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Apart from hisConsolation of Philosophyperhaps the most wekhown
text of Boethius is his discussion of universals in 8sond Commentary on
Porphyry’s Isagoge.In that passage, he first reviews the arguments for and
against the existence of universal entities, and dffars a theory hattributes
to Alexander of Aphrodisias, a kind of theazglled in recent times “moderate
realism,” acording to which there are no universatigas in the ontadgy of the
world, but nevertheless there is an objectiven-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

' For a few treatments of this passage in the secoridargture, see Meyrick H. Carré,
Realists and Nominalist§Oxford: Oxford University Press1946),pp. 32—40; Etienne Gilson,
History of ChristianPhilosophyin the Middle Ages(New York: Random House, 1955), pp. 98—
100; Peter King,Peter Abailard and the Problem of Universals,vols., Ph.D. dissertation,
Princeton University, 1982 (DUl 8220415), at vol. 1, pp. 31-55; John Marekbhdy, Medieval
Philosophy (480-1150): An Introductiofi,ondon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983), p. 31; Ralph
M. Mclnerny, Philosophy fromSt. Augustine toOckham,(“A History of Western Philosophy,”
vol. 2; Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1970), pp. 64-70; Paul Vincent Spade,
A Survey of Mediaeval Philogby, Version 2.0 (August 29, 1985) (availatite downloading at
http://www.pvspade.com/Logic/docs/boethius.pdf, vol. 1, Ch. 23; Martin M. Tweedale,
Abailard on Universals, (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1976), Ch. 2 (pp. 53-88); Julius R.
Weinberg,A Short History of Medieval Philosoph§rinceton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1964),

p. 60 (brief mention only). Translations of the passage may be found in Richard McKeon, ed. &
trans.,Selections from Medieval Philosophegsyols., (New York: Scribner’s, 1929), at vol. 1:
Augustine to Albert the Greapp. 81-99; King, vol. 2, pp. 117*-121*; Spadgyrvey,vol. 2,

Text 5; and Paul Vincent Spade, ed. & traféve Texts on the Mediaeval Problem of Univer-
sals: Porphyry, Boethius, Abelard, Duns Scotus, Ockliamianapolis: Hackett, 1994), pp. 20—
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doctrine the best, and Porphyry’s Isagotes work Boethius is commenting on,
is intended after all as an introduction to Aristoti@stegories.

There are many interesting things about this passage, ndedke of
which is that it is an early example of a form that wdakeér be codified in the
scholastiqquaestio: a yes/no question is stafedin general some question ex-
pressed in terms of an exclusive dichotomy), then arguments are presented on
both sidespro and con, the author gives his own answer to the question, and fi-
nally (although this part of what would become ttassic form is missing from
Boethius’ discussion) the arguments for the losing side of the question are an-
swered.

| do not intend to discuss the whole of Boethius’ passage in this paper,
and in fact will not even be saying very mudboat Boethius’ own theory of
universals in the passage — if indeed it contains his owsryth&/hat | want to
focus on instead is just one part of the disaussiquaestio structure: the pre-
liminary statement of the case against universals. | have included the Latin text
in Appendix 1,below.

For purposes of reference, | have divided Liain into five sections:

First (section A) there is the general statement of the questior(lifi).8 Then
(section B), as part of the case against universals, there is the argument in 88
(11)-(12). Third (sectionC), there is another and itgiodd 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 | want to discuss in this paper. Tdeth
(section D), there is the very interesting discussion ir188-(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 corgzsinotbe — “common to many.”

And then, fifth and finally (section E), there is what appears to be a kind of sum-
mary and conclusion in @9).

