 

38 Translated by Michael Masi in Boethius, Boethian Number Theory. 
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liam Heinemann, 1918, with many subsequent reprintings). The translation of the 
Consolation found there is an old translation from 1609. There are, of course, 
many other editions and translations of the Consolation, but you may be inter-
ested to know of a very handy on-line edition, translation and commentary, all 
nicely hyperlinked, available at James J. O’Donnell’s website: 

http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/. 

The translation of the Theological Tractates in the Loeb volume varies 
from good to terrible. The De hebdomadibus in particular is terrible, in my judg-
ment. Unfortunately, this is the translation reproduced in Hyman and Walsh, Phi-
losophy in the Middle Ages. On the other hand, the Latin text of the Theological 
Tractates in the Loeb edition seems pretty reliable. Another, and much superior, 
translation of the De hebdomadibus may be found in Wippel and Wolter, Medie-
val Philosophy, pp. 97–102. I have also provided you with my own translation in 
Part 2 of this Survey, Text 6. The Loeb translation of On the Trinity is pretty 
good. It is reprinted in Herman Shapiro, Medieval Philosophy, pp. 72–83. 

There is a translation of an important part of the second commentary on 
Porphyry in McKeon, Selections from Medieval Philosophers, vol. 1, pp. 70–89. 
We shall have occasion to refer to this passage later. I have retranslated it Spade, 
Five Texts on the Mediaeval Problem of Universals, pp. 20–25. 

Note also the following: 

Henry Chadwick, Boethius: The Consolations of Music, Logic, Theology 
and Philosophy, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981). Life, works, doctrine. Recom-
mended. 

Margaret Gibson, ed., Boethius: His Life, Thought and Influence, (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1981). A collection of papers, many of which deal at least in part 
with Boethius’s writings, questions of authenticity and such. Generally very high 
quality scholarship. 

Luca Obertello, Severino Boezio, 2 vols., (Genoa: Accademica ligure di 
scienze e lettere, 1974). Life, works, doctrine — the whole business. 

The surviving Boethian translations of Aristotle’s logical writings are 
critically edited under the general editorship of Lorenzo Minio-Paluello in the se-
ries Aristoteles Latinus, published by the the Union académique internationale. 
See also Minio-Paluello’s studies, reprinted in a convenient collection in Lorenzo 
Minio-Paluello, Opuscula: The Latin Aristotle, (Amsterdam: Adolf M. Hakkert, 
1972). Bernard G. Dod has a chapter entitled “Aristoteles Latinus,” discussing of 
course Boethius along with other translators, in Kretzmann, et al, ed., the Cam-
bridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy, Chap. 2, pp. 45–79. 

http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/
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Most of the above works will supply you with more detailed bibliographi-
cal information. See also the references in Gilson’s History of Christian Philoso-
phy in the Middle Ages, pp. 603–04. 

Finally, you should also know about Arthur E. R. Boak, The Master of the 
Offices in the Later Roman and Byzantine Empire, part 1 of Arthur E. R. Boak 
and James E. Dunlap, Two Studies in Later Roman and Byzantine Administration, 
(“University of Michigan Studies,” Humanistic Series, vol. 14; New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1924). This volume will tell you just about everything you 
could ever want to know about the history and the development of the office 
Boethius came to hold. But not quite everything. Curiously, for all its erudition 
about how the office worked, Boethius himself does not appear to be mentioned 
in this study; his name certainly does not appear in the index. 

D. Preview of coming attractions 

The program for the rest of what I want to say Boethius in the following 
chapters is as follows: 

• An overview of The Consolation of Philosophy. (Chapter 23.)

• A close look at the Consolation, Book V, on the problem of divine fore-
knowledge vs. human free will. Here we will look back to Augustine on
the same problem. You thought we were done with Augustine, but not
quite. (Chapter 24.)

• Boethius on universals. Here we will get our first real treatment of this
great problem in the Middle Ages. (Chapter 25.)

• Some remarks on Boethius’s De hebdomadibus, a complete translation of
which is in Part 2 of this Survey, as Text 6. (Chapter 26.)

• What I call Boethius’s “Philosophical Lexicon” — that is, the philosophi-
cal vocabulary he defined and bequeathed to the Middle Ages.39 (Chapter
27.) 

Also, see the texts from Boethius translated in Volume II below. 

39 Please don’t be confused. Boethius never wrote a separate work called Philosophical 
Lexicon. This is just a convenient heading I came up with for grouping together several influential 
definitions Boethius gives in various places. 
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Where on Earth is Tyre? 

Porphyry the Phoenician was a neo-Platonist who was born at Tyre, in what is now southern Lebanon, 
about 232 AD. In case you’re wondering just exactly where that is, here’s a handy map: 

 
Where On Earth Is Tyre? 

I’ve marked Tyre in red. Note that on modern maps you may find its name in Arabic, which is “Sur” (›ur = 
iÌu). This is not a matter of a “name change,” as in the later change from ‘Constantinople’ to ‘Istanbul’. 
The place was always called “Sur” in Arabic. It’s just a matter of different names in different languages. 

While I was at it, I also marked Sidon (Arabic Saida = ›aidå’ = ÕAfÎu), as in the Biblical phrase “Tyre and 
Sidon.”(For example, Matt. 15:21.) It’s right nearby. Political boundaries and other details of the map are 
modern ones. 
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Two Passages from Aristotle

Aristotle’s list of categories, from Categories 4, 1b25–27: 

… substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position,1 state,
action, and affection.2 

Aristotle on “necessary accidents,” from Metaphysics V.30: 

‘Accident’ has also another meaning, i.e., all that attaches to each thing in 
virtue of itself3 but is not in its essence, as having its angles equal to two 
right angles attaches to the triangle. 

1 Position — that is, orientation. For example, “upside down,” “right side up.” A thing can have 
different “orientations” without changing “place.” 

2 Affection — that is, “passion,” being “passive” being “acted on,” the opposite of “action.” 
3 “in virtue of itself” — that is, in virtue of the thing (not in virtue of the accident). 
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Why Being Is Not a Genus 

Virtually everyone in the Middle Ages agreed that being is not a genus. Porphyry, for in-
stance, says this in his Isagoge (p. 5.29.8–9), and he cites Aristotle for authority. Sure 
enough, Aristotle does explicitly say just this at Metaphysics III.3 988b22. 

You see this claim quite frequently, but you don’t very often see a clear explanation of 
the reasoning behind it. Here is what seems to be going on. (Fair warning: Don’t get too 
excited in anticipation.) 

Consider the formula genus + difference = species. And consider the notion that real de-
finition always involves two steps, two questions, giving you the genus and the differ-
ence, respectively. We discussed this in lecture. 

Now in order to preserve and guarantee this two-step kind of real definition, the differ-
ence must be such that the notion of the genus is not already built into it. For example, 
when I say “Man is a rational animal,” the notion “rational” must not by itself already 
imply “animal.” The kind of implication or “being built in” involved here seems to be 
roughly a kind of “analyticity.” Thus, what we are saying is that when I think “rational,” I 
am not implicitly thinking “rational animal.” The notion “animal” is not analytically con-
tained in the notion “rational.” 

Why not? What would be wrong with it if it were so contained? Well, if it were, if ‘ra-
tional’ just meant “rational animal,” then I wouldn’t have to go through the two stages in 
defining man. I wouldn’t have to get the genus first, “animal,” and then get the differ-
ence, “rational.” I could do everything with just the latter, since the genus would already 
be analytically contained in the notion of the difference. 

But again, what’s wrong with that? In fact, to the extent it is quicker and easier to do in 
one step what I might otherwise do in two, this short-cut appears to have much to rec-
ommend it. 

Well, the point is not that there would be anything especially “wrong” with proceeding in 
this way. It’s just that it would not be what we call a “real definition.” A real definition 
always involves the two quite distinct steps, as we discussed. And, insofar as the notions 
of genus, difference, and species are closely tied to the notion of real definition, we 
wouldn’t have a genuine genus, difference or species here either. 

The point is, then, that in the formula genus + difference = species, we are supposed to 
have a kind of real addition. That is, the difference is supposed to add something really to 
the genus, and the genus add something to the difference. Neither is analytically con-
tained in the other; you need them both. 

Well, fine. But how does all this apply to the case at hand? Why in particular can’t being 
be a genus, a kind of “super-category,” the highest and broadest of them all, of which the 
ten Aristotelian so called “categories” would then be species? The answer is: There 



would be nothing to serve as the “differences” if being were a genus. Being is analytical-
ly contained in any notion you might try to use as a difference. (We’ll see how in a mo-
ment.) 

Thus, when I say ‘rational’, I do not necessarily mean “rational animal.” And this is true 
even if it is a fact — even if it is a necessary fact — that all rational things are animals. 
That may be a matter of fact, or even of necessary fact, but it is not a matter of analytic 
meaning. 

On the other hand, when I say ‘rational’, I do necessarily mean “rational being.” Being is 
analytically contained — or at least so the theory says. This, of course, is the step that 
takes the most work. We will return to it below. 

At any event, if this is so, then it’s clear why being cannot be a genus after all. The point 
is not that we do not have a clear concept of being, or that the notion of being is equivoc-
al or analogical, and so is too unstable to serve as a genus. You may also believe any of 
those claims, but they are not what is involved here. The main reason being is not a genus 
is just that, if it were, it would not have a difference, properly speaking, and so could 
have no species, properly speaking. But that just means it isn’t a genus, properly speak-
ing. And that’s that. 

Now, while it’s easy to find lots of mediaeval discussions that hint at this reasoning, or 
say it only quickly and obscurely, it is surprisingly difficult to find any discussion that 
sets out it out clearly and precisely. The best statement I’ve found is contained in (Pseu-
do-) Thomas Aquinas, On the Nature of Genus (= De natura generis). The work has been 
attributed to Aquinas, but it’s generally regarded as spurious. It is edited in Thomas 
Aquinas, Opuscula philosophica, R. M. Spiazzi, ed., (Torino: Marietti, 1954), pp. 175–
204. The passage below is from § 476 (p. 177). The translation is my own: 

Now being cannot be a genus, as is taught in the eighth [book] of the Me-
taphysics, and in the third.1 For no difference participates [its] genus … 
For when I say ‘rational’, I mean “something that has reason.” Now it 
does not belong to the notion of “rational” that it be an animal. But what is 
participated belongs to the notion of what participates [it]. Now no differ-
ence can be taken such that being does not belong to its notion. Thus, it is 
plain that being cannot have differences as a genus has. 

The nifty thing about this passage is that it suggests how the notion of being is supposed 
to be analytically contained in the notion of difference. (I said I would return to this.) The 
point is that when I say ‘rational’ all by itself, I mean “something that has reason,” but I 
not mean “animal that has reason” or anything like that. The subject of the ‘that’-clause is 
obviously serving only as a kind of syntactical place-holder here, a kind of free variable. 
The word then has to be ‘something’ — or another word just as broad and general: ‘being 
that has reason’, ‘thing that has reason’, ‘entity that has reason’. It is in this  peculiar 
sense, therefore, that the notion of being (or of something, or thing, or entity) is contained 
                                                            

1 Aristotle, Metaphysics X.2 1053b21–24, and III.3 998b21–24. 



in the notion of any difference — at least according to this author. It is contained there 
only as a kind of place-holder or free variable. 

That this really is its function will perhaps be clearer once you realize that when the dif-
ference is added to the genus, the notion of being disappears, and is replaced by the no-
tion of the genus. ‘Rational’, we said, means “being (something, thing, entity) that has 
reason.” But when I say ‘rational animal’, I mean only “animal that has reason”; I do not 
mean “animal being that has reason,” or “animal something that has reason,” or anything  
like that. (Those phrases are probably not even syntactically well-formed.) The “place-
holder” is removed and replaced by the genus. 

Now suppose being were a genus, and suppose further that rational is one of its differ-
ences. (It wouldn’t be of course; rational comes much lower on the Porphyrian tree. I am 
only using it here to make a point. I had to pick some example or other.) Rational, we 
said, just means “being (something, thing, entity) that has reason.” When I combine this 
difference with the genus being, I replace the place-holder with the genus, and get: “being 
that has reason.” But that’s exactly what we started with! That’s just the difference all 
over again. There’s been nothing added. (That’s the point all this has been leading up to.) 

In general, if the notion of the genus were contained in the notion of the difference, then 
there would be no distinction between the difference and the species. Since the difference 
would already include the genus, therefore difference = genus + difference = species. 
You would have the notion of the genus, and you would have the notion of the species. 
But you do not get from the former to the latter by adding something to the genus. Any 
difference you might add would already be the species. In a well-behaved, genuine genus, 
by contrast, the transition to its species is made by means of the differences, which — so 
to speak — smooth out an otherwise quite abrupt transition. First you take the genus, then 
you take the difference, and then you put them together. Only then do you have the spe-
cies. 

With being, however, it doesn’t work this way. How do you get from the concept of be-
ing to the concept of one of the categories — say, substance? Well, first you take the 
concept of being. Then you take the concept of substance — and that’s the end of it. You 
don’t add any difference to the concept of being to get the concept of substance, for the 
reasons we have just seen. There is no “constructing” the notion of the category by add-
ing something to the notion of being. It is as though the concept of being just suddenly 
“exploded” into the concepts of the ten categories all by itself. And this is exactly the 
way some authors put it. The notion of being just “breaks up,” “divides itself,” into the 
ten categories. But it does not do so in the way a genus is broken up or divided into its 
species. 
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Boethius against Universals: The
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Commentary on Porphyry
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I

Apart from his Consolation of Philosophy, perhaps the most well known
text of Boethius is his discussion of universals in the Second Commentary on
Porphyry’s Isagoge.1 In that passage, he first reviews the arguments for and
against the existence of universal entities, and then offers a theory he attributes
to Alexander of Aphrodisias, a kind of theory called in recent times “moderate
realism,” according to which there are no universal entities in the ontology of the
world, but nevertheless there is an objective, non-arbitrary basis for the forma-
tion of our universal or general concepts about that world. At the very end of the
passage, Boethius adds the intriguing comment that he has presented this view
not necessarily because it is his own, but because it is the one that fits Aristotle’s

1 For a few treatments of this passage in the secondary literature, see Meyrick H. Carré,
Realists and Nominalists, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1946), pp. 32–40; Étienne Gilson,
History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, (New York: Random House, 1955), pp. 98–
100; Peter King, Peter Abailard and the Problem of Universals, 2 vols., Ph.D. dissertation,
Princeton University, 1982 (DUI 8220415), at vol. 1, pp. 31–55; John Marenbon, Early Medieval
Philosophy (480–1150): An Introduction, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983), p. 31; Ralph
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doctrine the best, and Porphyry’s Isagoge, the work Boethius is commenting on,
is intended after all as an introduction to Aristotle’s Categories.2

There are many interesting things about this passage, not the least of
which is that it is an early example of a form that would later be codified in the
scholastic quaestio: a yes/no question is stated (or in general some question ex-
pressed in terms of an exclusive dichotomy), then arguments are presented on
both sides, pro and con, the author gives his own answer to the question, and fi-
nally (although this part of what would become the classic form is missing from
Boethius’ discussion) the arguments for the losing side of the question are an-
swered.

I do not intend to discuss the whole of Boethius’ passage in this paper,
and in fact will not even be saying very much about Boethius’ own theory of
universals in the passage — if indeed it contains his own theory. What I want to
focus on instead is just one part of the discussion’s quaestio structure: the pre-
liminary statement of the case against universals. I have included the Latin text
in Appendix 1, below.

For purposes of reference, I have divided the Latin into five sections:
First (section A) there is the general statement of the question in § (10).3 Then
(section B), as part of the case against universals, there is the argument in §§
(11)–(12). Third (section C), there is another and quite odd argument in § (13).
Just how this latter argument is related to the rest of the passage is a delicate
matter, and is one of the things I want to discuss in this paper. Then, fourth
(section D), there is the very interesting discussion in §§ (14)–(18), where Bo-
ethius describes the way in which a universal is supposed to be — and, if the ar-
gument in the passage as a whole is correct, cannot be — “common to many.”
And then, fifth and finally (section E), there is what appears to be a kind of sum-
mary and conclusion in § (19).

There are several things I want to discuss about these paragraphs: First, I
want to make some observations about the source for Boethius’ description in
section D, §§ (14)–(18). Second (although I will save most of what I want to say
on this topic until the end of the paper), I want to say some things about the
structure of the overall passage, how the various sections I have distinguished are
related to one another. Third, I want to look at a peculiar “infinite regress” argu-
ment in the middle of the passage, section C, § (13). This infinite regress argu-
ment is one of the main things I want to focus on in this paper.

The discussion in § (13), it seems to me, is an extremely puzzling one,
both from the point of view of what it is doing in the passage as a whole, and

2 See ibid., p. 25, § (37).
3 The paragraph numbers are taken from ibid., pp. 21–22.
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from the point of view of what the actual argument in the paragraph is. Curi-
ously, although Boethius’ treatment of universals in his Commentary is discussed
often in surveys and secondary literature, this infinite regress argument is almost
always passed over cursorily if not ignored entirely. In fact, I know of only one
published account of it that is anything more than perfunctory, in Martin Twee-
dale’s Abailard on Universals.4 There are, however, at least two other treatments
in “unofficial” circulation, by which I mean that they have not been published by
a commercial or university press. One is an interpretation I presented in my A
Survey of Mediaeval Philosophy,5 a collection of lecture notes and course mate-
rials I have circulated privately. The other is in Peter King’s Ph.D. dissertation,
where he discusses Boethius as a preliminary to Abailard.6 King’s understanding
of the passage is quite close to Tweedale’s, although it is developed in more de-
tail, particularly on the question how the argument in § (13) fits into the structure
of the passage as a whole. I am not entirely happy with any of these three ac-
counts, including my own, and therefore want to look at the whole passage again.

II

To begin with, however, let me deal with the first item on the agenda I
just listed: section D of the text, §§ (14)–(18). There Boethius states what it
would take to be a “universal” in the sense he is discussing. A universal, he says,
would have to be, first, “common” as a whole to the various things it is said to be
common to, not shared part by part like, say, a pie. Second, it has to be “com-
mon” as a whole at the same time to those things; a universal is not a kind of
metaphysical “hand-me-down” that passes as a whole, to be sure, into the posses-
sion of several individuals, but only one after another. And third, it has to be
“common” to those things as a whole and at the same time in some appropriate
metaphysically constitutive way, not in the purely “external” way we might all
be said to witness some event in common, as a whole and at the same time.
(Boethius in fact says a universal must be “able to constitute and form the sub-
stance of what it is common to” — § (18). But presumably his account is meant
to be generalizable to universals in other Aristotelian categories besides sub-
stance.) This third requirement, of course, metaphysical “constitutiveness,” de-
mands a lot more explanation than is given anywhere in Boethius’ discussion.

These paragraphs are an admirable attempt to define the notion of a uni-
versal. All too often, philosophers argue about universals without ever stopping

4 Tweedale, pp. 75–77.
5 See the references in n. 1 above.
6 King, pp. 45–47.
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to specify exactly what it is they are talking about, as though it were something
plain and obvious and agreed upon by everyone. In fact of course, it is nothing of
the kind. Boethius’ description is clear (although the last clause does require
more work) and, while it was not the only notion of a universal in circulation in
the Middle Ages,7 it was certainly an extremely influential account.

Nevertheless, as it turns out, Boethius’ description is not altogether origi-
nal with him. It seems to have gone previously unremarked in the secondary lit-
erature that he got the various parts of his description from Porphyry. Not from
Porphyry’s Isagoge, but from his Exposition of Aristotle’s Categories by Ques-
tion and Answer. I have given you the Greek text and a translation in Appendix 2
below.8

To be fair to Boethius, he is still as far as I know the first person to apply
considerations of the kind we see in section D to the problem of universals. Nev-
ertheless, the actual content of his three-part description seems definitely to have
been derived from Porphyry.

In the very first lines of the Categories, Aristotle says that “equivocals”
or “homonyms” are things that have a name in common, but the definition of that
name they do not have in common.9 In the passage from Porphyry’s Exposition,
the “questioner” asks what the word ‘common’ means there in Aristotle’s state-
ment. But first, he says, “tell me in how many ways ‘common’ is said.” What we
get in Porphyry then is a kind of catalogue of the various senses of the word
‘common’. Then the text goes on to ask which of those senses is the one Aristotle
is using in those opening lines of the Categories.

Of course this is quite a different kind of context from the problem of uni-
versals. Porphyry and Aristotle are here talking about having a name in common,
not about having some sort of universal entity in common. It remains, true, as I
just said, that Boethius seems to have been the first to apply Porphyry’s distinc-
tions explicitly to the problem of universals.

Porphyry in fact gives four senses in which things can be “common.”
First, he says, “that is called ‘common’ which is divided into parts, like a loaf [of
bread], and wine if it is one of [the things that] are divided.”10 Note that this is
exactly what Boethius is talking about in § (15), being “common” part by part, as
a pie is “shared” by all those who take a slice. Universals, if there are any, are
not common in that way.

7 There was also Aristotle’s definition in De interpretatione 7 17a39–40, that a universal
is “what is apt to be predicated of many.”

8 For an alternative translation, see Porphyry, On Aristotle’s Categories, Steven K.
Strange, trans., (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992), pp. 41–42.

9 Categories 1 1a1–2.
10 On this last clause, see n. 35 below.
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Second, Porphyry says, “That is called ‘common’ which is not divided
into parts but is received by many for [their] use, like a horse or a slave [that is]
common to many brothers.” The examples, a horse and a slave, are exactly the
same as those Boethius uses for his own second way of being “common,” in §
(16).

At first, perhaps, it does not appear that Porphyry’s second sense has
anything to do with possessing something at different times, as Boethius’ second
sense does. It would seem that all Porphyry is talking about is something like the
legal notion of “joint ownership.” But the word I have translated here as ‘re-
ceived’ is the Greek À8�8¼8½¶8¾É½O¾�¾, a word often used in the context of
inheritance, so that whatever Porphyry himself may have meant, the notion of
temporal succession could easily have been suggested to Boethius.

Oddly, Boethius omits Porphyry’s third sense of being “common.” In this
third sense, Porphyrhy says, “that is called ‘common’ which is in someone’s
possession beforehand and, after being used, is returned to common [ownership].”
This is perhaps not altogether clear. In Porphyry’s second sense, as we have seen,
what is “common” is passed from one individual to another, like for instance an
inheritance, whereas in his third sense the predominant notion seems to be one of
“joint or common ownership,” to be distinguished from actual possession and use.
He gives the examples of the public baths and the theater or assembly. The idea
seems to be this: even if no one is actually using the public baths at a given time,
they are still “common” — they are still public. And the public theater belongs to
everyone, even if no one is actually there at the moment. On the other hand, if no
one person actually has possession of a slave at a given time (one of the examples
both Porphyry and Boethius give of the second sense), then he or she is simply not
a slave then, and certainly not a slave “in common.”

The case is perhaps a little hard to make out convincingly. It is easy, for
example, to suppose a slave owned by a whole family, rather than by any one
individual in the family. In any event, the distinction Porphyry seems to have in
mind between his second and third senses of being “common” is that in the
second sense what is received is received from another individual rather than from
the “common store,” whereas the third sense allows the latter possibility as well.

