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The most ancient opinions are often returned to as if new, and many delight in
resurrecting them because—having been forgotten—they seem to say new and
marvelous things. And so it is that the young listen to them with pleasure, because
it is natural for what is new and marvelous to delight the senses.

Buridan, In De an. 111.11

But Aristotle, that supreme dictator of human wisdom, what did he think about
this?
Vanini, De admirandis dial. 2, p. 7

There is nothing more seditious and pernicious than a new doctrine
Morin, Refutation p. 3

History neglects nearly all these particulars, and cannot do otherwise; the infinity
would overwhelm it.
Hugo, Les Misérables 1.3.1
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Introduction

1.1. Four Centuries

The present study seeks to learn something about the metaphysics of substance in light
of four rich but for the most part neglected centuries of philosophy, running from
the late medieval period to the early modern era. At no period in the history of
philosophy, other than perhaps our own, have metaphysical problems received the
sort of sustained attention they received during the later Middle Ages, and never has a
whole philosophical tradition come crashing down as quickly and completely as did
scholastic philosophy in the seventeenth century. My hope is to understand the nature
of the late medieval project, and the reasons for its demise.

The very first thing that must be done, in pursuing such a project, is to find a
better way to talk about these four centuries. Apart from the ever growing absurdity
of referring to the seventeenth century as the modern era, the labels ‘medieval” and
‘modern’ carry connotations that I wish to eschew, and make assumptions that I do not
wish to take for granted. It is, moreover, entirely a matter of taste and perspective
regarding when one wants to situate the start and close of the “classical era,” the
“Middle Ages,” the “Renaissance,” or “modernity.” For William Ockham, near the
start of the fourteenth century, the moderns were his flat-footed contemporaries,
whose views he demolished; a century later, the via moderna was Ockhamism. For
Kenelm Digby, in 1644, the moderns are recent scholastic authors; forty-nine years
later, Locke takes “the Corpuscularians” to be the moderns, and to have “possessed the
Schools” in place of “the Peripateticks.” Ours is still a different perspective. One might
like to follow Hobsbawm’s suggestion that, for 80 percent of humanity, the Middle
Ages ended only in the 1950s. Given my own rather more parochial historical interests,
I tend to think of modernity as coming in the late twelfth century, with Averroes’s
magisterial commentaries on Aristotle. With respect to all such judgments, there can
be no fact of the matter.’

! I might as well confess from the start that I aspire, perhaps quixotically, to nothing less than a reform our

philosophical usage of the term ‘modern.” Although it is admittedly useful to have a ready label for seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century philosophy, we can perfectly well talk about it this era in just those terms: as the philosophy of a
certain century. Moreover, by retaining ‘modern’ to talk about truly modern thought—beginning circa 1900—we gain
something much more valuable: a handy way of talking about this more recent transformation in philosophy, without
having to resort to the misleading label “analytic philosophy,” which in turn leads to the pernicious distinction between



2 Introduction

In what follows, I set aside all such talk of modernity, renaissances, and middle ages.
My subject is simply four centuries in the history of philosophy. Naturally, I have had
to pick and choose. In many areas, where seventeenth-century philosophy was largely
barren, it would have been a tedious and depressing exercise to watch the insights
of the scholastic era fall into neglect and disrepute. For this reason, I have set aside
language, logic, and natural theology, and instead focused on that area where the
contrast among views is most striking and illuminating: the domain of metaphysics.
It is, however, no part of my agenda to decide on winners and losers, advances
and retreats. If nothing else, the diversity and complexity of views precludes any such
global pronouncements. We can speak in general of the scholastics, referring to those
philosophers from the thirteenth century well into the seventeenth (and beyond) who
taught philosophy and theology in a university setting, in accord with a common
Aristotelian method, vocabulary, and set of assumptions. It will very quickly become
apparent as we proceed, however, that scholastic philosophers agree among themselves
no more than does any group of philosophers from any historical period. The superfi-
cial similarities of style and vocabulary conceal enormous differences of doctrine, just
as great as those that divide philosophers today.”

The variety of philosophy during the seventeenth century is better known, but even
so it gets understated by our selective attention on a handful of the most original and
interesting thinkers—Descartes, Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, Leibniz. There are of course
tremendous differences even among these thinkers, but these are as of nothing when
compared to the full spectrum of seventeenth-century views, all the way from Spino-
zistic monism to the most doctrinaire and conservative scholasticism, and all points in
between. Needless to say, I have not managed to cover all points in between, neither
for the seventeenth nor for any century. It would in fact be quite impossible to cover

the “analytic” philosophers and that grab-bag of modern historical figures who are not analytic and so get called
“continental” philosophers.

On the moderns, see Ockham, Quod. V.22 (Opera theol. IX:564-5): “moderni ponant quod in omni praedicamento sunt
multa ordinabilia secundum superius et inferius, . .. et dicunt quod istis abstractis semper correspondent decem parvae
res distinctae primo...". For the via moderna, see e.g. Gilbert, “Ockham, Wyclif’; Gabriel, “Via Antiqua”; Courtenay,
“Antiqui and Moderni.”

Digby invokes the moderns at Two Treatises 1.6.1: “it will not be amiss to express what we mean when we reject
qualities, and how, in some sense, we are content to admit them. According to that description that Philosophers
ordinarily do make of them (and especially the modern), we can by no means give way to them.” See also Locke, Some
Thoughts, sec. 193: “Only this may be said, that the Modern Corpuscularians talk, in most things, more intelligibly than
the Peripateticks, who possessed the Schools immediately before them.”

On the beginnings of modernity, see Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes, p. 288. Compare Johnson, The Birth of the Modern,
whose dates are 1815-30, Himmelfarb, The Roads to Modernity, which focuses on the late eighteenth century, and Barzun,
From Dawn to Decadence, who shares my predilection for the twelfth century: “if any renaissance ever did occur, it was in
the twelfth century, leading to the high medieval civilization of the thirteenth” (p. 47). Walter Map, the twelfth-century
English courtier, argued that the span of human life ensures that the scope of ‘modernity” will be roughly a century (De
nugis curialium 1.30).

% The term; scholasticus; in its present sense, is in common use from the sixteenth century on: see e.g. Fonseca, In
Meta. VII.1.1 (I1:200bB); Vasquez, In Summam theol. 3a 194.2 n. 11; Suarez, Disp. meta. 50.5.3: “hanc opinionem nullus fere
Scholasticorum secutus est...”; Scipion Dupleix, Metaphys. 11.3.1. Something like its present usage can be found in
Dietrich of Freiberg (circa 1280): “Cuius rei consideratio [de natura accidentium] non modicam ingerit difficultatem
scholastice inquirentibus, compugnantibus ad invicem rationibus ad rationes et auctoritatibus ad auctoritates...” (De
accidentibus 1.2 [Opera 111:55]). It appears even before the era I recognize as scholastic, in Peter Lombard in the twelfth
century: “De hoc enim sancti doctores subobscure locuti sunt, atque scholastici doctores varia senserunt” (Sent. 11.30.6.1).
The term itself appears frequently in Augustine in the late fourth century (see Confessions V1.9.14 etc.). For a detailed
investigation, see Quinto, Scholastica.
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it all, even in a lifetime. The human mind tends to suppose that what it does not know
about does not exist, and for our four centuries this fallacy is especially misleading. The
almost unknown era of philosophy between 1400 and 1600 gave rise to vast quantities
of material, much of which still survives. Although the fifteenth century is practically
terra incognita to modern scholars, we have more philosophical texts from that century
than from the previous two centuries combined, and more studies of Aristotle from the
sixteenth century than we have from the whole prior history of Latin Aristotelianism,
all the way back to Boethius.’

This vast and disparate material complicates any attempt to generalize not only
about the relative merits of the different periods, but also about the extent to which
developments in the seventeenth century can be regarded as novel. There is no
temptation greater, for the medievalist, than the urge to hold a text triumphantly
aloft and announce to the world that an allegedly modern idea had already been had,
back in the year 1283. Although, as will be clear already, I am sympathetic to scholastic
thought, I have tried to resist such triumphal moments. Indeed, from a certain vantage
point it seems clear enough that post-scholastic thought represents a radical inversion of
the prevailing Aristotelian paradigm, turning inside-out the characteristic scholastic
conceptions of form, matter, and substance. If these seventeenth-century ideas were
not exactly new—having been anticipated not just by scholastic authors but also
by Islamic and ancient Greek thinkers as well—they were nevertheless pursued with
a sophistication and thoroughness that makes that century well worth the massive
amount of attention it has received from historians of philosophy. Even so, as we will
see in many domains, much of what is most interesting about seventeenth-century
metaphysics flows quite naturally from scholastic thought, and looks much less original
when considered in that light. I have accordingly come to think of the progress of ideas
over these four centuries as analogous to the famous Necker Cube, the different faces of
which assume a greater or lesser prominence depending on how one looks at it.

The chapters that follow work through various fundamental metaphysical issues,
sometimes focusing more on scholastic thought, sometimes on the seventeenth century.
Although the organization is not chronological, it may be helpful to know from
the start something about the scope of my research. I begin with the first challenges
to what I call classical scholasticism, the scholasticism of Bonaventure and Thomas
Aquinas among others. Both died in 1274, a date that furnishes the book’s nominal
starting point. Those classical authors naturally disagree on many fronts, but here
I treat that period largely as background, and pick up the debate with the first
generation of critics of classical scholasticism—especially Peter John Olivi (who began
his magnum opus circa 1274), John Duns Scotus, and, later, William Ockham. From
there I pick and choose among various scholastic authors of the fourteenth through

® For the proliferation of philosophy texts in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, see Schmitt, “Towards a History”
p. 9. On the varieties of seventeenth-century philosophy, see Mercer, “Vitality,” Schmitt, Aristotle and the Renaissance, and
Ariew, “Modernity,” which begins: “There is very little content to the concept of Modernity except as a term of contrast
with Antiquity and the Middle Ages, and what is signified as “modern” changes, depending upon the specific contrast
one wishes to make” (p. 114). For reflections on Descartes as a “modern” philosopher, see Sorell, “Descartes’s
Modernity.” For a powerful argument against dividing up our four centuries into medieval-Renaissance—-modern, see
Schmitt, “Recent Trends.” For a recent example of my strategy of thinking of the period simply in terms of a series of
centuries, see Perler, “Introduction.”
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sixteenth century, and then begin to track the rise of post-scholastic, non-academic
philosophy—philosophers working outside the university context, who often mounted
the most thoroughgoing challenges to the scholastic tradition. I stop in the seventeenth
century with what I see as the end of the first stage of developments in post-scholastic
philosophy: on the continent, with Descartes and Gassendi, and in England, with Boyle
and Locke. The first drafts of Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, dating
from 1671, furnish the nominal closing date of this study. Although it would not
be until December 1689 that Locke finally published the Essay, many of his central
ideas date from those initial drafts, and I believe that the overall character of his thought
was largely fixed around this time. Insisting on this admittedly somewhat artificial
terminus has the considerable advantage of allowing me to exclude what I regard as
a second generation of post-scholastic thought, arriving after 1671—in particular,
Spinoza, Malebranche, and Leibniz, to say nothing of Berkeley and, still later, Hume.
I discuss these figures only in passing. Of course there is inevitably something arbitrary
about such decisions regarding where to start and stop, and I hope these lines of
demarcation will not be taken too seriously. The truth, if you like, is that I pursued
the issues as far as I could.

In terms of historical influence, the most prominent philosophical trends during this
period are scholastic Aristotelianism and the rise of the mechanical philosophy. The
first remained dominant within the universities for the entirety of our period, and
the second brought about a philosophical and scientific revolution that began outside
the universities but ultimately conquered all. In my view, these two trends are also the
most philosophically interesting developments during this period. This is not an assump-
tion I made from the start; it is the conclusion of a great deal of research. Readers
whose interests lie elsewhere—aficionados of humanism, or the wild and wooly ideas
of Renaissance Platonism—will want to find another guide to these centuries.* Even
where my interest is greatest, however, my enthusiasm is not unalloyed. Scholastic
authors were bound by threat of ecclesiastical censure to a rigid orthodoxy, even in
many philosophical domains (Ch. 20). This gives their work, at least superficially, a
veneer of stultifying conformity that, among many lesser figures, in truth goes all the
way down to the core. When seventeenth-century authors were able to break free from
this imposed orthodoxy, wide vistas opened up, but the path most often taken was a
dry and barren reductivism (§14.2, §19.7). This would eventually be replaced by more
philosophically interesting and scientifically fruitful theories, at the hands of figures
like Leibniz and Newton, but it would take most of the seventeenth century to achieve
such results. These later developments are, to my mind, the second-generation fruits of
the metaphysically reductive tendencies of the earlier seventeenth century. Scholastic
philosophy first had to be destroyed, before anything else could be built in its place.

* On the humanists, Hankins writes that “the humanist movement called for a radical change in the conception of
what philosophy was and what it was for. For humanists philosophy was demoted to the position of one branch of
literature among several. The emphasis was placed on moral philosophy, the only part of philosophy deemed useful to
human life. Metaphysics, psychology and natural philosophy were neglected when not openly mocked for their
obscurity and triviality. Logic was subordinated to rhetoric and reshaped to serve the purpose of persuasion” (“Human-
ism” p. 45). He goes on to say, on the next page, that “it did not produce great philosophers.”

On Aristotelianism remaining “the predominant philosophical tradition,” see Bianchi, “Continuity and Change”
pp. 49-50, and the data he offers there.
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Even so, that process of destruction, like the collision of atoms at high speed, is in many
ways the most illuminating place to conduct research.

1.2. The Metaphysics of Substance

The subject of this book is four centuries of debate over metaphysics, in our modern
sense of that term. Although we now think of metaphysics differently from how the
field was defined during our period, I will not attempt, here or later, to grapple with
the question of what metaphysics is or was taken to be. Instead, I will take for granted
our current sense of what a metaphysical question is, and I will pursue such questions
over a range of historical contexts, including not just treatises on metaphysics, or
commentaries on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, but also works on logic, physics, biology,
psychology, and theology.

I do not try to survey all of metaphysics, but confine my attention to the metaphysics
of substance. This is to say that I take as my principal focus various questions
concerning the unity, persistence, and change of those features of reality—sub-
stances—that we regard as existing in the most proper sense. Within this broad field,
my principal interest is material substance, and accordingly my starting point, in Part I,
is the thesis that all change requires an enduring material substratum of change. This
leads, in Part II, to a discussion of how matter, suitably informed, yields the substance
itself—the dog, cat, or stone that comes into existence, endures through various sorts of
changes, and ultimately goes out of existence. Part III then takes up the general
character of the properties or accidents that come and go while that substance persists,
and parts IV and V consider the two principal kinds or categories of such properties—
Quantity and Quality. Finally, with all these ingredients in mind, Part VI turns to the
question of how substances persist as unified beings through time.

If this study shows nothing else, I think that it shows how little we yet understand these
issues. Even with respect to what is most central to the Aristotelian project—prime
matter (Chs. 2-3), sensible qualities (Chs. 21-2), and substantial forms (Chs. 24-5)—we
have a woefully poor understanding of what exactly the scholastics thought. The
situation becomes even worse when we turn to more peripheral issues such as modes
(Ch. 13), successive entities (Ch. 18), powers (Ch. 23), and integral parts (Ch. 26). And
these are as nothing compared to the really obscure problems of metaphysics during our
period, such as the nature of inherence (Ch. 11), extension (Chs. 14-16), location (Ch. 17),
and persistence (Chs. 28-30). It is emblematic of the poverty of our knowledge in these
areas that even with regard to our topic’s central organizing concept—substance—
scholars have labored under the most grievous misunderstandings, even with respect
to the canonical figures of the seventeenth century (Chs. 6-9).

Most authors during our period worked under rigid ideological constraints that made
certain theses impossible—on pain of death—to maintain. One can nevertheless find,
on most topics, an extremely wide range of views. Even on so fundamental a question
as how substances persist through time, one finds authors taking seriously theses that
run the full gamut of possibilities, from the view that nothing truly persists, and that
instead all entities are entia successiva (Ch. 18), to the opposite extreme that all entities
are permanent (Ch. 28). It is, moreover, not just in the seventeenth century that such
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views emerge; they are indeed discussed in detail, as we will see, all the way back in the
fourteenth century.

At the same time, there is a great deal of commonality among authors. Everyone
during our four centuries accepts the reality of substances, as the things that exist in the
most proper sense. Everyone accepts that there are permanent, enduring entities—that
not everything is successive (Ch. 18). Nearly everyone accepts a distinction between
material and immaterial entities (Ch. 16). Nearly everyone accepts that everything that
exists is particular (§5.3, §27.4), and is located at a particular time and place (Chs. 16-17).
These are points of agreement among both scholastic and post-scholastic authors.

Despite the enforced orthodoxy of much of scholastic thought, and despite the
tedious reductionism of much of post-scholastic thought, these four centuries mark
some of the highest points in the history of philosophical thought. When studied in
conjunction they put on display what is perhaps the fundamental issue in metaphysics:
the choice one faces between either pursuing ontological parsimony or vindicating our
ordinary ways of conceiving the world. The usual program of the Aristotelian scholas-
tics is to pursue the second at the expense of the first, and so one finds among the
Aristotelians a vast and exotic ontology of actualities and potentialities, all designed to
allow us to make sense of the world as it seems to be—a world of extended, finite
substances, cohering and enduring through time, variously colored and shaped, capable
of interacting in complex ways with other substances. The usual post-scholastic
program, in contrast, pursues parsimony at the expense of explanatory adequacy, and
so dismantles large segments of the Aristotelian framework. The result is an austerely
reductive ontology of bodies in motion—an ontology that makes it nearly impossible
to account for much of our commonsense worldview of enduring substances. Such
choices create the principal tension that motivates this study.

1.3. Metaphysical Parts

Suppose, at least for a while, that there are enduring substances of familiar sorts—dogs,
cats, stones, and the like. Suppose these substances come into existence at a time, exist
for some time, and then go out of existence. Eventually, we will be in a position to
reconsider this hypothesis (Chs. 18, 28-30), but let us start, at least for now, the way a
good Aristotelian should. A good Aristotelian believes that the common wisdom of the
folk is not to be despised. This means, in the domain of metaphysics, taking seriously
the notion that what exist most properly are the ordinary, enduring substances of
everyday experience.” This substance-based ontology lies at the foundation of scholastic
metaphysics. To study the decline of scholasticism in the seventeenth century is, in no
small part, to witness the collapse of this foundation. In the chapters to come, a ready
way to gauge this book’s progress toward its conclusion will be to measure how much
of that substance ontology still remains intact.