There are several things | want to discuss about these paragraphs: First, |
want to make some observations about the source for Boethius’ description in
section D, 8§14)-(18) Second (although IiWsave most of what | want to say
on this topic until the end of the pajpel want to say some things about the
structure of the overall passage, how the various sections | haveydishied are
related to one another. Tdj | want to look at a petar “infinite regress” agu-
ment in the middle of the passage, section L3 This infinite regressrgu-
ment is one of the main things | 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

? See ibid., p. 25, § (37).
° The paragraph numbers are taken from ibid., pp. 21-22.
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from the point of view of what thactual agument in the paragraph is. Curi-
ously, although Boethius’@atment of universals in h{ommentarys discussed

often in surveys and secondditgrature, this infinite regress argument is almost
always passed over cursorily if not ignored entirely.dctfl know of only one
published account of it that is anything more than perfunctory, in Martin Twee-
dale’sAbailard on Universal$.There are, however, at least two other treatments
in “unofficial” circulation, by which Imean that they have not begublished by

a commercial or university press. One is an interpretation | presented M my
Survey of Mediaeval Philophy; a collection of lecture notes andursemate-

rials | have circulated privately. The other is in Petargl8 Ph.D. disséation,
where he discusses Boethius as a preliminary to Abdilléiag’s understanding

of the passage is quite close to Tweedale’spoalh it is developed in more de-
tail, particularly on the question how the argument in § fit8)nto the structure

of the passage as a whole. | am not entirely happy with any of these three ac-
counts, including my own, and therefore want to look at the whole passage again.

To begin with, however, let me deal with the first item on the agenda |
just listed: section D of the text, §84)-(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, “commords a wholeo 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 wholeat the same time to those things; a universal is not a kind of
metaphygal “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 Supnepgate
metaphysicllly constitutiveway, not in the purely “external” way we might all
be said to witness some event in common, as a whole and aarttee tene.
(Boethius in fact says a universal must be “able to constitutéoamdthe sub-
stanceof what it is common to” — §18). But presumably his account nseant
to be generalizable to universals in other Aristotelian gmates besides sub-
stance.) This third requirement, odurse,metaphygal “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

* Tweedale, pp. 75-77.
° See the referencesiin 1 above.
°King, pp. 45-47.
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to specify exactly what it is they are talking about, as though it wenetbing
plain and obvious and agreed upon by everyoneadndf murse, it is nothing of
the kind. Boethius’ description islear (alhough the lastlause does require
more work) and, wite it was not the only notion of a universal in circulation in
the Middle Ages,it was certainly an extremely influential account.

Nevertheless, as it turns out, Boethius’ description isaltogether origi-
nal with him. It seems to haxgone previously unremarked in the secondary
erature that he got the various parts of his description from Porphyry. Not from
Porphyry’sisagoge,but from hisExposition of Aristotle’s Categories by Ques-
tion and Answerl have given you the Greek text and a ttaimsn in Appendix 2
below’

To be fair to Boethius, he is still as far denbw the first person to apply
considerations of the kind we see in section D toptieblem 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 th€ategories Aristotle says that “equivocals”
or “homonyms” are things that have anme in common, but the definition of that
name they do not have in comniom the passage from PorphyrExposition,
the “questioner” asks what the word ‘commanéans there in Aristotle’s state-
ment. But first, he says, “tell me in how many ways ‘camninis said.” What we
get in Porphyry then is a kind @ftalogue 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 @ategories.

Of course this is dte a different kind of contexXtom the prolbem of uni-
versals. Porphyry and Aridte are here talkingt®ut having anamein common,
not about having some sort of universatity in common. It emains, true, as |
just said, that Boethius seems to have been the first to apginyy’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 divid@dNbte that this is
exactly what Boethius is talkindaut in §(15), being “common” part by part, as
a pie is “shared” by all those who take a slice. Universals, if therengreaee
not common in that way.

" There was also Aristotle’s definition De interpretatione7 1739-40, that a universal
is “what is apt to b@redicated of many.

° For an alternative translation, see Porphydy Aristotle’s CategoriesSteven K.
Strange, trans., (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992), pp. 41-42.

° Categoriesl 1'1-2.