The distinction is nuanced and not altogether certain, which is perhaps
why Boethius ignores it and reduces Porphyry’s four senses to three.

Porphyry’s fourth and last sense once again uses the example of the
theater or assembly. This is confusing, to be sure, since he had just used the very
same example for his third sense.11 But in any case, in his fourth sense, “that is

11 Perhaps the distinction is between the theater or assembly as a building and the theater
or assembly as an event, what takes place in the building.
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called ‘common’ which, as a whole, comes undividedly into the use of many
simultaneously.” And, with the same example of the theater — or as Boethius
puts it, a “stage-play, or some spectacle” — this is exactly Boethius’ third way of
being “common” without being a universal (§ (17)).

The upshot, then, is that this well known passage from Boethius is not
altogether original with him, although he does seem to have been the first to apply
these distinctions to the problem of universals, and to make the point that a
universal is not supposed to be common in any of these ways.

III

Let us now look briefly at the argument in §§ (11)–(12) — section B —
of the passage from Boethius, in order to fix the context for the infinite regress
argument in § (13), which is the main thing I want to focus on.

Paragraph (11) begins by stating the conclusion of the argument, that
“genera and species cannot exist.” Why not? Because, Boethius says,
“everything that is common to several things at one time cannot be one.” He
goes on to say this is especially so ‘when one and the same thing is as a whole in
many things at one time.” Note that this explicitly captures the first two of the
three clauses of § (18), where Boethius lists the requirements for being a univer-
sal.

So in effect § (11) argues that the plurality of things to which a universal
is supposed to be common is somehow “contagious” and “infects” the universal
itself, making it plural too, and so not “one.” Paragraph (12) then draws the con-
sequence from this: A universal “is nothing at all. For everything that exists ex-
ists for the reason that it is one.”

The two operative assumptions in this section, then, are (i) the “converti-
bility” of being and unity, and (ii)  the view (not further explained anywhere in
the entire passage) that plurality is “contagious” in the sense just described.

IV

We now turn to § (13), where we get the infinite regress argument. “But
even if genus and species do exist,” the paragraph begins, “but are multiple and
not one in number, there will be no last genus. It will have another genus placed
above it.” Then he goes on to give an example in terms of the genus animal, and
argues somehow that there would be an infinite regress of ever higher genera.
Presumably this is supposed to be an unacceptable result, so that the argument
amounts to a reductio.
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Notice something already. What is the unacceptable conclusion this argu-
ment is trying to derive? That “there will be no last genus.” Now even though no
one I know of has ever interpreted the passage this way, the phrase ‘last genus’
certainly suggests the interpretation “highest genus,” a “most general genus” or
category, so that the argument would then be that the existence of universals that
“are multiple and not one in number” would violate the Aristotelian theory of the
categories. Surely the argument in the rest of the paragraph doesn’t suggest this
is what is going on at all, but the claim ‘there will be no last genus’, taken by it-
self, certainly sounds like it.

Tweedale, King and I, all of whom have written about this argument,
have in effect all taken if for granted that this is not what is going on. In fact,
both King and I, when we paraphrase the argument, cast it not in terms of the ge-
nus ‘animal’, as Boethius himself had done, but in terms of the species ‘man’ or
‘humanity’.12 It is as if we are tacitly assuming that the fact that Boethius puts his
example in terms of the genus ‘animal’ is purely accidental, and that the argu-
ment is meant to apply to any universal, whether a genus, a species or whatever.
And indeed, evidence that the discussion throughout this entire passage is meant
to be generalizable in this way might be found in the fact that all the other argu-
ments in the passage are put in terms of genus too, and nevertheless at the end of
§ (12), Boethius says “The same can be said about species.” Again, at the end of
the whole passage (§ (19)), he says “And the same is to be understood for the
other predicables.”13

But if this is so, if there is nothing unusual about genus in this argument,
then what are we to make of the very first sentence of § (13): “But even if genus
and species do exist, but are multiple and not one in number, there will be no last
genus”? Notice what the sentence does not say. It does not say that if genus exists
and is multiple, there will be no last genus, and if species exists and is multiple,
there will be no last species. Rather, on the most natural reading, in either case,
there will be no last genus. That is, we will get the same result —no last genus —
whether we start the argument by talking about genus or by talking about species.
And if it is species we are talking about instead of genus, that result — that
“there will be no last genus” — would mean that somewhere in the argument we
move from species to genus, and so to something broader than we began with. If
that step is repeated as the regress goes on, then the regress is not just a regress of
further and further stages, but a regress that involves increasing generality. And

12 King, p. 45; Spade, Survey, Ch. 23.
13 Tweedale does not explain the argument in terms of the species ‘man’, but — like Bo-

ethius — in terms of the genus ‘animal’ (Tweedale, pp. 75–77). Nevertheless, in Tweedale’s
analysis too, there is nothing to suggest that the choice of a genus for the example is anything
more than coincidental.
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if that’s what’s going on, then — however the argument works in detail — we do
have a regress that would do away with the Aristotelian theory of the categories
as “most general genera.”

Nevertheless, it remains true, as we shall see, that the actual argument in
the rest of § (13) does not seem to involve any kind of regress to ever-increasing
levels of generality, and no one has ever interpreted the argument as if it did.

We are left then with an initial puzzle about § (13): Its first sentence
would lead one to expect something quite different from the actual argument
given in the paragraph.

V

Let us look again at the argument in § (13). At the beginning of the para-
graph, it is hypothesized (for reductio) that genus and species exist “but are mul-
tiple and not one in number.” King and Tweedale interpret this as the hypothesis
that universals are not numerically one, in the sense that the previous argument
in §§ (11)–(12) has already refuted, but instead “one” only by a kind of looser
unity, that universals are in effect “collections.”14

King points to the Contra Eutychen for a clue to what is going on here.
There Boethius says “Indeed, what is not one cannot exist at all; being and one
are convertible terms, and whatsoever is one exists.”15 Here we have a reaffirma-
tion of the convertibility of being and unity that was one of the bases for the ear-
lier argument, in §§ (11)–(12). But then Boethius goes on: “Even those things
which are combined from many, as a heap or a chorus, are nevertheless one.”16

Thus, according to the Contra Eutychen, being and unity are convertible, but
there are two kinds of unity.

The connection the Commentary on Porphyry and the Contra Eutychen is
an intriguing connection to draw, not least because it suggests that the kind of
realism Boethius is arguing against in § (13) may be some form of “collective
realism,” such as one finds later on at the time of Peter Abelard.17

On the authority of the Contra Eutychen, therefore, anything that exists
must have one or the other kind of unity, either numerical unity or at least the
looser kind of unity “a heap or a chorus” has. This suggests then that the first ar-
gument (the one in §§ (11)–(12)) is directed against a realism that would make

14 Tweedale, p. 75, puts this in terms of being “‘multiplex’ in the way pairs and triplets
are multiplex,” but then goes on to explicate the latter in terms of “collections.”

15 King’s translation, p. 40. He is quoting Boethius, Contra Eutychen IV.
16 Ibid.
17 On “collective realism,” see King, Ch. 8 (= pp.187–214).

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


9

“Boethius against Universals: The Arguments in the Second Commentary on Porphyry” by Paul 
Vincent Spade is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

universals numerically one, while the infinite regress argument in § (13) is di-
rected against various kinds of “collective realism.”

I think this reading is a very attractive way of looking at the text. Never-
theless, some caveats should be noted. First of all, while the connection with
“collective realism” is an appealing interpretive conjecture, it is a conjecture.
Paragraph (13) makes no mention of “collections,” or of heaps or choruses, and
conversely the Contra Eutychen does not in the relevant passage use the charac-
teristic term ‘multiplex’ or ‘multiple’ that runs all through the argument in §
(13). So the link is at best surmised, not explicit in the text.

Second, there is a very good reason to be hesitant about looking too much
to the Contra Eutychen for help in interpreting the Second Commentary on Por-
phyry. For in a well-known passage in the Contra Eutychen, Boethius tells us
how to translate certain Greek philosophical terms. He says18:

For what the Greeks call �áÂ´{ÂWÁ or �áÂW}Âº8W, that we call
“subsistence” or “to subsist.” But what they call âÀÉÂÃ8ÂWÁ or
âÄ´ÂÃ8Âº8W, that we translate as “substance” or “to substand.”

Yet in his translation of Porphyry’s Isagoge, when Boethius gets to the
first of Porphyry’s three famous questions about universals, which he translates
as “whether [genera and species] subsist or are posited in bare understandings
only”19 — the very passage being commented on in the text we are considering in
this argument — the word he translates as ‘subsist’ is a form of âÄ´ÂÃ8Âº8W, not
of �áÂW}Âº8W, just the reverse of the translation-policy announced in the Contra
Eutychen. Whether this represent some conscious theoretical change-of-mind on
Boethius’ part, or whether it is merely an indication of sloppiness or whatever, I
do not know. But it does suggest that one should not to rely too heavily on the
Contra Eutychen in interpreting the Second Commentary on Porphyry.20

VI

Still, if the hypothesis that genus and species exist “but are multiple and
not one in number” doesn’t mean they are “collections,” what might it mean in-

18 Contra Eutychen III .
19 Spade, Five Texts, p. 20, § (1).
20 Note that the Contra Eutychen is later than the Second Commentary. The latter was

written before 510 (see L. M. De Rijk, “On the Chronology of Boethius’ Works on Logic,” Vi-
varium 2 (1964), pp. 1–49, 125–162, at p. 125), while the former was written not before 512 (see
John Mair, “The Text of the Opuscula Sacra,” in Margaret Gibson, ed., Boethius: His Life,
Thought and Influence, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), Ch. 8 (= pp. 206–213), at pp. 208–209.
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stead? Well, at least one other possibility ought to be considered, if only to see
that it is not very plausible.21 It is possible to take Boethius here to be referring
more or less to the view he himself explains and defends, on the authority of Al-
exander of Aphrodisias, a little later in his Commentary.

There Boethius says “these things [genus and species] exist in singulars,
but are thought of as universals.”22 Socrates and Plato, then, each has his own
humanity and his own animality, so that there are two humanities and two ani-
malities there. They are, in an obvious sense, “multiple and not one in number.”
Nevertheless, through a process of abstraction, or what Boethius sometimes
called “division,” the mind views these numerically distinct humanities as one
universal thing, and so too for animalities at the level of genus.

There are notorious — and, I think, frankly insuperable — difficulties
with such an “abstraction” theory, what is sometimes called “moderate realism.”
But the success or failure of Boethius’ theory is not the issue here. The point in-
stead is that the theory can be expressed without appealing to collections, with-
out thinking that genus and species are like a “heap” or a “chorus.” Humanity, on
this view, is “multiple and not one in number,” and so is animality, but that does
not mean they are collections.

So there is a perfectly straightforward way of interpreting the phrase
‘multiple and not one in number’ without turning genera and species into collec-
tions. On this interpretation, the phrase in effect means nothing more than that
the generic and specific terms it describes are common names. Being a common
name is, after all, not the same as being a proper name of a collection.

But if this interpretation of the phrase is reasonable in general, it is not a
very plausible one in the present context. First of all, if the view Boethius is hy-
pothesizing at the beginning of § (13) is the one he himself defends a little later
in the Commentary, according to which genera and species are not numerically
one, and not one in the way a collection is one either, then why does this argu-
ment appear in the text as part of the case against realism? It would seem that the
theory the argument is attacking is not a realist theory at all in any metaphysical
sense.

Second, if § (13) is addressing the theory Boethius defends later in the
Commentary, then what is the answer to the argument against that theory here?
Later on in the text, Boethius presents his theory of abstraction and argues in ef-
fect that a basically nominalist metaphysics is not incompatible with a basically
realist epistemology, so that to deny the reality of universals in the external

21 Plausible or not, I confess that I held it in Spade, Survey. For the reasons I am about to
give, I no longer hold it and in fact now wonder why I ever did.

22 Spade, Five Texts, p. 25, § (31).
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world does not threaten the legitimacy of our general knowledge.23 All that is fine
if it works, but it is answering a different question: the epistemological questions
posed by a nominalist metaphysics. Nowhere in the text is the argument in § (13)
answered.

Does this mean then that Boethius regarded the argument in § (13) as
sound, and the theory hypothesized there as refuted? That would be something of
an embarrassment if we take that theory to be the one Boethius means to defend!

These difficulties make it unlikely that Boethius has that theory in mind
in § (13). And this fact in turn might be taken as negative evidence in favor of
reading the argument in terms of collections, as Tweedale and King do. Never-
theless, as we shall see in the last part of this paper, there are considerations that
perhaps count against the latter reading.

VII

Let us now look at the actual argument in § (13). In the end, there is not
much difference between Tweedale, King and me over how the argument goes,
although there are some differences in presentation.

Consider several animals — say, Socrates, Plato and Brunellus the Ass.
They are “not the same” (see Appendix 1 below, line 20), since there are three of
them, and yet they have “a certain similar something” (Appendix 1, lines 19–20)
— Socrates’ animality, Plato’s animality and Brunellus’ animality, let us say.
“For that reason” (line 20) we look for their genus. That is to say, likeness is a
matter of falling under the same universal, in this case a genus.24

But the genus itself, by the hypothesis of § (13), is just as “multiple” as
our three animals were to begin with. That is, Socrates’ animality, Plato’s ani-
mality and Brunellus’ animality are three animalities that are “not the same,”
just as Socrates, Plato and Brunellus themselves were three animals that were not
the same. But these three animalities are alike in being animalities, and therefore
they too “have a certain similar something,” so that we must look for their genus
in turn. And off we go on our regress.

King and Tweedale put the regress in terms of “collections”: Individuals
are alike; likeness implies sharing somehow the same universal; and universals
are thought of as “collections” of their individual instances. And while we have
seen that this may be the right away to look at it, notice once again that there is
really nothing in the text itself that implies collections.

23 Ibid., pp. 23–25, §§ (23)–(32).
24 Notice how this account take the fact that it is a genus as merely a consequence of the

example, not as essential to the argument.
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If we do think of the argument in terms of collections, then it is important
to note that the regress requires abstract names to get it going, not concrete ones.
For example, if we say

Individual animals are alike and so fall under the common genus
animal (concrete noun), which genus is in turn the collection of all
individual animals (concrete noun again)

we are right back where we started, with individual animals, and there is no re-
gress. In order to get a regress, we need to say something like:

Individual animals are alike and so fall under the common genus
animality (abstract noun), which genus is in turn the collection of
all individual animalities (abstract noun again).

Here we have gone up one level of abstraction, from animal to animality.
And since all those animalities are alike too, our infinite regress is under way.

Tweedale was the first to make this point, although he expresses it in
somewhat different terms.25

King, Tweedale and I are therefore in substantial agreement about the
actual form of the argument in § (13), although the role of collections is perhaps
negotiable. In any case, notice that as I remarked earlier,26 on this reading the ar-
gument does not proceed in terms of a regress of increasing generality. If there
are three animals, then there are three animalities and three of that “similar
something” those animalities have — call it “animalityhood” or whatever. And
so it goes: three all the way up, never anything more general than that.

If this is indeed the form of the argument (and I do not see any other way
to read it), then it is worth noting that the argument relies crucially on the notion
of what we might call “higher-order properties.”27 We have not only animals, but

25 Tweedale, p. 75: “In following the reasoning one must be careful to distinguish single
items that make up the genus in question from the single items that fall under it. Individual ani-
mals fall under the genus animal, but they make it up only if we consider the genus animal to be
simply the collection of all animals. Since Boethius is thinking of a genus as a collection of sin-
gle items each of which is ‘in’ an individual animal, it does not appear that he thought of these
single items as identical with individual animals.”

26 See pp. 7–8, above.
27 I do not here mean “property” in the technical sense from Porphyry’s Isagoge, a real

metaphysical characteristic that is not an essential ingredient of the members of a species but
nevertheless belongs to all and only the members of that species, as risibility was said to be a
“property” of man. I am instead using the term in its modern-day, looser sense in which any
metaphysical feature of a thing is a “property” of it. There is no good mediaeval word for this.
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animalities, and then animalityhoods (as we called them a moment ago), and
“animalityhoodships” (or whatever we want to call them28), and so on.

The picture here is one of higher-order properties, not just of higher-order
predicates. It is a matter of metaphysics, not just of language. Animals each have
some real metaphysical feature, an animality, in virtue of which they are ani-
mals. These animalities in turn each have another metaphysical feature, an
“animalityhood” we called it, in virtue of which they are animalities, and so on.
Animalityhood is a real feature of an animality; indeed, it is what makes it an
animality. But it is not a feature of an animal, since an animal is not an animal-
ity.

Such a picture, involving iterated “properties of properties,” reflects cer-
tain recent metaphysical views quite well. But it is not usually part of mediaeval
discussions. For example, with respect to the Aristotelian distinction between
things “present in” a subject and things “said of” a subject,29 one never finds talk
of some things’ being “present in” others that are in turn “present in” yet further
things, and so on. And while it is true that animal is “said of” man, which is in
turn “said of” Socrates, it is also true that animal is “said of” Socrates,30 whereas
on the picture Boethius presents, while higher-order properties can belong to the
properties immediately below them, they do not belong to the things the latter
properties belong to: animalityhood is a feature of animality, but not of any ani-
mal.

I find it noteworthy, therefore, that Boethius appeals to such higher-order
properties in his infinite regress argument in § (13). Of course that argument, and
the higher order properties appealed to in it, are part of a reductio, so that Bo-
ethius is not committing himself to such a theory. Still, the fact that he even
raises it is striking.

VIII

Finally, I said I wanted to say something about the overall structure of the
passage from Boethius’ Second Commentary on Porphyry, how its various sec-
tions hang together. In particular, I want to comment on the odd placement of
section D, §§ (14)–(18).

28 Ordinary vocabulary is of course lacking, and the artificial vocabulary becomes in-
creasingly strained as one progresses up the infinite regress to ever higher levels of abstractness.

29 Categories 2 1a20–b9.
30 Compare Categories 3 1b10–15: “When one thing is predicated of another as of a sub-

ject, all that is said of what is predicated is also said of the subject. For example, man is predi-
cated of this man, but animal [is predicated] of man. Accordingly, animal will also be predicated
of this man.”
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Commentators who have discussed this passage previously, and who have
addressed this point, all seem to have agreed in taking section D as a kind of
elaboration and filling in of the argument in section B.31 In other words, it is as if
the overall structure of the passage goes like this: First, we get the statement of
the question in section A. Then we get one two-part argument against the reality
of universals, in sections B and C. Then, in D, we get an elaboration of the argu-
ment back in B. And finally, we sum it all up in section E.

But if D is an elaboration of the argument in B, why is it delayed until
after the infinite-regress argument in C, to which it seems to be totally irrele-
vant?

This odd placement of section D is not all that surprising, of course. Ex-
perienced mediaevalists are after all quite used to seeing much stranger arrange-
ments than this in mediaeval arguments. Still, it is worth noting, and makes one
wonder whether perhaps there is another way of organizing the passage.

The usual way of organizing it, the one I have just described, is the natu-
ral interpretation if we take sections B and C as two parts of a single, two-case
argument. This reading is reinforced by King’s attractive suggestion linking
these passages with the distinction in the Contra Eutychen between two kinds of
unity, numerical unity and collective unity.

On this reading, the argument in the entire passage — and so Boethius’
whole case against universals — depends crucially on the convertibility of being
and unity, the first operative assumption listed in section III  above. But there are
two kinds of unity. Numerical unity is discussed in section B, and collective
unity in section C. Then we get a kind of afterthought in section D, and a conclu-
sion in E.

But if one looks at § (11) it is clear that, although numerical unity is in-
deed explicitly mentioned at the very end of the paragraph, the actual argument
in the paragraph is applicable to collective unity as much as to numerical unity.
Just as numerically one thing cannot be wholly in two things at once, according
to this argument, so too one chorus, let’s say, cannot be both wholly in Carnegie
Hall and wholly in Yankee Stadium at the same time.

But if the first part of the two-case argument covers both kinds of unity
like this, then the argument in section C is unnecessary and the structure of the
whole passage becomes all the more mysterious; the argument in section B cov-
ers both cases.

I want to suggest an alternative structuring of the passage. Look at the
end of § (12), and likewise at the end of § (19). They both look like concluding
summaries. Both conclude that genus does not exist, and then go on to say that

31 See the references in n. 1 above.
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the same thing holds for species (§ (12)), or for “the other predicables” (§ (19)).
Both passages, that is, offer a summary and then a generalization.

Now look at the beginning of § (13) and the beginning of § (14): “But if
genus and species do exist, but are multiple and not one in number” (§ (13)), and
“Now if a genus is one in number” § (14)). While it is perhaps not fully explicit,
this looks very much like a conditional excluded middle — the condition being
that genus (or species) does exist.

What I want to suggest then is that in this passage as a whole what we
really have is not one two-case argument plus an afterthought, but rather two
separate arguments against the reality of universals, the second of which is a two-
case argument. The first argument is in section B, and depends on the converti-
bility of being and unity; it ends in § (12). The second argument, the two-case
argument, takes up sections C and D, and does not depend on the convertibility
of being and unity at all, but only on an excluded middle.

If genus and species are not numerically one, that case is handled by the
infinite-regress argument in section C. And note that on this reading there is no
longer any special reason to take that argument in terms of collective unity or
indeed in terms of any kind of unity. In fact, if sections B and C are not two parts
of a single, two-case argument, but instead belong to two entirely unrelated ar-
guments, then the passage from Contra Eutychen about the two kinds of unity is
irrelevant to interpreting the text.

On the other hand, if genus and species are numerically one, that case is
handled in section D, by an argument that looks very much like the first argu-
ment, back in section B, except that it is somewhat more developed and con-
spicuously makes no mention of the convertibility of being and unity.

There is another reason too why this restructuring of the passage is an ap-
pealing one, this time a philosophical reason. For one might well have thought
that without the convertibility of being and unity, there simply is no problem of
universals. If Socrates’ humanity and Plato’s humanity, which are wholly, at the
same time and in the appropriate metaphysically constitutive sense present in
Socrates and Plato respectively, can be counted as satisfying Boethius’ three-
clause definition of a universal in § (18) even though they are two humanities
and not one, then what possible objection can there be to admitting the reality of
universals?

But if we read the structure of Boethius’ passage in the way I have indi-
cated, then there is a suggestion in the passage that it is possible to argue against
the reality of universals even without assuming that every being is one being. For
while the first argument, in section B, does assume that, the second argument, the
two-case argument in section C–E, conspicuously does not assume it. This sec-
ond part of the argument, section D, handles the case where a universal is one,
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but the first part, in section C, allow the case where it is not. Neither alternative
is assumed, and both are covered.