> For Aristotle’s use of the received opinions of others (év8oa), see Topics 1.1. See also Meta. VIL.3, 1029a33-34: “Since

it is agreed that there are some substances among sensible things, we should look first among these. For it is an
advantage to advance toward that which is more intelligible.”
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In order to explore this substance-based ontology, and eventually to test its cogency,
we should consider what such substances are composed of. A natural answer to that
question—and one that should by no means be despised—is that a plant, say, is
composed of branches, leaves, parts of leaves, and so on. These are the integral parts
of a substance; set them aside for now. It is not perfectly evident that a substance
has any other kinds of parts. But suppose we could show that something about a
substance changes independently of its integral parts, or endures after all its integral
parts have ceased to exist, or simply cannot be explained in terms of its integral parts.
Then we would have reason to suspect there are constituents of substances that are not
any of its integral parts. These are what I will call the metaphysical parts of a substance.
To call them parts at all is potentially misleading, in that such parts are utterly different
from integral parts. But this is the customary Aristotelian usage, reflecting the idea
that such entities do indeed belong to the substance, without being identical to the
substance. The term ‘metaphysical’ is my label, one that seems apt inasmuch as such
parts can be identified not by the usual empirical methods, but only by abstract,
metaphysical arguments—arguments whose very abstruseness makes them vulnerable
to dismissal if not derision.°

The Aristotelian tradition recognizes two main kinds of metaphysical parts: form and
matter. If there is one overarching tendency that characterizes the seventeenth-century
critique of scholasticism, it is the tendency to reject metaphysical parts in favor of an
analysis solely in terms of integral parts. On this rests the rejection of substantial forms,
real accidents, and unactualized prime matter. Out of this arise the characteristic
disputes of the post-scholastic era, over the mind-body problem, causality, substance,
identity over time, and the appearance-reality gap—issues brought to the forefront of
philosophical discussion in the seventeenth century because of the immense difficulty
in dealing with these matters without appealing to metaphysical parts. These problems
remain with us today. Although we now tend to speak not of form and matter but
instead of properties, functions, dispositions, and the like, the issues are much the same.

¢ The term ‘metaphysical parts’ is not scholastic. Scholastic authors do regularly speak of integral or (often
equivalently) quantitative parts, which are standardly contrasted with essential (or qualitative) parts. See, e.g., Ockham,
Tract. de corp. Christi 12 (Opera theol. X:112-13); Aquinas, Summa theol. 1a 8.2 ad 3: “Est autem duplex pars: scilicet pars
essentiae, ut forma et materia dicuntur partes compositi, et genus et differentia partes speciei, et etiam pars quantitatis, in
quam scilicet dividitur aliqua quantitas.” Metaphysical parts, on my usage, include not only these essential parts, but also
accidental forms and perhaps other accidental, metaphysical entities (if there be others). McMullin, “Matter as Principle,”
considers at length the status of such parts (which he calls “M-Principles”) in Aristotle and in twentieth-century
philosophy. The fundamental source for the scholastic distinction between kinds of parts is Aristotle, Meta. V.25,
1023b12-25, which explicitly speaks of form and matter as parts. For a fine recent overview, see Arlig, “Mereology” and
also Clemenson, Descartes’ Theory of Ideas p. 17. For a late scholastic treatment, see Goclenius, Lexicon pp. 788-99. For a
survey of Scotistic usages, see Fernandez Garcia, Lexicon pp. 464-5. See also Burley's brief treatise, De toto et parte, and
Buridan, Summulae 6.4.4, which discusses integral parts in detail.

The distinction endures into the seventeenth century, but not always intact. Locke, for instance, seems not quite to
grasp it when he remarks: “integral parts, in all the writers I have met with, besides [his adversary], are contra-
distinguished to essential; and signify such parts, as the thing can be without, but without them will not be so complete
and entire as with them” (Second Vindication sec. XII, p. 246). He thus goes on to treat the head as an essential rather than
integral part of the body. Leibniz, without using the language of parts, gets at something like the distinction I wish to
draw in his early letter to Thomasius: “Nam etsi utraqua explicatio et scholasticorum et recentiorum esset possibilis, ex
duabus tamen possibilibus hypothesibus semper eligenda est clarior et intelligibilior, qualis haud dubie est hypothesis
recentiorum, quae nulla entia incorporalia in mediis corporibus sibi fingit, sed praeter magnitudinem, figuram et motum
assumit nihil” (Phil. Schriften IV:164-5; tr. Loemker p. 95).
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It is indeed hard to think of any problem in philosophy more profound and far-ranging
than the status of metaphysical parts.

It will be useful to have a shorthand expression for talking about the movement away
from metaphysical parts, toward a theory couched entirely in terms of integral parts.
I will therefore deploy the term ‘corpuscularian’ to refer to theories that postulate
only integral parts within bodies, rejecting all metaphysical parts. I will also use the
closely related term ‘mechanistic,” but for a different thesis: that the causal relationships
between bodies can be explained entirely in terms of local motions produced through
contact. Both of these terms date from the seventeenth century, and have been used
more or less loosely since that time in something like the way I will use them.
Throughout this volume, I will use these terms more precisely than usual, in accord
with the definitions just given, so as to be able to refer directly to these two sets of
fundamental issues.”

The great forerunner of corpuscularianism was the Presocratic atomist Democritus,
whose views were familiar throughout the scholastic era thanks to Aristotle’s detailed
reports. Albert the Great remarked back in the middle of the thirteenth century that
there was something right about Democritus’s appeal to atoms: in analyzing any body,
such as a piece of flesh, there is a point at which one cannot divide further without that
body ceasing to be the kind of thing it is, with its characteristic operations. If these are
what atoms are, then Democritus is right to say that they compose all bodies. That is,
“he did not err, if he was thinking of quantitative, physical composition. He did err,
however, in that he did not see the first essential composition, which is of form
and matter. For a minimal part of flesh is composed of matter and form” (In Gen. et
cor. 1.1.12). Albert was not particularly well informed about the atomist project, but
what matters for now is the way he criticizes Democritus. Atoms cannot be basic
entities, according to Albert, because they themselves are subject to another, more
fundamental, metaphysical sort of composition, that of form and matter. Hence
“quantitative, physical composition” is not ultimate.

Later authors commonly made this same point in the context of the four Aristotelian
elements—Earth, Air, Fire, Water (§21.2). Giles of Rome, a generation after Albert,

7 On the term ‘corpuscularian,” see Boyle, Certain Physiological Essays (Works 11:87) and Excellency and Grounds of the
Corpuscular or Mechanical Philosophy (Works V1I1:103—4; Stewart pp. 138-9): “When I speak of the Corpuscular or Mechanical
Philosophy, ... I plead only for such a philosophy as reaches but to things purely corporeal....” For the details, see
Origin, passim, which he describes as “an introduction into the elements of the Corpuscularian philosophy” (p. 4). See
also Locke, Essay IV.3.16: “I have here instanced in [~ invoked] the corpuscularian hypothesis, as that which is thought
to go farthest in an intelligible explication of the qualities of bodies, and I fear the weakness of human understanding is
scarce able to substitute another which will afford us a fuller and clearer discovery of the necessary connection and
coexistence of the powers which are to be observed united in several sorts of them.” Later authors recognized Boyle as
having coined the term ‘corpuscular’ in this sense—see, e.g., Leibniz, Confessio naturae pt. I (Phil. Schriften IV:106;
tr. Loemker p. 110).

For a typical statement of what I am calling mechanism, see Boyle’s Excellency: “the Mechanical Philosopher being
satisfied that one part of matter can act upon another but by virtue of local motion, or the effects and consequences of
local motion” (Works VIII:109; Stewart p. 145). See also Locke: “The next thing to be considered is how bodies operate
one upon another, and that is manifestly by impulse, the only way which we can conceive bodies operate in us” (Essay
11.8.11). And see Thomas Sprat in 1667: “generation, corruption, alteration, and all the vicissitudes of nature are nothing
else but the effects arising from the meeting of little bodies of differing figures, magnitudes, and velocities” (History of the
Royal Society p. 312).

For an extended recent overview of the rise of corpuscularianism and mechanism in the seventeenth century, see
Gaukroger, Emergence of a Scientific Culture ch. 8.
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traced the levels of composition from the whole human body down to hands and feet,
and then to flesh and bones, and then to the four elements. Just as those higher levels
are not fundamental, “so nor is a human body composed firstly, absolutely, and
unconditionally out of the four elements, because such elements are resolved into
matter and form. Therefore matter is prior in the composition of a mixed body to the
so-called elements™ (In Gen. et cor. II, f. 248rb). Hence although one might be tempted
to take at face value the Aristotelian doctrine of the four elements as basic, in fact these
are “elements” only relatively speaking. The most basic Aristotelian elements are form
and matter.®

Although the paradigm cases of integral and metaphysical parts are easily enough
distinguished—limbs, organs, left half, right half, as contrasted with form and prime
matter—it is less obvious how to give a general account of the distinction. I suggested
above that metaphysical parts can be so-called because our grasp of them depends on
abstract, metaphysical arguments, whereas integral parts can be grasped empirically.
But this cannot be the criterion for the distinction. Most obviously, it cannot be right for
integral parts at the microscopic level. The debate over atomism, even when viewed in
its narrowest, least interesting guise, as a debate over the divisibility of bodies (§5.4), is
every bit as metaphysical as is any debate over metaphysical parts. Nor will this serve
as a criterion even at the macroscopic level, because even there the status of a body’s
integral parts turns on extremely difficult metaphysical questions (Ch. 26).

It also helps not at all to mark the integral-metaphysical distinction in terms of
materiality versus immateriality, or concreteness versus abstractness. Although there
might at first glance seem something immaterial about metaphysical parts, that char-
acterization hardly fits prime matter, a paradigmatically metaphysical part. And in-
asmuch as forms inhere in prime matter, they are to that extent material forms, and
fundamentally a part of the physical, material world. When scholastic authors distin-
guish between the material and the immaterial, they intend a distinction that cuts
across the different sorts of forms, so that some forms—in particular, the human soul—
are immaterial, whereas most others are material (§16.1). Metaphysical parts also do not
seem to be especially abstract. Like integral parts, metaphysical parts are located in time
and space, and have causal powers. Indeed, I will be arguing that one of the most
important tendencies of later scholastic metaphysics is to conceive of metaphysical
parts in increasingly concrete, physical terms, not just as formal or material causes, but
also as efficient causes. When Aristotelianism comes under attack in the seventeenth
century, it is almost always conceived of in these terms, as a physical hypothesis about
the causal structure of the natural world (see esp. §6.1, §10.5, §24.3).

But pointing to materiality gets us into the right neighborhood for drawing the
distinction. What we want to say is not that the integral parts of a body are its material
parts, but that they are the parts of a body that are themselves bodies. Metaphysical
parts, in contrast, are not bodies but are instead the ingredients of bodies. This further
entails that, for the Aristotelian, integral parts are always themselves composed out of
further metaphysical parts—in particular, out of form and matter.

® For Giles of Rome on hylomorphic composition as ultimate, see also In Gen. et cor. 11, ff. 242rb—243ra. Similar
discussions appear in a trio of later Gen. et cor. commentaries: Nicole Oresme (I1.3), Albert of Saxony (II.3), and Marsilius
of Inghen (I1.3).
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The great question that animates philosophical disputes during our four centuries
is just how many metaphysical entities must be postulated. If one focuses on the
paradigm cases—prime matter, substantial form, and real accidents—then the answer
we now associate with the seventeenth century is zero. René Descartes was not the first
but he was the most influential proponent of this view. Writing in 1638, he invited a
correspondent to “compare my assumptions with the assumptions of others: that is,
compare all their real qualities, their substantial forms, their elements, and almost
infinitely many other such things, with my single assumption that all bodies are
composed of various parts” (I1:200). In place of this near infinity of metaphysical
parts, Descartes offers mere bodies and their parts—their integral parts, that is. This
same reductionist program was already in place in his early, unpublished The World
(1629-33):

If you find it strange that in explaining these elements I do not use the qualities called Hot, Cold,
Wet and Dry—as the philosophers do—I shall say to you that these qualities themselves seem to
me to need explanation. Indeed, unless I am mistaken, not only these four qualities but also
all the other [qualities], and even all the [substantial] forms of inanimate bodies, can be
explained without the need to suppose for their effect any other thing in their matter besides
the motion, size, shape, and arrangement of its parts. (XI:25-6)

Ultimately, Descartes would not limit his rejection of substantial forms to the case of
inanimate bodies (line 4), but would famously include the forms of living bodies: souls.
The reductive strategy, however, remained the same: in place of the obscure meta-
physical parts of the scholastics, Descartes put an account of the body’s integral parts,
variously shaped and variously moved, according to the laws of nature.

Corpuscularianism is practically definitive of seventeenth-century thought, at least in
its main current, appearing in various forms in Francis Bacon, Isaac Beeckman,
Sebastian Basso, Galileo, Pierre Gassendi, Kenelm Digby, Henry More, Walter Charle-
ton, Robert Boyle, Locke, Newton, and Leibniz—among many others. We will
have many occasions, in the chapters that follow, to consider the strategy in its
variations and intricacies. One general historical puzzle that arises for our four cen-
turies, however, is why this view became so commonplace during the seventeenth
century and yet was practically undefended before then. As we will in Chapter 19, the
view had been defended, in particular by Nicholas of Autrecourt in the 1330s. It was,
however, condemned in 1347, and subsequently forbidden among later scholastics.
Only once the Church’s authority had weakened in the seventeenth century could
these unspeakable ideas, bottled up for centuries, burst onto the scene, generating a
ferment of philosophical activity that makes it not entirely ridiculous to speak, even
now, of this period as the dawn of modern philosophy.

All the same, even if the scholastics were unable to give the sorts of answers
characteristic of the seventeenth century, they nevertheless almost always asked the
same questions. The corpuscularian strategy, in particular, was on the table from early
in the fourteenth century, in large part because of the influence of William Ockham. As
we will see, Ockham held a more-or-less orthodox scholastic view with respect to prime
matter (Chs. 2-3), substantial form (Chs. 24-5), and qualities (Ch. 19). But Ockham took
the startling view that these were the only sorts of metaphysical parts. His fame and
notoriety among later scholastics arose in large part from his powerful and persistent
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attempts to eliminate from his ontology every vestige of metaphysical commitment
that could not be reduced to one of these kinds of entities. Ockham deploys over and
over (esp. §14.3, §19.2) the following test in assessing the proper degree of ontological
commitment: for any new characteristic that we might ascribe to a given body,
consider whether that new claim can be accounted for solely in virtue of facts about
the spatial location of that body and its integral parts. If such facts are sufficient to
account for the claim in question, then it is superfluous to introduce any further
ontological items. Ockham regards this kind of argument as decisive against the reality
of a great many alleged entities, and it is this that drives his famous Razor. Although he
by no means counts as a corpuscularian, he brings into play the sort of argument
that would be invoked throughout the seventeenth century against all kinds of
metaphysical parts. As will become steadily more apparent, the seventeenth-century
rejection of scholasticism grows naturally out of trends that date back to the beginning
of the fourteenth century.

Usually, in discussing the metaphysics of substance, I will tacitly set to one side
the extensive ontology of immaterial entities—souls, angels, and God—that nearly
all parties to the debate accept, no matter how reductively corpuscularian their
views otherwise are. The most notable exception to this consensus was Hobbes, the
most thoroughgoing corpuscularian of all the figures under discussion. On his austere
picture, the only things there are—the only things in the universe—are bodies (§16.2).
To say that bodies are subject to accidents is just to say that those bodies move about
and act on other bodies. Any supposedly spiritual substance, such as an angel or even
God, must itself be a body.

Hobbes’s unqualified corpuscularianism is exceptional, both in its rejection of imma-
terial entities and in the rigor with which he applied it to bodies (§7.1, §10.2, §28.4).
More often, corpuscularianism comes in degrees. Would-be corpuscularians nearly
always find themselves obliged to appeal to metaphysical parts at one point or another
in their attempts to explain reality. This is true even for Descartes, whose ontology
includes not just substances but also modes (§13.5)—thus the passage quoted above
concludes by invoking the reality not just of matter but also of “the motion, size, shape,
and arrangement of its parts.” Postulating modes further leads Descartes to a concep-
tion of substance as something surprisingly indeterminate and metaphysical (§13.7). As
we will see repeatedly, much of what is interesting in seventeenth-century philosophy
comes not from attempts to give corpuscularian accounts of various physical phenom-
ena, but from the way corpuscularian philosophers felt forced to diverge from the
strictly corpuscularian at various junctures, in order to save some vestige of the
commonsense ontology of substance defended by the scholastics. Much of what follows
will be devoted to studying these episodes, and attempting to determine, in individual
cases, whether and why the corpuscularian philosophy had to be compromised.

1.4. Sources

Four centuries may look like too much territory to cover in anything other than a
superficial way. It is, however, essential to my purposes to try. If one picks up the story
only from the end of the sixteenth century, one can give a passable account of which
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scholastic authors directly influenced which post-scholastic authors. There is little
doubt, for instance, that most of what Locke knew about scholasticism came from
minor textbook authors from around the start of the seventeenth century. One can
learn quite a lot, then, by comparing these textbooks to later figures like Locke, and
many recent scholars have done just this. The approach is of limited value, however, if
one wants not just to connect the historical dots, but also to understand the philosophi-
cal issues. Late scholastic textbooks are wholly dependent on earlier scholastic material,
and the ideas in these later textbooks, superficially sketched for the edification of
an undergraduate audience, cannot be adequately appreciated apart from those tradi-
tions. To understand these traditions in turn requires going back all the way to the late
thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. It is here that one finds the original and most
powerful statements of the various scholastic ideas that ground the mainstream of
philosophical thought all the way until nearly the end of our period. Compared to this
earlier material, the later textbooks are as shadows on a cave wall.

As 1 visualize the terrain of this study, it takes the rough shape of two plateaus
divided by a trough. The plateaus—those periods of greatest philosophical flourishing—
correspond to the initial and final hundred years of our period, leaving the trough in
between for the two hundred intervening years. Such is my provisional impression, but
the reader should keep in mind, here and on every page to come, just how vast a corpus
of material is extant from these four centuries, and just how little of it, in absolute
terms, I have managed to read.

To read these texts means, in most cases, to read them in Latin, and usually to read
them in centuries-old editions, if not in manuscript. Almost none of the works I will be
talking about have been translated into English or any other modern language. Most
have not been edited in modern times, and indeed I suspect that some have not been
read at all, by anyone, in centuries. It is perhaps no wonder, then, that scholars have
almost never attempted to tell the sort of continuous story I am purporting to offer,
across the entirety of this period. Accordingly, I have for the most part not had the
benefit of a well-developed secondary literature. Many of the topics that I discuss have
received almost no attention from modern scholars, and often I have had to construct
my own taxonomy of positions and attendant nomenclature.

I have not, however, been without helps of various sorts. One feature of the
scholastic period that makes it more tractable is the scholarly, reference-laden nature
of these writings. Then as now, university professors cite their sources, and talk about
the views of others, often at great length. So even if I have read only a fraction of
philosophical texts from our four centuries, I have read enough to know which works
were generally regarded as the most important, and I have managed to read those. One
can also learn a great deal about the scholastics from reading their seventeenth-century
critics. Although I will periodically complain that one or another criticism is misguided,
I think in general that the famous figures of the seventeenth century get their scholastic
forebears largely right, and that indeed they know this material better than we know
it today. After all, they grew up with it. For this reason, just as I hope to shed light
on seventeenth-century thought by considering its scholastic context, so I hope to
illuminate scholastic thought by considering its ultimate rejection. One of the best ways
to appreciate the Aristotelian approach to metaphysics is to consider why it was
abandoned, and what came of that.
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The first-generation critics of scholasticism—Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, etc.—were
not professors, and their writings are popular today in part just because they are not
scholarly. They rarely mention scholastic authors by name, and it is usually impossible
to know exactly which sources might have been influential on them. In the chapters
that follow I almost never engage in speculation regarding which scholastic texts an
author like Descartes or Locke might have had foremost in mind. Although such
historical detective work may afford a veneer of scholarly precision, it can in fact be
nothing more than speculation, and is accordingly of negligible value for my purposes.
The most important avenue for understanding the historical context of post-scholastic
thought is not to look for direct lines of influence between one text and another, but
simply to understand the spectrum of scholastic views that would have been broadly
familiar to anyone in the seventeenth century with a tolerably good philosophical
education. As modest a goal as that may seem, it has never come anywhere close to
being realized, in any area of scholastic thought.