' On this last clause, see 35 below.
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Second, Porphyry says, “That ¢alled ‘common’ which is not divided
into parts but is received by mafor [their] use, like a horse or a slave [that is]
common to many brothers.” The examples, a horse and a slave,aatby ¢lke
same as those Boethius uses his own second way of being “common,” in 8
(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 arphyry is talking bout is smething like the
legal notion of “joint ownership.” But the word | have trewsd here as ‘re-
ceived’ is the Greekiapolaupavouevov, a word often used in the context of
inheritance, so that whateveom®@hyry 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 fratual 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 usingptiidic baths at a given time,

they are still “common” — they are still public. And the public theater belongs to
everyone, even if no oneastually there at the moment. On the other hand, if no
one person actually has possession of a slave at a give(otimef 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 whatglyfarather 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 Bsceived is receivefiilom 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 isrfusing, to be sure, since he had just used the very
same example for his third serideBut in any case, in his fourth sense, “that is

" Perhaps the distinction is between the theater or assembhuddiag and the theater
or assembly as avent,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 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 (&7)).

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.

Let us now dok briefly at the argument in §81)(12) — section B —
of the passage from Boethius, in order to fix the context for theitmfiegress
argument in §13), which is the main thing | want to focus on.

Paragraph(11) begins by stating the conclusion of the argument, that
“genera and species maot exist.” Why not? Bcause, Boethius says,
“everything that is common to several things at one tinten@aabe one.” He
goes on to say this is especially so ‘when one and the same thin@ iwholen
many things at one timeNote that this explicitly captures the first two of the
three clauses of €.8), where Boethius lists the requiremeftisbeing a univer-
sal.

So in effect §11) argues that the plality of things to which a universal
is supposed to be common is somehow “contagious” andctisif the universal
itself, making it plural too, and so not “one.” Paragr@p?) then draws the con-
sequence from this: A universal “is nothingadit For everything that exists ex-
ists for the reason that it is one.”

The two operative assumptions in this saatithen, ardi) the “converti-
bility” of being and unity, andii) the view (not further expined anywhere in
the entire passage) that plurality is “contagious” in the sense just described.

v

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 gammal, and
argues somehow that there would be an itdimegress of ever higher genera.
Presumably this is supposed to be anaaeptable result, so that thegyament
amounts to aeductio.
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Notice something alrely. What is the unacceptable conclusion this argu-
ment is trying to derive? That “there will be no last genus.” Now elveuagh no
one | know of has ever integted the passage this way, fhlease ‘last genus’
certainly siggests the interptation “highest genus,” a “most general genus” or
catgyory, so that the argument would then be that the existence of universals that
“are multiple and not one in number” would violate the Aristotelianthef the
catggories. 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 writteboat this argument,
have in effect all taken ffor 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 hddne, but in terms of the spies ‘man’ or
‘humanity’.”” It is as if we are tacitly assuming that the fact that Boethius puts his
example in terms of the genus ‘animal’psrely accidental, and that thega-
ment is meant to apply to any universal, whether a genus, a species or whatever.
And indeed, evidence that the discussion throughout this entire passagants
to be generalizable in this way might feaind in the &ct that all the otherrgu-
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 abatisp.” Again, at the end of
the whole passage (89)), he says “And the same is to brderstood for the
other predicables:”

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(d8% “But even if genus
and specieslo exist, but are multiple and not one in numbeere will be no last
genus? Notice what the sentence doexs 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 talkimgpat genus or by talking about species.
And if it is species we are talkingpaut ingead 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 somethiogder than we began with. If
that step is repeated as the regress gogthen the regress is not just a regress of
further and further stages, but a regress that involves increasin@lignémd

King, p. 45; SpadeéSurvey,Ch. 23.

“ 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 work®taidl— we do
have a regress that would do away with the Aristoteliaarthef thecategories
as “most general genera.”

Nevertheless, it remains true, as we shall see, that the agjuaient in
the rest of §13) does not seem tavolve 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 puzzledeut §(13). Its first sentence
would lead one to expect something quite diffefeain the actual @ument
given in the paragraph.

Vv

Let us look again at the argument i1918). At the beginning of the para-
graph, it is hypothesed (for reductig that genus and species exist “but are mul-
tiple and not one in number.” King and Tweedalermtet this as the hypothesis
that universals are notumerically one, in the sense that the previous argument
in 88 (11}(12) has already refuted, but instead “one” only by a kind of looser
unity, that universals are in effect “collectioris.”