The philosophical assessment of this intriguing suggestion is a topic for
another paper.32

32 Many of the ideas in this paper, particularly those in the last section, about structural
matters, were prompted by discussion with Christopher Vaughan. An earlier version of this paper
was read at the workshop on Boethius held at The Ohio State University, May 28–29, 1994. I am
grateful to the participants in that workshop for their insightful and penetrating comments.
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Appendix 1:
Boethius’ Text33

Section A (p. 161.14) (10) Genera et species aut sunt atque subsistunt aut /15

intellectu et sola cogitatione formantur,

Section B

5

10

15

(11) sed genera et species esse non possunt. hoc autem ex his
intellegitur. omne enim quod commune est uno tempore pluribus,
id unum esse non poterit; multorum enim est quod commune est.
praesertim cum una eademque res in multis uno tempore tota sit.
/20 quantaecumque enim sunt species, in omnibus genus unum est,
non quod de eo singulae species quasi partes aliquas carpant, sed
singulae uno tempore totum genus habent. quo fit ut totum genus
in pluribus singulis uno tempore positum unum esse non possit;
neque enim fieri potest ut, cum in /25 pluribus totum uno sit
tempore, in semet ipso sit unum (p. 162) numero.

(12) quod si ita est, unum quiddam genus esse non poterit, quo fit
ut omnino nihil sit; omne enim quod est, idcirco est, quia unum
est. et de specie idem conuenit dici.

Section C

20

25

(13) quodsi est quidem genus ac species, sed multiplex neque
unum  /5 numero, non erit ultimum genus, sed habebit aliud
superpositum genus, quod illam multiplicitatem unius sui
nominis uocabulo includat. ut enim plura animalia, quoniam
habent quiddam simile, eadem tamen non sunt, idcirco eorum
genera perquiruntur, ita quoque quoniam genus, quod in pluribus
est  /10 atque ideo multiplex, habet sui similitudinem, quod genus
est. non est uero unum, quoniam in pluribus est. eius generis
quoque genus aliud quaerendum est, cumque fuerit inuentum, ea-
dem ratione quae superius dicta est, rursus genus tertium uestiga-
tur. itaque in infinitum ratio procedat necesse est, cum /15 nullus
disciplinae terminus occurrat.

Section D (14) quodsi unum quiddam numero genus est, commune mul-

33 From Anicii Manlii Severini Boethii In Isagogen Porphyrii commenta, Samuel Brandt,
ed., (“Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum,” Vol. 48; Vienna: F. Tempsky, 1906), pp.
161.14–163.6. I have divided the text into sections in conformity with the discussion above.
Paragraph divisions are my own, and are numbered in accordance with the translation in Spade,
Five Texts on the Mediaeval Problem of Universals, pp. 21–22.
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30

35

torum esse non poterit. una enim res si communis est, aut

(15) partibus communis est et non iam tota communis, sed partes
eius propriae singulorum, aut

(16) in usus habentium etiam per tempora transit, ut sit commune
/20 ut seruus communis uel equus, aut

(17) uno tempore omnibus commune fit, non tamen ut eorum
quibus commune est, substantiam constituat, et est theatrum uel
spectaculum aliquod, quod spectantibus omnibus commune est.

(18) genus uero secundum nullum horum modum commune esse
speciebus potest; nam (p. 163) ita commune esse debet, ut et to-
tum sit in singulis et uno tempore et eorum quorum commune est,
constituere ualeat et formare substantiam.

Section E (19) quocirca si neque unum est, quoniam commune est, neque
multa, quoniam eius quoque multitudinis /5 genus aliud inquiren-
dum est, uidebitur genus omnino non esse, idemque de ceteris in-
tellegendum est.
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Appendix 2:
Porphyry’s Text34

Porphyry’s Greek English Translation
���� /��� ©Ù� »�W¾Ù¾� À}Á� O\¼fÀÃ8W�
À�}Ã�¾� ¸P� OYÀ²�� À�Â8Å}Á� ¼²·O�
Ã8W�ÃÙ���»�W¾É¾���

/��� ¡²·{� ÛÃW� À�¼¼8Å}Á&� »�W¾Ù¾
·9�� ¼²·OÃ8W� »8`� ÃÙ� OYÁ� ½²�f
¸W8W�OÃÙ¾� ���� �Á� ?�Ã�Á� »8`� �_�
¾�Á��OY�OZÁ� O\f� Ã}¾� ¸W8W��Ê¾Ã{¾�
»8`� Ã9� Å�³½8Ã8� »�W¾9� Ã�� �� OYÁ
½²�f� O_¾8W� ¸W8W�OÃ9� Ã}¾� Ý¾Ã{¾�
¼²·OÃ8W� ¸P� »�W¾Ù¾� »8`� ÃÙ� OYÁ
½²�f� �� ½P¾� �á� ¸W8W�OÃÉ¾�� OYÁ� ¸P
Ãg¾� Å�hÂW¾� âÀÙ� À�¼¼}¾� À8�8�
¼8½¶8¾É½O¾�¾� �Á� �� ZÀÀ�Á� »8`
�Y»²ÃfÁ� »�W¾ÙÁ� À¼O´�ÂW¾� ;¸O¼�
Ä�aÁ�� ¼²·OÃ8W� »�W¾Ù¾� »8`� ÃÙ� Q¾
À��� ���»8Ã8¼³ÆOW�ÃW¾ÙÁ�·W¾É½O�
¾�¾� »8`� ½OÃ9� Ãg¾� Å�hÂW¾� ;¾8�
ÀO½ÀÉ½O¾�¾� OYÁ� ÃÙ� »�W� � ���� ¾É¾�
�^�¾�¸³�Ã´�QÂÃW�ÃÙ�¶8¼8¾Oa�¾�»8`
ÃÙ�º²8Ã��¾��¼²·OÃ8W�À±¼W¾�?¼¼{Á
��»�W¾Ù¾�ÃÙ�Û¼�¾�=½8�OYÁ�Å�hÂW¾
Q�ÅÉ½O¾�¾� À�¼¼}¾� ;¸W8W�²Ã{Á&

5

10

15

20

[Question:] How is ‘common’
taken [in Aristotle’s definition]?
But first, tell [me] in how many
ways ‘common’ is said.

[Answer:] I maintain that [it is
said] in many ways. For (1) that is
called “common” which is divided
into parts, like a loaf [of bread],
and wine if it is one of [the things
that] are divided.35 Things are
“common” [in this sense] by being
divided into parts according to
each of the participants.36 (2) That
is called “common” which is not
divided into parts but is received37

by many for [their] use, like a
horse or a slave [that is] common
to many brothers. (3) That is
called “common” which is in
someone’s possession beforehand
and, after being used, is returned
to common [ownership]. The
[public] bath and the theater are

34 From his Exposition of Aristotle’s Categories by Question and Answer (on Aristotle,
Categories, 1, 1a1-2). My translation from Porphyrii Isagoge et In Aristotelis Categorias com-
mentarium, Adolfus Busse, ed., (“Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca,” vol. IV .1; Berlin: Georg
Reimer, 1887), p. 62 lines 17–33.

35 are divided: The Greek has the active participle here, although the passive seems to be
required. “If it is one of [the things that] are divided”:  The purpose of this clause seems to be to
contrast wine, and perhaps bread earlier in the sentence, which are often divided up in this way,
with items under sense (2), which cannot be divided up part by part without destroying them. To
cut up a loaf of bread or divide a flask of wine among all partakers is just good hospitality; to cut
up a horse or a slave spoils their usefulness.

36 according … participants: Following Busse’s conjecture (»8º� S»8ÂÃ�¾� Ã}¾
½OÃOÅÉ¾Ã{¾� for Ã}¾�Û¾Ã{¾) at p. 62.21. The Greek has ‘of the beings’, which seems senseless
here.

37 received: The Greek À8�8¼8½¶8¾É½O¾�¾ means “received from another,” and is
used in cases of inheritance (among other usages). It is this receiving from another individual,
rather than from the common or public store, that distinguishes senses (2) and (3).
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�ãÃ{Á� ·9�� �� ¸W9� ÃhÁ� Ã�à
»³�u»�Á� Ä{¾hÁ� »�W¾g� i� Å�hÂWÁ
Ã�aÁ� Q¾� Ã�� ºO±Ã�d� ½g� ¸W8W� � �
��u½²¾fÁ� ÃhÁ� OYÁ� Q¼±ÅWÂÃ8
Ä{¾hÁ� »8º/� S»8ÂÃ�¾� Ã}¾
À8�É¾Ã{¾���

/��� 8Ã9�À�a�¾��y¾�Âf½8W¾É½O�
¾�¾�ÃÙ�»�W¾Ù¾�O\¼fÀÃ8W�����
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»�W¾g¾�UÅOW�Å�hÂW¾���»8`�QÀ`� Ã�à
/¥Ç¼²{Á� À8W¸ÙÁ� »8`� Ã�à� ©O¼8�
½}¾�Á� Û¼f� ¼8½¶8¾�½²¾f� »8`� �
;¸W8´�OÃ�Á� ½²¾�uÂ8� QÀ/� ;½Ä��
Ã²�{¾�����
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such a thing. Again in another
sense, (4) that is called “common”
which, as a whole, comes undivid-
edly into the use of many simulta-
neously. For in this way, through
the voice of the crier, the use [of
the theater] is common to those in
it, although the voice is not di-
vided up in the least among each
of those present.38

[Question:] So in which sense is
‘common’ taken [in Aristotle’s
definition]?

[Answer:] I say [it is] according to
the last [sense], according to
which there comes to be a use
common to many simultaneously,
although the same whole remains
undivided. For the word  ‘Ajax’ is
used both for the son of Oïleus and
for [the son] of Telamon,39 taken
as a whole and remaining undi-
vided between the two [of them].

38 The word ‘theater’ means not only a place where drama was performed, but also an
“assembly”, where a “crier” made proclamations and kept order.

39 These are called, respectively, Ajax the Less and Ajax the Greater. They are characters
from the Iliad.



Plato’s Timaeus 48e–53c 
(Benjamin Jowett translation) 

 
[48e] This new beginning of our discussion of the universe requires a 

fuller division than the former; for then we made two classes, now a third 
must be revealed. The two sufficed for the former discussion: one, which we 
assumed, was a pattern intelligible and always the same; and the second was 
only the imitation of the pattern, generated and visible. [49a] There is also a 
third kind which we did not distinguish at the time, conceiving that the two 
would be enough. But now the argument seems to require that we should set 
forth in words another kind, which is difficult of explanation and dimly seen. 
What nature are we to attribute to this new kind of being? We reply, that it is 
the receptacle, and in a manner the nurse, of all generation. I have spoken the 
truth; but I must express myself in clearer language, and this will be an ardu-
ous task for many reasons, and in particular because I must first raise ques-
tions concerning fire and the other elements, and determine what each of them 
is; [49b] for to say, with any probability or certitude, which of them should be 
called water rather than fire, and which should be called any of them rather 
than all or some one of them, is a difficult matter. How, then, shall we settle 
this point, and what questions about the elements may be fairly raised? 

In the first place, we see that what we just now called water, by con-
densation, I suppose, becomes stone and earth; [49c] and this same element, 
when melted and dispersed, passes into vapour and air. Air, again, when in-
flamed, becomes fire; and again fire, when condensed and extinguished, pass-
es once more into the form of air; and once more, air, when collected and 
condensed, produces cloud and mist; and from these, when still more com-
pressed, comes flowing water, and from water comes earth and stones once 
more; and thus generation appears to be transmitted from one to the other in a 
circle. [49d] Thus, then, as the several elements never present themselves in 
the same form, how can any one have the assurance to assert positively that 
any of them, whatever it may be, is one thing rather than another? No one can. 
But much the safest plan is to speak of them as follows:—Anything which we 
see to be continually changing, as, for example, fire, we must not call ‘this’ or 
‘that,’ but rather say that it is ‘of such a nature’; nor let us speak of water as 
‘this’; but always as ‘such’; nor must we imply that there is any stability in 
any of those things [49e] which we indicate by the use of the words ‘this’ and 
‘that,’ supposing ourselves to signify something thereby; for they are too vola-
tile to be detained in any such expressions as ‘this,’ or ‘that,’ or ‘relative to 
this,’ or any other mode of speaking which represents them as permanent. We 
ought not to apply ‘this’ to any of them, but rather the word ‘such’; which ex-
presses the similar principle circulating in each and all of them; for example, 
that should be called ‘fire’ which is of such a nature always, and so of every-
thing that has generation. That in which the elements severally grow up, and 
appear, and decay, [50a] is alone to be called by the name ‘this’ or ‘that’; but 
that which is of a certain nature, hot or white, or anything which admits of op-



posite qualities, and all things that are compounded of them, ought not to be 
so denominated. Let me make another attempt to explain my meaning more 
clearly. Suppose a person to make all kinds of figures of gold and to be always 
transmuting one form into all the rest;—somebody points to one of them and 
asks what it is. [50b] By far the safest and truest answer is, That is gold; and 
not to call the triangle or any other figures which are formed in the gold ‘the-
se,’ as though they had existence, since they are in process of change while he 
is making the assertion; but if the questioner be willing to take the safe and 
indefinite expression, ‘such,’ we should be satisfied. And the same argument 
applies to the universal nature which receives all bodies—that must be always 
called the same; for, while receiving all things, she never departs at all from 
her own nature, [50c] and never in any way, or at any time, assumes a form 
like that of any of the things which enter into her; she is the natural recipient 
of all impressions, and is stirred and informed by them, and appears different 
from time to time by reason of them. But the forms which enter into and go 
out of her are the likenesses of real existences modelled after their patterns in 
a wonderful and inexplicable manner, which we will hereafter investigate. For 
the present we have only to conceive of three natures: [50d] first, that which is 
in process of generation; secondly, that in which the generation takes place; 
and thirdly, that of which the thing generated is a resemblance. And we may 
liken the receiving principle to a mother, and the source or spring to a father, 
and the intermediate nature to a child; and may remark further, that if the 
model is to take every variety of form, then the matter in which the model is 
fashioned will not be duly prepared, unless it is formless, and free from the 
impress of any of those shapes which it is hereafter to receive from without. 
[50e] For if the matter were like any of the supervening forms, then whenever 
any opposite or entirely different nature was stamped upon its surface, it 
would take the impression badly, because it would intrude its own shape. 
Wherefore, that which is to receive all forms should have no form; as in mak-
ing perfumes they first contrive that the liquid substance which is to receive 
the scent shall be as inodorous as possible; or as those who wish to impress 
figures on soft substances do not allow any previous impression to remain, but 
begin by making the surface as even and smooth as possible. [51a] In the 
same way that which is to receive perpetually and through its whole extent the 
resemblances of all eternal beings ought to be devoid of any particular form. 
Wherefore, the mother and receptacle of all created and visible and in any way 
sensible things, is not to be termed earth, or air, or fire, or water, or any of 
their compounds or any of the elements from which these are derived, [51b] 
but is an invisible and formless being which receives all things and in some 
mysterious way partakes of the intelligible, and is most incomprehensible. In 
saying this we shall not be far wrong; as far, however, as we can attain to a 
knowledge of her from the previous considerations, we may truly say that fire 
is that part of her nature which from time to time is inflamed, and water that 
which is moistened, and that the mother substance becomes earth and air, in 
so far as she receives the impressions of them. 



Let us consider this question more precisely. Is there any self-existent 
fire? and do all those things which we call [51c] self-existent exist? or are on-
ly those things which we see, or in some way perceive through the bodily or-
gans, truly existent, and nothing whatever besides them? And is all that which 
we call an intelligible essence nothing at all, and only a name? Here is a ques-
tion which we must not leave unexamined or undetermined, nor must we af-
firm too confidently that there can be no decision; neither must we interpolate 
in our present long discourse a digression equally long, [51d] but if it is possi-
ble to set forth a great principle in a few words, that is just what we want. 

Thus I state my view:—If mind and true opinion are two distinct clas-
ses, then I say that there certainly are these self-existent ideas unperceived by 
sense, and apprehended only by the mind; if, however, as some say, true opin-
ion differs in no respect from mind, then everything that we perceive through 
the body is to be regarded as most real and certain. [51e] But we must affirm 
them to be distinct, for they have a distinct origin and are of a different nature; 
the one is implanted in us by instruction, the other by persuasion; the one is 
always accompanied by true reason, the other is without reason; the one can-
not be overcome by persuasion, but the other can: and lastly, every man may 
be said to share in true opinion, but mind is the attribute of the gods and of 
very few men. [52a] Wherefore also we must acknowledge that there is one 
kind of being which is always the same, uncreated and indestructible, never 
receiving anything into itself from without, nor itself going out to any other, 
but invisible and imperceptible by any sense, and of which the contemplation 
is granted to intelligence only. And there is another nature of the same name 
with it, and like to it, perceived by sense, created, always in motion, becoming 
in place and again vanishing out of place, which is apprehended by opinion 
and sense. And there is a third nature, which is space, and is eternal, and ad-
mits not of destruction [52b] and provides a home for all created things, and is 
apprehended without the help of sense, by a kind of spurious reason, and is 
hardly real; which we beholding as in a dream, say of all existence that it must 
of necessity be in some place and occupy a space, but that what is neither in 
heaven nor in earth has no existence. Of these and other things of the same 
kind, relating to the true and waking reality of nature, [52c] we have only this 
dreamlike sense, and we are unable to cast off sleep and determine the truth 
about them. For an image, since the reality, after which it is modelled, does 
not belong to it, and it exists ever as the fleeting shadow of some other, must 
be inferred to be in another (i.e. in space), grasping existence in some way or 
other, or it could not be at all. But true and exact reason, vindicating the nature 
of true being, maintains that while two things (i.e. the image and space) are 
different they cannot exist one of them in the other and so be one and also two 
at the same time. 

[52d] Thus have I concisely given the result of my thoughts; and my 
verdict is that being and space and generation, these three, existed in their 
three ways before the heaven; and that the nurse of generation, moistened by 
water and inflamed by fire, and receiving the forms of earth and air, and expe-
riencing all the affections which accompany these, [52e] presented a strange 



variety of appearances; and being full of powers which were neither similar 
nor equally balanced, was never in any part in a state of equipoise, but sway-
ing unevenly hither and thither, was shaken by them, and by its motion again 
shook them; and the elements when moved were separated and carried contin-
ually, some one way, some another; as, when grain is shaken and winnowed 
by fans and other instruments used in the threshing of corn, the close and 
heavy particles are borne away and settle in one direction, [53a] and the loose 
and light particles in another. In this manner, the four kinds or elements were 
then shaken by the receiving vessel, which, moving like a winnowing ma-
chine, scattered far away from one another the elements most unlike, and 
forced the most similar elements into close contact. Wherefore also the vari-
ous elements had different places before they were arranged so as to form the 
universe. At first, they were all without reason and measure. [53b] But when 
the world began to get into order, fire and water and earth and air had only 
certain faint traces of themselves, and were altogether such as everything 
might be expected to be in the absence of God; this, I say, was their nature at 
that time, and God fashioned them by form and number. Let it be consistently 
maintained by us in all that we say that God made them as far as possible the 
fairest and best, out of things which were not fair and good. And now I will 
endeavour to show you the disposition and generation of them by an unaccus-
tomed argument, which I am compelled to use; [53c] but I believe that you 
will be able to follow me, for your education has made you familiar with the 
methods of science.  



The Warp and Woof of Metaphysics: How to Get
Started on Some Big Themes

Paul Vincent Spade
Indiana University

I. “Essential” and “accidental” properties: A modern version.

Let me begin then by introducing you to a distinction between what I will
call a broadly “Platonic”-style and a broadly “Aristotelian”-style metaphysics.
The guiding thread will be the notion of the essential and non-essential (acciden-
tal) features of a thing. Perhaps you will find what I am here calling an “Aristote-
lian” view unfamiliar and even foreign, because there is a kind of metaphysical
“common denominator” in some philosophical circles today, left-over perhaps
from the days of “analytic” philosophical insularity, but in any case quite unlike
what I am here calling an “Aristotelian” metaphysics. Instead it is much closer to
what I regard as a Platonic approach.

In analytic philosophy, there is a view called “Aristotelian essentialism”
— by both its supporters and its opponents — that in fact has nothing to do with
Aristotle. It may be found, for example, in the following passage from Quine’s
Word and Object:

Perhaps I can evoke the appropriate sense of bewilderment
as follows. Mathematicians may conceivably be said to be neces-
sarily rational and not necessarily two-legged; and cyclists neces-
sarily two-legged and not necessarily rational. But what of an indi-
vidual who counts among his eccentricities both mathematics and
cycling? Is this concrete individual necessarily rational and contin-
gently two-legged or vice versa? Just insofar as we are talking ref-
erentially of the object, with no special bias toward a background
grouping of mathematicians as against cyclists of vice versa, there
is no semblance of sense in rating some of his attributes as neces-
sary and others as contingent. Some of his attributes count as im-
portant and others as unimportant, yes; some as enduring and oth-
ers as fleeing; but none as necessary or contingent.

Curiously, a philosophical tradition does exist for just such
a distinction between necessary and contingent attributes. It lives
on in the terms ‘essence’ and ‘accident’, ‘internal relation’ and
‘external relation’. It is a distinction that one attributers to Aristotle
(subject to contradiction by scholars, such being the penalty for at-
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tributions to Aristotle1). But, however venerable the distinction, it
is surely indefensible.2

You can also find “Aristotelian essentialism” in this sense discussed in
Quine’s “Reference and Modality,”3 and in lots of other places.

In the passage just quoted, there are two parts. First Quine identifies a
certain theory as “Aristotelian essentialism,” and then he goes on to reject it. His
reasons for rejecting it do not concern me here. I’m interested for now only in
what the doctrine is.

According to this doctrine,

essential property = necessary property
accidental property = contingent property

So, in this context, essential = necessary, whereas accidental = contingent.
The kind of “necessity” involved here is a hypothetical necessity. That is, an “es-
sential property” of a thing is one such that if the thing exists at all, it has to have
that property. Likewise, a “contingent” property of a thing is one such that if the
thing exists, it may or may not have that property.

The idea that this view is really Aristotle’s can be dismissed right away
once we recall the authentically Aristotelian notion of a “necessary accident,”
found for instance in Metaphysics V.30. It is easy to see, therefore, that Quine’s
quick identification of the accidental with the contingent is not an altogether Ar-
istotelian notion, so that it’s not surprising that he finds “scholars” contradicting
him.

II. The “Platonic” approach.

In fact, Quine’s view is much more what I regard as a Platonic view of
things. On such a view, here is what you have: First of all, you have an object,
which has certain properties that are somehow attached to it. The nature of that
connection will vary, depending on the particular theory. You can call it “exem-
plification,” “participation,” or whatever you want.

1 Anyone who says silly things like that about Aristotle deserves whatever penalty he is
made to pay!

2 Willard Van Orman Quine, Word and Object, (Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T. Press,
1960), § 41, pp. 199–200.

3 Willard Van Orman Quine, “Reference and Modality,” in his From a Logical Point of
View: Logico-Philosophical Essays, rev. ed., (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), pp. 139–159.
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The important point is that some of these properties are, so to speak,
“permanently” attached to the object; they are the so called essential properties.
Others can be removed from the object without destroying it; they are the acci-
dental properties. The distinction between these two kinds of properties is, of
course, the feature of the doctrine Quine finds arbitrary, and therefore unjustified.

Now it may very well be arbitrary and unjustified. But it’s plainly not in-
coherent. In fact, it’s fairly easy to picture how this goes:

The object is a little like a “pin cushion.” The properties are so to speak
the “pins” in the pin-cushion.4

The accidents are so to speak the “straight” pins. They can be inserted or
removed from the pin cushion without damaging anything.