This is not to deny, of course, that there has been some excellent scholarly work
done on the history of metaphysics over these four centuries. Such work is scarce for
the scholastic era, and especially the later scholastic era. But when one manages to cross
the great Sahara of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries into the era of the mechanical
philosophers, there suddenly appears on the horizon a magnificent oasis, in the form of
a massive, highly sophisticated secondary literature on every aspect of the period.
Readers making the journey with me will perhaps come to share my puzzlement
over why this oasis appears when and where it does, since it accompanies at most a
modest increase in the philosophical sophistication or interest of the primary texts.
Even so, weary travelers must take refuge where they can, without complaint. So
although the main focus of my attention is on the texts themselves, I have tried to learn
as much as I could from this brilliant body of scholarship on later seventeenth-century
authors, especially Descartes and Locke. I try to indicate all of this—the scholarly
lacunae, my debts, and my areas of disagreement—in the notes. These notes are,
however, very much intended for specialists. The main text is written with the hope
and expectation that most readers will ignore the fine print.

Readers at all familiar with the recent flourishing of interest in metaphysics will
recognize that I owe a significant debt to this body of work as well. Indeed, without the
example set by this literature, it is hard to imagine my having written this book—both
hard to imagine my understanding the issues well enough to have written it, and hard
to imagine my thinking it worth the many years of effort. This is a debt, however, that
I do not spend any time acknowledging in the pages that follow, and quite deliberately
so. Although there is undoubtedly much to be learned by comparing the metaphysics of
my four centuries with metaphysics today, there is also a considerable risk in so doing.
As soon as one begins to apply modern templates to older texts, one forecloses the
possibility of finding those texts to be doing things that do not simply, boringly,
anticipate modern ideas, but actually do something interestingly new. So although
each and every chapter to come is tacitly indebted to recent work in philosophy, I have
kept that material out of the text, both for my sake and for the reader’s. If others think
this material worth bringing into dialogue with contemporary debates, I will be very
glad, but I see that as a further step best left for others.
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Taking all of these resources together gives us not just 400 years of work on
metaphysics, but over 700—stretching from the thirteenth century all the way into
the twenty-first, taking into account not just the scholastics and their first generation of
critics, but also the subsequent ways in which readers have understood these four
centuries of thought. In looking closely at the original sources, and then the many
subsequent iterations of interpretation, my impression is not of a field coalescing
around some increasingly well-defined truth, or fluctuating between two well-defined
alternatives. Instead, the history of philosophy appears to me to display much the
same pattern that Harold Bloom has found to characterize the history of poetry—a
pattern of ongoing traditions occasionally punctuated by innovations, where the
innovations turn out, on close inspection, to be often a product of misinterpretation.
Scholastic authors misinterpret other scholastic authors; their critics misinterpret them
all the more. Modern scholars misinterpret the scholastics and their critics. Through-
out, even when philosophers are not trying to do something new, the obscurities of
our subject often ensure that we do so anyway, unwittingly. As the chapters to come
will show repeatedly, many of the important metaphysical ideas of our period—the
defining character of substance (§6.2), the idea of a substratum (§9.1), the nature of
immateriality (§16.3), the notion of a power (§23.5)—are in fact a product of one of
these episodes of Bloomian Interpretation. Such episodes are indeed so rife, for so much
of the history of philosophy, that with respect to that history we might well be said
to be living in a dark ages of our own.
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Substratum

2.1. The Surprising Consensus

We should begin with those parts, or elements, that are most basic. But which are
those? Albert of Saxony, the influential fourteenth-century natural philosopher, writes
that “on one possible description, an element is what is found last when bodies are
taken apart, and what is found first when bodies are generated” (In Gen. et cor. 11.3).
If this is how we understand element, then the truly first element of bodies is prime
matter: it is presupposed by generation and exists after corruption. If the vulgar masses
think of earth, air, and so on as the primary elements (Ch. 21), this is only because “the
vulgar do not perceive that prime matter is prior.” These are Albert’s conclusions, but
they are conclusions that would be widely accepted across our four centuries. Hence, in
considering the constituents of material substance, it seems reasonable to begin with
prime matter.'

In view of the notorious obscurity of the doctrine of prime matter, this might seem a
difficult place to begin, and an unlikely place to find consensus. Jacob Zabarella, the
great sixteenth-century Paduan scholastic, opens his treatise on the subject with the
forbidding remark that “nothing in the natural world seems to be more obscure and
difficult to grasp than the prime matter of things” (De rebus naturalibus, Prima materia
L.1, col. 133). Be that as it may, this is a topic on which scholastic and post-scholastic
authors share a surprising amount of common ground. Franco Burgersdijk, an early
seventeenth-century scholastic,” writes:

All seem to have granted to Aristotle that the generation and corruption of natural things
requires contraries and matter, or a common subject for the contraries. ... All have judged
by unanimous consensus that matter is...the first subject from which natural things are
composed, and into which, when they expire, they are ultimately dissolved. (Collegium Physicum
11.3-4, pp. 13-14)

! Albert of Saxony’s account of prime matter as elemental is also found in Nicole Oresme, In Gen. et cor. IL.3 (p. 199),

and in Marsilius of Inghen, who remarks that “strictissime, . . . nihil est elementum nisi materia prima” (In Gen. et cor. IL.3,
f. 102ra). Albert and Marsilius are probably both following Nicole in their commentaries, as they often do.
? On Burgersdijk, see the studies in Bos and Krop, Franco Burgersdijk.
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Authors less sympathetic to scholasticism reach the same conclusion. Gerard and
Arnold Boate, in their solida confutatio of Aristotelian natural philosophy from 1641,
acknowledge that “no sane person denies . . . that some preexisting matter is required in
all generation.” This thesis, “the most certain of all things,” is one that “no one has ever
called into controversy” (Phil. naturalis 1.2.1, p. 12). Jean Chrysostome Magnen, later in
that same decade, confidently holds that “no one will deny that prime matter should
certainly be postulated” (Democritus reviviscens 1.1, p. 58). Walter Charleton, a few years
later, describes it as “unanimously confessed by all” that there must be a material
substratum composing all bodies and enduring through change (Physiologia 11.1.1.3).

Naturally, proponents of corpuscularianism did not endorse the scholastics” meta-
physical construal of prime matter. Burgersdijk, after describing the consensus, goes
on to remark that “what this subject or matter is, and what the contraries are, and how
many, and of what sort they are, and whether they ought to be called the principles and
elements of natural things—there has almost never been more diversity in views about
a thing than there is about this.” Charleton prefaces his above-quoted remark with the
cautionary note that “what is the general matter of all concretions. . . has been by more
disputed than determined, in all academies.” The young Leibniz tells his former teacher
Thomasius in 1669 that “nothing is more true than Aristotle’s view of primary matter,”
but immediately goes on to remark that what is at issue is whether this and other
Aristotelian theories “can be explained by size, shape, and motion.”® For the strict
corpuscularian, on my terminology (§1.3), prime matter would have to be accounted
for in terms of a thing’s integral parts. Atomists in particular had no difficulty in
postulating some sort of analogue to prime matter, inasmuch as they could appeal to
a homogeneous stuff that endured through all change. I will take up the difference
between corpuscularian and metaphysical prime matter in the following two chapters,
after here focusing on their areas of agreement.

The hostility of seventeenth-century corpuscularians toward scholasticism is such
that one might reasonably be inclined to doubt whether—despite the superficial
expressions of agreement—there is in fact any substantive common ground here.
In fact, however, there are two very interesting and significant theses that nearly
everyone in our period accepts. First, there is the substratum thesis:

All natural change requires a substratum that endures through the change.
Second, there is the conservation thesis:
Prime matter is naturally conserved through all change.

In effect, the proponent of these two theses is staking out the commonsensical middle
ground between two radical views. On one extreme is the view that nothing ever goes
out of existence; on the other extreme lies the view that nothing ever endures. As we
will see in the final part of this study, there were authors during our period who were
tempted by one or the other of these radical extremes. Even so, the consensus,
throughout our four centuries, was that something in between ought to be said: that

® Phil. Schriften IV:164 (tr. Loemker pp. 94-5). Leibniz, it should be said, remarks in the same passage that the doctrine

of substantial forms is also certain. This is a far more idiosyncratic perspective, as we will see in Ch. 24.
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there is an enduring core to material things that persists through all change, but that
such change is itself perfectly real.*

The degree of consensus over these two theses is remarkable, given that neither
seems self-evident. As we will see below, the two theses are close to being mutually
entailing, but they often seem to have been regarded as independently motivated. Let
us, then, consider them in turn.

2.2. The Substratum Thesis

An Aristotelian, proceeding under the assumption that there are enduring complex
substances, will want to distinguish between cases of change to an enduring substance
and cases of change from one substance to another. Changes of the first kind are
traditionally called alterations, and changes of the second kind are called substantial
changes, when one substance is corrupted and a new one generated. (Strictly, ‘alteration’
refers only to qualitative change, but a somewhat broader usage will be useful here.)
If we consider only alteration, then the substratum thesis thus restricted (call this special
case $*) becomes self-evident, because the substratum will just be the substance. The
controversial case, then, is the case of substantial change (SGC). Why not allow, when
one substance is corrupted and a new one generated, that there might be an ontological
rift that goes, as it were, all the way down? Why, for instance, when a dog is corrupted,
and a dog-corpse is generated, must there be any part of the dog that continues to exist
as a part of the dog-corpse? Why couldn’t the situation be as shown below, with

Dog Dog-Corpse
nothing to bridge the rift between one substance and the next? (Ignore for now the
question of what the depicted strata represent, exactly, and whether a corpse is indeed
a substance.) The gap in the schema does not denote that any time must elapse between
the dog’s corruption and the corpse’s generation; let it be instantaneous. The question
is whether anything must endure through that instant of death.
That something must endure—that the picture must instead be as shown below,

Dog Dog-Corpse

where the bottom line represents prime matter—might seem to be one of those
dogmas of scholastic metaphysics that post-scholastic authors would gladly rid

* In the seventeenth century, the doctrine of an enduring material substratum can be found in anti-Aristotelians such

as Basso, Phil. nat. De forma I, intentio 1; Hobbes (note 18 below); Boyle, Possibility of the Resurrection (VIII:308; Stewart
Ppp. 202-3); Henry More, Ench. meta. 9.1-2. Newton writes, in an unpublished manuscript: “Ex materia quadam communi
formas et texturas varias induente res omnes oriri et in eandem per privationem formarum et texturarum resolvi docent
omnes” (McGuire, “Transmutation” p. 76).

The consensus over the substratum and conservation theses is perhaps so universal as to make these doctrines all but
invisible to modern scholars. One of the few to discuss these issues is Des Chene, who writes that “in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, at least, the substrate argument was unchallenged” (Physiologia p. 59). In contrast to my view,
however, Des Chene regards the thesis as “almost anodyne.”



20 Substratum

themselves of. In fact, though, I have found no one who rejects the substratum thesis.
One quick explanation for this consensus would be that everyone is using generation and
corruption as technical terms, to cover precisely the case where a thing comes to exist
out of preexisting matter, or goes out of existence while its matter endures.” But
although scholastic authors do often use the terms in these technical senses, and
sometimes do defend S on these narrow, definitional grounds, there was a consensus
that the technical usage is warranted just because we have independent grounds for
thinking that $5€ is true. That is, the technical use of ‘generation’ and ‘corruption’ was
warranted by a prior confidence in the thought that all natural coming into and going
out of existence will involve enduring matter.

Why this confidence? By far the most common argument in favor of the substratum
thesis appeals to the ex nihilo principle, that nothing is made from nothing. Aristotle had
said that its denial was the thesis that, “more than any other, had preoccupied and
alarmed the earliest philosophers” (Gen. et cor. 1.3 317b29-30), and he repeatedly invokes
the doctrine as one that is almost universally accepted.® The Jesuit Benedictus Pererius,”
in his superb treatise on natural philosophy, De communibus principiis (1562), offers this
as the first of a series of arguments in support of prime matter: “Nothing is made from
nothing, and everything is made out of something, and from something, and is made
[to be] something. Indeed, not anything can be made out of anything, but out of a
certain, definite subject” (V .4, p. 281). Gassendi, in his defense of corpuscularian prime
matter, draws on Epicurus and Lucretius to make the same argument.®

> The quick argument for substratum by technical definition is offered by Albert of Saxony, In Phys. 1.14 (p. 199):
“Secunda conclusio: nihil potest generari ex nihilo. Probatur: nam hoc ex quid nominis generationis implicat contra-
dictionem; sed a nullo potest fieri quod fieri implicat contradictionem; ergo etc.” (Albert treats the ex nihilo principle as
essentially equivalent to the substratum thesis.) Ockham, in contrast, explicitly rules out this sort of argument by
definition (Summula 1.11, Opera phil. VI:187).

¢ Aristotle cites the ex nihilo principle as almost universally accepted at Phys. 1.4, 187a27-29 and Meta. XL.6, 1062b23-24,
and endorses it himself, when properly understood, at Phys. 1.8, 191b13. He appeals to it as the basis for the substratum
thesis at Meta. VIL.7, 1032b30-1033al: “Therefore, as is said, it is impossible that anything should come about if nothing
were present before. So it seems that some part will be present of necessity in what comes about, since the matter is a
part, and since it is present in what comes about and becomes that.” At Physics 1.7, 190a33-b5, Aristotle usefully
distinguishes between $* and S®C: “Now in all cases other than substance it is plain that there must be something
underlying (vmoxeiofal 71), namely, that which becomes. For when a thing comes to be of such a quantity or quality or
in such a relation or place, something underlying is always presupposed, since substance alone is not predicated of
another underlying thing, but everything else of substance. But that substances, too—the things that are without
qualification—come to be from some underlying thing, will appear on examination. For there is always something that
underlies, from which proceeds that which comes to be; for instance, plants and animals from seed.” The passage does
not state the substratum thesis quite as clearly as it might, because it does not expressly say that the subject “from which”
a thing comes will endure in the new thing. Although translating dmoxe{pevor literally, by “something underlying,”
seems to suggest as much, the word might also be rendered by “subject,” which removes the implication. And the
concluding example, of seeds becoming plants and animals, does not seem to support the substratum doctrine. Averroes,
however, goes to some length to show that the case of a seed becoming a living thing points toward an enduring
substratum just as much as does the case of a white thing becoming black (In Phys. 1.62, f. 18rb). See also Gen. et Cor. II.1
329a24-b3 and Physics 1.9 192a29-34 (discussed in §2.5).

7" For more information on Pererius, see Blum, “Benedictus Pererius.”

® Gassendi appeals to the ex nihilo principle as follows: “Caeterum et quia Materia in rerum successione et
generationum corruptionumque serie, est semper omni forma prior, omni forma posterior, tamquam praevia, socia,
et superstes cuilibet formae, sumpta exinde fuit Effati illius occasio, quod Satyricus expressit illo carmine, De nihilo nihil,
in nihilum nil posse reverti” (Syntagma I1.1.3.1, 1:232ab). He goes on to cite Aristotle’s appeal to it, and then Epicurus’s, and
then at great length, Lucretius’s. See also Syntagma 11.1.3.5 (1:259b): “Cum natura nihil ex nihilo faciat, redigatve in
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What exactly is the argument? The ex nihilo principle is subject to various interpreta-
tions, some of which are too weak to yield the substratum thesis, and some of which
are too strong to be plausibly defended. As ordinarily understood—what I will call its
weak reading—the principle requires a thing to be brought into existence through some
preexisting materials. To do otherwise, to make something where before there was
nothing, is what (speaking strictly) is called creation. Only God can do that (or do its
contrary, annihilation). Yet even if we accept that creation, so defined, is not naturally
possible, this by itself will not get us the substratum thesis. To rule out my making
bread ex nihilo implies only that I need certain ingredients. I cannot make bread out
of nothing and moreover, as Pererius implies above, I cannot make bread out of just
anything—I need “certain, definite” ingredients. Still, this weak reading of the ex nihilo
doctrine does not yield the substratum thesis, because it does not imply that those
ingredients (or any part of them) must themselves endure through the baking process,
and continue to exist in the final product. (I assume that ordinary language is neutral on
the question of whether an ingredient continues to exist within the final product.) To get
the endurance result, we need a stronger reading of the ex nihilo doctrine. Perhaps the
doctrine requires not just that there be some preexisting ingredients (any old ingredi-
ents); perhaps it requires the very ingredients that constitute the thing generated.
But this is liable to be too strong. Aristotle, for instance, had speculated (Phys. 1.4,
187a27-b7) that this sort of understanding of the ex nihilo principle is what led
Anaxagoras to the strange view that anything generated must have already preexisted
in the constituent materials. For Anaxagoras there would be bread—perhaps too small
to be seen—in the ingredients used to bake the bread, and so on, for everything that
there is. Surely this is not how we want to understand the ex nihilo doctrine.

What we want, of course, is the idea that something of the final product must have
been in the ingredients—not the bread itself, but something underlying the bread which
also underlay the ingredients. This is what Pererius is gesturing toward when he
remarks that “everything is made out of (ex) something, and from (ab) something,
and is made [to be] something.” Although the passage might be clearer (it alludes to an
important text on this subject from Aristotle [Meta. VIL.8, 1033a24-27]), the idea seems
reasonably clear: that there must be ingredients, and something from those ingredients
must be a constituent in what is made, and the thing made will (in part) be what the
ingredients (in part) were. This strong ex nihilo principle does yield the substratum
thesis. But we still have not seen anything like an argument for either principle.
In general, it is easy to find authors appealing to the ex nihilo principle in defense
of prime matter, but hard to find anyone who spells things out. In other cases, we will
see how bedrock scholastic theses that were taken for granted by early scholastic
authors are subsequently given a more sustained defense later on, as the opposition

nihilum, oportet quidpiam superesse in Concretionum dissolutione quod inexsolubile, intransmutabileque sit.” Dio-
genes Laertius’s Lives—the most important source during the latter part of our period for information on ancient
atomism—ascribes the ex nihilo principle not just to Epicurus (X.38-9) but also to Democritus (IX.44).

For other appeals to the ex nihilo principle as the grounds for the substratum thesis see Coimbra, In Phys. 1.9.1.1, arg.
2 (p. 150); Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, Summa 111.1.1.2.2 (11:120); Albert of Saxony, In Phys. 1.14 obj. 1 (p. 190): “si non
[possibile sit aliquid fieri de novo, nullo subiecto praesupposito], hoc maxime esset propter hoc quod ex nihilo nihil fit”;
pseudo-Marsilius of Inghen, In Phys. 1.17. Magnen puts the ex nihilo principle first among a long list of principles: “Ex
nihilo nihil fit: hoc est, agentia naturalia exigunt subjectum ut agant, et materiam circa quam versentur” (Democritus
reviviscens disp. 1, pp. 54-5).
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to scholasticism grew. But because the doctrine of prime matter was never challenged,
it rarely received a sustained defense.