King points to the Contra Eutychdar a clue to what is going on here.
There Boethius says “Indeed, what is not one cannot exat; dteingandone
are convertible terms, and whatsoever is one exfskiete we have a reaffirma-
tion of the convertibility of being and unity that was one of the bfmsebe ear-
lier argument, in 88 (13(12) But then Boethius goes on: “Even those things
which are combined from many, as a heap or a chorus, are redgsstione.”
Thus, according to th€ontra Euychen,being and unity are convertible, but
there ardwo kinds of unity.

The connection th€Eommentary on Porphyrgnd theContra Euychenis
an intriguing connection to draw, not least becauseggssts that the kind of
realism Boethius is arguing against in 8§ (b3dy be some form of “dective
realism,” such as one finds later on at the time of Peter Abélard.

On the authority of th&€ontra Euychen,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 88L1)-(12) is directed against a realism that would make

“ 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.”

" King's translation, p. 40. He is quoting BoethiGsntra Eutychenv.

* |bid.

" On “collective realism,see King, Ch. 8 (= pp.187-214).
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universals numerically one, while the infinite regress argument in Sig1dH})
rected against various kinds of “collective realism.”

| think this reading is a very attractive way obking at the text. Never-
theless, someaveatsshould be noted. First @ll, while the connection with
“collective realism” is an appealing interpretive conjecture, i& isonjecture.
Paragrapl{13) makes no mention of “collections,” or of heaps bormses, and
conversely the Contra Eychendoes not in the relevant passage use the charac-
teristic term ‘multiplex’ or ‘multiple’ thatruns 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 baemsbout looking too much
to theContra Euychenfor help in interpeting the Second Commentary on Por-
phyry. For in a well-known passage in ti@gontra Euychen,Boethius tells us
how to translate certain Greek philosophical terms. He says

For what the Greeks call ovoimo@r oVvowwoOau, that we call
“subsistence” or “to subsist.” But what they caltéotaoig or
vplotaobal, that we translate as “substance” or “to substand.”

Yet in his translation of &phyry’s Isagoge,when Boethius gets to the
first of Porphyry’s three famous questions about universals, which héatesms
as “whether [genera and specisspsistor are posited in bare understandings
only”* — the very passage being commented on in the text we are considering in
this argument — the word he trdaies as ‘subsist’ is form of VpiotacOw, not
of ovow®oBal, just the reverse of the transtatipolicy announced in th@&ontra
EutychenWhether this represent some conscious theoretical clargend on
Boethius’ part, or whether it is merely an indication opginess or watever, |
do not know. But it does suggest that one should not to rely too heavily on the
Contra Eutycherin interpreting the Second Commentary on Porpfyry

Vi

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

¥ Contra Eutychem.

* SpadeFive Textsp. 20, § (1).

* Note that theContra Eutycheris later than thé&econd Commentarfhe latter was
written before 510 (see L. M. De Rijk, “On the Chronology of Boethius’ Works on Lo¥yie,”
varium2 (1964), pp. 1-49, 125-162, at p. 125), while the former wiemwmnot before 512 (see
John Mair, “The Text of thépuscula Sacrd,in Margaret Gibson, edBoethius: His Life,
Thought and InfluencéOxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), Ch. 8 (= pp. 206-213), at pp. 208-209.
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stead? Well, at least one other possibititight to be considered, if only to see
that it is not very plausiblg.It is possible to take Boethius here to be referring
more or less to the view he himself explains and defends, on therigubf Al-
exander of Aphrodisias, a little later in i@@mmentary.

There Boethius says “these things [genus and species] exisigulesis,
but are thought of as universafé.Socrates and Plato, then, each has his own
humanity and his own animality, so that there @ve humanities and twani-
malities there. They are, in afvious sense, “multiple and not one in humber.”
Nevertheless, through a process of audton, or what Boethius swetimes
called “division,” the mind views these nuneally distinct humanities as one
universal thing, and so too for animalities at the level of genus.