The essential properties are like “fish hooks.” You can’t take them out
without ripping the whole thing open and destroying the pin cushion.5

So much for the distinction be-
tween essential and accidental properties
of a thing on this “Quinean/Platonic” ap-
proach. The properties are simply the pins
in the pin cushion, attached in various
ways to the cushion.

The other side of the picture is of
course the object: the pin cushion itself.

Now watch closely. By itself, all on
its own, the object has no properties. The
properties are all “attached” from outside.
By itself, the object then is a kind of “bare
particular.” It has no internal structure, no
features of its own whatsoever.

Note: The terminology can be
rather fluid here. You may want to call the
whole complex the “object” — the pin
cushion (or “core”) plus the pins or prop-
erties. Or maybe you will want to reserve

the word ‘object’ for the core plus the permanent or essential properties. The ter-
minology in the end doesn’t matter; the point is that, however you want to distrib-
ute your terminology, the picture is the same.

4 This is your introduction to “Spade’s famous pin-cushion model,” which I use a lot in
the classroom.

5 You may find that last part overly dramatic, but never mind. You get the point.

Figure 1
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This picture is one that is represented very nicely in first-order logic — so
it is probably no coincidence that Quine approached metaphysics in this way,
since he was very much taken with “the logical point of view.” On this view, the
relation between the pins and the pin cushion, between properties and objects, is
represented quite nicely in predication: Predicates are to their subjects as proper-
ties are to their objects.

If you know Quine’s work (and if you don’t you should), you will be
aware that he argues that we don’t really need proper names in our language, and
that in fact in some cases it may be philosophically confusing and misleading to
have them there. The proper name ‘Aristotle’, for instance, can be struck out of
our language and replaced by the predicate ‘aristotelizes’ (or something like that).
If we do that, then whenever we want to say something about Aristotle, we now
speak about “every x such that x aristotelizes.” Obviously, we can do this with
any proper name at all, so that proper names can be systematically eliminated
from our language and replaced by predicates. Since we’re no doubt going to need
predicates anyway, we can therefore economize on the number of syntactical
types we have in our vocabulary if we systematically adopt a policy of such re-
placement.6

What we do need, however, even if we do eliminate proper names, is indi-
vidual variables — like the ‘x’ in ‘every x such that x aristotelizes’.

In logic, individual variables are about as “featureless” as you can get.
They are, so to speak, the linguistic counterparts to bare particulars. An individual
variable is the logical analogue of the metaphysical “pin cushion” that has no
properties at all by itself — all properties are pins in the cushion, attached from
outside.

So the fact is, then, that first-order logic fits very nicely with this basically
“Platonic” picture of metaphysics. That is no doubt why this picture has been such
an “orthodox” one in analytically-minded philosophy in the second half of the
twentieth century.

II.1. Problems with the “Platonic” approach.

Of course, there are obvious problems with the picture. How are these bare
particulars, these featureless “pin cushions,” differentiated from one another?7 As
far as their built in features go (namely, there aren’t any), one bare particular is

6 Obviously, this will make things more cumbersome and inefficient. But the point here is
not to recommend such a reworking of language for practical use. Rather, the point is to uncover
the theoretical presuppositions of what we say.

7 This is not the epistemological question how we can tell them apart, but rather the
metaphysical question what distinguishes them.
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exactly like another. Hence, if you push this line of thinking very hard, you might
begin to worry about the principle of “Identity of Indiscernibles.”8

So you see there is some pressure on this basically Platonic way of look-
ing at things toward the view that there is really only one underlying object, one
“pin cushion.” The pressure comes from the Identity of Indiscernibles.

On the other hand, there is also a contrary pressure, this time arising from
the Law of Non-Contradiction — which, insofar as it is supposed to be a law
about what properties can be possessed by the same thing at the same time, is also
a law involving “identity.”

The pressure in this cases arises because, if there is really only one sub-
strate underlying all properties, then that substrate, that “pin cushion,” will have
contrary properties at the same time, since contrary properties plainly do exist in
the world around us. Socrates is a rational human being, but Fido is an irrational
dog. Since all properties, on this view, inhere in the same one substrate, it appears
that the contrary properties humanity and caninity, rationality and irrationality,
inhere in that same one substrate at the same time. How can that be?

So this “Platonic” approach is pushed in two opposite directions at once
by considerations having to do with the identity of the pin cushion or underlying
object. The Identity of Indiscernibles would lead us to say there is only one such
object. On the other hand, the Law of Non-Contradiction would lead us to say
there are several “bare particulars” that play this role. Neither alternative solves
the problem once and for all. Each one just moves the problem to the other side.

II.2. The Timaeus.

Why have I been calling this picture “Platonic”? Well, consider Timaeus
48e–53c.9 (More or less the same view can perhaps be seen in the Seventh Letter
342a–343c, although it is not very clear or explicit there.)

8 For present purposes, think of the principle of Identity of Indiscernibles (often attributed
to Leibniz, although it’s much older than that) as holding that if x and y are exactly alike meta-
physically, then x = y. That is, things are really the same thing unless there is some feature to dis-
tinguish them. On the present, “Platonic” approach, however, all “features” are properties, at-
tached externally to what amount to bare particulars. Hence — and here’s the worry — there ap-
pears to be nothing in its internal structure to distinguish one bare particular from another.

9 The only text of Plato available in Latin translation during the Middle Ages was the first
part of the Timaeus, ending with 53c — the very end of the passage I want to discuss now. It was
translated by a certain Chalcidius in the late third or early fourth century. As an act of supereroga-
tion, he also provided a commentary. (Note: Strictly speaking, the Phaedo and the Meno were also
translated into Latin later on in the Middle Ages. But they didn’t circulate widely. The Timaeus
did circulate, particularly in the twelfth century.)
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The Timaeus is Plato’s account of the origin of the cosmos. The passage
48e–53c contains a discussion of what he calls the “Receptacle” (= !"#-
$#%&'(hypodoché) or “receptive.”

Now we all know that for Plato, things in the sensible world are but pale
imitations of the “Forms” or “Ideas.” So we have two poles: (1) the Forms, and
(2) imitations of Forms. We also know that, as early as the Parmenides, the exact
nature of the relation between Forms and their imitations bothered Plato. The the-
ory of the Receptacle or “receptive” in the Timaeus is an attempt to work this out.

The Receptacle is, according to the analogy developed there, like sealing
wax, the sort of thing people used to use to seal envelopes. Often a signet ring or
other form of seal bearing an identifying design was impressed onto the wax,
leaving its outline there. This served as a form of authentication. If the impression
in the wax had been tampered with, it would be pretty easy to see, and in that the
case the recipient of the letter would know that the envelope had been opened in
transit, and the contents probably altered.

That’s the guiding metaphor here. The Receptacle is like sealing wax. The
Forms, on the other hand, are like the seal ring itself. Just as a seal ring leaves a
number of distinct impressions in different blobs of sealing wax, so too a Form
leaves a number of distinct “impressions” in the Receptacle. The word translated
‘impression’ here is ‘)*+,-./#0’ (= ekmageion), and is in fact the Greek word
commonly used for impressions of a seal.10 With that background, consider now
Timaeus 50c–d:

Now the same account, in fact, holds also for that nature which
receives all the bodies [= the Receptacle]. We must always refer to
it by the same term, for it does not depart from its own character in
any way. Not only does it always receive all things, it has never in
any way whatever taken on any characteristic similar to any of the
things that enter it. Its nature is to be available for anything to
make its impression upon, and it is modified, shaped and reshaped
by the things that enter it. These are the things that make it appear
different at different times. The things that enter and leave it are
imitations of those things that always are [= the Forms], imprinted
after their likeness in a marvelous way that is hard to describe.

10 Here we see for the first time the crucially important “seal ring metaphor.” It is used
here by Plato in a cosmological context. It will be used by Aristotle in an epistemological context.
(To this day, we still speak of being “under the impression that …”) And it will be used through-
out the Middle Ages in a variety of philosophical contexts. Plato does not actually talk about
sealing wax and rings here, but later authors sometimes do, and Plato’s vocabulary indicates that
this was the root metaphor.
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This is something we shall pursue at another time. For the moment,
we need to keep in mind three types of things: that which comes to
be [= the impression in the Receptacle], that in which it comes to
be [= the Receptacle itself], and that after which the thing coming
to be is modeled, and which is the source of its coming to be [= the
Form]. It is in fact appropriate to compare the receiving thing
[= the Receptacle] to a mother, the source [= the Form] to a father,
and the nature between them [= the impression] to their offspring.
We also must understand that if the imprints are to be varied, with
all the varieties there to see, this thing upon which the imprints are
to be formed [= the Receptacle] could not be well prepared for that
role if it were not itself devoid of any of those characters that it is
to receive from elsewhere. For if it resembled any of the things that
enter it, it could not successfully copy their opposites or things of a
totally different nature whenever it were to receive them. It would
be showing its own face as well. This is why the thing [= the Re-
ceptacle] that is to receive in itself all the elemental kinds must be
totally devoid of any characteristics.11

Apart from the metaphor, note the argument in the last part of the passage.
In order to do its job properly, sealing wax has to be pretty shapeless stuff all by
itself. If it had a built in shape or outline all its own, that would get in the way of
its taking on any other shape or outline from a seal ring. It would always “be
showing its own face as well.” Hence — note the last sentence of the quotation —
the one underlying substrate of all impressions (in terms of the picture in Figure 1
above, the one underlying object that bears all properties) is by itself completely
featureless.

Given this situation, it is perhaps not hard to see why the historical Plato
identified his underlying substrate — the so called “Receptacle” — with space.12

Space, after all, is pretty odd stuff. It is in a sense one thing, and yet it is made up
of distinct parts — regions — that are effectively indistinguishable from one an-
other, insofar as we are talking about empty space. Plato’s suggestion, then, was
not a bad try.

Let’s look a little more at the Timaeus. At 49d–50b, we find an extremely
obscure passage:

11 Donald J. Zeyl, trans., in John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, (Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Co., 1997). The insertions in square brackets are my own commentary.

12 Timaeus 52b.
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… Rather, the safest course by far is to propose that we speak about
these things [= the “impressions”] in the following way: what we in-
variably observe becoming different at different times — fire for exam-
ple — to characterize that, i.e., fire, not as “this,” but each time as “what
is such,” and speak of water not as “this,” but always as “what is such.”
And never to speak of anything else as “this,” as though it had some
stability, of all the things at which we point and use the expression
“that” and “this” and so think we are designating something. … Rather,
“what is such” — coming around like what it was, again and again —
that’s the thing to call it in each and every case. So fire — and generally
everything that has becoming — it is safest to call “what is altogether
such.” But that in which they appear to keep coming into being and
from which they subsequently pass out of being [= the Receptacle],
that’s the only thing to refer to by means of the expressions “that” and
“this.” A thing that is some “such” or other, however, — hot or white,
say, or any one of the opposites, and all things constituted by these —
should be called none of these things [i.e., “this” or “that”].13

Translations of this passage differ widely, because the Greek is far from
clear. But I think we can make some headway in understanding the passage as
follows. Consider:

(1) The Platonic Form of “fire” (to use one of Plato’s own examples.
(2) The Receptacle.
(3) The product of the two,  this-worldly imitations of the Platonic Form

of “fire” — i.e., ordinary, familiar, mundane fire.

Now, the passage asks, should we talk about (3), ordinary, mundane fire as
“this” or as “what is such”? Plato’s answer is that we should call it “what is such”
(line 5). That is, I suggest, strictly speaking we should reserve the word ‘fire’ for
(1) — the Form. What we commonly call “fire” should instead be called “fiery,”
or something like that.14

13 Zeyl translation again. This time the last insertion in square brackets is the translator’s;
the others are mine.

14 I’m extrapolating, to be sure. Plato doesn’t actually say anything here about how we
should use the term ‘fire’. But note that his examples of “such”-words (line 15) are ‘hot’ and
‘white’ — adjectives and not nouns. In short, I am taking the expression ‘what is such’ as a kind
of variable expression, to be replaced by adjectival expressions like ‘fiery’ or ‘watery’.
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Why? Because what we commonly call “fire,” the familiar sort, is simply
not stable enough to be called “this” (lines 6–8). Things in the sensible world
around us are constantly changing into other things, after all, so that (3), the prod-
uct of (1) and (2), is simply too “iffy” to be called “this.” Whatever you may think
of that consideration, let’s just grant it for the moment and go on.

Is there anything, then, stable enough and having the permanence Plato
thinks is suggested by the word ‘this’? Well yes, the Receptacle.15 At lines 14–15,
he explicitly says the Receptacle can rightly be called “this.”

So what happens when we try to describe (3), ordinary, this-worldly
“fire”? We have to say something like “This is fiery.” But notice: Despite what
we might think at first, the ‘this’ here does not indicate (3) itself, which is what
we thought we were talking about. We’ve just seen Plato say that (3), ordinary,
mundane “fire” is not “this.” Instead, the ‘this’ indicates the Receptacle!

When we say ‘This is fiery’, therefore, the predicate ‘fiery’ describes what
kind of impression is pressed into the Receptacle (the sealing wax in the seal ring
model) — the impression produced by the Platonic Form of fire (the seal ring).

Well, that’s all very obscure, to be sure, and the details are not terribly im-
portant for us. But do look over the passage in the quotation, and my remarks on
it, because I think we can see something happening. Watch closely.

II.3. Matter.

Later on in the Platonic tradition, talk about the Receptacle came to be in-
terpreted as talk about matter.16 With that in mind, I think we can see in this pas-
sage the roots of a traditional mediaeval theory: the theory that in discourse about
the world around us, the distinction between subject and predicate matches the
distinction between matter and form.17 Hence, we have the origins of the doctrine
of matter as the subject of predication.

This perhaps explains why Plato goes on to say that the Receptacle is
“perplexing” and “extremely difficult to comprehend” (51b), that it can be “appre-
hended” only by a kind of “bastard reasoning” (52b). There is something after all
ineffable about matter (the Receptacle) all by itself. Anything you might want to
say about it would involve a Form or an impression in matter — something be-
sides the matter all by itself. Hence when we try to talk about the Receptacle, or

15 One might also think the Platonic Form of fire would surely have the required perma-
nence. But Plato says the Receptacle is the only thing that can be called “this” (lines 14–15).

16 More about this in a moment.
17 Or matter and impression in the matter, depending on how one wants to develop the

theory. Note that while this was a “traditional mediaeval theory,” it was by no means universally
accepted. We’ll see a competing theory later on.
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empty space, or pure matter, all by itself, we get one of those awkward situations
where we’re trying to say what cannot be said.

Now, what about the identification of the Receptacle with matter? Well
Plato, as we know, didn’t make that identification (and in fact he identified it with
space instead), but Chalcidius did, not in his translation of the Timaeus but in his
commentary on it.18

Chalcidius’s term for matter is ‘silva’, which literally means “wood,” and
is an excruciatingly literal translation of the Greek 123 (= hyle, pronounced “HOO-
lay”), which also strictly means “wood” but, curiously, in philosophical usage
came to mean matter.19 This use of ‘silva’ to mean “matter” in Latin philosophical
texts is almost always evidence of the influence — and the fairly immediate influ-
ence — of Chalcidius.20

Chalcidius also has a term for the impressions left by the seal ring. He
calls them “native forms” (formae nativae) — i.e., inborn forms. This expression
will also be used later in the Middle Ages, for example by certain figures in the so
called School of Chartres in the twelfth century. Sometimes the expression ‘im-
pressed form’ was also used for the same notion.

II.3.i. Boethius.

Boethius, De trinitate, § 2, has what is in effect the same doctrine. Here’s
what he says21:

18 On Chalcidius, see n. 9 above.
19 This was the word Aristotle used. Note that this may be simply a result of starting with

a different metaphor. Instead of viewing physical objects as the result of stamping impressions
into something like sealing wax, and therefore as a case of adding something to matter, think of
them as the result of “whittling away” (and therefore “subtracting”) from something like a block
of wood. While we’re talking about words for matter, it’s probably worth noting that the English
word comes from Latin ‘materia’ = “matter,” which is etymologically related to Latin ‘mater’ =
“mother” (they are derived from the same Indo-European root). And while Plato does not call his
Receptacle by the same name Aristotle used for matter, he does explicitly compare it to a mother.
(See the passage quoted above from Timaeus 50c–d.)

20 See J. Reginald O’Donnell, “The Meaning of ‘Silva’ in the Commentary on the Ti-
maeus of Plato by Chalcidius,” Mediaeval Studies 7 (1945), pp. 1–20. If you are interested in pur-
suing the — well, in pursuing this “matter,” you might also want to look at J. C. M. Van Winden,
Calcidius on Matter: His Doctrine and Sources. A Chapter in the History of Platonism, (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1959). Note: ‘Calcidius’ is an alternative spelling.

21 From Boethius, De trinitate, II.21–56, in Boethius, The Theological Tractates, H. F.
Stewart and E. K. Rand, ed., (“The Loeb Classical Library”; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1968). My translation.
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For every being is from form. For a “statue” is not so called be-
cause of the bronze that is its matter, but because of the form by which
the likeness of an animal is impressed on the bronze. [And] the “bronze”
itself is so called not because of earth, which is its matter, but because
of the configuration of bronze. “Earth” itself is also so called not be-
cause of 4"#5#0(1230,22 but because of the dryness and heaviness,
which are forms. Thus nothing is said to be because of matter, but be-
cause of its proper form.

But the divine substance is a form without matter, and therefore
one…

… Neither can it be a subject. For it is a form, and forms cannot
be subjects. When another form, like humanity, is a subject for acci-
dents, it does not take on accidents insofar as it is, but insofar as matter
is subjected to it. For, as long as matter, subject to humanity, takes on
any accident, humanity itself appears to take it on. But a form that is
without matter cannot be a subject, and cannot be in matter. For it would
not be a form but an “image.” From the forms that are outside matter
come the forms that are in matter and make a body. We misuse the oth-
ers, which are in bodies, when we call them “forms” while they are im-
ages. For they are made like those that are not constituted in matter.

At the end of this passages (lines 15–20), Boethius distinguishes what he
calls “forms” from what he calls “images.” Images are imitations of the Platonic
Forms, in effect the impressions of the signet ring in the sealing wax, what Chal-
cidius called “native forms.” Boethius reserves the term ‘form’ for the Platonic
Forms. But of course Boethius is a Christian, and so does not believe in the Pla-
tonic Forms in exactly Plato’s original sense. (Platonic Forms are changeless and
uncreated. This conflicts with the Christian doctrine of creation, according to
which everything besides God is produced — created — by God.23) He therefore
“fixes” the theory a bit. For Boethius, God alone is a pure “form.” But God has
thoughts, and these thoughts are the paradigms or patterns according to which
God fashioned the world. They play the role of Platonic Forms. In short, for

22 4"#5#0(1230(= “unqualified matter.”
23 On the implications of the doctrine, see my A Survey of Mediaeval Philosophy, Version

2.0 (August 29, 1985), Vol. 1, Chap. 4. Available on-line in compressed WordPerfect 5.1 files,
which may be downloaded at http://pvspade.com/Logic. (Follow the links to the “Downloads”
section.) I am preparing a new, updated (and more “Web-friendly”) edition of this Survey.
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Boethius the Platonic Forms have been moved into the mind of God, where they
become “divine ideas.”

This doctrine of “divine ideas” was by no means a novel view. It was al-
ready present in St. Augustine, in Plotinus, and in Philo of Alexandria (= Philo the
Jew), who lived c. 20 BCE–40 CE. Indeed, it was the “standard” view throughout
the entire Middle Ages.24 Incidentally, the term ‘idea’ in the Middle Ages always
means a divine idea; it never means just any old concept in my mind or yours.
That is a later usage.

If God (together with his ideas) is the only pure “form,” then — following
out the seal ring analogy — everything besides God must be either (a) matter, or
else (b) the product of matter together with one of the “native forms” or impres-
sions that Boethius calls “images.” In short: Everything besides God has matter.

This doctrine is accordingly called universal hylomorphism (= universal
“matter/form-ism”). The term ‘universal’ in this phrase has nothing directly to do
with the “problem of universals,” but simply means “applicable in all cases (ex-
cept God, of course, who is special).”

Also, at the end of our passage (lines 11–15), Boethius remarks that
“forms” (= divine ideas) are not the substrates (“subjects”) for accidents. Rather,
matter is the real substrate for accidents.

For example, if a person is tall, it is not the Platonic form humanity that
takes on the accident of being tall. It is not even, strictly speaking, the “image”
that takes it on. Rather, Boethius says, it is the matter that does this. Here again,
then, we have something like the picture we arrived at in our discussion of the
Timaeus: Matter is the subject of predication.

Note another important consequence of this view: There are no second-
order properties. Properties do not in turn have properties of their own. Impres-
sions are not the substrates of further impressions. The pins in the pin cushion do
not have yet other pins sticking in them. No, matter (= the Receptacle, the sealing
wax, space) is what receives all the pins.

For any creature, therefore, what we have is, as it were, a lump of sealing
wax on which several rings have left their impressions at once. If you really insist,
you can in a sense say it is the earlier impressions that take on later ones. So talk
about “second order properties” is not entirely senseless. But it’s also easy to see
that what is really going is that it is matter that underlies them all.

The complete creature, then, is of a kind of “laminated” structure, con-
sisting of matter on which a whole series of forms have been impressed. This
doctrine has a name too. It is called the Plurality of Forms.

24 This of course does not mean that everyone accepted it. William of Ockham, for in-
stance, did not. For more on the theory of divine ideas, see my Survey, Vol. 1, Chap. 19.
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II.4. The binarium famosissimum.

The doctrine of plurality of forms is a correlative of universal hylomor-
phism. Historically, the two theories are almost always found together. So true is
this that the two are now sometimes called the binarium famosissimum (= the
“most famous pair”).25

Although both doctrines were more or less in circulation in the early Mid-
dle Ages (we have just seen them in Boethius), they became more systematic and
explicit later on. They are particularly prominent, for instance, in Solomon Ibn
Gabirol (c. 1022–c. 1051 or 1070). Ibn Gabirol was a Jewish philosopher who
wrote an important book translated into Latin under the title Fons vitae (= Foun-
tain of Life) by the translating team of Dominic Gundissalinus (= Gonzales) and
John of Spain in twelfth century Spain. Because he wrote in Arabic, he was often
taken to be a Muslim, although some people thought he was a Christian. Mediae-
val Latins also weren’t too sure about his name, which got transliterated into Latin
(really just “approximated”) as: Avencibron, Avencibrol, or other variants. In
short, they weren’t very sure just who this man was.

In the thirteenth century, the binarium was maintained by St. Bonaventure
(1221–1274), the famous and profound general of the Franciscan order. Largely
through him, the doctrine came to be associated with the Franciscan/Augustinian
tradition in general.

Let’s elaborate the binarium a bit more, and go over the reasoning one
more time.

If you take the point of view that matter is the subject of predication, then
anything you can talk about, anything you can predicate something of, is going to
have matter, and so be a “composite” of matter and form (in Boethian terms,
matter plus an “image” — I’m no longer talking about Platonic forms).