2.3. Arguments for the Ex nihilo Principle

One of the most thorough discussions of the substratum thesis comes near the start of
our period, in Ockham’s brilliant Summula philosophiae naturalis (¢.1320). The very first
question of Book I asks how it can be established that form and matter compose natural
bodies. He offers in effect the same argument as Pererius above, fleshed out over
twenty-five lines so as to establish that the enduring thing (call it ‘matter’) must be only
a part of the thing generated, and that therefore there must also be something new
in the thing generated (call it form”). But then—and this is the sort of thing that makes
the book brilliant—Ockham immediately adds:

This argument is based on the principle ex nihilo nihil fit, which the philosophers held to be a
principle granted by everyone and on that basis to be known. For this reason no philosopher
insisted on a proof of it. Yet this not withstanding, I will show dialectically (persuadebo) that
nothing is made from nothing. (I.1, Opera phil. VI:156-7)

In setting out to give a merely dialectical argument, he takes for granted that the
principle cannot be proved demonstratively (that is, from necessary first principles,
showing the reason why it is true). Instead, he will show that the principle is almost
certainly true, by appealing to experience. But before offering his argument, he makes a
crucial clarifying remark about what exactly the principle means:

Something is said to be made ex nihilo when some necessary effect presupposes nothing as a
part or a subject of that effect—no matter how much it presupposes something as an efficient
cause. (.1, VI:157)

So the ex nihilo doctrine does not rule out a thing’s having an efficient cause—
obviously, since otherwise not even God could make something ex nihilo. But it rules
out more than a lack of ingredients, as on the weak reading of the principle; it further
rules out the case where those ingredients do not constitute a “part or subject” of the
thing generated. No wonder, then, that Ockham stresses that the argument for prime
matter (via the substratum thesis) is grounded on the ex nihilo principle. On his strong
reading of that principle, it turns out to be equivalent to the substratum thesis. And so
no wonder, too, that others would appeal to the ex nihilo principle in arguing for
the substratum thesis without offering any account of how the entailment goes. The
one principle entails the other because they are the same principle.’

Before looking at Ockham’s rather subtle argument from experience for the ex nihilo
principle, and so for the substratum thesis, we might consider a much more straight-
forward argument from experience. This argument makes the simple inductive claim
that we always see new things being composed of preexisting matter; therefore we can

° Ockham is quite clear on the identity between the substratum thesis and the ex nihilo principle, remarking: “Probare
igitur quod nihil potest fieri nisi aliquid ei praesupponatur tamquam pars vel subiectum eius, est probare quod ex nihilo
nihil fit” (Summula 1.1, Opera phil. VI:157). For a very detailed analysis of the different senses of the ex nihilo principle, see
Buridan, In Phys. 1.15 (f. 18v).
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conclude that this principle holds universally. Such an argument for the substratum
thesis was commonplace, but it is given a particularly striking formulation by John
Buridan, lecturing in the mid-fourteenth century:

The second conclusion is that it is necessary for everything that is naturally made to be made
from a preceding subject or in a preceding subject (for a form is not made integrally from a
preceding subject but rather in it). Yet I do not believe that this conclusion is demonstrable, but
merely declarable through an induction in which no counter-instance is found. This is how
Aristotle proves that conclusion ... (In Phys. 1.15, f. 18vb)

Like Ockham, then, Buridan thinks no demonstration of the substratum thesis is
possible. But Buridan’s discussion is particularly interesting because he thinks the best
we can do is a simple induction from our experience of change. He thinks that this is
how Aristotle argues (at Phys. 1.7, 190a33-b11), and he thinks that in general this is the
method of reasoning one must use in the natural sciences. Thus he immediately
continues:

and such induction should be regarded as a principle of natural science. For otherwise you could
not prove that every fire is hot, that all rhubarb is purgative of bile, that every magnet attracts
iron. Such inductions are not demonstrations, because they do not conclude on account of their
form, since it is not possible to make an induction from all cases. . .. Through such an induction
the intellect, if it does not see a counter-instance or counter-argument, is compelled by its
natural inclination to the truth to concede the universal proposition. Moreover, he who is not
willing to grant such declarations in the natural and moral sciences is not worthy to play a
significant role in them. (Ibid.)

Inductive arguments are not formally valid (lines 3—-4), but they play a critical role in the
natural science. Why should we accept them? Buridan’s interesting answer is that
(a) science would collapse without them, and (b) the intellect is “compelled” (cogitur)
to accept them. He goes out of his way to make these claims about induction for two
reasons. First, he is concerned with the claims of a skeptical movement in Paris,
championed especially by Nicholas of Autrecourt (esp. §28.2), that rejected large swaths
of Aristotelian doctrine on the grounds that it could not be proved. Second, Buridan’s
position here is rather delicate. He wants to claim that the substratum thesis cannot be
demonstrated, and at the same time he wants to show that we have good reasons
to endorse the thesis, but without going too far and showing that it is absolutely
impossible for a thing to be made ex nihilo. Aristotle and Averroes did take that further
step, and argue that creation ex nihilo is impossible, even for God, and that hence the
world has always existed (Phys. VIIL.1-2). As a Christian, teaching in a Christian
university, Buridan is obliged to teach in accord with the faith, and so restrict the
substratum thesis to cases of natural change. Hence he needs to stress that the inductive
method is a principle of “natural science,” thereby leaving room for his conclusion that
the ex nihilo principle can be violated by God.

We might question the prospects for this sort of partial generalization, one that
makes an induction from observed cases in order to reach a conclusion that holds
generally (in natural cases) but not universally (inasmuch as it allows supernatural
exceptions). For now, however, I want to consider a more basic assumption that
Buridan makes: that we are in a realm where observation can play any role at all.
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He takes it as a given that we can observe, at least in some cases of substantial change,
that the substratum thesis holds. In fact, however, this is surely a case where observa-
tion offers no help at all. What we see occurring, through substantial change, is some
amount of sensible continuity: more-or-less the same bulk, with more-or-less the
same sensible qualities, seems to endure. But it is a further substantive step, a step
that requires metaphysical rather than empirical argument, to show that these constant
appearances are supported by some ongoing substratum. An enduring subject of
change is simply never observed.

Zabarella, recognizing this point, would later propose a somewhat more sophisticat-
ed inductive argument. He acknowledges that in cases of substantial change we never
observe an enduring substratum. So the inductive argument we have to make (and that
he finds Aristotle making in Phys. I) goes from $* to $®“—that is, from there being an
enduring subject of accidental change to there being an enduring subject of substantial
change:

We see that wax goes from being without [a certain] shape to taking on a shape, and that water
goes from being cold to being made hot. The subject of the generation of air from water is not
likewise apparent, since it is insensible and hidden. Instead, the water seems entirely to pass
away, and the whole substance of the air seems to be generated from no preexisting matter. So
Aristotle, from the case of accidental change, led us to recognize that the same is the case for
substantial generation. (De rebus nat., Prima materia 1.3, col. 136)

The inductive move here is rather dubious: why should we think that the case of
accidental change shows anything about the need for a substratum in substantial
change? Zabarella is well aware of the difficulties; he characterizes the argument as
“a weak dialectical proof.” Again, however, there is a more fundamental worry about
whether the issue admits of any empirical treatment. Although Zabarella is quite clear
that instances of $°“ cannot be observed—indeed he overstates the case by claiming
(lines 3—4) that we seem to observe the contrary of S°“—he still assumes that we can
observe instances of S*. Strictly speaking, however, even this much is not subject
to observation. What we observe, in cases of accidental change, is an ongoing continui-
ty in sensible qualities, together with some discontinuity in sensible qualities—for
instance, a soft, warm, pale yellowish mass of stuff takes on a rounded shape. We
customarily give a name—say, wax—to that mass, and think of it as enduring. But
although we have been assuming for the sake of argument that there are such enduring
substances, and stipulated that “alteration” refers to any change made to an enduring
substance, we in fact never observe that such alteration actually occurs. This is a
metaphysical claim, and requires metaphysical argumentation (see Chs. 7, 18, 28-30).
Hence even Zabarella’s more careful inductive argument fails."’

1% For other examples of Buridan’s brand of straightforward inductive argument for the substratum thesis, see
Eustachius, Summa 111.1.1.2.2 (I1:120), pseudo-Marsilius of Inghen, In Phys. 1.17 (f. 16vb), and Albert of Saxony, In Phys.
1.14 (pp. 197-8). Albert’s discussion contains remarks on induction that are very similar to Buridan’s. The complaint that
induction would be a valid form of argument only if it could, impossibly, be based on observation of every case, would
be restated in the seventeenth century as a criticism of Aristotelian method by Gassendi, Exercitationes 11.5.5. Pseudo-
Marsilius, like Buridan, stresses that we can have no demonstrative knowledge of prime matter: “Tertia conclusio: quod
nullus processus quo devenimus in notitiam primae materiae est demonstrativus. Patet quia non potest demonstrari quin
omnia fuissent ab aeterno, vel etiam quin omnia generentur secundum se tota” (In Phys. 1.20, f. 19rb). Zabarella’s
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Since this is an issue we will encounter repeatedly in the chapters ahead, it bears
emphasis here. Questions of identity over time—whether a thing endures, or is suc-
ceeded in time by something new and perhaps qualitatively quite similar—are meta-
physical questions that can never be decisively settled by observation. One might, in an
anti-metaphysical mood, decide that observation is our best guide to these matters.
Perhaps, but in that case the point to make is that our evidence about identity over
time is, in Zabarella’s words, weakly dialectical rather than demonstrative. This is true
not just for matter and substance, but even for the sensible qualities themselves. We may
observe continuity in a sensible quality, such as a color, but whether in fact we are
observing the same enduring quality, or a sequence of numerically distinct qualities, is
not a question that can be settled by observation. We do not have to wait until Hume
to see this last point made explicit. One of the liveliest areas of scholastic dispute, with
regard to identity over time, concerns whether the accidental forms of a substance
endure through its corruption. It was often argued that, even if the dog corpse seems
to have the same color and feel as the living dog did, in fact none of the dog’s accidental
forms endure beyond its death. The sensible qualities of the dog corpse may be exactly
like those of the living dog, but they are not numerically the same (§6.3 and §25.3).
In general, then, it is vital to distinguish empirical questions from metaphysical questions.
This is especially vital when discussing scholastic philosophy, because one of the
most distinct features of the period—especially in contrast with the corpuscularianism
of the seventeenth century—is its commitment to metaphysical arguments that go
beyond the strictly empirical evidence. To conflate these is to take the first step toward
dismissing scholastic philosophy.

If observation misleads even in the question of whether sensible qualities endure,
then it can hardly be a guide to the more obscure case of an enduring material
substratum. We need a better argument, then, in support of the strong ex nihilo
principle and the equivalent substratum thesis. Let us return to Ockham. His argument
begins by distinguishing between accidental change and substantial change, and de-
scribes the latter as a case where one thing is made through the destruction of
something else. The question then is whether or not something of the thing destroyed
remains in what is generated:

Either (i) that which is destroyed is totally destroyed, so that nothing of it remains in the
generated fire, or (ii) something from it remains in the generated fire (which is what one has to
say if it remains, since it cannot remain anywhere else).

If one says the second [= ii], that something remains in the generated fire, then it is certain
that what remains is not the fire itself, for then that fire would exist before its generation.
Therefore it is part of the fire, and we have the intended conclusion, that the generated fire
presupposes something as a part.

If, on the other hand, nothing of what is destroyed remains [= i], then the fire could have
been made regardless of whether the other thing was or was not destroyed. The opposite of this
is clear from experience. Proof of the inference [at lines 8-9]: every effect can sufficiently be
made by its causes when they are disposed in the proper way and brought close and there is no
intervening impediment nor any stronger countervailing agent. But the thing’s being destroyed

discussion of the inductive argument for the substratum thesis particularly stresses that it is a posteriori in the Aristotelian
sense of arguing from effects, “absque ulla ex natura rei ducta ratione.”
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is not, according to you, a cause of the fire’s being produced, nor is there an intervening
impediment, nor a stronger countervailing agent. Therefore it can be made regardless of
whether the thing was or was not destroyed—which appears false to the senses. (Summula 1.1,
Opera phil. VI:157-8)

The last paragraph is the critical part. Here Ockham makes the inference (lines 8-9) that
the denial of the substratum thesis leads to the false result that when a thing is
generated from certain ingredients, those ingredients might just as well survive apart
from the thing that has been made. Ockham regards this whole proof as merely
dialectical because he has no way of proving that this is a false result, other than by
appealing to our everyday experience. But if this is indeed the weakest link, then we will
surely want to accept the argument. After all, it seems an obvious dictate of experience
that when I make bread, the eggs and flour cannot survive—unless they survive within
the bread, which is of course the result Ockham is after (at the level of prime matter).
Consuming the ingredients is utterly necessary for making the bread. So here, for
a change, is an argument where the experiential data does seem relevant to the
intended metaphysical conclusion.

The crucial inference of lines 8-9 is equivalent to the following claim: that to explain
why there are no ingredients left over after a thing is made one must postulate that
those ingredients endure as the substratum of the newly made thing. Ockham’s proof
of this claim (lines 10-15) rests on a brief analysis of causation, where ‘cause’ is
understood in a broad Aristotelian sense. Suppose we grant, as it seems we must,
that the ingredients are among the causes that must be “disposed in the proper way”
and “brought close” (line 11). According to the substratum thesis, those ingredients
continue to exist within the new effect. If one denies that, and holds instead that the
ingredients go out of existence, then one needs some account of why this must be.
Their destruction looks, absurdly, like a further and quite unnecessary step in the causal
process, since Ockham’s opponent (“you” at line 13) must grant that the ingredients’
destruction is not itself a cause. Why not, then, just skip the step where the eggs and
flour are destroyed? It looks as if the opponent of the substratum thesis could have his
bread and keep his eggs and flour too, baking loaf after loaf without ever needing to buy
more ingredients. The only way Ockham sees to avoid this absurd result is to insist that
the eggs and flour (or, to be precise, the prime matter beneath the eggs and flour)
endures as the bread’s substratum.

It seems to me this argument has a certain intuitive pull, but might nevertheless be
evaded by a determined opponent. To be sure, it is not possible to make bread without
somehow using the ingredients. But it still seems an open question whether we should
think of any of those ingredients as persisting within the bread, or whether they might
instead all be destroyed (all the way down to the most basic material level) when the
bread comes into existence. If we postulate such complete discontinuity, then Ockham
is quite right to demand some account of why the ingredients have to be destroyed. But
perhaps this is just a brute law: that the making of one thing requires the destruction of
the ingredients. This seems no more unmotivated or mysterious than the substratum
thesis itself, which simply sets forth a different sort of brute law. In answer to Ockham’s
argument, then, we would say that although the destruction of the ingredients does not
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play a causal role in the generation of the effect, it is a necessary side-effect of the
process.

Yet even if Ockham’s argument is not decisive, arguments of this general form seem
to have been widely accepted by later scholastic authors. Almost no one seems to think
it possible that the ingredients might play a causal role and yet be wholly destroyed
during the process of generation.'' Some authors suggest that the most the ingredients’
destruction could accomplish would be to open up empty space for the new substance
to squeeze into. (Sudrez wryly remarks that, if that were their only role, they might
instead just move out of the way.)'? The force of the intuition that the ingredients must
partly endure is indeed so strong that it seems there must be some deeper motivation
here. This deeper motivation can be found, I believe, in an argument that goes back
to John Duns Scotus.

2.4. The Causal Simultaneity Argument: Scotus

Scotus is one of those rare philosophers whose principal achievement lies not in
proposing novel theories but rather in offering deep and original arguments for
common theories. In his Lectura (circa 1298), Scotus sets out to prove the existence of
prime matter in the usual way, by invoking the Aristotelian idea of a substratum for
change. But Scotus immediately introduces an objection of the sort we have been
considering here: that the ingredients in substantial change might play a role in bringing
about a new substance, but then wholly go out of existence at the instant of change. In
reply, Scotus exploits the temporal details of the situation to argue that what has been
destroyed cannot play a causal role:

On the contrary, that which is to be corrupted is prior to the generated things” being made—
prior both in origin and execution. Therefore if, at that instant at which the agent generates,
nothing of what is corrupted remains, then the agent presupposes nothing for its action. But

"' T have found only a few instances of anything like dissent from the substratum thesis and the ex nihilo principle.

First, Averroes speaks of “moderni” who hold that “generatio fuit ex non ente” (In Phys. 1.60, f. 17vb). He regards this as
so incredible, though, that it leads him into a discussion of how people can become accustomed to say or do almost
anything, no matter how self-evidently wrong or bad, if they are set a bad enough example. He seems to despair of
breaking this habit in any way other than by frequently repeating the correct view of the matter. I do not know who
these “moderni” are.

Second, according to Cross (Physics of Duns Scotus p. 259), William of Ware accepts the substratum thesis, but only on
the basis of faith. As far as natural reason can show, it might be possible for creatures to create—that is, to bring a thing
into existence ex nihilo. Ware, that is to say, evidently questions more than the substratum thesis: he questions whether
any prior ingredients are necessary at all. And he goes beyond merely claiming there are no demonstrative arguments for
substratum. Evidently, he thinks there are not even effective dialectical arguments. (Scotus recites Ware’s view at Ord.
IV.1.1 n. 27; the Wadding edition cites Ware, Sent. I.1.6, which exists only in manuscript, and which I have not
consulted.)

Third, and most explicitly, Nathanael Carpenter holds the contrary of the substratum thesis, contending that “omnia
fiunt ex nihilo” (Phil. libera 1.4). He defends this claim at some length against what he describes as the “opinio communis”
that things arise ex nihilo only if created by God. His most telling argument observes that if there is something that
remains through substantial change, then the enduring substratum would overlap with the newly generated thing, and
“sic haberet duas distinctas essentias, et sic una res esset duae res, quod absurdum” (p. 77). In effect, this sort of objection
to an enduring substratum just is an objection to scholastic metaphysical parts, which precisely require treating one thing
as a composite of multiple overlapping things.

'? For the idea that wholly destroyed ingredients might do nothing more than open up new space, see Albert of
Saxony, In Phys. 1.14 (p. 194); pseudo-Marsilius, In Phys. 1.17 (f. 16va); Suarez, Disp. meta. 13.1.6.
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since that action is its entirely complete action, it follows that the agent, by its entirely complete
action, will generate ex nihilo. (Lectura 11.12 n. 13)

Scotus’s language is not as clear as it might be, but his point is tolerably clear (and gets
further clarified over the following three paragraphs of the text). When one thing is
corrupted and another is generated, the corruption comes first: there is no temporal
overlap. But now consider the instant of generation. That which is corrupted is, ex
hypothesi, no longer around at all. So the agent that brings about the new substance
cannot be relying on those corrupted ingredients, because the ingredients are not there.
And it is not as if one can say that the agent does not need those ingredients now, but
needed them earlier. For now is the moment that counts; this is the moment where
the new substance comes into existence, where the agent’s “entirely complete action”
(line 4) is taking place. So if the agent does not need those ingredients now, it never
needs those ingredients. As Scotus puts it two paragraphs later, “the agent according
to you has the whole effect within its own active power, because it presupposes nothing
of that [corrupted thing] at the instant of generation.”"?