There are notorious — and, | think, frankly insuperable — diltiies!
with such an “abstraction” tloey, what is smetimes 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 withowgadipg to collections, with-
out thinking that genus and species are like a “heap” ohartis.” 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 straigtmward way of interpreting the phrase
‘multiple and not one in humber’ viibut turning genera and species into collec-
tions. On this interpretation, the phrase ireeffmeans 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 thehrase 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(£3) is the one he himself defends a little later
in the Commentaryaccording to which genera andesges are not numerically
one, and not one in the way a collection is one either, then why doesgins a
ment appear in the text as part of the @ganstrealism? It would seem that the
theory the argument mttacking is not a realist tbgy at all in any mefahyscal
sense.

Second, if 8§ (13)s addressing the theory Boethius defeladsr in the
Commentarythen what is th@nswerto the argument against that theory here?
Later on in the text, Boethius presents hiothieof abstraction and argues in ef-
fect that a basically nominalist metaysics is not inconmgtible with a basically
realist epistemology, so that to deny tleality of universals in the external

% Plausible or not, | confess that | held it in Sp&l&vey For the reasons | am about to
give, | no longer hold it and in fact now wonder why | ever did.
? SpadeFive Textsp. 25, § (31).
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world does not threaten the legitimacyooir general knowledg@ All that is fine
if it works, but it is answering a different question: the &pi®logical questions
posed by a nominalist mgtaysics. Nowhere in the text is the argument (13
answered.

Does this mean then that Boethius regarded the argumen(lf) &s
sound, and the theory hypotie=d 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 thabtypen mind
in 8 (13) And this fact in @irn might be taken as nafive evidence in far of
reading the argument in terms of collections, as Tweedale andddinyever-
theless, as we shall see in the last part of this paper, there are considerations that
perhaps count against the latter reading.

VIl

Let us now dok at theactual argument in §L3). In the end, there is not
much difference between Tweedale, King and me over howrthengnt goes,
although there are some differences in presentation.

Consider several anals — say, Socrates, Plato and Brunellus the Ass.
They are “not the same” (sé@pendix 1 below, line 20), since there are three of
them, and yet they have “a certain similar somethidgipendix 1, lines 19-20
— Socrates’ animality, Plato’s animality amtunellus’ 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 §enus.

But the genus itself, by the hypothesis of18), is just as “multiple” as
our three amals were to begin with. That is, Socrates’ animality, Plato’s ani-
mality andBrunellus’ 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, arfdrénere
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 “collectiomsfividuals
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 iticeconce again that there is
really nothing in the text itself that implies collections.

#bid., pp. 23-25, §8§ (23)—(32).
* Notice how this account take the fact that it geausas 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 jgsarant
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 fathder the common genus
animal (concretenoun), which genus is in turn thelleztion 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 falhder 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 astion, from animato animality.

And since all those animalities are alike too, our infinite regress is under way.

Tweedale was the first to make this pointhaligh he expresses it in
somewhat different ternfs.

King, Tweedle and | are thefere in substantial agreement about the
actualform of the argument in gL3), although the role of d¢lections is perhaps
negotiable. In any case, notice that as | remarked e&rtiarthis 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” oratéver. 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 | 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 “higheorder propeiies.” We have not only animals, but

® Tweedale, p. 75: “In following the reasoning one must be careful to distinguish single
items thatmake upthe genus in question from the single items fhltunderit. Individual ani-
mals fall under the genasimal,but they make it up only if we consider the geanimal 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.”

* Seepp. 7-8, above.

| do not here mean “property” in the technical sense from Porphiggtoge,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. | am instead using the term in its modern-day, looser sense inamyich
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 animalitoods (as we called them a momegb) and
“animalityhoodships” (or whatever we want to call tf§mand so on.