This composite structure, this possessing of matter, therefore, was re-
garded as a mark of a creature. It was what (among other things) distinguished all
creatures from God, who alone is absolutely simple and incomposite. Even an-
gels, on this theory, had a kind of matter — called “spiritual matter.” The expres-

25 I used to think this was a mediaeval label for this pair of doctrines. But Professor
Christopher J. Martin, of the University of Auckland, has convinced me this isn’t so. Although the
expression was indeed used in the Middle Ages, it was apparently not used for this particular pair
of doctrines at all, but for something altogether different. In fact, it’s use as a name for this pair of
metaphysical theories is a relatively recent development. I was by no means the first to use it in
this new way, but I fear I am at least partly to blame for popularizing the usage (if “popularize” is
the right word). In any case, the expression is too useful to give up, and so I will continue to use it
in its new sense, to mean the regular pairing of the theories of universal hylomorphism and plural-
ity of forms.
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sion ‘spiritual matter’ may at first sound like an oxymoron, but it isn’t. On this
view, matter comes in two varieties: corporeal matter and spiritual matter. Corpo-
real matter is the familiar kind. To be sure, angels don’t have anything like that.
But even they have a “spiritual” matter that is what makes them composite and
provides a subject of predication. Only God has no matter at all. This is what
Boethius is talking about when he says (lines 11–12) that “form” without matter
cannot be a substrate. He’s talking about God.

It is also why, on this basically “Platonic” approach, God is so hard to talk
about, why we have to resort to metaphor and circumlocution at best. It is because
God has no matter, so that there is no subject of predication there. There is no
subject of predication, not in the sense that God doesn’t exist so that there’s
nothing to talk about, but in the sense that we can’t predicate anything of him. He
just doesn’t fit into subject position!

Recall that Plato himself had something similar about the Receptacle. It
was “perplexing” and “extremely difficult to comprehend” (Timaeus 51b), and can
be “apprehended” only by a kind of “bastard reasoning” (52b). But that was for
the opposite reason. In the case of God, there are lots of things we might want to
say about him, but there is no subject matter we can predicate them of. In the case
of matter (or the Receptacle), there is a subject of predication, all right, but there
just aren’t any predicates we can predicate of it.26

This then is how we get the doctrine of universal hylomorphism out of the
basically “Platonic” picture of matter as the subject of predication. The other half
of the binarium, the plurality of forms, is just the correlate of this. If matter is the
subject of predication, forms (= Boethian “images”) are the predicates of predica-
tion. And just as you can say many things about any given object, so too it has
many forms.

Some of those forms are going to be “included” in others, in an appropri-
ate sense. For example, you can say of Socrates that he is a human being, and so
has the form humanity. But you can also predicate of him the more general predi-
cate ‘animal’, and so he has the more general form animality. And so on. Ulti-
mately, you come to the form corporeity — the form that makes Socrates a physi-
cal body — as the last form before you get to bare matter.27

26 Be careful, In a sense, any predicate can be predicated of matter. That’s the only thing
they can be predicated of on this theory. What we are talking about now is matter just by itself.
There is nothing we can say to describe matter considered apart from the impressed forms or im-
ages, the pin cushion considered all by itself apart from the pins in it. There’s a long story to be
told here, but I’m not going to do it now.

27 As a good rule of thumb, whenever you see an author talking about the “form of corpo-
reity,” you can be pretty sure you are dealing with the doctrine of plurality of forms and are in a
basically Platonic framework.
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So you get, once again, a kind of laminated picture, of so to speak “con-
centric” forms. And this is the picture people generally have in mind when they
talk about the “plurality of forms.” That is, it’s not just the view that things can
have more than one form at once. Lots of people who wanted nothing to do with
the binarium would nevertheless cheerfully say that much. Rather, the expression
‘plurality of forms’ usually refers to special picture of laminated or “concentric”
forms.

III. The “Aristotelian” approach.

Now, after wading through all that, I hope you won’t be discouraged to
learn that the Aristotelian tradition rejects this entire picture. We have to start
over.

Consider, for example, Thomas Aquinas. In his question On Spiritual
Creatures,28 he asks in Article 1: “Whether a spiritual substance [= an angel or
Aristotelian separated substance, or else a human soul] is composed of matter and
form.” His answer is: No. In short, he rejects universal hylomorphism.

The article is written in the classic quaestio-format, with preliminary ar-
guments pro and con, the author’s (in this case, Aquinas’s) own resolution of the
issue, and finally replies to the losing preliminary arguments. If you go look at
some of the preliminary arguments in this first article, you’ll find many of them
that bring out the themes we have just been discussing. For example, preliminary
objections 1, 2, 4, 13, 14, etc. In objection 1, the argument is taken from
Boethius’s De trinitate, the very passage we’ve just looked at.

In Article 3 of the same work, Aquinas asks: “Is the spiritual substance
that is the human soul united to the body through a medium?” Now you may not
recognize it from that, but in fact what Aquinas is asking here is whether there is
some intervening form. Again, his answer is: No. In short, he denies the doctrine
of plurality of forms too.29 The same thing is also at stake in his Summa theolo-
giae, I q. 76.

So Aquinas’s view — and the view of the Aristotelian tradition in general
— is going to be different. In order to see what is involved, let’s go back and
change the picture we drew at the very beginning.

28 Thomas Aquinas, On Spiritual Creatures (De Spiritualibus Creaturis), Mary C. Fitz-
Patrick, trans., (“Mediaeval Philosophical Texts in Translation,” Vol. 5; Milwaukee, Wis.;
Marquette University Press, 1949).

29 Preliminary objections 15 and 17 fit nicely into our earlier discussion.
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In the Platonic tradition we
have been discussing up to now, the
core object was a bare particular.
Whether there was one or many of
them was a sticky question, but in any
case that core object:

(a) had no internal structure of
its own, and

(b) had no internal features of
its own either. (The “features” were
the pins in the cushion.)

What’s the difference between
an internal “structure” and internal
“features”? Well, the terminological
distinction is entirely my own, and
perhaps it’s a bit artificial, but I need
to draw attention to the point some

way. As I am now using these terms, (a) and (b) are not the same claim at all.
Sometimes people think they are (whatever terminology they use), and that a
thing cannot have any internal “features” of it sown that distinguish it from other
things unless it also has some kind of internal “structure” — internal parts. That
may well be true, but if it is, it is not at all obvious on the face of it, and will take
some arguing.

Ad (a): To say a thing has an internal “structure” (in my present sense) is
to say it has metaphysical parts that are somehow distinct from one another in a
way that does not depend solely on our point of view, our manner of talking about
it. In short, it is to say the thing is metaphysically complex.

Ad (b): To say a thing has internal “features” of its own (in my present
sense) is only to say we can describe it, we can predicate predicates of it, in a way
that will serve distinguish it from other things that would be described differently.
(I am not concerned here with the epistemological question how we might come
to know which descriptions truly apply to which things.)

Now it probably is true that having an internal “structure” in my sense im-
plies having “features.” That is, if a thing has a structure, is metaphysically com-
plex and made up of parts, then it can be described in terms of those parts; some-
thing can be about it that will distinguish it from other things, with a different
structure. But to think that a thing’s having internal “features” in my sense implies
its having an internal structure, its having metaphysical parts, seems to be to pre-

Figure 2
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suppose exactly the kind of Platonic close link we have been discussing, between
predication and metaphysics, a link such that the distinction between subject and
predicate, and for that matter the distinctions among the predicates, are mirrored
exactly by metaphysical distinctions in what you are talking about. In short, the
Platonic picture we have been building up to now assumes that language is a reli-
able guide to metaphysics. That’s a big claim. Is it right?

Aquinas, as we have seen, and before him Aristotle, are going to reject the
Platonic framework, and with it they are going to reject the Platonic view of
predication that would prevent a thing from having internal “features” of its own
(and so being distinguishable from other things) unless it has an internal structure
of its own too. In fact the Aristotelian tradition is going to claim, for reasons that
will become clear later, that the “core object” does have features of its own. There
will be things you can truly say about an object that will not be reflected on the
part of reality by any “pins in the pin cushion.”

So the whole picture has to be renegotiated from the very beginning.
Predication can no longer be viewed as reflecting the “attachment” of things to
what you are talking about. Note, incidentally, that on this view the problem about
whether you have just one “core object” or many disappears.30 There is no reason
not to have lots of such core objects. They can be distinguished from one another
by their own internal features, so that there is no problem with the Identity of In-
discernibles.

A moment ago, I distinguished the question whether a thing has internal
features of its own (can be described) from the question whether it has an internal
structure of its own (has metaphysical parts). For the Aristotelian tradition, the
core objects or “pin cushions” do have internal features of their own, as we have
seen. Do they also have an internal structure? That is, are they metaphysical com-
posites of parts? Answer: Some are and some aren’t.

For Aristotle, the ones that aren’t are the so called “separated substances,”
the movers of the celestial spheres. For Aquinas, they are angels and human souls
(both of which he likewise calls “separated substances”). God is, as always, a spe-
cial case.

Those that do have an internal structure are, for both Aristotle and Aqui-
nas, the physical objects in the world around us. Such objects are said to be com-
posites of matter and form. In Aquinas, at any rate, they are composites of what
he calls prime matter and substantial form.31 Together, matter and substantial
form constitute the physical substance.

30 See section II.1 above.
31 This may or may not be so in Aristotle. He certainly did have a notion of substantial

form. But there is some controversy over whether he had the notion of what the Middle Ages
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Figure 3

So, just as those who accept the
binarium famosissimum believe in two
kinds of matter (corporeal matter and
spiritual matter), the Aristotelians likewise
have two kinds of substances, physical
substances and “separated substances” —
so called because they are separated from
matter entirely.32 Physical substances are
composites of matter and form. Separated
substances consist of substantial forms
only — no matter. Our “pin cushion” pic-
ture now looks different than it did:

The pin cushions by themselves
(that is, apart from the pins sticking in
them) are no longer “bare particulars,” the
featureless somethings of the Platonic
theory. They have features, they can be
described, and so can be distinguished
from one another. Some of them even have an internal structure — parts.33

Now let’s bring all this back to the question that got the whole thing
started: essential properties and accidental properties. The features of a thing that
are involved in its substantial form are the “essential” features of the thing, ac-
cording to the Aristotelian terminology. In a human being, for example, the sub-
stantial form involves rationality34; so we say rationality is “essential” to a human
being. Likewise the substantial form involves animality; so we say animality is
“essential” to the human being.35

called prime matter. I’m no expert on Aristotle, but my understanding is that the present consensus
is that he did not have that notion.

32 The Aristotelian tradition does not accept the notion of spiritual matter.
33 But you have to be careful here. Sometimes the word ‘from’ is used in a more re-

stricted sense, to mean the substantial form of a physical substance only. See, e.g., Aquinas,
Summa theologiae I, q. 76, a. 1, obj. 2. (Don’t worry about cryptic references like this. They’re
simply included in case you want to track things down in the future.) Also, I should perhaps take
this opportunity to warn you that, although I’ve talked about Aristotle and Aquinas, and about the
broad Aristotelian “tradition,” that tradition was by no means a monolithic, homogenized one;
people disagreed on details, sometimes on quite important details.  Here I’m simply drawing a
sketch in broad strokes, for the sake of getting you oriented. You can refine things later.

34 “Man is a rational animal,” remember, although my experience does not confirm it.
35 I’ve been deliberately vague here, and put this in terms of the substantial form’s “in-

volving” this or that. That’s all I want to say about it for now.
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Thus the essential features of a substance are the features of the “pin
cushion” — the ones it has on its own. Everything else — everything that is “at-
tached” as something extra, the “pins” — are what are called “accidents.” Some
of them may be permanently and necessarily attached, given that the substance
exists at all, some not. That makes no difference. They are all still “accidents.”

In short, the distinction between the essential and the accidental for the
Aristotelian tradition is not the distinction between the necessary and the contin-
gent, but rather the distinction between the internally and the externally attached,
the pin cushion and its pins.

In fact, we have to be careful of our vocabulary. There really is no good
term in the Aristotelian lexicon to cover all the things we typically mean by
‘property’ nowadays. That’s because our modern philosophical vocabulary is se-
cretly Platonic in outlook. ‘Property’ in modern parlance includes both the essen-
tial and the accidental features of a thing. But there is no one word in the Aristo-
telian tradition that includes both these things without dangerously wrong conno-
tations. The word ‘property’ itself (= proprium) is one of the five Porphyrian
“predicables,” and so is not general enough. ‘Predicable’ is not bad. It at least
covers all the right things, but it has connotations from mediaeval logical theory
that are inappropriate here. ‘Attribute’ may work too. But that is frequently used
to translate the Latin ‘passio’, which is just another term for “proprium.” ‘Acci-
dent’ covers only some of the cases we want. ‘Quality’ is even worse, since ac-
cording to the Categories, quality is just one of nine kinds of accident.

As a result, I have used the neutral term ‘characteristic’ or ‘feature’ here,
which really has no Aristotelian counterpart.

III.1. Change.

Now why do you suppose the Aristotelians held the views they did about
substances? Why did they think substances (the pin cushions) have internal fea-
tures of their own, and why did they go even further and say that some sub-
stances, at any rate, also have a real internal structure of matter and form?

Well, with respect to the first point, you — speaking now for the Aristote-
lian — might argue like this: Look, this is the only way out of the problem of
“one or many” we had on the Platonic view earlier. (Was there one core object or
several?) This is the only way to avoid violating the Law of Non-Contradiction
without running afoul of the Identity of Indiscernibles. We have many cores or pin
cushions, but they are all distinguishable from one another in virtue of their inter-
nal features.

That’s perhaps a powerful consideration, as far as it goes. But still, why
postulate a composition of matter and form in at least some substances? In other



20

words, if you are going to reject the theory that completely indeterminate, fea-
tureless matter is the subject of predication in every case, why do you need to re-
tain the notion of matter at all in some cases? Plainly, matter is going to have to
play a different role in the Aristotelian tradition than it did in the Platonic tradi-
tion. And in fact, the Aristotelians argue, we need matter in order to account for
certain kinds of change.

We are now shifting gears to a quite new topic. Previously, we talked
mainly about predication. That is still in the background, but now I want to talk
about change.

III.1.i. A philosophical myth.

Let be begin by telling you a myth about the history of philosophy. It’s a
common myth, and — like most good myths — there is a lot of truth in it. Here it
is:

Once upon a time, long ago, the main philosophical problem was how to
do justice to both Parmenides and Heraclitus. Parmenides, according to the story,
had held that the senses are untrustworthy, that the dictates of reason must be
followed, and that reason dictated, among other things, that reality is undifferenti-
ated and static. There is no change.

Heraclitus, on the other hand, had held that one must accept the testimony
of the senses, since they are all we have to go on, and that the senses tell us that
reality is constant and chaotic change and flux. There is no stability.

Plato, the myth continues, solved this problem by adopting both views:
each was true of a different realm. The visible world of Becoming, the familiar
world we live in, is indeed a world of constant and chaotic change. There is no
stability to be found there. But, in addition to this world, there is also another
realm, a world of Being populated by the eternal and changeless Forms or Ideas.

Aristotle, on the other hand, solved the problem differently. According to
the story, Aristotle thought that while it is true that the world around us is in con-
stant flux, there are nevertheless limits to that flux and change. The change is not j
chaotic; it is ordered. If I plant an acorn, I will get, under favorable conditions,
get an oak tree by a process of growth and constant change. But I won’t get a cow
or a rhubarb plant, much less a diamond or an iceberg. In short, there are limits to
the constant change in the world. These limits, whatever they are, are tied up with
the “natures” of things, and this notion of “nature” is in turn tied up with the no-
tion of essence in ways that will take some working out.

So, the story goes, Aristotle in effect brought the Platonic Forms down out
of their separated heaven, and implanted them in the interior structures of things
here in the visible, sensible world; they become substantial forms.
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That is the myth, nice and neat. The story then is that while Plato gives us
only a kind of juxtaposition of Parmenides and Heraclitus, each in his own realm,
Aristotle presents us with a real compromise. Each side must give up something:

(a) Heraclitus gets his constant change. But it is not chaotic
change. There is pattern to it.

(b) Parmenides gets his stability and firmness, in the “natures”
of things. But there is still room for constant change.

Now, this story will provide a motive for introducing “features” or “char-
acteristics” into what we previously thought of as bare particulars. Such features
will be the essential features of a thing, and pertain to its very core, the pin cush-
ion. They account for Aristotelian natures.

What then is wrong with the myth? Well, you ought to be able to tell there
is something wrong, at least with what it says about Aristotle, because if this were
all there is to the story, then there would be no reason to introduce structure into
the cores, no reason for a composition of form and matter. In short, if the consid-
erations raised so far are all Aristotle is concerned with, then why bring matter
into the picture at all?

Suppose you had these Aristotelian substantial forms without matter. (That
is, suppose you have Aristotelian “separated substances.”) You could still have
change — at least nothing we’ve said so far prevents it. It would be change with
respect to the accidents. Some accidents would be permanently attached to their
pin cushions. Which ones they are would presumably be determined in some way
by the substantial forms. But the other accidents could come and go. There could
well be change, then. But there would be limits to it, based on the natures or es-
sences of things. Why then bring matter into the picture?

This suggests that something is not quite right with our myth. And that’s
so. The myth makes the Aristotelian “compromise” between Parmenides and
Heraclitus look altogether too neat. On the contrary, in actual fact, Heraclitus
comes off far better than Parmenides does in the Aristotelian theory. Parmenides
has to give up more. And this what is not reflected adequately in the myth.

According to the myth, the essential features of a thing are fixed and not
subject to change. If any change does occur, it will be a case of the shifting of ac-
cidents. And in fact Aristotle does allow for accidental change. He even provides
a kind of “catalogue” of the kinds of accidental change, of what he calls “mo-
tion”:

• Change of quantity = augmentation (growth) or diminution
(shrinking).
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• Change of quality = alteration.
• Change of place = locomotion.

(We generally reserve the word ‘motion’ for the last kind.) See Aristotle, Physics
V.1–2, repeated in abbreviated form in Metaphysics XI.11–12. (Note: Here’s an
interesting question for you: Aristotle allows nine categories of accidents in the
Categories — although in Physics V he lists only seven. Why then are there not
nine — or at least seven — kinds of accidental change instead of only three?)

But in addition to the above three kinds of accidental change that Aristotle
calls “motion,” he also has a fourth kind of change that cannot be accounted for
on the sketch we’ve just given in our myth:

• Change of substance = generation or corruption.

See Physics V.1 and Metaphysics XI. In fact, Aristotle wrote a whole book on this
kind of “substantial” change, the De generatione et corruptione.

In short, for Aristotle, the pin cushions can change too!
The mythological picture we have sketched so far is therefore not radical

enough for what Aristotle actually did. When he says there are “limits” to change,
all that really means is that there are limits to accidental change. That is, there are
limits to how much a thing can change and still be the same thing. Those limits
are accounted for by the substantial form of the thing.

On the other hand, with respect to change here in the visible, sensible
word (the separated substances are another case altogether), there are no limits to
substantial change. The four so called “elements” — earth, air, fire and water —
are constantly changing into one another, and they are the ingredients of all other
physical objects (the so called “mixed” bodies). Thus, any kind of physical thing
can change into any other kind of physical thing whatsoever.

Here then is the picture: If, at the end of a change, you are left with the
same object you started with — it’s changed in some respects, of course, but it’s
still identically the same thing — then what we have is an accidental change, and
the thing that endures through the change is called a “substance.” But if the
change results either in the production of an entirely new individual that wasn’t
there before or in the destruction of an individual that was there before, then we
have substantial change: generation or corruption.

Of course, this distinction depends crucially on the notion of a thing’s re-
taining or losing its identity. Just how does that work? Well, that is an excellent
question, but let’s not demand an answer to it just yet. For the present, let’s just
take it that this is what is meant to be the distinction between substantial and acci-
dental change, and let’s move on.
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In any change, either substantial or accidental, you need two factors:

(a) something that differs, and
(b) something that stays the same.

If there were nothing at all different at the end of the change, nothing dif-
ferent from what we had at the beginning, then no change would have taken
place; everything would be just as it was. Hence the need for (a). On the other
hand, if there were nothing that stayed the same and endured throughout the
change, we would not have “change”; we would have mere succession For exam-
ple, if I die and you are born, we would not say I have become or changed into
you. We would have a mere succession here: first me, and then not me but you
instead. But we would say I had become or changed into you provided we believe
in something like the transmigration of souls — or in general, provided there is
something that stays the same and endures, something that is first me and later on
you. Hence the need for (b).

In the case of accidental change, the factor that stays the same is obvious.
It is the substance, the individual object, the pin cushion. The whole idea of acci-
dental change is that it is the kind of change that can take place while the under-
lying object remains the same thing.

What then is the enduring ingredient in a substantial change? We need
one, in order to have genuine change and not mere succession. But this enduring
factor cannot be a fully constituted individual in its own right, because then we
would accidental change all over again, not substantial change. This underlying,
enduring factor, whatever it is, is going to be what the Aristotelians call “matter.”

On the Platonic theory we sketched earlier, matter was the subject of
predication. Here matter is introduced for a different purpose: as the underlying,
enduring substrate of substantial change. For the Aristotelian pedigree of this the-
ory, see De generatione et corruptione I.4 31931–320a8.

There are two observations to make at this point:

(a) This approach means that Aristotelian separated substances
(Aquinas’s angels) do not undergo substantial change; they
are immaterial, after all.

(b) Aquinas and many other mediaeval Aristotelians will talk
about “prime matter” — a kind of ultimate substrate that
underlies all form in the visible world and that has no form
whatsoever all by itself. (To this extent, it is like the notion
of matter we saw earlier, in the Platonic tradition.) On the
other hand, it is not so clear whether Aristotle himself ever
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had this notion of prime matter — ultimate matter — or
whether matter for him was a more relative notion: the clay
is “material” with respect to the statue made out of it, and
the four elements are “material” with respect to the clay
that results from a particular mixture of them. And so on,
but with no completely featureless matter anywhere in the
analysis. There is controversy over the proper way to inter-
pret Aristotle on this point. The passage I just referred you
to from De generatione I.4 certainly seems to indicate a
doctrine of prime matter. In any event, for present purposes
we’ll just take Aristotle as having had such a view, since
that is the way he was interpreted in the Middle Ages.

So far, we have only a “functional” account of prime matter. We have
specified a kind of “job description,” and agreed that whatever does that job will
be called “prime matter.” But we have said nothing at all about what kind of en-
tity we are going to hire to fill that job. We do not yet know what matter is or
what it is like. All we know is what it does.

So let’s look more closely at prime matter. What can we say about it?
Well, it turns out to be exceedingly strange stuff.

III.1.ii. Prime matter.

To see just how strange it is, let’s go back and consider change once again.
(On this analysis, compare — loosely — Aristotle, Physics I.7–9.)

Consider two terms ‘A’ and ‘B’ (I’m talking about terms here, pieces of
language, not other things) that can be truly predicated only of things that exist, of
beings. That is, they are “existence-entailing” terms. (I impose this restriction
only because I don’t want to be troubled by such “funny” terms as ‘imaginary’,
‘dead’, etc.) Then consider sentences of the form:

A has become (or changed into) B.