This strikes me as a powerful argument in favor of the substratum thesis, provided
one is willing to grant the crucial but unstated assumption: that causal relata must be
contemporaneous. What Scotus requires here, for the argument to go through, is that a
can be the immediate cause of b’s coming to exist at some instant only if a also exists at

¥ Here is the surrounding context to Scotus’s main argument, as quoted in the main text. First Scotus raises an objection
(n. 12): “Ad hanc rationem dicitur a quibusdam quod agens naturale agit in passum corrumpendum, et illud passum
corrumpendum praesupponit in quod agat; sed in instanti corruptionis non praesupponit, sed tunc totum vertitur in totum,
ex | De generatione [317a22].” He then makes the reply translated in the main text (n. 13): “Contra: prius naturaliter est
corrumpendum quam genitum fiat, et prius in originando et exsequendo; igitur si in isto instanti nihil corrumpendi manet
in quo generans generat, nihil praesupponet suae actioni; et cum illa actio sit actio sua perfectissima, sequitur quod actione
sua perfectissima generans generabit ex nihilo, quod est contra propositionem acceptam quod ‘omne agens naturale
praesupponit passum in quod agat.”” He then considers the reply to this that generation ex nihilo can mean either from
nothing at all, or from ingredients that are wholly destroyed, and that only the first is naturally impossible (n. 14). To this he
replies (n. 15): “Contra: agens quod habet in virtute sua totum effectum, non minus potest producere amoto quocumque
quo posito magis debilitatur virtus eius quam fortificetur; sed per te generans habet in virtute sua activa totum effectum,
quia nihil eius praesupponit in instanti generationis. . ..” He then goes on to show that if the agent already has its complete
causal efficacy at that instant, without the ingredients, then it would be counterproductive (“debilitating” rather than
“fortifying”) for those ingredients to have been destroyed. Very similar but less well developed discussions can be found in
Rep. I1.12 n. 3 and In Meta. VIL5 n. 9, where ‘non’ should be omitted from the first sentence. The Ordinatio as printed in the
modern critical edition does not include distinction 12 of book two.

Ockham'’s argument in Summula 1.1 looks very much like a crisper and clearer version of Scotus’s, but with the crucial
temporal component omitted. It is easy to believe that Ockham got the basic argument from Scotus, but hard to see how
he could have left out the most important bit. Intriguingly, though, the version of Scotus’s argument printed in the old
edition of Ordinatio 11.12.1 (Wadding V1.2:665) does for some reason omit the temporal element, and instead tries to run
the argument without any appeal to the instant of generation. It is tempting, then, to suppose that Ockham’s source for
the argument was this version of Scotus’s Sentences lectures.

Gregory of Rimini argues along lines similar to Ockham’s, and also seems simply to take for granted that the
ingredients cannot be a cause. He offers the barest hint of the crucial temporal component of the argument, remarking
“esto quod lignum quod fuit corruptum, quando ignis ille fuit genitus, non fuisset ibi, adhuc [istud generans] sufficiens
fuisset producere illum ignem. Nam constat quod illud lignum non fuit causa efficiens nec totalis nec partialis huius
ignis...” (Sent. I1.12.1, V:248). The highlighted ibi clause is temporal: the wood does not exist at the time when the fire is
produced. In the seventeenth century, the argument appears in Dabillon, Physique 1.3.1, p. 97: “et si le bois perit tout a fait
lors que le feu est engendré, il ne contribue aucunement a sa production. Pourquoi donc le feu ne se fait il pas aussi bien
du marbre que du bois?”

Walter Chatton, Rep. 11.12.1 (111:283) states the argument more clearly than Scotus, albeit briefly, but presumably
Scotus is his source: “Teneo tamen conclusionem communem quod materia est in entibus. Et probo persuadendo, quia
efficaciter probari non potest, ut dixi. ... Item, causa realis pro illo [instanti] quo causat, est; sed effectus causatur a passo
in instanti quo capit esse, et hoc causatione reali; ergo non praecorrumpitur productioni effectus.”
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that instant. This is why Scotus insists that the thing corrupted is prior to the thing
generated, and no longer exists at the instant of generation. If it is indeed completely
non-existent at that instant, and if causation requires temporal overlap, then the
ingredients cannot play any direct causal role. But it seems implausible to think that
the ingredients play some sort of prior, indirect role in the process, before their
corruption. Hence the denial of the substratum thesis entails the seemingly absurd
consequence that one never makes something new out of prior ingredients. All
generation would be ex nihilo in the strong sense of being literally from nothing.

The causal simultaneity thesis looks intuitively plausible, although of course it might
be (and has been) questioned. The thesis does come up for sporadic treatment among
scholastic authors, but I know of no satisfying treatments of the subject.'* Still,
although this discussion has to stop where its sources run out, we can see a kind of
satisfying coherence in how things stand. A plausible defense of the substratum thesis
can be mounted if one postulates at the start a certain minimal amount of overlap: the
temporal overlapping of cause and effect. Unsurprisingly, to get a result, such as the
substratum thesis, that makes a claim about temporal overlap, it helps to build some
kind of overlap requirement into the premises. One still needs a few more non-trivial
assumptions: in particular, that nothing can be made naturally without some kind of
raw material, and that such raw material is a kind of cause of the new thing that is
made. Moreover, Scotus’s argument leaves untouched the character of this enduring
raw material. Still, this is the best argument I have found for believing in an enduring
substratum for change.

2.5. The Conservation Thesis

The substratum thesis seems to tells us only that, for any given natural change, there
must be some enduring subject. Perhaps there is a different subject for different kinds of
changes, and perhaps what endures through one kind of change will be corrupted by
another kind. The conservation thesis seems to add something more to this picture:
that there is a single, most basic substrate that endures through every material change,
something we call prime matter. In fact, however, given a couple of very weak
assumptions, the substratum thesis entails conservation. Aristotle long ago proved
this, and scholastic authors commonly rehearse the argument. Suppose, contrary to
conservation, that our best candidate for prime matter (call it M,) naturally came into
existence anew. Then, by the substratum thesis, there would have to be some preexist-
ing subject (call it M,) out of which prime matter came, and which endures as the
subject of M,. M, cannot be M, since ex hypothesi M, newly exists. Hence M, must be a
part of M. But in that case M, is not the best candidate for prime matter after all; M, is a

' Scotus argues for the simultaneity of cause and effect at In Meta. V.2, but I cannot see that the discussion makes
much progress. Oresme’s discussion at In Phys. 1.8 is more worthwhile. It is worth keeping in mind that, to be effective
in the present context, the causal simultaneity thesis must extend beyond efficient causality, to cover material causality as
well. Would it extend to final causality? That may seem unlikely, given the nature of final causes, but there was a lively
scholastic dispute over the proper understanding of final causes, and on some accounts simultaneity would hold even
there. See Pasnau, “Final Causes.” The topic of causal simultaneity comes up again in §18.3 below, where Wyclif argues
against the thesis.
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better candidate. Could M, itself have previously come into existence through some
natural process? Perhaps, but then we can run the argument again, and at some point
we will arrive at the permanent substratum, M,,, which is the real prime matter. An
analogous argument holds for the possibility of prime matter’s going out of existence.
Hence, given the substratum thesis, it is incoherent to reject the conservation thesis.
The argument does make a couple of assumptions, unstated by Aristotle, that are
familiar from other sorts of foundation-seeking arguments: (a) there can be no infinite
regress of underlying subjects; (b) underlying subjects cannot run in a circle, level-wise,
such that, for instance, M, is the substratum for M, and M, the substratum for M,. With
these assumptions in place, the argument is decisive."’

Conservation obviously entails the substratum thesis—or at least it does so within
the material realm. The standard, although not universal, assumption of our period is
that there are aspects of the created world that do not contain prime matter, and so are
immaterial (Ch. 16). But since such entities—angels and rational souls—are not subject
to generation and corruption, they are not relevant here anyway. In general, moreover,
the two theses must be limited to cases of natural change. Conservation does not
preclude matter’s being divinely created or annihilated, and the substratum thesis does
not apply to creation and annihilation. Authors from our four centuries unanimously
endorse the Christian doctrine that matter was created by God, before which time there
was no material world at all. Given these restrictions, however, and a few plausible
assumptions, the substratum and conservation theses are mutually entailing.

Despite the fact that the conservation thesis can be derived from the substratum
thesis, authors often seem to be committed to conservation in its own right, as if it were
self-evident. This is particularly clear in seventeenth-century authors, who eagerly
endorse the thesis quite apart from its Aristotelian framework. The idea appears in
the earliest corpuscularian philosophers, such as Nicholas Hill’s Philosophia Epicurea
Democritiana (1601), which holds that “there is no multiplication of matter,” just the
continual rearrangement of the primary stuff (n. 504). (The obscurity of Hill's book
inspired Mersenne to remark that “one would have to transcribe it, if one wanted to
convey its reveries” [Limpieté ch. 10, p. 239].) The doomed Giulio Cesare Vanini
(executed for heresy in 1619) insisted on a similar point: “If celestial matter is unchange-
able, our matter too of its essence is perpetual and immutable. For it itself is never

¥ Aristotle’s argument from substratum to conservation is at Physics 1.9 192a29-34: “If matter came to be, something
must have existed as a primary subject from which it should come and which should persist in it; but this is its own very
nature, so that it will be before coming to be. (For I call matter the primary subject of each thing, from which it comes to
be, and which persists in it, not accidentally.) On the other hand, if matter ceases to be it will ultimately pass into that
[primary subject], so that it will have ceased to be before ceasing to be.” Surprisingly, Irwin and Fine go out of their way
to remark in a footnote to this passage that it establishes only the substratum and not the conservation thesis. In their
words, “it does not show that there is some matter that never comes to be or perishes” (Aristotle, Selections p. 94n). It
seems to me clear, though, that the passage establishes precisely that, and moreover shows that Aristotle is unambigu-
ously committed to the substratum thesis.

Use of the argument is commonplace among scholastic authors, sometimes being ascribed to Aristotle and sometimes
not. Ockham ascribes it to Aristotle at Summula 1.11 (VI:187) and In Phys. 1.18.7 (IV:205-6), and Aquinas’s commentary
likewise spells it out clearly (In Phys. 1.15.139). Suarez rehearses the argument (Disp. meta. 13.1.4), without crediting it to
Aristotle. Magnen, too, appeals to it, in showing that the ingenerability and incorruptibility of prime matter follows from
its status as the first subject of any body (Democritus reviviscens, p. 59). For an example of someone questioning the no-
circularity assumption, see D. C. Williams, “Form and Matter” pp. 514-15, who claims that matter can be the substratum
for form, and form the substratum for matter. But Williams rejects the substratum thesis quite generally.
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corrupted, but rather what is made from it is corrupted” (Amphitheatrum exerc. 5,
p. 26).'° Seventeenth-century authors were encouraged in these pronouncements by
the renewed attention that Epicurus’s writings were receiving (§5.2). His two most
basic physical doctrines were the ex nihilo principle—"nothing comes into being out of
what is not"—and a very strong version of the conservation principle: “the totality
of things was always such as it is now, and always will be.” Gassendi had highlighted
these ideas, and they come to be a commonplace of seventeenth-century thought.'”

Authors who defend the conservation thesis often claim in the same breath that
prime matter is completely inalterable. This is a further claim, which I will set aside.
Focusing solely on conservation, we might consider how Hobbes tries to defend it,
independently of the substratum thesis. Hobbes treats conservation as a conceptual
truth, in the sense that he takes its denial to be inconceivable:

When we say that an animal, a tree, or any other named body is generated or destroyed, even
though these are bodies, it should not be thought that a body has been made from non-body, or
non-body from body, but a non-animal from an animal, a non-tree from a tree, and so forth.
That is, those accidents on account of which we name one thing an animal, another a tree, and
another something else are generated and destroyed, and consequently those names that
applied to them before no longer apply. But that magnitude on account of which we name
something a body is neither generated nor destroyed. For even if we can feign in our mind that a
point swells up to a huge bulk and then contracts down to a point—this is to imagine some-
thing’s being made from nothing (ex nihilo), and nothing’s being made from something—still we
cannot comprehend with our mind how this could be done in nature. And therefore philoso-
phers, not permitted to abandon natural reason, suppose that a body can neither be generated
nor destroyed, but only appear to us in one way and then another, under different images, and
consequently be named in one way and then another. Thus what is now called a human being is
later called non-human, but what is now called a body should not later be called a non-body. It is
clear, however, that all other accidents beyond magnitude or extension can be generated and
destroyed. When a white thing is made black, for instance, the whiteness that existed no longer
exists, and a blackness that did not exist is produced. Therefore bodies and the accidents under
which they variously appear have this difference: that bodies are things, and not generated,
whereas accidents are generated, but are not things. (De corpore 8.20)

'° Here are some of Hill’s statements in favor of the conservation thesis: “Materia prima hylaea, physica, est prima
hypostasis passive ..." (Philosophia n. 29); “Prima corpuscula sunt vere solida, impenetrabilis, inalterabilia, multiformis,
divinae actioni in natura terminos ponentia” (n. 116); “Nec materiae, nec formae substantialis aliqua est multiplicatio;
generatio vero nihil est aliud quam anaxagorica homogeneorum collectio, et actuatio ad sensum” (n. 504).

For Vanini, see also De admirandis dialogue 2 (p. 10): “Alex[ander]. At merito, ni fallor, obijciam Coeli materiam nulli
esse corruptioni obnoxiam, nostri vero quam plurimis. I[ulius] C[aesar]. Istud vero pernego, ipsa enim nunquam
corrumpitur, sed id quod ex ipsa fit.”

"7 For Epicurus’s commitment to the substratum and conservation theses, see Letter to Herodotus 38-39 [tr. Long and
Sedley, sec. 4A]. For Gassendi’s treatment, see Syntagma 11.1.3.1 (1:232-3) and Epicuri Syntagma pt. 1I sec. 1 chs. 17-18
(pp- 62-7) [tr. Stanley, History pp. 870-1]. The most strident statement of the conservation thesis that I have found occurs
in Charleton, Physiologia 11.1.1.9: ... Annihilation and Creation are terms not to be found in the dictionary of nature, but
proper only to omnipotence: nor is there any sober man who does not understand the common material of things to be
constantly the same, through the whole flux of time, or the duration of the world, so as that from the creation therefore
by the fiat of God, no one particle of it can perish, or vanish into nothing, until the total dissolution of nature, by the
same metaphysical power, nor any one particle of new matter be superadded thereto, without miracle. The energy of
Nature is definite and prescribed, nor is she commissioned with any other efficacy than what extends to the molding of
old matter into new figures; and so the noblest attribute we can allow her is that of a translator.”
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Much here needs to be set aside for now. The concluding remark that accidents are not
things (line 19) will be the subject of discussion later (§7.1, §10.2). We must likewise
set aside the suggestion that changes in species are simply nominal changes (§27.5,
§28.4, §29.4). For our purposes, the crucial part of the passage occurs at lines 6-14,
where it is said that “we cannot comprehend” (lines 8-10) how a body could be naturally
generated or destroyed. Even there, more is going on than we can presently handle,
because Hobbes is speaking not of matter but of body, which he takes to include (or
perhaps consist of) magnitude and extension. Hence Hobbes claims not just that a body
cannot come into or go out of existence, but also that it cannot undergo any change in
size. As we will see in Chapter 4, this sort of linkage between body and extension is
common in the seventeenth century, but was generally rejected by scholastic authors,
who thought of extension as an accidental property of a given bit of matter, one that
might be increased or decreased, or perhaps even lost entirely. For present purposes, we
can set aside the fact that most scholastics are talking about prime matter shorn of
extension, whereas Hobbes’s prime matter is body, which has extension. If Hobbes
thinks that bodies cannot undergo change in extension, he thinks a fortiori that bodies
cannot go into or out of existence. This is where Hobbes and scholastic philosophers are
on common ground, and to this extent they each endorse the conservation thesis.

Hobbes thinks the denial of conservation is inconceivable. Evidently, what he really
objects to is the denial of the ex nihilo principle (lines 8-9), which is not surprising given
how tightly bound this principle is to the substratum thesis and so in turn to the
conservation thesis. But we should again ask of Hobbes, as we did of others, why he
insists on this principle. He allows that we might “feign in our mind” (line 9) that there
might be nothing, then some matter swelling up, and then swelling down into nothing
again. What he insists on is that “we cannot comprehend with our mind how this could
be done in nature” (lines 9-10). The point, I take it, is that we might be able to form a
mental image of the ex nihilo principle’s being violated, but that we cannot conceive of
how such a violation could happen. This seems a helpful distinction to draw. In effect,
Hobbes is asking us to distinguish between two sorts of conceivability, one of which
does not track possibility whereas the other does. Let us grant, at least for the sake of
argument, that if we cannot conceive of how something happens, we have at least prima
facie evidence against its being naturally possible. If Hobbes can show that violating the
ex nihilo principle is in this sense inconceivable, he will have made a strong case for the
conservation thesis."®

Is Hobbes entitled to his inconceivability claim? One might think that his case rests
on his austere brand of corpuscularianism (§7.1), according to which the only things

'® Hobbes himself endorses treating extended body, shorn of accidents, as equivalent to prime matter: “Quid ergo est
[materia prima]? Merum nomen; non tamen frustra usurpatum; significat enim corpus considerari sine consideratione
cuiuscumque formae et cuiuscumque accidentis, excepta solummodo magnitudine sive extensione et aptitudine ad
formam et accidenta recipienda; ita ut si quoties opus est uti hac voce, Corpus generaliter sumptum, utamur hac materia
prima recte fecerimus” (De corpore 8.24). See also De mundo 7.2: “idem [primam materiam] agnoscunt Philosophi illi qui
omnia conflari ex atomis putant, nam atomos eas faciunt homogeneas, et solis figuris inter se differentes, tanquam illas
atomos materiam illam unicam esse dicerent, quam Aristoteles vocabat primam.”

Regarding Hobbes’s distinction between mere imagining and conceiving, see his Third Objections, VII:178: “Differ-
entia magna est inter imaginari, hoc est, ideam aliquam habere, et mente concipere, hoc est, ratiocinando colligere rem
aliquam esse, vel rem aliquam existere.” See §16.2 for further discussion of Hobbes’s theory of body, as well as
Leijenhorst, Mechanisation pp. 145-55.
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that exist are bodies and their integral parts. But although this certainly puts Hobbes in
quite different territory, compared to scholastic proponents of the permanence thesis, it
is not clear that this territory is any more hospitable to a defense of the permanence
thesis. After all, corpuscularianism does not, in and of itself, say anything about the
conditions under which bodies endure. It would be quite open to a corpuscularian
account to suppose that everything that exists routinely goes in and out of existence. To
block that sort of view, Hobbes needs some further argument.