The picture here is one of higher-order projst not just of highreorder
predicates. It is a matter of mptgysics, not just of language. ildmals each have
some real mefzhyscal feature, an animality, in virtue of which they are ani-
mals. These animalities irurh each have another metayscal feature, an
“animalityhood” we called it, in virtue of which they are animalities, and so on.
Animalityhood is a eal feature of an animality; indeed, it is what makes it an
animality. But it is not a feature of an animal, since an animabtis&n animal-
ity.

Such a picture, involvingerated ‘propeties of propeties,” reflects cer-
tain recent megzhyscal 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 sulffemte never finds talk
of some things’ being “present in” others that are in turn “present in” yet further
things, and so on. And Wh it is true that animais “said of’ man, which is in
turn “said of” Socates, it is also true thanimalis “said of” Socrate$,whereas
on the picture Boethius presents, while higbeer propeies can belong to the
propeties immediately below them, they dwot belong to the things thiatter
propeties bebng to: ammalityhood is a éature of animality, but not of any ani-
mal.

| find it noteworthy, therefore, that Boethius apjs to such higheorder
propeties in his infinite regress argument in § (13§ course that argument, and
the higher order propees appealed to in it, are part ofreductio, so that Bo-
ethius is not committing himself to such adhe Sill, the fact that he even
raises it is striking.

VIl

Finally, | said | wanted to say something about the overall structure of the
passage from BoethiuSecond Commentary on Porphyhgw its various sec-
tions hang together. In particular, 1 want to comment onottek placement of
section D, 8§88 (14)(18).

* 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.
* Categories2 120-9.
* CompareCategories3 1"10—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 examplis, predi-
cated ofthis man, buianimal[is predicated] ofnan.Accordingly,animal will also be predicated
of thisman.”
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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 sectioff Bi 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-part argument against the reality
of universals, in sections B and C. Then, in D, we get dmwe#ion 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 pacement of section D is not all thatrprising, of course. Ex-
perienced mediaevalists are after all quite used to seeing much stranger arrange-
ments than this in mediaevaigaments. Still, it is worth natg, and makes one
wonder whether perhaps there is another way of organizing the passage.

The usual way of organizing it, the one | 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 Kingifiractive sggestion linking
these passages with the distinction in @mtra Euychenbetween 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 onatmeedtibility of being
and unity, the first operative assumption listed in seaticabove. 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 aftenight in sction D, and a conclu-
sion in E.

But if one looks at §11) it is clear that, atough numacal unity is in-
deed explicitly mentioned at the very end of the pargygréheactual agument
in the paragraph is applicable to collective unity as much as to numerical unity.
Just as numerically one thingroet be wholly in two things at once, according
to this argument, so too one chorled'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 Quimecessary and the structure of the
whole passage becomes all the more mysterious; the argument in section B cov-
ers both cases.

| want to suggest aalternative structuring of the passag@ok at the
end of § (12)and likewise at the end of(89). They both look like concluding
summaries. Both conclude that genus does not exist, and then go on to say that

* See the referencesiin 1 above.
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the same thing holder species (8 (12) or for “the other predables” (8(19)).
Both passages, that is, offer a summary and then a generalization.

Now look at the beginning of @3) and the beginning of 8L4). “But if
genus and species do exist, but are mul@plé not one in numbé(g (13)), and
“Now if a genusis one in numbér§ (14)). While it is perhaps not fully explicit,
this looks very much like a connal excluded middle — the condition being
that genus (or species) does exist.

What | want to suggest then is that in this passage as a whole what we
really have is not one two-casegament plus an afterthought, but rather two
separate arguments against the reality of universals, tbecse€which is a two-
case argument. The first argument is in section B, and depends oontleztic
bility of being and unity; it ends in 8L2). The second argument, the two-case
argument, takes up sections C and D, and doedepend on the converiiity
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 secial reason to take that argument in terms of collective unity or
indeed in terms of ankind of unity. In fact, if sections B and C are not two parts
of a single, two-case argument, but insteadtglto two entirely urlated ar-
guments, then the passage fr@ontra Edychenabout the two kinds of unity is
irrelevant to interpreting the text.