Any real change can be expressed in such a form.
There are two kinds of cases here, depending on the particular choice of

terms ‘A’ and ‘B’:

Case (1): ‘A has become B’ can be read as: A was not B, and now
A is B. For example, ‘The food has become cold’. It wasn’t cold
before, but now it is.
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If we want to be formal about it, we can express this as: There exists an x
such that x was A but not B, and now x is A and B.

In a case like this, the continuous factor that remains throughout the
change is clear. It’s A (or the x that is ), the food that remains the same food be-
fore and after its becoming cold. Now contrast this with:

Case (2): in which ‘A has become B’ cannot be analyzed as before,
in Case (1). For example, ‘Earth has become fire’ (the substantial
change among the Aristotelian elements), or ‘The bread has be-
come flesh’ (that is, it has been eaten and assimilated — I’m not
talking about Eucharistic doctrine).

Here it is not so easy to identify the continuous factor throughout the
change. It’s not the earth, since in the process of becoming fire it ceases to be
earth. So too the bread ceases to be bread as it is assimilated and becomes flesh.

Now all cases of kind (1) are instances of accidental change. There is an
underlying individual entity — the A, the food, or the x in our formal version —
that stays the same throughout the change.

What about cases of kind (2)? The examples I actually gave of kind (2)
were both cases of what Aristotle would call substantial change. But not all cases
of kind (2) are like that. For example, consider: ‘The body has become the man’,
‘The vice president has become chairman of the board’. These cases of kind (2)
change can analyzed, and in a sense “reduced” to kind (1) change by just pushing
a little deeper:

There exists a person (Socrates, say) who was a boy and not a
man, and who is now a man and no longer a boy.

Likewise in the other example:

There exists a person (S. Julius Bloodworth-Bigdome, let’s say)
who was vice president and not chairman of the board, and who is
now chairman of the board and no longer vice president.

In cases like this (let ‘C’ be an existence-entailing term like ‘A’ and ‘B’),

Case 2a: ‘A has become B’ can be read as: There is a C such that C
was A and not B, and now C is B and not A.
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Plainly, this too is a case of accidental change, since we can identify an
identically the same existing substrate that endures throughout the change — the
C.

III.1.iii. Atomism.

Now, here’s a question for you: Are all cases of kind (2) change also cases
of kind (2a) change? If so, then all changes are accidental changes and there is no
substantial change at all, and Aristotle was misled.

If that is so, then under pain of infinite regress, whenever we have a
change, we can always find (if we look deeply enough) an ultimate substrate-
substance — call it Z — that does not change according to kind (2), but if it
changes at all, changes only according to kind (1).

That it, if all instances of case (2) are instances of case (2a), then there
must be ultimate substances such that all change is accidental change in such sub-
stances. There are two forms of such a view.

(a) You might hold that the same substrate underlies every
change, that in any change whatever, if you just push the
analysis hard enough, you always end up at the same place.
In that case you have the notion of a kind of single sub-
stance — like Plato’s Receptacle, or “matter” in the Pla-
tonic tradition — that underlies all change (as well as un-
derlying all predication). The problem with that view is one
we have already seen: it would require the same substance
to have contrary properties at the same time.

(b) Alternatively, you might say there are several such ultimate
substances. This view is in effect “atomism.” There are two
subcases

(i) You can say these substrates or atoms have no dis-
tinguishing features at all, that they are all just bare
particulars. There problem here we have likewise
already seen: the Identity of Indiscernibles.

(ii) Or you can say these substrates or atoms do have
features of their own. Then you might say there are
four — earth, air, fire and water — or you might
say there are an infinite number of them, as Demo-
critus did, or you might say something else along
these lines.
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On any of these atomistic alternatives, the upshot is the same: all real
change is accidental change in these ultimate substantial atoms. Generation and
corruption, in Aristotle’s sense, is just an illusion. All change is to be accounted
for by the alteration and rearrangement of atoms.

Now Aristotle and the tradition following him not only reject the Platonic
alternative — for pretty good reasons (the Law of Non-Contradiction). They also
reject atomism. Aristotle does this, for instance in the Physics and the De genera-
tione et corruptione. Accordingly, the Aristotelians must reject the claim that all
kind (2) change is also kind (2a) change. In other words, they must say there are
some cases where A has become B, but where there is no underlying existing en-
tity that remains identically the same throughout the change. These will be the
substantial changes.

On the other hand, we know that every change requires a substrate of some
kind or other to remain the same, in order to distinguish from mere succession.

So here we are. The Aristotelians insist there are genuine substantial
changes, and these changes require an enduring substrate. But that substrate can-
not be a fully constituted entity that exists in its own right. In short, it doesn’t ex-
ist! And that’s what prime matter is.

Now what on earth are we going to do about this fine fix? Note the dual
pressure:

(1) On the one hand, we cannot say the substrate of substantial
change doesn’t exist — just like that. Insofar as we are
talking about substantial change, and not just a mere suc-
cession, there is a job for the substrate to do: a unifying job.
It has to stay the same one substrate both before and after
the change. Given the traditional “convertibility” of being
and unity, therefore, the substrate must exist to the extent
that it stays the same one thing, and it must do the latter in
order to do its job.

(2) On the other hand, we cannot say the substrate does exist
either, as an entity with its own enduring identity. That
would make all change accidental change in that substrate,
and we would be back to either Plato’s Receptacle, or else
some form of atomism — both of which alternatives the
Aristotelian tradition rejects.

So what do we do?
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Figure 4

III.2. Being in potency.

Well, we could just push the point and
insist that what we have here is a blatant
contradiction, and this shows there simply is
no substantial change of the kind Aristotle is
thinking about, so that therefore either Plato
or the atomists are right. And, as long as
we’re pushing points, let’s push further:
Since Plato, as we’ve seen, runs up against
the Law of Non-Contradiction, this means
that what we have here is a proof of atomism
— atomism in the sense that all change is ac-
cidental change in a variety of ultimate
substances.

But that isn’t what the Aristotelians
do. They insist on the reality of genuine
substantial change. And so they come up with
the exquisitely delicate notion of prime
matter as a being in potency.

Here we see the first appearance of the notion of “potentiality,” and the
distinction between “actuality” and “potentiality” or “potency.” The doctrine is
extremely important, and also extremely difficult and obscure.

The fact that the dual pressure — (1) and (2) just above — looks as if it
leads to an out and out contradiction adds a certain urgency to the important
question here: Why are the Aristotelians so confident there really are substantial
changes? In short, what’s wrong with atomism after all? I have some thoughts on
this, but let’s not develop them here.

III.3. Final thoughts on the “Aristotelian” approach.

The time has come to draw all this to a close. Here is a quick summary of
the Aristotelian picture we have come up with so far:

The pin cushion here has both

(a) internal features of its own, so that we can have several distinguishable
such pin cushions — “core objects,” substances. Hence no Platonic
Receptacle, “Platonic” matter, bare particulars. The substantial form is
what is responsible for these internal features;
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(b) an internal structure of its own too, made up of prime matter and sub-
stantial form. It is the prime matter that allows each such pin cushion to
change into a different and new one.

The composite of these two is the individual substance. (There are also
“separated” substances that do not have matter. But for now we’re confining our-
selves to material substances.)

In addition to prime matter and substantial form, other forms can be “ex-
ternally” attached to the substance. Some may be permanently attached, some not.
But all of them are accidental forms.

On this picture, the grammatical distinction between subject and predicate
is not a reliable guide to the ontological structure of a substance. Some predicates
answer to the internal features of the substance, the substantial form. They are the
essential predicates; other predicates answer to the accidental features, permanent
or otherwise.

Thus predication does not answer to a single kid of ontological relation,
but to at least two quite different kinds.

Étienne Gilson, the great patriarch of historians of mediaeval philosophy,
often distinguished between a so called “logical” approach to reality and a “meta-
physical” approach, and often criticized — even ridiculed — the “logical” ap-
proach. For a long time I couldn’t figure out what he meant. But now I think I
know. His criticism of the “logicians” doesn’t mean he preferred bad arguments
to good ones (although there may be other reasons to think that). It means that he
rejected the “Platonic” view that looks to the facts of predication for a guide to
reality. (It is perhaps not completely out of place to compare the “Platonic” view
with the early Wittgenstein’s “picture”-theory of the relation between language
and the world.) For Aristotelians, Gilson included, the is no such neat relation as
this.

IV. A final point of terminology.

Finally, let me give you a point of terminology. In addition to the meta-
physical notion of accident I have stressed so far, there is also a “logical” usage in
which accidents are just the things that are contingently predicable of a thing.
Aristotelians as well as Platonists use this notion. This can result in some pretty
confusing passages if you’re not careful. This “logical” notion of accident doesn’t
indicate anything whatever about the metaphysical structure of a thing. It is meta-
physically an entirely neutral usage, compatible with lots of different metaphysi-
cal positions.
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For an example of this usage, see Aquinas, In Boethii De trinitate (= his
commentary on Boethius’s De trinitate), q. 4, a. 2, obj. 3. The question Aquinas
raises here is “Whether the variety of accidents makes a diversity according to
number.” Obj. 5 of the question states, “Moreover, when the cause is removed, so
is the effect. But every accident can be removed from its subject, …” Don’t worry
about the rest of the argument; here I’m only trying to illustrate the usage of the
term ‘accident’. As we know, in the metaphysical sense of ‘accident’, there are
necessary accidents, so that not every accident can be removed from its subject.
In Aquinas’s question on Boethius, therefore, it is plainly a different sense of ‘ac-
cident’ that is at stake.

This “logical” notion of accident is associated with Porphyry, who defines
it in his Isagoge. For its authentically Aristotelian pedigree, see Topics I.5 102b4–
8 and Metaphysics V.30. In both passages, Aristotle describes both the metaphysi-
cal and the logical senses of ‘accident’.

The endThe endThe endThe end

Finitum hoc totum,
Da mihi potum.
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Text 2: Passages from Aristotle’s De 
anima 

he following passages are translated from Aristotle’s De anima, W. 
D. Ross, ed., (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956). They illutrate impor-
tant features of Aristotle’s epistemology. As always, the translations 

are my own. 

A. II.12 424a17–24 

In general, with respect to each sense-[modality] we must take it 
that the sense is what is receptive of sensible forms without the matter, as 
the wax receives the sign of the ring without the iron or gold. It takes on 
the golden or the brazen sign, but not insofar as [it is] gold or bronze. 5 
Likewise too, each [person’s] sense is affected by what has a color or a 
flavor or a sound, not insofar as each of these is called [by the name of 
what has the color or flavor or sound], but insofar as it does so, and in 
proportion [to its doing so]. 

B. III.2 425b26–426a1 10 

The activity of the sense-object and [that] of the sense-[faculty] are 
one and the same, but the being is not the same in the two cases. I mean 
like the actual sound and the actual hearing. For it is possible for one who 
has hearing not to be hearing, and what has a sound is not always sound-
ing. But when what is able to hear actually does so and what is able to 15 
sound does sound, then the actual hearing and the actual sound come to be 
together. One might say that the one of these is a “giving a hearing” and 
the other a sounding. 

C. III.4 429a13–18 

Now if thinking is like sensing, [then] either it is a being affected 20 
by the thought-object or else it is something else similar to this. Hence it 
must be unaffectable and yet receptive of the form [of the object], and po-
tentially this [sense-object] but not [actually] this. As the sensitive [power] 
is to sense-objects, so too [must] mind [be] to thought-objects. 

T 



D. III.4 429a18–25 25 

(Immediately after passage C.) 

Hence, since [the mind] thinks all things, it must be unmixed, as 
Anaxagoras says, in order to rule — that is, in order to know. For [any-
thing] foreign appearing there in addition prevents and blocks [the process 
of thought]. Thus, it has no nature other than this, that it be able [to receive 30 
forms]. Thus, what is called the soul’s “mind” — I mean the mind by 
which the soul is put in mind [of something] and understands — is in ac-
tuality, before it thinks, none of the things that are. Therefore, neither is it 
reasonable for it to be mixed with the body. 

E. III.4 429b4–5 35 

For [there is] no sensitive [power] without the body, but this 
[mind] is separable. 

F. III.4 429b21–22 

Therefore, in short, insofar as objects are separable from matter, so 
it is also with things pertaining to the mind. 40 

G. III.5 430a10–25 

(That is, all of Chap. 5) 

Since in the case of nature as a whole, there is on the one hand a 
matter for each genus (this is what [is] potentially [all] those things), [and] 
on the other hand something else, a cause and maker, since it makes all of 45 
them — as for example the art is related to the matter — so too there must 
be these differences in the soul. there is on the one hand a mind [that is] 
such by becoming all things, [and] on the other hand [a mind that is such] 
by making all things, like a certain state such as light. For in a certain way 
light also makes things that are potentially colors into colors actually. This 50 
kind of mind is separable and unaffectable and unmixed, being an activity 
by its [very] being. For the active is always more worthy than the passive, 
and the source [more worthy] than the matter. Actual knowledge is the 
same as [its] object. but in the individual case, potential [knowledge] is 
prior in time, although as a whole it is not [prior] in time. Rather, [mind] is 55 



not thinking at one time and not thinking at another. When separated, it is 
only that which it is, and this alone is immortal and eternal. But we do not 
remember [then], because this [kind of mind] is unaffectable, whereas pas-
sive mind is corruptible. And without this it thinks about nothing. 

H. III.4 429b5–9 60 

But when [the mind] in this way becomes all things, as the actual 
knower is said [to do] (this occurs when he is able to act on his own), it is 
even then potential in a way, but not in the way [it was] before learning 
and discovering. Then it is also able to think about itself.1 

65 

1 Reading äc ášô’í instead of the emendation äé’ ášôï™. 
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HISTORIA CALAMITATUM 
 
 
 

FOREWORD 
 
Often the hearts of men and women are stirred, as likewise they are soothed in 
their sorrows, more by example than by words. And therefore, because I too 
have known some consolation from speech had with one who was a witness 
thereof, am I now minded to write of the sufferings which have sprung out of 
my misfortunes, for the eyes of one who, though absent, is of himself ever a 
consoler. This I do so that, in comparing your sorrows with mine, you may 
discover that yours are in truth nought, or at the most but of small account, 
and so shall you come to bear them more easily. 
 
 
 

CHAPTER I 
 

OF THE BIRTHPLACE OF PIERRE ABÉLARD AND OF 
HIS PARENTS 

 
Know, then, that I am come from a certain town which was built on the way 
into lesser Brittany, distant some eight miles, as I think, eastward from the city 
of Nantes, and in its own tongue called Palets. Such is the nature of that 
country, or, it may be, of them who dwell there — for in truth they are quick 
in fancy — that my mind bent itself easily to the study of letters. Yet more, I 
had a father who had won some smattering of letters before he had girded on 
the soldier’s belt. And so it came about that long afterwards his love thereof 
was so strong that he saw to it that each son of his should be taught in letters 
even earlier than in the management of arms. Thus indeed did it come to pass. 
And because I was his first born, and for that reason the more dear to him, he 
sought with double diligence to have me wisely taught. For my part, the more 
I went forward in the study of letters, and ever more easily, the greater became 
the ardour of my devotion to them, until in truth I was so enthralled by my 



passion for learning that, gladly leaving to my brothers the pomp of glory in 
arms, the right of heritage and all the honours that should have been mine as 
the eldest born, I fled utterly from the court of Mars that I might win learning 
in the bosom of Minerva. And since I found the armory of logical reasoning 
more to my liking than the other forms of philosophy, I exchanged all other 
weapons for these, and to the prizes of victory in war I preferred the battle of 
minds in disputation. Thenceforth, journeying through many provinces, and 
debating as I went, going whithersoever I heard that the study of my chosen 
art most flourished, I became such an one as the Peripatetics. 
 
 
 

CHAPTER II 
 

OF THE PERSECUTION HE HAD FROM HIS MASTER 
WILLIAM OF CHAMPEAUX — OF HIS ADVENTURES 
AT MELUN, AT CORBEIL AND AT PARIS — OF HIS 
WITHDRAWAL FROM THE CITY OF THE PARISIANS 
TO MELUN, AND HIS RETURN TO MONT STE. 
GENEVIÈVE — OF HIS JOURNEY TO HIS OLD HOME 

 
I came at length to Paris, where above all in those days the art of dialectics 
was most flourishing, and there did I meet William of Champeaux, my 
teacher, a man most distinguished in his science both by his renown and by 
his true merit. With him I remained for some time, at first indeed well liked of 
him; but later I brought him great grief, because I undertook to refute certain 
of his opinions, not infrequently attacking him in disputation, and now and 
then in these debates I was adjudged victor. Now this, to those among my 
fellow students who were ranked foremost, seemed all the more insufferable 
because of my youth and the brief duration of my studies. 
 
Out of this sprang the beginning of my misfortunes, which have followed me 
even to the present day; the more widely my fame was spread abroad, the 
more bitter was the envy that was kindled against me. It was given out that I, 
presuming on my gifts far beyond the warranty of my youth, was aspiring 
despite my tender, years to the leadership of a school; nay, more, that I was 
making read the very place in which I would undertake this task, the place 
being none other than the castle of Melun, at that time a royal seat. My teacher 
himself had some foreknowledge of this, and tried to remove my school as far 
as possible from his own. Working in secret, he sought in every way he could 
before I left his following to bring to nought the school I had planned and the 
place I had chosen for it. Since, however, in that very place he had many 
rivals, and some of them men of influence among the great ones of the land, 
relying on their aid I won to the fulfillment of my wish; the support of many 
was secured for me by reason of his own unconcealed envy. From this small 
inception of my school, my fame in the art of dialectics began to spread 



abroad, so that little by little the renown, not alone of those who had been my 
fellow students, but of our very teacher himself, grew dim and was like to die 
out altogether. Thus it came about that, still more confident in myself, I 
moved my school as soon as I well might to the castle of Corbeil, which is 
hard by the city of Paris, for there I knew there would be given more frequent 
chance for my assaults in our battle of disputation. No long time thereafter I 
was smitten with a grievous illness, brought upon me by my immoderate zeal 
for study. This illness forced me to turn homeward to my native province, and 
thus for some years I was as if cut off from France. And yet, for that very 
reason, I was sought out all the more eagerly by those whose hearts were 
troubled by the lore of dialectics. But after a few years had passed, and I was 
whole again from my sickness, I learned that my teacher, that same William 
Archdeacon of Paris, had changed his former garb and joined an order of the 
regular clergy. This he had done, or so men said, in order that he might be 
deemed more deeply religious, and so might be elevated to a loftier rank in the 
prelacy, a thing which, in truth, very soon came to pass, for he was made 
bishop of Châlons. Nevertheless, the garb he had donned by reason of his 
conversion did nought to keep him away either from the city of Paris or from 
his wonted study of philosophy; and in the very monastery wherein he had 
shut himself up for the sake of religion he straightway set to teaching again 
after the same fashion as before. 
 
To him did I return, for I was eager to learn more of rhetoric from his lips; and 
in the course of our many arguments on various matters, I compelled him by 
most potent reasoning first to alter his former opinion on the subject of the 
universals, and finally to abandon it altogether. Now, the basis of this old 
concept of his regarding the reality of universal ideas was that the same 
quality formed the essence alike of the abstract whole and of the individuals 
which were its parts: in other words, that there could be no essential 
differences among these individuals, all being alike save for such variety as 
might grow out of the many accidents of existence. Thereafter, however, he 
corrected this opinion, no longer maintaining that the same quality was the 
essence of all things, but that, rather, it manifested itself in them through 
diverse ways. This problem of universals is ever the most vexed one among 
logicians, to such a degree, indeed, that even Porphyry, writing in his 
“Isagoge” regarding universals, dared not attempt a final pronouncement 
thereon, saying rather: “This is the deepest of all problems of its kind.” 
Wherefore it followed that when William had first revised and then finally 
abandoned altogether his views on this one subject, his lecturing sank into 
such a state of negligent reasoning that it could scarce be called lecturing on 
the science of dialectics at all; it was as if all his science had been bound up in 
this one question of the nature of universals. Thus it came about that my 
teaching won such strength and authority that even those who before had 
clung most vehemently to my former master, and most bitterly attacked my 
doctrines, now flocked to my school. The very man who had succeeded to my 
master’s chair in the Paris school offered me his post, in order that he might 



put himself under my tutelage along with all the rest, and this in the very place 
where of old his master and mine had reigned. And when, in so short a time, 
my master saw me directing the study of dialectics there, it is not easy to find 
words to tell with what envy he was consumed or with what pain he was 
tormented. He could not long, in truth, bear the anguish of what he felt to be 
his wrongs, and shrewdly he attacked me that he might drive me forth. And 
because there was nought in my conduct whereby he could come at me 
openly, he tried to steal away the school by launching the vilest calumnies 
against him who had yielded his post to me, and by putting in his place a 
certain rival of mine. So then I returned to Melun, and set up my school there 
as before; and the more openly his envy pursued me, the greater was the 
authority it conferred upon me. Even so held the poet: “Jealousy aims at the 
peaks; the winds storm the loftiest summits.” (Ovid: “Remedy for Love,” I, 
369.)  
 
Not long thereafter, when William became aware of the fact that almost all his 
students were holding grave doubts as to his religion, and were whispering 
earnestly among themselves about his conversion, deeming that he had by no 
means abandoned this world, he withdrew himself and his brotherhood, 
together with his students, to a certain estate far distant from the city. 
Forthwith I returned from Melun to Paris, hoping for peace from him in the 
future. But since, as I have said, he had caused my place to be occupied by a 
rival of mine, I pitched the camp, as it were, of my school outside the city on 
Mont Ste. Geneviève. Thus I was as one laying siege to him who had taken 
possession of my post. No sooner had my master heard of this than he 
brazenly returned post haste to the city, bringing back with him such students 
as he could, and reinstating his brotherhood in their former monastery, much 
as if he would free his soldiery, whom he had deserted, from my blockade. In 
truth, though, if it was his purpose to bring them succour, he did nought but 
hurt them. Before that time my rival had indeed had a certain number of 
students, of one sort and another, chiefly by reason of his lectures on Priscian, 
in which he was considered of great authority. After our master had returned, 
however, he lost nearly all of these followers, and thus was compelled to give 
up the direction of the school. Not long thereafter, apparently despairing 
further of worldly fame, he was converted to the monastic life. 
 
Following the return of our master to the city, the combats in disputation 
which my scholars waged both with him himself and with his pupils, and the 
successes which fortune gave to us, and above all to me, in these wars, you 
have long since learned of through your own experience. The boast of Ajax, 
though I speak it more temperately, I still am bold enough to make: 
 

... if fain you would learn now 
How victory crowned the battle, by him was 

I never vanquished. 
               (Ovid, Metamorphoses, XIII, 89.) 



 
But even were I to be silent, the fact proclaims itself, and its outcome reveals 
the truth regarding it.  









Text 12: Selections from Anselm’s 
Correspondence concerning Roscelin 

he first three passages are translated from S. Anselmi Cantuariensis 
Archiepiscopi Opera omnia, F. S. Schmitt, ed., vol. 3. The fourth 
passage is from vol. 2. 

A. Letter 128: From John the Monk, to Anselm 

Schmitt, ed., pp. 270–71. Written c. 1090. 

To his lord and father Anselm, brother John his servant and son — 
with respect to the lord a servant, with respect to the father a son. 