So far as I can see, that further argument is simply the brute claim that generation ex
nihilo, as well as corruption in nihilum, are inconceivable. But this, when unsupported
by any further argument, looks plausible only when the ex nihilo principle is given the
weak reading described in §2.2, as the principle that a thing can come into existence
naturally only on the basis of some prior ingredients. It is easy to see how the denial of
that principle might look inconceivable. As stressed earlier, however, the weak princi-
ple does not yield the substratum or conservation theses, because it does not block the
possibility of the ingredients” being completely destroyed in the process of generation
and replaced by something entirely new. What Hobbes needs is the inconceivability of
this last sort of scenario—that is, he needs to insist on the strong ex nihilo principle. But
it is not at all clear why the denial of that principle is inconceivable.

Hobbes’s attempt to defend the conservation thesis looks rather feeble in comparison
with the best scholastic efforts, like those of Scotus or even Ockham. So far as I can find,
other post-scholastic authors have even less to say in this regard: they treat substratum
and conservation as axiomatic, but without explaining why. This will not be the last
time that we find a surprising amount of agreement running throughout our four
centuries. For although in many respects seventeenth-century thought turns scholastic
philosophy inside-out, that transformation was in part accomplished in just the way the
phrase suggests: by taking familiar conceptual tools and redeploying them. The sub-
stratum and conservation theses were two such tools. It should not be surprising,
moreover, that there was agreement in these particular areas. The doctrine of prime
matter makes its appearance in Aristotle, after all, precisely in order to accommodate
various aspects of Presocratic thought, especially atomism. Given the renewed seven-
teenth-century interest in those ancient ideas (§5.2), it is natural that they would find
some measure of common ground with Aristotelians over the idea of an enduring
substratum of change.

That there is common ground here has important consequences for metaphysics
throughout our period. In endorsing not just the weak ex nihilo principle (that every-
thing comes from something) but also the strong principle (that in everything new,
something of the old must endure), authors have to face the question of just what that
enduring stuff is. The logic of the strong principle, moreover, exerts a constant pressure
toward ascribing a greater and greater reality to the substratum. For when the
substratum thesis is grounded on the idea that the ingredients must endure through
the change, if they are to play a causal role, then it is natural to suppose that quite a lot
of the ingredients must endure: not just some bare, abstract, potential stuff, but
actualized bodies, with extension and qualities of their own. For if the ingredients
that survive are not stuff of a certain kind, then what work are those ingredients doing?
The remainder of Part I will take up this issue of what the substratum of change is, but
the issues spill over into subsequent discussions as well. As we will see in §6.3, the same
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sorts of considerations that lead to postulating an enduring substratum also suggest that
this substratum should be the subject of (at least some) accidents. And once one starts
down that road, it becomes tempting to suppose that the enduring substratum is in fact
the substance—that what exists, most basically, are not dogs and cats and stones, but
the enduring stuff out of which complex aggregates are constituted. Eventually, we will
see this line of thought culminate in the idea that nothing really goes out of existence,
and that generation and corruption are an illusion (Ch. 28). In this way, the substratum
thesis, innocuous as it seems to philosophers throughout our period, in fact contains the
seeds of the ideas that would undermine the commonsense ontology it was initially
intended to preserve.



Theories of Prime Matter

3.1. The Paradox of Pure Potentiality

The general consensus over the need for an enduring substratum through material
change leaves wide open the character of such a substratum. Here I begin to consider
the two rival camps, corpuscular and metaphysical. As one might expect from a topic
as obscure as prime matter, there are a bewildering variety of views—so many, and
so diverse, that it is not easy to draw a firm line distinguishing the metaphysical
scholastic approach from the corpuscular approach characteristic of the seventeenth
century. One of the most intricate and interesting disputes concerns whether prime
matter is extended. This will be the topic of the following chapter. First, we should
consider the issue that lies at the heart of the dispute: the alleged potentiality of
Aristotelian prime matter.

Stock characterizations of Aristotelian prime matter focus on its potentiality for
receiving form. According to Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, author of an elementary
seventeenth-century textbook on scholastic philosophy, “everyone says that prime
matter, considered in itself, is free of all forms and at the same time is open to all
forms—or, that matter is in potentiality to all forms” (Summa II1.1.1.2.3, 1I:120). Franco
Burgersdijk, another seventeenth-century textbook author, offers almost exactly the
same definition: “Matter is free of and open to all forms, and so is called pure
potentiality” (Collegium physicum 11.13, p. 21). So much was fairly uncontroversial, but
yet to say anything more was rather difficult. For a somewhat fuller, but still character-
istic treatment, we might look at what seems to be a mid-fourteenth-century Parisian
set of questions on the Physics, published under the name “Johannes Marsilius of
Inghen,” but not in fact authored by Marsilius of Inghen. Pseudo-Marsilius lists
six “conditions” of Aristotelian prime matter (In Phys. 1.20):

It is pure potentiality.

It is cognizable by analogy to form.
It is perpetual.

It is unformed.

It is one in all bodies.

AN e

It is the principle of every natural change.
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These conditions, as pseudo-Marsilius understands them, are general enough to have
been accepted by almost all scholastic authors. Two of them, (3) and (6), plainly hold as
well for corpuscular prime matter, as we saw in the previous chapter, and we can set
them aside here. By (5), pseudo-Marsilius means only that prime matter is the same in
kind everywhere, something that would also be generally accepted by corpuscularian
authors (but see the following section for some complications). Even (2) matches
closely with corpuscularian views, despite its reference to “form,” since the force of
(2) is that prime matter cannot be perceived, and so must be inferred from what can be
perceived. Corpuscularian authors would have to acknowledge the same. (On matter’s
obscurity, see §7.2.) In short—going just by pseudo-Marsilius’s list—the varieties of
prime matter over our four centuries share four characteristics, which we might
abbreviate as their being perpetual, basic, uniform, and hidden. This leaves just (1)
and (4) as candidates for distinguishing metaphysical, scholastic prime matter.'

Pseudo-Marsilius offers various interpretations of both (1) and (4), but he ultimately
arrives at the view that (1) should be understood as making the same claim as (4), that
prime matter is unformed. With this, we are back at the textbook account of prime
matter as “free of and open to all forms.” But what does it mean to be free of form?
According to pseudo-Marsilius, this means “it does not have any form of its own as an
essential part of itself.” William Ockham had reached a similar conclusion, that prime
matter “is in potentiality to all substantial forms, having none that necessarily and
always exists in it” (Summula 1.9, VI:179). These formulations go to the heart of
the difference between scholastic prime matter and corpuscular prime matter. For
corpuscularian authors, as we will see below, prime matter always has some sort of
well-defined character. Although thoroughgoing corpuscularians will not speak of forms
inhering by nature in their prime matter, they nevertheless give it certain features, such
as shape and size. Scholastic prime matter is by nature characterless—it is as close to a
bare substratum as one can get while still having a substratum. This brings us right up
against the central paradox of scholastic prime matter. By common consensus, forms
are what give a thing its nature, or more generally its properties and characteristics. Yet,
also by common consensus, prime matter is that which underlies all forms and so is of
itself free of those forms. So how can prime matter be real—that is, how can it exist—
without having some character? Surely nothing can exist without existing in some way
or another.

Scholastic treatments of this paradox must steer between two unacceptable out-
comes. If they give prime matter some kind of character, as it seems they must, then
they face the risk of turning prime matter into the actual substratum of corpuscularian
theory. If, fearing this result, they stress the pure potentiality of prime matter, they then
risk the suggestion that such matter does not actually exist at all—not just because

' Pseudo-Marsilius describes the unformed character of prime matter as follows: “Secundo modo intelligitur conditio
quod materia prima sit informis—id est, quod non habeat aliquam formam propriam tanquam partem essentialem sui”
(In Phys. 1.20; f. 19vb). Compare his almost identical account of what pura potentia means (f. 19ra): “Tertio modo dicitur
ens in pura potentia: non quia non sit presentialiter: sed quia non est actu forma vel formam habens quam sibi determinat
a natura, et isto modo materia prima dicitur ens in pura potentia.” On the question of authorship, see Dewender, “Einige
Bemerkungen.”

Another useful scholastic attempt to characterize prime matter can be found in Johannes Magirus, Physiologia 1.2.2,
who lists four “proprietates”: ungenerated, uncorrupted, unformed but suited to be informed, and desiring natural
forms.
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existence is a kind of actuality (a point that might perhaps be finessed), but more
fundamentally because a thing can exist only by existing in a certain way. Thomas
Aquinas’s famous insistence that matter is pute potentiality has led one recent commen-
tator to see in it “the complete rejection of matter as any kind of stuff having
independent ontological status.” If this were right, Aquinas would be fundamentally
at odds with the overwhelming consensus of later scholastic and seventeenth-century
thought. But it is not easy to see how prime matter can exist, short of understanding it
in corpuscular terms.”

There was a considerable scholastic debate over Aquinas’s highly austere conception
of matter as pure potentiality, a doctrine that would become one of the defining tenets
of Thomism. Although the debate is important, it has to be understood in a broader
context, as an issue that arises only after various other questions have been resolved.
The first questions to ask—the central questions of the previous chapter—are whether
the substratum and conservation theses are true. If one decides that they are, then the
next question is whether that permanent substratum should be understood in meta-
physical or corpuscular terms. To embrace the first is to treat matter as somehow less
than fully actualized, and so in potentiality for form, a doctrine that might reasonably
be thought to lie at the heart of any Aristotelian metaphysics. Once one goes that far,
the question then arises of whether matter is, in its own right, purely potential, or
whether it admits of some sort of intrinsic actuality. Here the paradox of prime matter
is particularly virulent: if matter is the subject of form, then it seems as if it ought to be
free of all form, and so free of all actuality; but yet it seems that nothing real could be
completely unformed. Rejecting the austere view of the Thomists, André Dabillon, a
mid-seventeenth-century follower of Ockham, remarked that “matter and form are real
substantial beings that exist actually in nature: for the things that compose an actual
being actually exist—otherwise, the substantial whole would be composed of nothing”
(Physique 1.3.2, p. 103).

Despite remarks such as that, scholastic authors from the fourteenth century onward
standardly accept as a stock phrase the characterization of prime matter as pure
potentiality. “All the philosophers seem to agree on this,” says Suarez (Disp. meta.
13.5.1), and indeed one does find the expression even in Ockham, whose conception of
matter is radically different from that of the Thomists (§4.4). The crucial issue, then, is

? One way to finesse the question of existence as actuality is to distinguish between two kinds of actuality, one
pertaining to existence, which prime matter has, and then another kind that prime matter lacks (see, e.g., Ockham,
Summula 1.10, Opera phil. VI1:182; Marsilius, Abbrev. in Phys. I, f. 4vb; Suarez, Disp. meta. 13.4.9). Another, bolder strategy is
to deny that prime matter has existence in its own right; instead, it gets existence in the way it gets all actuality, through
form. Aquinas is the leading advocate of this latter strategy (e.g., Quod. II.1.1); see also Zabarella, De rebus nat., De prima
materia II.4, col. 186. For a very clear, critical discussion of that approach, see Pererius, De communibus principiis V.13,
pp. 309-13.

I myself am responsible for the suggestion that Aquinas’s prime matter might entirely lack ontological status (Thomas
Aquinas on Human Nature p. 131). My research into later scholastic thought in one respect tends to undermine this
interpretation, since there seems to be no one who thinks that prime matter does not really exist. In another respect,
however, the later history lends some support to my interpretation, since a near consensus develops that Aquinas’s view
is unacceptable because it has the consequence that prime matter would not really exist. My proposal—which I am still
inclined to endorse, or at any rate not ready to give up—amounts to embracing that consequence as one that he
intended.

* For recent discussions of the pure potentiality thesis, as first put forward by Aquinas and then criticized by Ghent,
Scotus, and Ockham, see Adams, William Ockham 11:633-47; Cross, Physics of Duns Scotus pp. 17-26; Wippel, Metaphysical
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not the phrase itself, but how matter, in its potentiality, is understood. Most scholastic
authors—even many of those, like the later Jesuits, who are generally sympathetic to
Aquinas—reject the Thomistic approach, insisting that matter must have some mea-
sure of actuality. To keep their view distinctively Aristotelian—that is, to avoid treating
prime matter in corpuscularian fashion, as fully actualized stuff—these authors need
some account of what it means for matter to be real, and yet in some sense merely
potential. A way down this narrow path was suggested by Averroes, whose twelfth-
century commentaries on virtually the whole Aristotelian corpus became by far the
most important scholastic guide to the interpretation of Aristotle. Averroes offered this
cryptic remark with regard to prime matter: est quasi medium inter non-esse simpliciter et
esse in actu—"prime matter falls halfway, as it were, between complete non-existence
and actual existence” (In Phys. 1.70)." This remark particularly resonated with Latin
authors because it unknowingly echoed a remark of Augustine’s: “I sooner judged that
what lacks all form does not exist, than thought of something in between form and
nothing, neither formed nor nothing, unformed and next to nothing” (Confessions XII.6).

It was, to say the least, not easy to see how such suggestions might be spelled out.
What in the world does it mean to exist “halfway”? The usual first step toward an
adequate account was to stress that prime matter has incomplete existence, in the sense
that it cannot exist on its own, without some form. Even this much was not entirely
uncontroversial. Although everyone agreed that prime matter could not naturally exist
on its own, there was dispute over whether this was logically possible—whether, in
other words, God could make prime matter exist without form. Aquinas’s very
rigorous insistence on prime matter’s pure potentiality led him to deny that this was
within God’s power (§10.3), but even some who wanted to agree with Aquinas about
the pure potentiality doctrine (such as the Coimbran commentators of the late six-
teenth century) were not prepared to deny God’s ability to bring about prime matter
without form.” (What makes Aquinas’s position especially hard to defend is that form

Thought of Thomas, ch. 9. For the sixteenth-century Jesuit debate, see Des Chene, “Descartes and Coimbra” as well as
Physiologia pp. 81-97.

The phrase “pure potentiality” is commonly endorsed by scholastic authors, even if the author’s view is in fact much
closer to Scotus’s than to Aquinas’s. Thus Burgersdijk uses the phrase, as quoted in the main text, but then immediately
goes on to say that “materia actu suam habet essentiam atque existentiam substantialem distinctam ab essentia atque
existentia formae, quam si non haberet, non video quomodo corporum constitutionem posset ingredi, immo quomodo
posset dici capax formarum et non potius purum nihil.” Sudrez remarks that “non est enim nobis negandum quin
materia sit pura potentia, cam in ea assertione philosophi omnes convenire videantur” (Disp. meta. 13.5.1), but he goes on
to ascribe to it quite a bit of actuality. See too Scheibler, Metaphys. 1.22.15.5 (pp. 301-2). For Ockham, see Summula 1.10
(VI:182): “primo modo accipiendo actum, dicendum est quod materia est in potentia ad omnem actum substantialem et
nullum actum habet de se, sed est pura potentia. ..."” One exception is Pererius, De communibus principiis V.13 (p. 321):
“illa pura potentia aut est nihil aut aliquod ens; si nihil, ergo similiter materia nihil est; si ens, non igitur iam est pura
potentia.” On Jesuit allegiance to Aquinas, see §20.2.

* Buridan remarks that Averroes’s “quasi medium” remark “non est propria locutio...sed hoc dicitur ad talem
sensum quia nec ipsa nihil est nec ipsa hoc aliquid in actu nec etiam ipsa est aliquis actus formalis, etc.” (In Phys. 1.20 ad 4,
f. 25ra). For another attempt to make sense of Averroes’s dictum, see Burley, De formis p. 14.

> For a negative answer to the question of whether God could make prime matter without form, see Aquinas, Quod.
III.1.1; Capreolus, Defensiones I1.13.1.1 (IV:18-19); Cajetan, In De ente q. 9. For an affirmative answer, see Scotus, Ordinatio
11.12.2 (V1.2:680-98); Boethius of Dacia, In Gen. et cor. 1.19; Gregory of Rimini, Sent. 11.12.2.3 (V:285-88); Gabriel Biel,
Sent. 11.12.1; John Major, Sent. 11.12.1 and In Phys. 1.7.2; Coimbra, In Phys. 1.9.6; Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, Summa
I1.1.1.2.4 (I:123). The negative answer was reported to have been censured in 1277, although it does not appear on
Tempier’s famous list of 219 censured articles (see Thijssen, Censure and Heresy, p. 53). For recent discussion, see Des
Chene, Physiologia, pp. 124-34.
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and matter are supposed to be really distinct, and a real distinction is often thought to
require two-way separability. But separability is a much more complicated matter than
is generally realized [§13.6].) Regardless of whether prime matter is logically or merely
naturally dependent on form, the fundamental problem remains untouched: how can
prime matter exist without having any sort of character, or how can it have some
character without coming to look like the fully actual substratum of the corpuscular-
ians? Invoking prime matter’s incompleteness, in the sense of its dependence, helps to
distinguish it from the fully actual integral parts of corpuscularianism, but, as Parts II-III
of this study will show, there are many Aristotelian metaphysical parts that are
incomplete in just this same way. So we have not learned anything distinctive about
prime matter.

How might the paradox of prime matter be dissolved? The most promising strategy
I have seen attempts to explain prime matter’s incompleteness in terms of its indeter-
minateness. This idea gets advanced with particular force by Peter Auriol, a highly
creative but little studied theologian active at Paris in the second decade of the
fourteenth century:

Prime matter has no essence, nor a nature that is determinate, distinct, and actual. Instead, it
is pure potential, and determinable, so that it is indeterminately and indistinctly a material
thing. And in this way it is the matter of everything generable and corruptible, so that it is not
determinately any of the beings in the world—such as stone, earth, and so forth—but it can be
determined so as to be stone, earth, and so forth. (Sent. I11.12.1.1, II:151bA)

This all by itself is not an especially creative idea—indeed, Auriol quotes Averroes as
appealing to the indeterminacy of matter—but it does provide some insight into the
mysterious character(lessness) of prime matter. On this account, it is not that prime
matter has no character, but that its character is such as to be susceptible to determina-
tion in whatever way a material thing might exist. Such determinability is itself a kind of
positive character, and gives us reason to think of prime matter as a genuine being. It
seems best to think of this state not as a kind of halfway existence, but as a full-fledged
form of existence that is attenuated only insofar as it is dependent on some further
actuality, to be made determinate.’

¢ Auriol’s discussion of the indeterminacy of prime matter is extremely complex. After stating the theory in article
one, he goes into a long and complex discussion in article two concerning how such indeterminacy is compatible with
prime matter’s being a positive being. In the passage quoted in the main text, Auriol characterizes prime matter as having
no essence, but later he is willing to say, when pressed, that “materia habet quidditatem suo modo: est enim formabile
purum et possibile” (Sent. 11.12.1.7, 11:173bC). Elsewhere he helpfully distinguishes between two senses of incomplete
being: one sense that implies being “in gradu parvo et diminuto,” and another sense “quia est inchoativum alicuius
completae rationis” (I1:172bD). Prime matter is incomplete in the first sense, but it is the second sense, he says, that really
captures its character. Auriol returns to the topic of prime matter as indeterminate at Sent. 11.12.1.7 (I1:172bCF, 173bAC),
and again at Sent. I1.12.2.1 (I:174-80). An interesting and very distinctive feature of Auriol's view here is that he wants to
make substantial form indeterminate in just the way that prime matter is, so that these two indeterminate entities give
rise to a determinate composite substance (see Ch. 11 note 18).

The Rome edition of article three of Auriol’s Sent. II.12.1 mislabels it as article two, and is subsequently one off on the
numbering of articles 4-7. I cite the articles by their proper number, ignoring the misprint.