On the other hand, if genus ancsj@sare numerically one, that case is
handled in section D, by amgument 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 r@asFor one might ell have thought
that without the convertility of being and unity, there simply is moblem of
universals. If Socrates’ humanity and Plato’s humanity, which are wholly, at the
same time and in theppropiate metaphyisally constitutive sense present in
Socrates and Plato respectively, can be counted as satisfying Boethius’ three-
clause definition of a universal in(88) even though they are two huniides
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 | have indi-
cated, then there is aggestion in the passage that it is possible to argue against
the reality of universals evemthoutassuming 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, congpicsly does not assume it. This sec-
ond part of the argumentecion 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 intriguinggestion is a topic for
another papef.

2 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. | am
grateful to the participants in that workshop for their insightful and penetrating comments.
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Appendix 1:
Boethius’ Text®

Section A | (p. 161.14)10) Genera et species aut sunt atque subsistunt gut /
intellectu et sola cogitatione formantur,

Section B | (11) sed genera et species ess® possunt. hoc &&m ex his
intellegitur. omne enim quod commune est wampore pluribus
5 id unum esse non potermultorum enim est quod commune gst.
praesertim cum una eademque res in multistempore tota sif
/* quantaecumaue enim sunt species, in omnibus genus est
non quod de eo sintae species quasi partes aliquas carpant] sed
singulae undempore totum genus habent. quo fit ut totum ggnus
10 in pluribus singulis uno tempore positum unum esse non ppssit;
neque enim fieri potest ut, cum ifi pluribus totum uno si
tempore, in semepso sit unum (p. 162) numero.

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

Section C| (13) quodsi est quidem genus acesjes, sed multiplex neqge
unum 7 numero, non erit ultimum genus, sed habebit giud
superpositum genus, quodlam multiplicitatem unius su
nominis uocabulo includat. ut enim plura animalguoniam
20 habent quiddam simile, eadem tam@on sunt, idcirco eorur
genera perquiruntuita quoque quoniam genuguod in pluribus
est 1° atque ideo multiplex, habet sui similitudinequod genus
est. non est uero unum, quam in pluribus est. eius genefis
qguoque genualiud quaerendum est, cumque fuerit inuentum /] ea-
25 dem ratione quae superius dicta est, rursus genus tertium ugstiga-
tur. itaque in infinitum ratio procedat necesse est, ctimullus
disciplinae terminus occurrat.

-

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

* FromAnicii Manlii Severini Boethii In Isagogen Porphyrii commen8amuel Brandt,
ed., (“Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum,” Vol. 48; Vienna: F. Tempsky, 1906), pp.
161.14-163.6. | have divided the text into sections in camfgrwith the discussionbove.
Paragraph divisions are my own, and are numbered in accordance with the translation in Spade,
Five Texts on the Mediaeval Problem of Universpfs,21-22.
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torum esse non poterit. una enim res si communis est, aut

30 (15) partibus communis est et n@am tota communis, sed partes
eius propriae singulorum, aut

(16)in usus habentium etiam per tpana transit, ut sit commurje
/* ut seruus communis uel equus, aut

(17) uno tempore omnibus commune fit, ndéamen ut eoru[Tn
35 guibus commune est, substantiam constituat, et est theatr uel
spectaculum aliquod, quod spectantibus omnibus commune gst.

(18) genus uero secundum nullum horum modum commune] esse
speciebus potest; nafp. 163)ita commune esse debet, ut et Jto-

tum sit in singulis et uno tempore et eorum quorum commung est,
constituere ualeat et formare substantiam.