We surely know, reverend father, we truly know that your 
keenness [of mind] is of use in untying even those knots of Scripture 
where many other people are found wanting. Hence, for the common 5 
advantage of catholics, let your diligence not disdain to write to me and 
certain others what the faith and simple prudence, and your prudent 
simplicity, think about the three [persons] of the deity. 

For Roscelin of Compiègne raises the following problem: If the 
three persons are only one thing and not three things on their own, like 10 
three angels or three souls, in such a way that nevertheless they are the 
same in will and power, therefore the Father and Holy Spirit were 
incarnated along with the Son. He says that the lord Archbishop Lanfranc 
had granted this statement and that you grant it in arguing the point with 
him. But Saint Augustine’s simile of trinity and unity in the case of the 15 
sun, which is one and the same thing and contains heat and brightness 
inseparably within itself, is altogether opposed to the simile of trinity and 
identity in the case of three angels and three souls. 

May your integrity be preserved safe and sound [both] now and in 
the future by the three-in-one God who is our topic. Amen. 20 

B. Letter 129: Anselm’s Reply 

Schmitt ed., pp. 271–72. Written c. 1090-1092, in reply to Letter 128. 

To [his] lord and dear brother John, brother Anselm [sends the 
wish that you] always advance to better things. 

T 



I have delayed so long in replying to the letter Your Amiability 
sent me, about the [man] who says that the three persons in God are three 
things, or else the Father and the Holy Spirit were incarnated together with 5 
the Son, because I wanted to speak about this matter more fully. But 
because many engagements have prevented me since I got your letter, I 
have been unable [to do so]. In the meantime, therefore, I am replying 
briefly. But I plan to treat this topic at greater length in the future if God 
deigns to grant me the opportunity. 10 

Now when he calls the three persons “things,” he means [that] to 
be understood either with respect to three relations — that is, insofar as 
God is called Father and Son and the Spirit proceeding from the Father 
and the Son — or else with respect to the fact that he is called God. 

But if [it is] the three relations he says are three “things,” there is 15 
no point in [his] saying this. For no one denies that the three persons are 
three “things” in that sense. Nevertheless, [this must be taken] in such a 
way that it be carefully understood how these relations are called “things” 
and what kind of “things,” and whether or not [these] same relations make 
some [difference] in the substance, as many accidents do. 20 

Even so, it seems he does not understand the three “things” he 
mentions in this sense, because he adds [the claim] that there is [only] one 
will and power for [all] three persons. For these three persons do not have 
[their] will and power insofar as [they are] relations but insofar as each 
person is God. 25 

But if he says the three persons are three “things” insofar as each 
person is God, [then] either he means to set up three gods or else he does 
not understand what he is saying. 

For the present, let these things suffice to indicate to Your 
Amiability what I think about the view mentioned. Stay well always. 30 

[P. S.] As for your request to visit me before you start out for 
Rome, rest assured that I would wish [for that] with pleasure, as far as 
[my] love for Your Grace is concerned. But, as far as I can see, it would 
be of little use to you — and in fact an obstacle for you — because of my 
many engagements. For I feel quite strongly that unless you stay with the 35 
bishop until you start out, he will be of little or no help in what you must 
do. And I cannot do anything to assist [you] in making [your] trip. 

C. Letter 136: To Fulco, Bishop of Beauvais 

Schmitt ed., pp. 279–81. Written after Letter 129, but before the Council 
of Soissons in 1092, in which Roscelin’s views were condemned. 
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My very dear lord and friend, the reverend Bishop Fulco of 
Beauvais, brother Anselm, called the abbot of Bec, [sends his] greeting. 

I hear, although I cannot believe it without [some] doubt, that 
Roscelin the cleric is saying that in God the three persons are three things, 
separated from one another like three angels, but in such a way that [their] 5 
will and power is one [for all], or else the Father and the Holy Spirit were 
incarnated [too]. If [common] usage permitted it, [he goes on,] we could 
truly say there are three gods. He claims that Archbishop Lanfranc, of 
venerable memory, held this view, and that I do [now]. 

Because of this, I was told, a council is to be gathered together 10 
soon by reverend Rainaldus, Archbishop of Rheims. So, because I suppose 
Your Reverence will be in attendance there, I want you to be prepared for 
what should be replied in my defense, if the occasion should demand [it]. 

His life, known to many religious and wise men, is enough to 
acquit Archbishop Lanfranc from this accusation. And his absence and 15 
death denies [the opportunity for] any new charge against him. But as for 
me, I want all men to have [my] true opinion, as follows. 

I hold the things we confess in the Creed, when we say, “I believe 
in God, the Father almighty, creator,”1 and “I believe in one God, the 
Father almighty, maker,”2 and “Whosoever wants to be saved, above all he 20 
must hold the catholic faith,”3 along with the [words] that follow [these 
opening lines]. These three principles of the Christian confession, which I 
have here set out, I so believe them (I say) with my heart and confess with 
my mouth, that I am certain anyone who wants to deny any of these 
things, whether he is a man or an angel — and anyone specifically who 25 
asserts as the truth the blasphemy that I maintained above I have heard [to 
be] said by Roscelin — is anathema. 

In support of this, let me say: Let him be anathema as long as he 
keeps up this stubbornness. For he is not a Christian at all. If he was 
baptized and raised among Christians, he is not to be listened to in any 30 
way. No explanation of his error is to be required from him, or [from us] 
to him of our [own] truth. Rather, as soon as his treachery comes to be 
known beyond doubt, either let him anathematize the venom he vomits 
forth in his utterances, or else let him be anathematized by all catholics if 
he does not come to his senses. 35 

It is completely senseless and stupid to call back again into the 
doubt of shaky questions, because of every single [person] who fails to 
understand, what has been most solidly founded on a firm rock. For our 
faith is to be defended by reason against the impious, but not against those 
who acknowledge that they rejoice in the honor of the name ‘Christian’. 40 
From the latter it is rightly to be demanded that they unshakably maintain 



the commitment they made in [their] baptism; but to the former it is to be 
shown in a reasonable way how unreasonably they scorn us. 

For a Christian ought to progress through faith to understanding, 
not to approach faith through understanding, or if he cannot understand, to 45 
depart from the faith. But when he can reach understanding, he is 
delighted; when he cannot [do this], he venerates what he cannot grasp. 

I insist that this letter of mine be taken by Your Holiness to the 
aforesaid council. Or, if perhaps you will not be going, I insist that it be 
sent through one of your literate [associates]. Let it be read in the hearing 50 
of the whole convention if the matter of my name should require [it]. But 
if not, there is no need [for it] to be shown. 

Notes 

1 Anselm is quoting the Apostle’s Creed. This creed survives in several
versions. See Denzinger-Schönmetzer, Enchiridion symbolorum, § 30.

2 The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. See ibid., § 150. 
3 The Pseudo-Athanasian “Quicumque.” See ibid., § 75. 

D. Passages from Anselm’s Letter on the Incarnation of the 
Word 

Schmitt ed., pp. 1–35, at pp. 1, 4–5, 9–10, 10–11, 30. Written to 
Pope Urban II (pope 1088–1099), after the Council of Soissons in 1092. 

To the lord and father of the whole Church wandering on earth, the 
supreme Pontiff Urban, brother Anselm, a sinner by life, a monk by habit, 
called by God — whether by his command or by his permission — [to be] 
bishop of the city of Canterbury, [sends his] due submission, together with 
humble service and devotions. 5 

I 

… When I was still the abbot of the monastery at Bec, the claim
was ventured by a certain cleric in France: “If,” he said, “the three persons 
in God are one thing only, and are not three things, each one separate by 
itself like three angels or three souls, yet in such a way that they are 10 
altogether the same in will and power, therefore the Father and the Holy 
Spirit were incarnated together with the Son. 

When this reached me, I began a certain letter against this error, 
which I neglected to finish after part of it had been composed. I believed 
there was no need for it, since the [man] against whom it was written had 15 
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repudiated his error in the council gathered by the reverend Archbishop 
Rainaldus of Rheims, and since there seemed to be no one who did not 
know that he had been in error. Nevertheless, the part I had completed 
certain brothers transcribed without my knowledge, and sent it to others to 
be read. I say this so that, if that part should come into someone’s hands, 20 
although there is nothing false there, still it was left incomplete and 
unfinished. What I began there must be begun [again] more carefully here 
and finished. 

After I was taken and kept in England for the episcopacy, by I 
know not what arrangement of God, I heard that, persevering in his view, 25 
the author of the aforesaid novelty said that he had repudiated what he had 
said for no other reason except that he was afraid of being killed by the 
people. Because of this, certain brothers compelled me by their entreaties 
to untie the question in which he had been so tangled up that he believed 
he could in no way get himself free from it without entangling himself in 30 
[the theory of] the incarnation of God the Father and the Holy Spirit, or 
else in multiplying gods … 

All [people] are to be reminded to approach questions about Sacred 
Scripture with the utmost caution. Those dialecticians of our time, rather 
those heretics of dialectic, who think universal substances are nothing but 35 
a verbal puff,1 and who cannot understand color as other than body, or a 
man’s wisdom [as other] than [his] soul, are to be altogether “puffed” out 
of [any] argument about spiritual matters. In fact, in their souls, reason, 
which ought to be the prince and judge of all things in a man, is so 
covered up in bodily imaginations that it cannot roll itself away from 40 
them, and they are unable to discriminate from those [imaginations] the 
things that ought to be contemplated alone and pure. 

For he who does not yet understand how several men are one man 
in species, how can he comprehend in that most secret and highest nature 
how several persons, each one of which is individually the whole God, are 45 
one God? And [he] whose mind is darkened to judging between his horse 
and its color, how will he discriminate between one God and the several 
relations in him? And lastly, he who cannot understand that something is a 
man if it is not an individual will in no way understand man unless [as] a 
human person. For every individual man is a person. So how will he 50 
understand that man, [but] not a person, is assumed by the Word — that is, 
that another nature, not another person, is assumed? . . . 



II 

He who is said to maintain that the three persons are like three 
angels or three souls [also] says, I hear, “The pagans defend their law, 55 
[and] the Jews defend their law. Therefore, we Christians too ought to 
defend our law.” Let us listen to how this Christian defends his faith. “If,” 
he says, “the three persons are one thing only, and not three things, each 
one separate by itself like three angels or three souls, yet in such a way 
that they are altogether the same in will and power, therefore the Father 60 
and the Holy Spirit were incarnated together with the Son.” 

Look what this man says! How this Christian defends his faith! 
Surely either he means to acknowledge three gods or else he does not 
understand what he is saying. But if he acknowledges three gods, he is not 
a Christian. If he affirms what he does not understand, he ought not to 65 
believe it … 

XI 

… I have been unable to see anything of his writings to whom I am
replying in this letter, except for what I mentioned above … 

Notes 

1 “verbal puff” = flatum vocis. 
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A4"'9M dim • !M. md DR mdlcal. Aft: I • aDd 'Willilm, bJ 

c:alliJll die Ca' I ICI ol I tlWta • ocdllnl, bdrlly tliat diey ~ llil1 driMi• 
ill term ol fonu. 'l1lc e'dltlltce ol a 111iYt ii chm ly aat m ..aer, wt if it II 
POt die or part ol die ICC - 11111 .. - •!al fann - tllea it ... 
be ID occUt!lllOI fora 1'lllt ii die only W,.. Jdt. 

A4W- •JI ao. Acrllr:all Ke ·••rp•Hy dCj bd wl dedniti~ 
Bat a W..-. abt111« ia more llllic to lt tlum tlllt. No - it u lft1I a f on11 al all. 

Alld wida tMt -. .•4 I M illlr••• • wlmle - dip t W to tl!c 
plriL+,.!.:e! piil:Dre. I.et • 1111* • W ol die o 11' II of dda lllOft. 

(I) Fora ia ftll we .., ia 0 e ;a Jlonl ii "'* FD imp 1' CID 

die f 'w hde''erL Be ce, if u. ia mat a farm, we ea line • c.a1' ol It. 
We line DO OOllC :pt It all ol. tllilis't ni•! e 

Bat tlllt"I odd. B we bHe llllt or-ept ol it, thea wllllt ba'te we bceD 
tal!rina no.rt Let'I DCJte csdlally wUt dda ---. We bP"te 1111 "• ept ol 1111 

.cq1lired bJ «1'1 [•~ 1'1lat ii, we: l!a.c., •1" •i:w1pt ol c•!ofewe, Ft 
by abib~ it from ialbeoea we bP'\IC omened, Iller tlle , ...... dew:ribed ill 
Cblpter 45 abcm. For tllea it WOllld lla"te to be a form. If we try to form ACli 
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(11) SeaJnd, tbere ii what l will call the Priltdpk of 
Differ°""1lilltt. (Hector-Ned C••W. ta.pt me to dilltiapilh 
betweeu tllcac two.) lt wweu tile \Berioa, "What makca 
individual A dittiwt from indi:ridul Br Aaaa. The me 1111 

IOlllC '""" tbe otber Olle doem't. 

But aow dUJi&I get complicated (l!pin). U A aad B are DOt ill the -
apecicll, 10 tUt tbey differ DDt oaly iD their IClddeatal forms but Uo in their 

"""'""""' fmlll, .S tlllerdore ill tlleir tl#llCU. tllea notlllng more need be 
aid T1w lllbllllldial fonru dif ferffdiaU. n ii tbe fact that tlley are two 
ctilfinc:t 111k•eti1! fora that allows JOll to ba.e two U6ft wl tMrdore two 
i9dividuala. 

But if A wl B are in tlle 1011W aped•, '° tat tbey do DOC differ in 
their nkwd•I fOl'llll, but formally differ oaly in tlleir w.:i t1e11t1, tllea die CW 

ii more dift:iclllL Here we ba.e to ....,.i to Ot:CldMtal fmlll, al eoune, gi
tlle gaeral priadplc that clifferaltiatio coma bJ fonm. Bat Ifill, ft don't Wint 
to get ounehea Into tbe lituatioa Boetlii• pll hi!"'tH Jmo ill bla IJe triJriiGk 
realltt view (11ee Chapter 23 abaft), wllere we /mu die indiyjdu} ud tie it 
to a complete aad fued let al accidem9. We want to allow fat anciclada1 mange 
(eapectany if we're Ariltoteliana). Well. all t11i1 ii mrc:mely 1tk:q in Aquiw, 
but in die end be tlWib tbat """"' ii. required bere. 

'lbercfore, ft get aa important "theorem": ~ t'ltere 11 a plwality 
of bulmbal1 bJ a fillfli 1petM1, tltey "'' all lfttltmal. 

ot coanc, there ii aa In• edlate corollary: Aqel1, li1tce tltey are 
Uutalerial. ea COlfW Ollly DfW to a 1pecie1. Eacb ADFI ~ • cpecia unto 
itlelf, jlllt • tbe members al certlin Plliboplly Depwtmeuts do. the arrh••la 
Gabriel aad vw.ae1 are • unHte oae .anatlier • a lizard ii from an elepbatlt 

nu. ... about .... - • dmllCtetiltically Tbomilt doctrine, wl 
- COllde" w in tm. See ffJlllAll ud waim, JX<>1••11onc #42-#43 a1 die 
{:(wtemHti..,. cl tm. Wiiy it - n•wtemnrd ii DDt IO deal. It ii rather ~ 
but batdly A dtlllfel'OU view. 

Now, ii ft ba.e die coroUary •bout ..... JOU ba.e protiebly 
llllticipated my next poiDt. Tllae ii .. oti.ioul problem then. What about ,..,... 
lll1llM You migllt •Y tllat wbm tbey are j"'-' to die body tbere Is matter 
in\>Olved, Alld IO tbere la DO proll&cm. But what bappenl after deatll. wbm die 
body falla away, aad we ba.e tllae ilrvrwlterilll tlWip ~ ArOaDd vp there 
(ot don tlllerc)T Tiiey are !nmwledal, and Jet tbey are all la die w •poi ~ 
tlley are all ,._ MNll, 1pecifkally la-. 

'lbere Is obYiomly eome cue:rawaso.t with matter, lillce alt-.p tile -1 
ii leplfAted DOW from tlle body, it Wll cmce ill die body. But it'I DDt there llOW, 
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!lave only a Ct1M,,k11 wpt ol Ood, fcamecl "7 cleaipdoa. We do .at bave a 
apk cmcept fmmed "7 lilqMI••-. "7 u.ractiolL ('Be modea• dMIMioD 
between ~ledp "7 ~· wl "Uo'l'ledp "7 dewww:lpim" la a very 
1llChl tool to kcep at lll8d wllC:ll readiJls certaia mediae'ftl tCllL Altboltp tbe 
ter1'1inolon ii an audlrcmillD, tbe d!l!tinctioo itlelf it aot. Tbere 111G1 a1ICh a 
dW!or;tjoa llllderlJDs -.i mcdiaeval tlleoriel, alth ..... - lboDld be c:arelul 
aboat importills otber t asr tllat mipt ao aloq witll tbe modea• wnioo ol 
tbe c!U.jnrtjm) 

To tlle enat tllat we e..er cca baw ncla Ill acqahltallce with Ood, we 
will pt it oaty after ... in tbe B 'ific Vinka. Thea we will eee Ood face to 
face, aad will be able to pt a limple amcept ol bim "7 ablbadioe. AJld if we 
bave a "1rl,,U wpt ol Ood, tllea we will llOt be able to daiDk ol Ood 
widlout rea•1z1na nat ia eat.tied "7 tllat ""C.- (ao mi 1:e Clll be adentood 
witDt m "pmts", ranemher). r. *111. for Aq.iw aa -.q1c:a1 •aumcnt will 
work, but only If you have tlle ript dn:le ol ....... •111t110el". u.fcat s'Cly, M 

do aot - at lellt aot yd. 'Die only C*8 wllo do lire tlle up11 wl tlle B' d 
wllo eajDJ t11e B •Ifie Vllim. a.t tllcy ol cour1e doD't rwd an cwtolrck'' 
...... r \ or .. , otber alJl'm Ill, to prove tlle eyWcecz ol Ood for tbcm. liw 
tlley ICC bim face to face. Ja *-t, for Aqaiw, lJl •W..&!.kal allwcmt for tlle 
erMe~ ol Ood will work mly for tboae who dm't Mell it. 

Bat Oat cloen all tllil baw to do with tbe 1111 • nit oa p. SS ol On 
,., • El#lfl:t't Well, if ia *P (1) ol tbat ....,......... ("No mi•oe CID be 
1llldentood witbout iD 'pllta"'), tlle wont '1llldentood' ii tatea ia the brmd -. 
to iada ...... .-.. by a -. demipdoa • wen • Wldec•wH• by 
mew ol • co. ipt pilled "7 ..,.. .. ....__ tllea tll8t ltep (1) ii limply fallc, 
liw it ~ follow from (1) tbat • o"'""'.n' mawat for die e1Mem ol 
Ood would wart /or u. la tllil life. Alld. ICCOrdial to Aq1dDa, tlltt jalt im't 

On tlle otber baml, if JOll take ltep (1) iD the narrow -. that II, 
readJ.Da 'mldent.ood' there 11 apptyiaa. mly to 118derstewti91 "7 acquaiDtwe, 
tllea ltep (2) .:nm be read ia die 11111e llCme (or ellc J011 have a falllcy ol 
cquivncatioa). Bet hi tllat 1e111e, step (2) ii false. I caw1t ill tllat 1CW 

wlentood t111ytlrin1 witllollt beiJI& ecquaiDted with i\ and tllerefcn bowlq 
aood aad well tbat it eDb, ftetller its e1intelllle ii "put" ol its DCZ or DOL 
9!ep (2) la tnic oaty for 'llDdentood' la tlle brmd -. tatea to lnclwle 
mder4awffnc "7 deaipdoa. (After all. I bardly ~ die 1••11i1 by 
ocqwaildt111Ct.) Bat if we read 'uudea stood' la die 111G1TOW sew In (1) wl la die 
broad 11Cme la (2), tbe arpmeat ii f•lladnuL And, a far a I am aec, tbat is 
eudly wMt llappea 

A let ol fw Im bea ..te ID the ~"J litentln abollt tllil test. 
• tllouch it em:ap1111ated Aquiw' ceatra1 1tlwat for die cticjnctioo bctweell 

Chapter S4 p. 11 
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Oocrl ,,., oa die odlcr llllld, 1111t mly caa be ,,_,,. of in leo!Mim 
(....., d CIOllllC, m1y bJ tee iptw•). 11 caa a11o ailt • ..,... 1a &er, 11 
ea cllilt ""'1 ill irledoe It u ed ' PW - wl tlllt la ....... ID cllftetee«1w It 
from eteltady II.NL RKal.I OS fonndldaa abooPe oldie IO called "Ptillciple ol 
Dltferentlaticw". It wa 1111t dial ftlt allowl A -S I to be t11o i.tividmla la 

tllat tlley bale "'''""" /onu. bat ,.... dial - ol diem ... • form die 
other - .. c 't llaw. ee.ce .., ,,. dllt ld9lliall • form will .. '"""1 
be ...... ' from Gad. 



Cbapl::-ell 55: 

Aquiw GD the Dlfferc •tlnflon or e .. - SoU 

For Aq1liw, M for Ariltotle, tile ctiltfftdicw! betYi 111 • ! tie! form 
(1111wtantj1! farm) wt m .mdratal fClllll ot a tJahlg ii not die w u die 
ctittincri1111 bctwec11 a farm die tJahlg nc = rily 1111 (Jiftll that it emta) wl 1111e 

it may or may DOt ba~ (Ji'ftll that it esiats~ For both Ariltotk aad Aq1liul, 
there arc ludl tkiap • aporo#lk or MCelMlry eccideat& The bMic .W.a 
may be i.Uwtratcd by a piD-cmhiOD. The pial are die aa:ideatl, the c:mbioD ii 
tlae • e ID • apbitaal. IUW••. • tbe CUlbioa °" ,,,., of I IUhltutial form 
only. In a material mb.tanre, it ex • 0•1 ot a 111hetantial fonn tOFther with 
prime matter. Some ot the pial may be perman·lltly att...W (1billk cl. them • 
bent at die end, like fllb..lloch You caa't pall tM• pim out cl. the CUlhillll 
witJlout ripPna die whole tJahlg to rhredll) They are DO lal mdental for all 
that. 

What bolda die whole lloadc m tictcllaer ii aa act of e:tiltbtg, Ill e111e 
that biDdll all the parts tup:•tw wl actaal:iJa tbcm. It ii tbe eue that gi'YCI die 
whole apparatus its identity, that ma1re1 it the individual it la. (E1se la die 
Principle of lt&divUllllllion or l""ivilll/Jlllity.) What dif ferotliale1 oae indiWlual 
from anotber (we mipt allO •Y what diffeieatiatee 1111e e11e from aaotlw) ii 
the pmticRlar c:omhinatiOD ot tkiap boaad topt.ber. Not all ot them, cl. cow, 
llnce then we ~ ha~ die trma indivldmla al Boethiw' De trilUaU 
(Cliapter 23 above~ We waat to alloW' for erddema' ..... ..., HeDcc we incl•ide 

aaly dime tm.p that arc uporably baud taptber llllOlll the diffacotiadng 
featmu al a tlliJll. The ntwtendal form diffet~aHetee tbe mdMd1lal from all 
mmYiduala at a differeat spcciea. Wida die mne apecia, if tbere arc ~ 
individ!aala, tbey are differeatiated from oae ''""'lber by CCtta1a illleparable 
occidents. It ii AquiDll' view that that diffacotiat1111 acridem require prime 
matter. lntrasptdfic differentialion reqllirea pri- matter. 