Prime matter’s indeterminacy is a familiar notion. Aristotle, for instance, had remarked: “By matter I mean that which
in itself is neither a particular thing nor of a certain quantity nor assigned to any other of the categories by which being is
determined” (Meta. VIL.3 1029a20-21). (We will see Glanvill mock this text in §3.3.) Plotinus had also put great weight on
the indeterminacy of prime matter, holding that “matter is essentially indefiniteness” (Enneads 11.4.15). Much later,
Sudrez conceives of this in spatial terms: to inform matter is “replere—ut sic dicam—illud vacuum quod erat in
potentialitate materiae” (In De an. disp. 2 q. 4, p. 254).
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This sort of picture of prime matter gives us a way to understand debates over its
nature. Authors who disagree over whether prime matter has extension, for instance,
can be understood to be disagreeing over just how indeterminate prime matter is.
Could it, for instance, exist entirely at an extensionless point? For the authors who are
most strict about the indeterminateness of matter, this is a possibility. Albert of Saxony
expresses his commitment to this sort of view by taking prime matter to possess
“infinite passivity,” which is to say that it is susceptible to undergoing anything that
some active power can bring about. So—this is his example—if God can make one body
be in two places at once, then that body’s matter will not stand in the way. There
is nothing in the nature of prime matter that prevents it from having two locations
at once. At this point, further paradox looms, when one reflects on the prospect that
prime matter might be open to everything. If it is open to bi-location, then it is hard
to see what it would not be open to. But if it is open to everything, then it once again
becomes unclear whether prime matter can be said to have any positive nature at all,
and equally unclear what it contributes to material substances, beyond being simply a
very bare substratum.”

Before pressing these issues any farther, it will be useful to characterize corpuscular-
ian theories of prime matter.

3.2. Corpuscular Prime Matter

For the corpuscularian, given how I understand that doctrine (§1.3), prime matter must
be one or more of the integral parts of the body undergoing change. Perhaps this is
what Giulio Cesare Vanini has in mind when he remarks that “the whole of prime
matter, considered as prime matter, is nothing other than its parts” (Amphitheatrum
exerc. 5, p. 28). Since experience does not directly acquaint us with any such enduring
substratum of physical parts, the corpuscularian must posit an invisible realm of
incorruptible corpuscles. Many seventeenth-century authors make it quite clear that
the motivation for this postulate falls directly out of their dual commitments to
corpuscularianism and the substratum thesis of the previous chapter. Thus Gassendi,
setting out Epicurus’s views as his own, explains:

The first argument by which Epicurus contends it necessary to postulate atoms is the same
as that by which Aristotle proves there is in things an ingenerable and incorruptible prime
matter from which, preexisting, all things are generated, and into which surviving remnant all
things are ultimately dissolved. For Epicurus contends that atoms are matter of this sort—

7 Albert of Saxony characterizes matter’s infinite passivity as follows: “Tunc sit ista conclusio: materia prima est
passibilitatis infinitae, hoc est est sic passiva quod nullo modo activa.... Ex hoc sequitur, si prima causa posset facere
idem corpus simul esse in diversis locis, quod materia prima posset hoc pati. Patet ex hoc quod cuiuslibet materia est
passiva, cuius prima causa est productiva” (In Phys. 1.16, pp. 218-19).

The alchemist Jean d’Espagnet offers a colorful account of the philosophical theory of prime matter. Here is the 1651
translation of his Enchyridion physicae restitutae (1623): “The Philosophers did believe a first matter to be an elder birth to
the Elements, but this, as it was but scarce apprehended by them, so was it as briefly, and as it were in the clouds and
obscurely handled by them, they made it void of qualities and accidents, yet the first subject of them without quantity,
yet by which all things have their dimensions, endowed with simplicity, yet capable of contraries, without the reach of
sensible knowledge, yet the basis of sensibles, drawn out through all places, yet unperceivable; covetous of all forms,
tenacious of none, the root of all bodies, yet not sensible but conceivable only by an act of the intellect: lastly, nothing in
act, all things in aptitude. So have they laid a fancy for the foundation of nature” (p. 13).
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immutable, or free from birth and destruction. The difference is only that he wants the natural
decomposition to stop at unbreakable corpuscles, whereas Aristotle does not have any way to
describe the matter at which the decomposition ultimately arrives. (Syntagma 11.1.3.5, 1:259b)

The argument to which Gassendi refers (lines 1-2) is the one described at the start of
§2.5, based on the strong ex nihilo principle.

Set aside for now the final gibe at the Aristotelian view—that “Aristotle does not
have any way to describe” the matter he postulates (lines 6-7)—and consider Gassendi’s
own positive proposal, that the enduring substratum be identified as “unbreakable
corpuscles,” or, for short, atoms. Gassendi was the best-known and most influential
advocate of atomism in the seventeenth century, but there were many others, before
and after him (§5.2). Decades before Gassendi, Isaac Beeckman wrote in his Journal
(in 1620) that “the whole essence will signify for me the whole corporeity of the atoms,
which is prime matter” (I:86). To be sure, not everyone was happy to use the label
‘prime matter’ in connection with these enduring, unbreakable corpuscles. In their
condemned Parisian broadsheet of 1624 (§19.6), Antoine de Villon and Etienne de Clave
offer this as the first of fourteen propositions:

Prime matter, which the Peripatetics set forth as the subject principle of change, whether it
has existence of itself, or from form, is utterly fictitious and clearly has been thought up by
Aristotle without any foundation.

Still, in their final proposition, they endorse the doctrine of atomism, as a conclusion
entailed by their previous thirteen propositions. And with that they have their perma-
nent substratum of change.®

Whether or not this sort of permanent substratum should be known as prime matter
is simply a terminological question, calling for a strategic decision about whether to
highlight the continuities or the discontinuities between scholastic and post-scholastic
thought. If one wants to keep fixed the precise meaning of scholastic technical
terminology, then the result—as with Villon and de Clave—will usually be a categorical
rejection of the scholastic theory. If, on the other hand, one is willing to use the
terminology more flexibly, so as to capture some worthwhile vestige of Aristotelian
thought, then often the terminology can be retained, as Gassendi retains the terminol-
ogy of prime matter. (The most prominent example of this sort of flexible, conciliatory
usage is Locke’s retention of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities
[821.11)

Given that the enduring substratum of Gassendi and other post-scholastic authors
will not be pure potentiality, just what sort of actuality should be ascribed to it? To be
sure, as the next chapter will consider, it will be extended. But what else? Here there
was little agreement. Atomism is the most common version of corpuscular prime
matter, but it is not the only option. Indeed, atomism neither entails nor is entailed by
the combination of corpuscularianism and the substratum thesis. Those two theses

® The 1624 Parisian broadsheet is reproduced in Kahn, “Entre atomism” p. 246, and also transcribed in Launoy, De
varia fortuna pp. 205-11. “I. Materia prima, quam pro principio transmutationis subiectivo constituunt Peripatetici, sive
existentiam habeat a se, sive a forma, commentitia prorsus est, et sine ullo plane fundamento ab Aristotele excogitata. . ..
XIV. Ex his omnibus manifestissimum est ignoranter, aut potius malitiose irrisa, et sugillata ab Aristotele duo
antiquorum dicta, omnia scilicet esse in omnibus, et omnia componi ex atomis seu indivisibilibus.” For an English
translation, along with extensive discussion of the historical context, see Garber, “Defending Aristotle.”
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together do yield the result that bodies must have some enduring integral part. But
atomism does not entail endurance, and the endurance of integral parts does not entail
atomism. First, atomism does not yield endurance, because atomism requires only that
there be a stopping point in the physical division of bodies (§5.4). That is, the atomists
are very clear that their central claim—the claim that defines the theory—is that there is
a point at which bodies become too small to be naturally broken into smaller pieces.
Here is Gassendi:

Note that one speaks here of the Arouov not as the vulgar think (and even some of the learned
have supposed), as what lacks parts and is free of all magnitude and so is nothing other than
a mathematical point, but as something that is so solid and, so to speak, hard and compact as
to leave no room for division, separation, and cutting. That is, there is no force in nature that
can divide it. (Syntagma 11.1.3.5, 1:256b)

From this it does not follow that atoms are incorruptible (let alone that they are
ingenerable). For although it is not naturally possible to divide an atom into smaller
pieces, it might yet be possible to make an atom go out of existence. Here would be
one way of doing so: suppose, as some atomists do, that atoms are individuated by their
shapes. Then suppose that, even if atoms cannot be divided, they can be flattened or
bent or otherwise changed with regard to shape. In that case, atoms could be both
corrupted and generated. Now in fact atomists do generally endorse the further claim
that atoms are not just indivisible, but fully indestructible, ingenerable, and indeed even
inalterable in any way (§28.3).” But it is good to remember that these are further claims,
not specifically entailed by the core doctrine of atomism. In general, as §5.4 will discuss,
atomism is a much more narrow, even peripheral doctrine than is generally supposed.

Second, the endurance of integral parts does not entail atomism, because one could
think that bodies are indefinitely divisible and still think they cannot be destroyed (or
generated). This is Descartes’s view. He rejects atomism in favor of the view that bodies
can be divided without limit (§5.4). But still he endorses the conservation and substra-
tum theses, not of course because he postulates some sort of metaphysical prime matter
beneath ordinary bodies, but because he thinks ordinary bodies, although divisible,
nevertheless endure through all change:

Absolutely all substances, or things that must be created by God in order to exist, are by their
nature incorruptible and cannot ever cease to exist unless they are reduced to nothingness by
God’s denying his concurrence to them. Further, body, taken in general (in genere sumptum), is a
substance, so that it too never perishes. (Meditations synopsis, VII:14)

It is odd to suppose that all substances must be created by God, and can go out of
existence only by divine fiat. In §28.3 I will argue that Descartes does not intend nearly
so strong a claim. What he clearly does mean, however, is that there is some level
at which body is the enduring substratum for all physical change. Because Descartes
rejects atomism, he can offer no definite story about where that level is, but this is
no barrier to his supposing that, at some level, bodies do endure.

° For the complete inalterability of atoms, see, e.g., Hill, Philosophia n. 116: “Prima corpuscula sunt vere solida,
impenetrabilis, inalterabilia, multiformis, divinae actioni in natura terminos ponentia.”
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The temptation to conflate atomism with permanence is evident in Walter Charle-
ton’s deduction of the atoms. He begins with a claim quoted in the previous chapter,
that all agree on the need for a material substratum. From here, quite properly,
he infers the incorruptibility of that substratum. Next, however, he makes two very
dubious assumptions. First, he assumes that a material substratum must be extended;
second, he assumes an incorruptible extended material substratum must consist of
atoms. Here is the whole argument, with the inessential parts abridged and the
premises numbered:

[1] That there must be some one catholic material principle . .. is unanimously confessed by all.
And consequently, [2] that this matter is incorruptible...has been indubitated by none....
Insomuch therefore, as [3] the essential reason or formality of corporiety does solely consist in
extensibility, . . . and insomuch as [4] nothing can be the root or beginning of material or physical
extension but something indissoluble, . . . therefore, from manifest necessity, may we determine,
that [5] no principle can justly challenge [~ lay claim to] all the proprieties or attributes of the
first universal matter, but Zduara adiaipera, indivisible bodies, or atoms. (Physiologia 11.1.1.3)

The argument is not a success. Although (3) is true by definition (§16.1), what
Charleton really needs is not (3) but rather the claim that the prime matter of (1) and
(2) is extended, something that many scholastic authors denied (see Ch. 4). And even if
we grant that prime matter must be a body—which comes close to presupposing the
corpuscularian framework—the ultimate introduction of atoms in (5) is still neither
necessary nor sufficient for enduring corpuscular prime matter. Not necessary, as we
have seen, because (4) might be challenged by a Cartesian who insists on indefinite
divisibility. Not sufficient either, as we have seen, because mere indivisibility does not
yield incorruptibility. Once again, then, we see that corpuscular prime matter need
not be atomistic, and atoms need not be prime matter.

Another unsettled issue concerning corpuscular prime matter is whether those
enduring corpuscles possess any fixed, permanent nature, beyond simply their materi-
ality. For the Aristotelian, the answer was clearly no. Aristotle had offered his account
of prime matter as an alternative to a view like that of Empedocles, according to which
there are a small number of elemental kinds—Earth, Air, Fire, Water—that serve as
fixed points, enduring through all change. Aristotle and his followers embrace those
four elements (§21.2), but do not regard them as truly primary. Beneath the level of the
so-called elements there is the even more elemental level of prime matter, which is the
only stuff that endures through all change. This is to say that the four elements are not
permanent: a particle of pure Earth can change into Air, and so on, and indeed
transmutations of this sort provide the most fundamental explanation of all natural
change."’

Post-scholastic authors generally take Empedocles’s side in this old dispute, and
ascribe to their basic corpuscles a fixed, enduring nature. The material realm, on this
sort of picture, was created with a certain number of different kinds of particles, the
ranks of which are fixed for all time (pending further divine intervention). For some

19" Aristotle sets out the case for a level of enduring matter beneath the elements at Gen. et cor. 1.1 329a25-b2, where
he claims that if Empedocles were right that the elements could not change, then no alteration would be possible at all.
The theory of elemental change is a stock topic in any scholastic commentary on the Gen. et cor—the most impressive
being those of Buridan and Oresme.
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early corpuscularians—such as David Gorlaeus, Isaac Beeckman, and Sebastian Basso—
these kinds are some variation on the four familiar elements, but now understood in
geometric terms, so that fire corpuscles are such because they have a certain shape and
size, and so on. To be sure, once one turns from qualitative to geometric explanations,
there is little reason to retain the traditional list of four, and indeed the example of the
ancient atomists encouraged the idea that atoms might come in a virtually infinite
variety of shapes and sizes. Still, it was commonly supposed that, however many
different kinds of basic corpuscles there are, each corpuscle was essentially and perma-
nently a thing of that kind.!" As an example of this sort of view, we might consider Jean
Chrysostome Magnen, whose Democritus reviviscens (1646) was published just before
the first of Gassendi’s publications in this area (although Gassendi began work on his
Epicurean project in the 1630s). Magnen describes himself as the first in modern times
to try to rehabilitate atomism (p. vii), which is at best an exaggeration, but he does stand
out among post-scholastic authors in taking the central point at issue between Aris-
totelians and their critics to be the status of prime matter.'* As noted in §2.1, Magnen
treats the existence of some sort of enduring prime matter as uncontroversial. He
proposes, however, that our “ignorance about true prime matter” is “the origin of all
the difficulties” that plague natural philosophy (p. 51). In defense of this hypothesis
he makes the reasonable remark that one’s conception of matter will determine what
one thinks about both substantial and accidental forms, since they inhere in matter, and
that hence one’s conception of matter will determine the overall contours of one’s
philosophy. Thus the work’s first disputatio (which occupies nearly a quarter of the
volume) answers in the negative the question “whether one should postulate a prime
matter that is distinct from the elements.”

Magnen’s work makes more explicit than any other I have seen the case for treating
prime matter in corpuscular fashion. His argument rests on identifying four hallmarks
of prime matter:

"' David Gorlaeus recognizes only two elemental kinds, water and earth (Idea physicae 7.1), neither of which can be

converted into the other (7.9). Isaac Beeckman accepts the standard list of four, but insists they be explained in terms of
differences in shape (Journal 1:152-3, 11:118-19, II1:138). Sebastian Basso regards the traditional list of four as a live option,
but possibly not the final story: “Materia rerum ex minutissimis particulis diversae naturae comparata est; quae quidem
naturae sive sint quatuor elementa ignis, aer, aqua, terra; sive quid aliud prius ex quo haec elementa componantur,
speciei diversissimae sunt. ... Haec principia post primam creationem ortus interitusque sunt expertia” (Phil. nat., De
materia et mixto IL.5.4, p. 125). Walter Charleton, in contrast, is willing to recognize the traditional four elements only as
“elementa secundaria”— “the four vulgar elements cannot justly be honored with the attributes of the first matter”
(Physiologia 11.3.1.3). For further details on Beeckman’s and Basso’s chemical theories see §19.6 and §21.4, as well as
Kubbinga, “Premiéres théories.”

Claude Berigard argues for infinitely many different kinds of atoms—as well as an infinite number of atoms within
each kind: “facio infinitas atomorum species tota substantia inter se distinctas, et rursus in unaquaque specie atomos
infinitas” (Circulus Pisanus, De ortu VIIL, p. 419). See §22.4 for brief discussion.

!> Magnen'’s claim to be the first to recover ancient atomism comes in the preface to Democritus reviviscens: “id opus a
nullo hactenus fuerit pertractatum” (n. p. [= vii]). In claiming priority, Magnen fails even to mention Gassendi, which he
could hardly have done if his work on Epicurus was generally known at that time. He does mention Sennert, and
dismisses him with the remark that he proved the existence of “minima physica” rather than atoms (see §26.3 for the
distinction). In another context he mentions Sebastian Basso (p. 45), but apparently does not think of him as an atomist.

On prime matter as the core problem of natural philosophy, see ibid.. p. 51: “Sed tertium mihi potius omnium
difficultatum origo videtur, ignoratio verae materiae primae. Ratio meae conjecturae haec est: forma praesupponit
materiam, ut ab aliis etiam accidentibus praesupponatur subjectum, ergo ut erit materia, ita et continuitas: forma
enim, et accidentia, quae educuntur, debent sequi naturam materiae, cum quidquid recipitur per modum recipientis
recipiatur. ...”



3.2. Corpuscular Prime Matter 45

There are four distinctive features (proprietates) of prime matter, inseparable from it: (1) that it is
the first subject of every body; (2) that the same elements are found to inhere in all natural
bodies; (3) that it is ingenerable and incorruptible; (4) that all bodies, through their final
dissolution, are broken down into it. (Proposition 1, p. 58)

From here, Magnen tries to establish that his basic corpuscular elements, his atoms,
satisfy all four criteria. He takes it to be unproblematic that his elements satisfy (2),
inasmuch as every natural body contains each kind of element. (Since this was part of
the standard Aristotelian theory of elements [§21.2], he seems within his rights to treat it
as non-controversial, but we will see below that it has an important and surprising
implication.) Feature (1) is essentially equivalent to the substratum thesis. If Magnen
could establish this, he realizes that he could infer that (3) and (4) hold of his atoms, but
he does not seem to think any direct proof of (1) is possible. Still, “although to prove
this [(1)] is most difficult, neither has it yet been proved sufficiently by the Peripatetics
that their pure potentiality, their empty prime matter, is to be posited” (p. 61). In the
face of this standoff, Magnen instead takes up a different strategy, and attempts to prove
that (3) holds of his atoms. From (3), he claims, (1) follows. This is not obviously true,
but he offers this rationale: “if another subject were postulated, the generation and
corruption of the elements would be postulated” (p. 61). That is, the negation of (1)
entails the negation of (3). Magnen leaves it at this, but on reflection his remark seems
correct. It would make no sense to posit some more basic substratum, beyond the
atoms, unless that further substratum were the substratum for the atoms themselves.
(Otherwise, in what sense would it be more basic?) But to say that it is the substratum for
the atoms is to say that it serves as the substratum over which the atoms go into and
out of existence. Hence the negation of (1) entails the negation of (3). Hence (3) entails
(1). So whereas the Aristotelian contends that the four elements are mutable, and that
hence some further prime matter is required, Magnen aims to show that his basic
atomic elements are permanent, and that hence they can serve as prime matter.