Section E | (19) quocirca si neque unum est, gin commune est, neqje
multa, quoniam eiusjuoque multitudinis’/genus aliud inquiren
dum est, uidebitur genus omnino non esse, idemquetdes in-
tellegendum est.
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Appendix 2:
Porphyry’s Text*
Porphyry’s Greek English Translation
/" ’E. TO xowdv mdg eidnmrou; [Question] How is ‘common’
np®dTov 0¢ eimé, mooaymdg Aéye- taken [in Aristotle’'s definiton]?
T 1O / *oWvov; / But first, tell [me] in how many
ways ‘common’ is said.
‘A Aéyw 6tL modaydg xowov | 5 | [Answer] | maintain that [it is
Yop Aéyetaw xoi TO €ig pépn said] in many ways. Fdd) that is
dloupeTov /* g &pTog #al oi- called “common” which is divide
vog, £l €1g €in TOV datpovviwy, into parts, like a loaf [of bread],
xal Ta xpnuato xowd @ / €ig and wine if it is one of [the thinds
uépn elvau dloupetd T@V Ovtwv. | 10 |that] are divided® Things ar
Myetar 8¢ xowdv xal 1O eig “common” [in this sense] by bei
uépn / uév ob draupetdv, eig de divided into parts according fo
TNV XPNOW VIO TOMOV TOpa- each of the participants(2) That
hapBavéuevov g / tmmog xod is called “common” which is ndt
olég nowog mhetooy aded- | 15 | divided into parts but is receivi
@OTC. AMyeTaw %ovOvV xai 10 &v by many for [their] use, like b
mpo- / orahnper Tvog yivoue- horse or a slave [that is] commpn
VOV ®al HETA TNV XENOLV ava- to many brothers. (3)That is
TEUTIOUEVOV €lg TO %OL- /2 Vov, called “common” which is in
olov o1 i €0t 10 Poavelov xol | 20 | someone’s possession beforehfind
10 Béatpov. Aéyetal AV AAAMG and, after being used, is returned
/ ®owodv 10 6Aov dua eig xphowv to common [ownership]. Th
EpxOuevov oM@V ddiatpétwg [public] bath and the theater aye

* From hisExposition of Aristotle’s Categories by Question and AngwarAristotle,
Categories,1, T1-2). My translation fronPorphyrii Isagoge et In Aristotelis Categorias com-
mentarium,Adolfus Busse, ed., (“Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca,” vol; Berlin: Georg
Reimer, 1887), p. 62 lines 17-33.

* 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 seng@), 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 lityspitecut
up a horse or a slave spoils their usefulness.

* according ... participants: Following Busse’s conjectus@d( €xaotov TV
ueteydvrov for v Svrov) at p. 62.21. The Greek has ‘of the beings’, which seems senseless
here.

* received: The Greekapaioupovéuevov 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 s@)sasl(3).
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obtwg yap / O THg TOU
ANPUXOG VTG HOLVI] T XPTIOLG
T0lg &v 1@ Oedtpw un Owou- /
povuéving Thg eic éldyota
poviic %00’  Exaotov  TOV
nopovImy. /

’E. Kotd tolov o0V onuatvoue-
vov 10 ®xowvov eiknmta; />

A. Katd 10 Ttedevtaiov Aéyw,
®00” 0 xolvn xpfolg yivetar Gua
moAMoTg / TaiToV BAhov AdLoupé-
TOU uévovtog 1M yoap Ailag ewwn
wouvn v €xel xpfowv / xal &l 100
"OiMéwg madog »ai tov Teha-
u®vog 6An Aoupavouévn xol /
adlaipeToc uévovoa &m’ AUPO-
tépwv. /¥

25

30

35

40

45

such a thing. Again in anoth
sense(4) that is called “common

eI

which, as a whole, comes undivid-

edly into the use of many simult
neously. For in this way, throug
the voice of the crier, the use |
the theater] is common to those
it, although the vige is not di-
vided up in the least amorgpch
of those preserit.

[Question] So in which sense i
‘common’ taken [in Aristotle’q
definition]?

[Answer] | say [it is] according tdg
the last [sense], according

which there comes to be a (
common to many simultaneous
although the ame whole remain
undivided. For the word ‘Ajax’ i
used both for the son ofileus and
for [the son] of Telamon? taken
as a whole and remainingndi-

i_
h
Df
in

Se
Y,

v)

o

vided between the two [of them],

* The word ‘theater’ means not only a place where drama was performed, but also an

“assembly”, where acrier” made proclamations and kept order.

* These are called, respectively, Ajax the Less and Ajax the Greater. They are characters

from thelliad.
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