Now the hnml• IOul ii the mbltantial fonn d tile body. Aquiw follows 
AriltDtJe bere. The iDdividaal maa ~ore ii differenQWcl by I lllliq-..e 
comhl•atioo tA prime matter, IOlll (n1W111ti•• form) ud certain dlffereatiatiJll 
accideDts tbat require mttct. Whca be dlea, howevet, tbat combhwtioo ia brotea 

up. NewrthelCll, Aqmua arpca (llld be 1111 • "'""""' - tbia ia lllll jail a 
matter « faith) tbat the IOlll mm.-. death. The ,,., wllidi oripally bolllld 
mptlaer all the 1 epuable perts « the liYillg 111111, CXlldine9 to liCbllliJ.lc the 
eeperated IOlll after death. Aq.m. ...a to •Y it ia the - ,,. tbat 
formerly ll:t1lllUed the compoaite livillc maa - otbenrile wllat survives would be 
• different ladividual, ahlce ,,,, ia the principle of indiWhiality. Thcte WOllld 
be DO ptrsatal immortality. 

But bow CU this be? Whca the IOu1 ia teplllted from the body, bow CU 

it retaill tile vety aame illtr-reciti.:any differentiated eue it b.ad while ill tbe 
body, lil!ce all the differeatiatiu& tttjdeuts, wllicb requited matter, are gme? 

ApeW wwa. Al a matter of termiDokJSY, we aball 1&y tbat a 
subltance ia compku if ud mly if its tue ia differenQWcl from tbat « otbet 
sullltaarea by what it iwperlbly actmlba or biDda f.OFtber. We m• DOW ..t: 
itwparabk °" pdn of wllat? 

• au. Not occ• -rily iwpetab.le oa paJa ol deltloyla& the '™• but 

iwpmable OD paJa m deltloyiJll the ""'""""· Tbe '"' ol a compku 
mbltarw., thea. ia dlffereatiated from odlen by wllat it IMeJmably ac:tualiJa or 
biDdl loptber Oii paJa tA deiboyJaa tlfat ""'""""· Oa tile otbet bud, to 
delttoy a complete 1Ubltl'n ii 80t ~ to deltroy ib ,,.. A compoaite 
man, for imtance, ii a complete mlwt•nce Hia 111t ii differeatiated by certain 
amidmta ud other features that cal!!I!"( be aepulted from bim witholat 
deltroyina (tillilla) l!im. Bat when be :ii deltlOjed. hia tllt ia DDt deltluyed. It 
coathniea to activate hia mbltantial form or IOaJ, ud carriea tile ladivlchiality ol 
tbc former m1a aloag with it The eritfing tep111ted 111bltantial form or IOlll ii 
a 1111wuiare in ib OWll rigbt. It ii the aame btdivUllllll. but not the 11111e 

ltlbltanee • the oripal 111111. It hM to be tile aame ladividual. liDce tbe t11e is 
tile mne; it calllllJt be the w mlwta•e, li1a the ...,. ii lllll the aame. The 
E•BCC Utile mlD inchided prime -tter; tbat ol hia teplllted IOul does llOt.. 

N9w llldm The tl# m tma aepmated nllltance or IOal iuaeperably 
actualiJica or biDda tosetber • Oii paJa cl delttoylq the aepmated mlwt•nae or 
IOuJ. • mly tile IUbltantial form ud ftateYU iwplrahle accicJents it Im, 
accicJents tbat do lfot differenti8te, Uce diffel'ClltiatinJ la:ideDtl require matter. 
Hence the ,,,, « the aepM'lted 10u1 • DDt differentiated by w11at it iwplrably 
actualiJica or biDda topt.ber OD paia U deltlOJia& tltt m. 11lat ii, Oii tbe buia 
of oar earlier defitrition, tile aepM'lted IOu1 ii ltot 4 conapktt ltlbllance. Rather, 

- aball call it "incolflplett". 
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Aquinal on the Differeotilflon ol Human Souls 

The U# ol a bumu IOal is not diffeteutWed by what it imeplrably 
actuafua or binds toptber Oil pliD of deltroying the llMll, but rather Oil pliD ol 
deltroyillg the compmite !Diil Dole IOl1I It iL U the mn ii datroyed. hit eue 
ii DOt deltloyed, ud it 4oe1 ltOt Cea# to be differetllialtd. It can still be 
Identified • the UDiqlle e11t that ICtllallJa or binds ••ber tblt wblcb camaot 
be lepe.Wccl from t#U particvlaT Mall without delttoyiag him. lt'I jlllt that it ii 
not doiJll ID DOW (wbicb la uothet way ol Dying that the IDlD la dead). In 
lhort. tbere ls a - in wbicb this esu •aoa with" thil (lll'ticular nmi, nen 
Utcr the !Diil 1111 died And tbat ls all - need. 

H11111U IDula are the only iDmnplete 111w•....... God'I e1" ii 
differentiated from otllen' by i.wparably lClllllizina ncebing other than itlelf. 
No other e11e ii likt that All IJllCl'I eue imeplrably ICtU.liJJel m ... , (and 
10111C IO'id<Hll, lltbougb --"iffemWeting oaea). No other tllit llCt1lalifa the 
w mi e; there ii only CJDC llllpl to a •pecicl. The eua ol material 
1111wta......, (illcluding mu) hcpmably actuaHm prime matter, a 111k•nti1! form, 
wt i• pmable '" na11, illcllldint d:iffeaeaeliating ODC&. No odler eue biads 

together the - ingrcclieob. 
Tbia dcllratc aotioa ol aa i-plete au!wt•noe is what alJowl Aquinas 

to m1jat1ia Dmnlt•mmilly: (a) a maa"ll IOlll ii hit avkaatial form; (II) it is 
nc~ able to aunive the dcatlt ol the WiiipUllitc mu; (c:) llltrllpeclfic 
differMt!mon rcquira matter. Eadl ol tllcle pollltl, ol come, baa to be arpcd 
eeparately, ud Aqlliul doel have arpmeats for each ol tllem. 
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Aquiw on De .. led MMter' 

Aqv.Uw ta.lb about IQ"ldhtna called "desjgut.cd matter• or •mgutc 
matter" iD Oii Bein1 Olld E~e. Ch. 2, tee:tion 4. WIW ii it all about? Well. 
liq oal 

Prime matter qwa prime matter ii aid to be "numerically 011tt;" In a kind 
al aeptive teme: oot that it 1111 aay aie determm.te form, but ratbcr it Jacb 
tbe featmel that would differentiete and divenify it. I But if thil ii 10, bow Clll 

there be lllJ more tban me material 1111!wture at a time? One miaJat "'D t 
that one material svheanre combines ib svheantial form with oaly part al tbe 
prime matter there ii, while •oother mafttial 1111!wt-n c:ombiMI ita 1111!wt•...U.I 
farm with modler part. B1lt bow call tbat be if prime matter qm prime matter 
Jacb all divenlty ud doan't bave puts? U prime matter (bcteafter PM) qwa 
Pll 1111 ao pllU, WCll't me 11111wtutte1 form take it all? (Eum!ne your mental 
picturea that ICCOIDpeay tbele q..tiom Are we beias milled by oar Umpry?) 

It was tbls tliMt rl t>•11i.teratioe that led Al'iMulo to 11tPP* that PJI 
bad to be di-.enificcl or I*' liti.oaed iD - way befOR any nlwfential form 
adveaed. the llllllt llraigldfonrard way to do tllia w• to divide it lfl"ti•Uy -
that ii, to take Pll • mewkd iD three dJ- ' .. wt thua • di-msifiecl 
iDtcnlally ICCOl'diq to placca. Thea 011C au!wtantlal form coUI combine with a 
certain volume rl Pll, ud lllOther with another wbamc. This ii tbe doctrine of 
delipoted matUr that Aciuiw accepta iD Oii Bebaf ONl El#tlet - "mattet 
cootidcred llDdet dctcnnlute dlmu11iom" (Ch. 2, tee:tion 4). the "deta 111lnatc" 

di!!ICWiom bcrc imply a fD.cd me IDll sbapc. 
Of counc, M jlllt p :Hated, thil doctrine ma '• that spatial eytmgjm, 

which ii aa accident iD the catcpy rl qllllltity, Inhere& IA PJI "before" any 
suheantial form. Wbetllcr tbil "befOR" is taken in a temporal tcme or In w 
oti.er 1C111C, it 1"11 d1 the doctrine ~ the plutallty al mm., which Aviceau 
1Ce1111 to bave accepted at IClllt to thi.a cxtalt. the form COi' poreity ii attacbed 



to matter before uy lllhefMtill form is. (OD the plurality-of.form& doctriDc, ICC 
Cbtpter 43 above.) AquiDM will have - cl tllil; he rejcctl the doctri.lle d. the 
plmality of forD. lt mabl 1110111Cme, he tbiob., d. the dllflnrtfoa between 
111bet•ati•I and rd+i•nt1l foma Let • jlllt take Ilia re 11 wiing for aranted here. 

So we lbolald eot tldak cl quutity'I "illhering" in PI/ in uy -
"before" any au!wt•ati•I form. Rather, we abould tbiDk d it • bappmiftl all at 

once - or better, • not "bappmiDI" at all, bat • jlllt belJt& eo. Several 
111lwf•atial fonm togetlter witJi ICddemal fonm 1espomible for fiDDa the 
dimem!cw d. the 111bet1ara (ud heme for dividiJtg them oft spti1Uy fnlm one 
ud.hcr) are attached to PI/. The aubltutial forms 1oc:ate thiJlp in pm and 
species, and the ercideotal forms (in the c:atcpy d. qllllltity) keep them 
spti1lly apert. Heoce IC'ddeDtl d. quality are 1elplllllible for aUawUia there to 
be leYUll material nbet"C" It once, ud allo, by the way, for allowiJla there 

to be aw::nl IUhef'N'" d. the - spcciea On the other bud, PI/ ii allo 
required, since quantity (or at Jealt tlU timl of quantity) ia an accident that 
requires a material 111bet1nre in wbidl to inhere. 

Henre Aquina cu adapt AW:ama's view in audl a way that it does DOt 

require a plmality cl qimi4Vbefnti•I fonm piled oae oa top cl 1notber. 
Ncvertbdal, wbea be wrote Ilia Ccne:e..•"'1 °" Bodltiu' De trinitate, q, 4, L 

2.2 mortly lftcr the Oii Being tllld B1m1ee, be rejected tllil view. The mgmncat 
la limplc. lf matcdal 111""'..,.. were individuated by matter 'llllder a fiied 
wlamc and mpc, then they CIOllld DOt flOW or ....... ape wtthnat loliDg 
their lclentity and ..... ; .. •itber iDdiYidul iiwewt Tllil ia tJac - lbtd d. 
problem (but not exoctly the 11111e problem) we aw earlier widl Boctllilll' 

frmca indiW!ula (Chapter 23 ·~~ 
Hcace, in hia hliiil Ntry OD Boctbi-. Wbidt coataiJll hia loap 

11wtai-' diacuaioa ol individutJoa, be adopb AYerroei view lmtead, that 
delipated matter, wblch individata, la PI/ 'llllder llllllttmffilted ct!IDfWillfll 

By Jlndetowrbwd ctimc:Mjom be means not thll dcfillite ape ud wlume, ud 
not that oac, bat rather .,,. lllapc IDd vollllDC or other - that la, thia one or 
tbat one taken diljaadiftly. (A-.erroai. 1tatca tllil doctriJle in hia ttlCt Oii tlle 
S•1tance of tlw Cekltlol Spltere, CIL 1, tn•'ated in Hyman and Wallll, p. 
319.) Aleo, by the way, Aquiw' OWD di& b1 cl individuation in Ilia 
QAIFllM;+•tary OD BoetM• ocan enctly la .. +»'""MMWJ (II the r .. ia 
whlcll Bncthi• •JI that individuation ii l1y acciddlls. (Sec p F (3) d. Text 
6 below.) 

The problem widl tllil view ii peteat, and it ill hard to ICC wily Aquina 
(or Avcuoea) c-.er toot it 1e1ioully. All material. nhetaN'" arc alike in baviftl 
IOnv volume and ape ot other. Undetermined dlwn•jnN are jmt too vqac 
and inddinltc - too, well, too """"mnilrd -to diltillpllb thinp. 
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Aquiw appem to llaYe mopped tJm view in Ilia later worn. But 
curioully, DO fully articulated view is e\U pat iD iii place. He coatiaue to Ille 

the ~ 'delipated 1111lter', ud to llAt Individuation with quntity (for 
;-mace, in SlllMIO tlteolofiat, I, q. D. a. 3), bllt it it oevet very clear mctly 
what ia aoilta OIL Ill fad, there ia evidence that, lfter writiDg the fint part of 
the S""""° tlttolofiat, Aquiw later ,pYe up the o ••wtim of quantity with 
illdividutioD 1ttogecber. For !••pee, ID Qtlodlibd I, q. 10, a. 21 wl a. 22, he 
arpra tllat it is pomible, by the power ol God, tllat two matetia1 bodlel occupy 
the ame pi-. la bil earlier o••n"'''Y m Boetlliua' De trlrtitau, q. 4, a. 3, he 
bad argued tllat thia - DOt pcmible beclme the two would beA:ome oae. 

Wllat did Aqllina flDally come to think about indiYidutim? lo 101DC 

prep, we act the na ltloo tllat e1x la the prilldplc ol individultloa. 'Ibis it 
crucial wbell it CD11C1 to the llDity al the h111D1111 aimpolite - • we aw in 
Chapter SS ahem. Mall is 1 1111wt.._ Yet Ilia mat is lllo 1 suN!•nie (On Btill1 
and Eunce, Ca. 4, penaraph 1~ Do we tbeD lla¥e two 1111wta......., No, beclwe 
there ii oaly OM eue tllat it ~ the e11e ol the maa and the eue 
ol Ilia lllllL Bow muy 111!.t•see do ym llaye? Count up the number of e11A 

On the otlaer bud, AquiJm never pve up the view tllat prime matter ii 
in 101DC 1CD1e lllo tled up wltlt indi'Vidutlon. Here we m• dJltfnpilh two 
qudim, • we did in Chapter S4: (1) What mUa I mhlt•PMT one 111!.t•MC? 

The wwer to tllat ii eue. (2) What alloWI JOU to llave aewral 111"""_, - and 
IO tcYeral esldl Let • diYidc tllat lellDlld quest!nn: (1.e) Wllat lllon JOU to 
llave c!ilfinct apedes? The wwu to tllat is ltiaighdorward: 11:e, ud in 
putlcular, sut.tuti•I form. S.t.tantial form are jUlt ctitrinct from CGe another 
Ill by tbemlClvca. (2b) Wllat lllon you to llave le'9CW m1wte- in tine IOlffe 

1-peciel't The amwcr to tllat is "dc:eipeted mtter", wllatever tllat ii. 
Let 111 then call e11e the prbtclple of btdlvtdfftltlon, 111'hmntial form the 

priltdple of inter1pedfic dJfferOlliatWtl, llld deslp•ted lllltter the prindple 
of intrasp«if1e di/feretftiati<Jn. How does the latter wart? I P'D • tlllt in 
tbi1 mDllC!dim the last c:bapter of On Bebs1 and E11/ftCe ill helpful, ~ tboup 
it la an early work. There we find tllat 1D111e acridentl "derive" from matter in 
iiUCh a way tllat they arc the mes tllat differentiate (not.e the W«d) Individuals 
within the ame speciea (penarapha S-6 - 11ee a11o Swrvna tlttologiae, I, q. S4, a. 
3, ad 2~ No specill 1tab11 is gl- to quantity. Wllat 11eema to llappen then it 
tbia. Some 1Cdde1111 m\tlt iltlct with u iadividual a Jooa a he rem•!• tllat 
illdividual. Aquiul 1141 Ii tllat ID •nimal'I aex is ID acddcirt ol tbia kind la 
view of recent mp:al triumpbl, we might 111hltitute the uimal'I p nc tic 
~up• an 11ternathe. Attjdenta of tbia kind teDd to dlffereadate individuals 
witllin the 11111e pa 

Bat mc1e1111 of lhll kind are not Plfficicnt to reader the individual fully 
detennimtc. For then we would lla.e the problem about determinlte dimemiom 
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ipin. Of coanc. it ii alwa71 the cae tllat the iadivldllll ii fully determiDltc, 
but tllat oaly lllCllll thlt IOIDe ot the accideatl thlt ID iDdmd1lal .. u a P'ft:ll 
time do not coatribute to bit intrMpecific differentiation. SU acddeotl mlgbt be 

place and pndtinn (despite Illa cacticr .Jews~ the f!eeti"I ttw1pts and YOlitiom 
that come and 10 without violatiJll my identity, aml IO OIL 

Sacb a view yields UI importaat COlllequeace: There arc ~ II mlllY 
illdividuals within a pvea IP" ia • there arc memben ot a marim•lly 
mncjotent let of amipletely determimte iadividual dacripdolll in thlt speclea In 
other wordl, tbcre arc alWIJ'I individlaala you caa deacribt ia a pven specie• 
that don't el:ilt. At leat thia ii ID for any lpcciea the individuala ot which arc 
aubject to acc:ideatal mange - wblcb iDchldea all the lpcciea - olllene. n ii 
allO true for 111y ape ia the iadi:riduala ot which have free dloice. F« 
otbe:nriae, if they laad dloleD differelltly, they would have been entirely diffemat 

iadividuala within the - lpcciea. Now Aquiw tlWW thlt all leparated 
119hat1nca are intemgent, and that free c:boice inevitably aoea aions with 
intellect. Hence the above (lrim:iple apptiea to all apeciea wllatcver, except 
perbapa to mmcrial lpcciea tbc indl.utuala ot wlaidl arc uapcrcelvable - If there 
are UIJ luch lpcciea 

Still, sranted thlt IOIDe IC"'+ie .... dltfemrtiltt individuall within the Wiit 

spcciea, bow doea tbll illvolve matter? After all, it ii nppoeed to be prime 
matter II UDdtr theat ao:d<ltnta, dtaipt'tccf prime matter, that ii the priDciplc ot 
intr aapedfic differentiatim 1bt qneatim ...... ,, to tbll: Wily collldD't uaeJa, 
wbicla have DO matter, be differentiated wiWll the W apedet by IOIDe ot their 

aQCiclei•IS? Aquillll, of comae. tbhlb they ClllllOt - each .. la a dfltlnc:t 
lpcciea Tlaia ii a Ioaa aaory, but the final wwer to It I tlWlt ii thlt Aquiw 
wanta to bold thlt UIJ individual object nbjec:t to 111traspec1fic 111twtanttal 

c:huge ii aillO subject to iatel 'IM!dfic subatutial change - thlt la, it caa change 
111batutially Jnto ID individual ot a lifferetrl lpcciea. You'll just have to take 
my word for it. 

L See, for iJilta!n, Aquillll, Tlw Principles of NatllTt, imagrapb 16, in 
Sekcttd Writiltgs of St. Tltoma.r ~ Robert P. Goodwin, tr~ ("Library of 
Ubenl Arla"; lndiuapolil: Bob1--Merrill, 1965), pp. 13-14. 
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2. There ii ID EnaJish tnml•tioo of the entire CXW!!llM'.l!t•ry, aloog with 
AqulJw' On tltt Unity of tltt lntelkct, against tltt Averroists, in Tbomu 
AqW-. Tltt Trilrity Olld tltt Unicity of tltt l111tllect, Role Brelllllll, tr., (St. 
Louis: Hctder, 1946). Tiie rdevlllt F F ii OD pp. 104-113. 
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P401/P515 Spade, Fall 2009 

Duns Scotus: Kinds of Unity and Distinction 

Unity Distinction 
Thing Numerical Real
Nature (= formality, reality) Real minor (= real less than nu-

merical) 
Formal 

Concept (No special term for this.) Rational, of reason. 

Versions of Realism and Nominalism 

This table goes together with the next one. We can give both a metaphysical and an epistemological formu-
lation of both realism and nominalism, as they developed in the late-thirteenth and early-fourteenth centu-
ries. 

Realism Nominalism 

Metaphysical The common nature (taken abso-
lutely, as Aquinas would put it) 
has a being of its own. 

No it doesn’t. 

Epistemological The common nature (taken abso-
lutely, as Aquinas would put it) is 
the ground of our knowledge, its 
basis in the world. 

No it isn’t. 

In these terms, we can set up the following table: 

Aquinas (according to 
Owens) 

Scotus (and Aquinas, 
according to me)3 

Ockham (according to 
everyone) 

Metaphysical Nominalist Realist Nominalist

Epistemological Realist Realist Nominalist

3 See my “Degrees of Being, Degrees of Goodness” for my arguments against Owens’s interpreta-
tion of Aquinas. 
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More on Kinds of Unity and Distinction 
 
I. For Ockham (and presumably Scotus): 

Two individuals A and B are numerically identical if and only if everything that is true to 
say of A is also true to say of B and vice versa, and they are really distinct otherwise. 

(That is, the Indiscernibility of Identicals is the main criterion here. See Adams, William Ockham, vol. 1, 
p. 16.) 

II. Additional criteria for Scotus: 

1. If A and B are not both persons of the Trinity, then 

A is really distinct from B if and only if it is possible for A to exist without B’s 
existing, OR ELSE possible for B to exist without A’s existing (or perhaps both). 

2. If A and B are both creatures and are not causally related (by efficient causality 
or otherwise) in such a way that one depends on the other, then 

A is really distinct from B if and only if it is possible for A to exist without B’s 
existing, AND also possible for B to exist without A’s existing. 

III. For both Scotus and Ockham: 

1. A and B are distinct by a distinction of reason if and only if the concept of A and 
the concept of B are two concepts for the same item. 

(Scotus says little about this distinction, and even less about the corresponding kind of unity.) 

IV. For Scotus 

1. A and B are formally distinct if and only if (1) they are either numerically the 
same thing, or else are metaphysical ingredients of (constituents of, accidents of, 
etc.) what is numerically the same thing, and (2) neither one is analytically 
contained in the other. 

(My paraphrase of Adams’s suggested criterion. See her “Ockham on Identity and Distinction,” p. 55; 
William Ockham, vol. 1, pp. 24–25.) 

2, If A and B are common natures, then A is formally identical (= one by a real less 
than numerical unity) with B if and only if (1) they are found together in 
numerically one individual (this clauses is redundant), and (2) one of them is 
analytically contained in the other, or (in other texts of Scotus) the two are 
analytically equivalent. 

For Scotus’s revised theory of real less than numerical unity and of the formal distinction, see Adams, 
“Ockham on Identify and Distinction,” pp. 37–43, and her William Ockham, vol. 1, pp. 26–29. See also 
the groundbreaking Ph.D. dissertation by Hester Gelber, Logic and the Trinity (on physical reserve in the 
Wells Library). 
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