Of the four arguments Magnen offers for (3), the most promising is the second: “If
the elements were corruptible and generable, then the world could be destroyed
through natural causes, applied through their own proper force” (p. 62). The conse-
quence of the whole world’s destruction is absurd, Magnen claims, and so (3) must be
maintained. This is an argument with a history. Epicurus had used an argument of this
form to argue for the conservation of matter, and so had his Latin spokesman,
Lucretius. Something like it appears in Aristotle, too, who raised the query that, if
what exists passes away into nothing, “why has not the universe been used up long ago
and vanished away?” (Gen. et cor. 318a17-18). The Jesuit Pererius offered it among his
list of arguments for prime matter: “If matter is not necessary, then either generation
would have ceased long ago, given that all physical forms are corruptible, or matter
could be fashioned and refashioned ex nihilo, which has many seriously implausible
consequences” (De communibus principiis V.4, p. 282)."

" For the threat of the world’s disappearing, if there is no perpetually enduring stuff, see the Epicurean texts in Long

and Sedley, Hellenistic Philosophers 4A and 4C. Magnen states the impossibility of the whole world’s natural destruction as
an initial axiom: “Il. Mundus destrui non potest per causas naturales, vi propria et naturaliter applicatus” (Democ. reviv.
p. 55).
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Given that this argument gets used by both Aristotelians and atomists, we might
immediately wonder whether it can be used to yield the specific result Magnen is after,
rather than the more general conservation thesis of the previous chapter. Moreover, as
an argument for conservation, it does not look very effective, since it seems to ignore
the possibility (familiar from the previous chapter) that the corrupted thing will give
rise to something new, without any part of it enduring through the change. If it is a law
that corrupted things give rise to something new, at the same time that they themselves
go out of existence (§2.3), then the end of the world need not loom. But Magnen seems
to have in mind a special version of the argument that both has some plausibility and
yields (3) in particular. What he must assume, to make the argument run, is the thesis
discussed above: that each of the basic corpuscles essentially and permanently belongs
to a certain kind. Magnen contends there are three such kinds—earth, fire, water—and
that elements of each kind must be present in every body. Now suppose, contrary to
(3), that the atoms can be corrupted—that, for instance, a fire atom can become an
earth atom. Then it is possible for all the fire atoms to go out of existence. But in that
case the physical world as a whole would go out of existence. Since that is not in fact
possible, atoms must be incorruptible.

The argument is surprisingly powerful (at least for incorruptibility; it does not yield
ingenerability). If Magnen’s key empirical claim is correct—if there is one or more kind
of corpuscle that must exist, for the physical world to exist—then those corpuscles must
be indestructible, or else we must admit the possibility of the physical world’s ceasing to
exist. Now one might suppose that we should reply by simply allowing this as a
possibility—a very remote possibility, on a par with the often-cited possibility that all
the air in the room might congregate into one corner, but even more unlikely than that.
Yet I think most people, on reflection, will have the intuition that there is a genuine
impossibility here—that the world cannot, at least through natural processes, simply
cease to exist entirely, so that where there was something, there now is nothing at all. If
it did, where would all that matter go? (This is the converse of the highly plausible weak
ex nihilo principle of the previous chapter.) In effect, Magnen’s argument boils down to
the claim that, given the conservation of matter, any necessary ingredient of matter
must be incorruptible.

The heart of the disagreement over prime matter concerns just what features can be
said to be necessary to it. For the atomist, matter is essentially composed of indivisible
particles. If those particles are further thought to be immutable, and to come in kinds,
then such kinds will themselves be a fixed, necessary feature of prime matter. A view
like Magnen’s that endorses this whole package of claims provides a highly clear and
concrete notion of what prime matter is, and inevitably such clarity looked attractive in
comparison to the obscurities of scholastic prime matter. Still, just as corpuscularians
could endorse prime matter without endorsing atomism, they could likewise endorse a
conception of prime matter free of immutable kinds. One finds this sort of approach in
Descartes, and later in Robert Boyle, both of whom refuse to endorse atomism and
further allow that matter is capable of unlimited transmutations from one kind into
another. For Descartes, this is a consequence of his view that the essence of matter is
simply to be res extensa. Although this extended stuff takes on various modes in virtue of
the motion of its parts, the matter itself does not admit of differences in kind. Boyle was
critical of Descartes in many respects, but this feature of the theory is one he accepted,
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because it fit with his own view, developed through his chemical research, that
anything can be changed into anything else.

Considered as a thesis about ultimate kinds in chemistry, Boyle’s theory looks like a
dead end: a minority view even in its own time, it would eventually be rejected
altogether, as incompatible with Lavoisier’s theory of the elements.'* Considered as a
metaphysical thesis, however, it raises intriguing questions about the contrast between
metaphysical and corpuscular prime matter. Earlier I described how various scholastic
views, by actualizing matter, threatened to make it corpuscular. Here we can see the
opposite phenomenon. Because Descartes and Boyle sharply limit the features they
recognize as essential to matter, they run the risk that their view might collapse into a
version of Aristotelianism. For consider what Descartes has as his enduring substratum
of change: he has purely res extensa, matter without any features whatsoever beyond
extension, but with unlimited potentiality for taking on various modes. To be sure,
Descartes’s version of prime matter is extended, but as we will see in the next chapter
this hardly serves to distinguish it from many scholastic accounts. Bare extension is not
enough to save Descartes from the paradoxes of Aristotelian prime matter, because
for Descartes shape and motion are modes. Res extensa—the stuff that endures through
change to its modes—would seem to be, in its own right, the kind of shapeless,
indeterminate substratum that the scholastics postulate. Subsequent chapters (esp.
§8.2 and §13.7) will return to this issue.

3.3. The Arguments: A First Rehearsal

The arguments for and against the various notions of prime matter encapsulate the
broader range of arguments for and against the scholastic hylomorphic framework.
This is as it should be if, as Magnen argues, prime matter is “the origin of all the
difficulties” in natural philosophy (as above). Given that this is so, however, there is
little point in attempting to discuss these arguments in any great detail here. Entwined
as they are with debates over extension, substance, accident, mode, unity, and individ-
uation, the arguments can scarcely be adjudicated, or even fully understood, until those
other issues have been brought on board. Still, a sketch of the terrain may prove useful.

Very often, as we will see in the chapters to come, critics of scholasticism do not
attempt a direct refutation of the various elements of the hylomorphic scheme. Instead,

' On the inconvertibility of the elements, see Kahn, “Entre atomisme” p. 258; Wilson, Epicureanism pp. 80-1; and
Kuhn, “Robert Boyle” pp. 22-3, who contends that Boyle is almost alone in the seventeenth century in insisting on the
mutability of the elements from one kind to another. Boyle puts the claim as follows: “So that though I would not say
that any thing can immediately be made of every thing, as a gold ring of a wedge of gold, or oil or fire of water; yet since
bodies, having but one common Matter, can be differenced but by accidents, which seem all of them to be the effects and
consequents of local motion, I see not why it should be absurd to think that (at least among inanimate bodies) by the
intervention of some very small addition or subtraction of matter, (which yet in most cases will scarce be needed) and of
an orderly series of alterations, disposing by degrees the matter to be transmuted, almost of any thing, may at length be
made any thing” (Origin V:332; Stewart pp. 49—50). For the standard scholastic view, see e.g. Jandun, In Phys. 1.24 ad 4:
“omnia materialia sunt adinvicem transmutabilia, vel immediate...vel mediate et per plures transmutationes....”
Another early seventeenth-century denial of the transmutability of the elements can be found in Jungius, Disp. Hamb.
XXII thes. 4, who cites various figures in support, including Sennert, as well as de Clave’s 1624 broadsheet. Lasswitz
(Geschichte der Atomistik 1:332—59) surveys various early seventeenth-century claims of immutability, remarking that this
“ist ein wichtiger Schritt zur Korpuskulartheorie und damit zur Fundamentierung der modernen Naturwissenschaft”
(1:332).
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they content themselves with showing that such metaphysical parts are not needed,
leaving considerations of parsimony to do the rest. In the context of prime matter,
Magnen again exemplifies this strategy. What he seeks to show, as we saw in the
previous section, is that there are ingenerable and incorruptible atoms. This, however,
does not prove that metaphysical prime matter does not exist; it simply makes any such
further substratum unnecessary. For all we know, there might be something still more
basic, a kind of metaphysical sub-basement beneath the atoms. Magnen sees this clearly.
For immediately after concluding that his elements satisfy the four conditions of
prime matter, he adds further not that Aristotelian prime matter does not exist, but
that it is “altogether useless” (prop. 4, p. 79). He then reasons that since there is nothing
pointless in nature, we should not posit any such further prime matter. From Peter
John Olivi forward (see, e.g., §14.1), this is how the proponents of ontological austerity
very often argue, on a wide range of fronts."”

Simply appealing to considerations of parsimony would itself be quite a parsimoni-
ous argumentative strategy, and post-scholastic authors usually cannot resist going at
least a bit further. The most common further complaint is that the various elements of
the hylomorphic scheme are unintelligible. This is what we have seen both Gassendi
and Magnen suggest regarding prime matter: as Gassendi puts it, the Aristotelian theory
does not yield “any way to describe” the matter it postulates; Magnen similarly protests
against “the Peripatetics [and] their empty prime matter,” where emptiness is intended
to reflect not just that the stuff is purely potential, but that it lacks any intelligible
content. Descartes, too, cannot accept “the prime matter of the philosophers, which
they have stripped so thoroughly of all its forms and qualities that nothing remains in it
that can be clearly understood” (The World, XI:33). Such charges of unintelligibility are
extremely significant for debates throughout this period. As we will see in the chapters
to come, advocates of the mechanistic—corpuscularian framework pride themselves on
the top-to-bottom intelligibility of their approach: on the way their accounts genuinely
explain the natural world. Scholastic authors are in no position to gainsay the desirability
of intelligibility. The object of Aristotelian inquiry is scientia, an ideal systematic
understanding of a given domain, and such understanding requires a grasp of the
reasons why a certain phenomenon is the case.'® Unintelligibility, then, is the enemy
of scientia. Still, it is not obvious that the true theories are always the most clear and
intelligible. Even if we aim at intelligibility, there is no guarantee that the world will
cooperate. The scholastic doctrine of prime matter is certainly paradoxical, and perhaps

! Magnen argues for the uselessness of Aristotelian prime matter as follows: “Materia prima, quam Aristoteles

proponit ex Aegyptiorum mente [?!], omnino inutilis est, tum physico, tum medico. Probatur primo, quia ea omissa
facilius explicantur omnia, ut patebit inferius; deinde, quia elementa ad omnimodam mixtionem sufficiunt; tertio, quia
medicus elementa tantum in corporibus contemplatur, physicus autem nullam materiae primae Aristotelicae necessita-
tem ostendere potest, quare cum nihil in natura frustra sit, eam materiam non dari concludendum” (Democritus
reviviscens disp. 1, prop. 4, p. 79).

It is commonplace, albeit not very illuminating, to reject scholastic prime matter simply on the grounds that there is
no room for it in an author’s preferred ontology. See, e.g., Gassendi, Syntagma, 11.6.1 (I:372ab): “cum ipsae ergo atomi
tota sint materia substantiave corporea quae in ipsis corporibus est, constat si quid aliud in ipsis corporibus concipimus
esseve animadvertimus id non esse substantiam, sed solum substantiae modum aliquem—hoc est certam quandam
materiae materialiumve principiorum contexturam, concretionem, compositionem....” And Charleton, Physiologia
IV.1.1.2: “every mutation requires a subject to be altered, and that subject must be something compound, complete,
and already constituted in some determinate genus of beings.”

'° On Aristotelian scientia as requiring a grasp of the reasons why a thing is so, see Pasnau, “Science and Certainty.”
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in certain ways unintelligible (§7.2), but that does not make it false. Sometimes, from
our vantage point, the world itself just is paradoxical.

Just beyond the charge of unintelligibility lies the more serious charge of incoher-
ence. Here is Joseph Glanvill, in his Scepsis scientifica (1665):

That the Aristotelian philosophy is an huddle of words and terms insignificant has been the
censure of the wisest; and that both its basis and superstructure are chimerical cannot be
unobserved by them that know it and are free to judge it. To detect the verbal emptiness of
this philosophy, I'll begin at the foundation of the hypothesis. . .. Therefore the materia prima of
this philosophy shall be that of my reflections. In the consideration of which I shall need no
more than the notion wherein Aristotle himself has dressed it, for evidence of what I aim at;
for Nec quid, nec quale, nec quantum is as apposite’” a definition of Nothing as can be. So that if
we would conceive this imaginary matter, we must deny all things of it that we can conceive;
and what remains is the thing we look for. (ch. 18, pp. 127-8)

The Latin tag is a paraphrase of Aristotle (Meta. VIL.3, 1029a20; see Gen. et cor. 1.3,
318al5), and though it is not clear whether Aristotle himself meant to endorse this
conception of matter, scholastic authors do routinely cite the passage in favor of the
view that prime matter has “neither kind, nor character, nor size.” This tracks the three
primary Aristotelian categories of Substance, Quality, and Quantity (§12.1). Technically
speaking, prime matter cannot be in any of these categories, because it is the subject of
all these categories and so in some sense prior to them.'® But Glanvill is of course not
concerned with the technicalities; he simply wants to push the claim that what has no
such features cannot exist at all. Again, as in Descartes, there is a suggestion (lines 7-9)
that the case against prime matter rests simply on its unintelligibility. But the overall
course of the argument makes it clear that Glanvill is pushing the stronger line that
prime matter is not just unintelligible to us, but positively incoherent, inasmuch as
what is of no kind, character, or size must be nothing at all.

The charge of incoherence is one to which a would-be defender of the scholastics
must reply. In this case, it will surely not do to insist that a thing can exist without
having any character. A completely bare substratum seems not just incoherent but also
unable to carry out the function for which it is intended—to be a substratum. We saw
in §3.1, however, a reply from Peter Auriol that is more satisfactory: the idea that the
character of prime matter precisely is its determinability. This idea is more familiar than
it might initially seem. It would not be odd, for instance, to think that reflective material
objects all share the property of being colored. Color, however, is a determinable
property, open to any of various determinate shades. Auriol himself compares prime
matter to the genus animal, and suggests that if there are determinable genera, then
there can be prime matter. This precise analogy is perhaps a doubtful one for a
scholastic audience, since they did not tend to think that higher genera correspond to
any separate property or form in objects (§4.3, §12.2 and §25.1). One might insist in
general that there are no such determinable properties, only the most specific,

7 “Apposite’ corrects ‘opposite’ —following the parallel text at Vanity of Dogmatizing p. 153.

'® Prime matter has no place at all in the ontological scheme of the Categories. This did not trouble scholastic authors,
not because they thought of it as an early work, prior to Aristotle’s hylomorphic insights, but because they thought of it
as a more elementary treatise that passed over many of the subtleties raised in the Physics, Gen. et Cor., and the Metaphysics

§12.1).
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determinate species-kinds and quality-kinds, such as this particular species of animal,
and this particular shade of color. Certainly, there are reasons for taking that route, but
doing so would be quite a blow to the ordinary way we think and talk about properties,
and so it can hardly be assumed that there are no such purely determinable features
of the world. Hence there seems some room for Auriol’s approach, and the charge of
incoherence is not immediately decisive."”

Of course, if there is such a property as color, it is not radically indeterminate in the
way that prime matter is, open to being determined in any sort of way. Only certain
determinate qualities (specific shades of red, orange, etc.) count as determinations of
color. But although prime matter is radically determinable, it too is not wholly deter-
minable. If it were, then the charge of Glanvill might really stick: prime matter would
seem to be just nothing. Even if authors like Auriol sometimes come close to suggesting
that the whole of prime matter’s nature is its indeterminateness, that cannot really be
right. After all, we saw earlier pseudo-Marsilius’s list of the features of prime matter,
which included perpetual, basic, uniform, and hidden. Set aside hidden, which follows
from its indeterminacy (§7.2), and that still leaves us three quite determinate ways
to characterize prime matter. Indeed, these are precisely the features that explain its
status as a substratum. So in the face of the paradox of a bare substratum, it seems
we can reply that its bareness is a function of its indeterminacy, and that yet it is a
substratum, because it is not completely indeterminate, having various characteristics
that qualify it to endure through all change.

Superfluity, unintelligibility, incoherence—these are the three stock charges we will
confront over and over against scholastic metaphysics. Such charges will have to be
considered as we go, but in many cases a given set of views must stand or fall as a
whole. The tenability of a given theory of prime matter cannot be judged apart from
the account of form that accompanies it, and in light of the consequences the whole
story has for questions of unity, individuation, and the like.

It is at the level of consequences that scholastic authors make their stand against
attempts at a more reductive, parsimonious ontology. Here the principal concern of
scholastic authors is to preserve the ontology of common sense. This will perhaps seem
an unlikely claim, since scholastic metaphysics in its details often run well beyond the
wildest dreams of common sense at its most fanciful. Yet as wild as its hypotheses often
are, they are usually put at the service of preserving our ordinary ontology of dogs
and cats and stones. The topic of prime matter illustrates this point particularly well.

' Auriol’s defense of the reality of prime matter by appealing to other sorts of determinables, such as genera, is
difficult to follow: “nulla est contradictio ponere materiam esse ens positivum, et tamen hoc, quod non habeat propriam
et distinctam actualitatem, imo ponere oppositum esset facere fallaciam consequentis. Hanc conclusionem probo, quia
non est contradictio intelligere divisum aliquod sub una differentia et quod non intelligatur sub alia, sicut non est
contradictio quod reperiatur animal cum rationali, et quod, ut sic, non intelligatur sub irrationali; sed ens dividitur in esse
distinctum, et ens esse in potentia; ergo non est contradictio intelligere ens aliquod positivum, quod tamen non sit in
actu distinctum, sed tantum in potentia” (Sent. 11.12.1.1; II:154bBC). The argument itself is not very clear, and moreover
the generally unreliable Rome edition seems particularly muddled at this point, inasmuch as it seems to give us a long
and involved objection to that argument without Auriol’s reply, and then moves onto the tertio ratio principalis (I:155aD)
without having given us the second principal argument.

Another interesting analogy Auriol offers in support of prime matter as purely potential and yet existent appeals to the
parts of a continuum, which Aristotle had claimed to exist merely potentially (thus allowing for the continuum'’s infinite
divisibility without an actual infinity of parts—see Gen. et cor. 1.2): “Non sequitur: Existit, ergo in actu. Patet de partibus
continui...” (Sent. 11.12.2.2, I1:179bD; cf. Sent. 11.12.1.1, II:154aD). See §26.3 for the notion of potential parts.
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The most commonly adumbrated consequence of abandoning metaphysical prime
matter is that this would undermine our picture of the world as composed of
things—substances—with a special sort of unity, enduring through time for a while
and then going out of existence, to be replaced by other things. More specifically, the
charge against those who let actual corpuscles be their enduring substratum is that they
could not account for substantial unity, and could not account for the ordinary
generation and corruption of substances. John of Jandun, for instance, contends that
as soon as one actualizes prime matter, one eliminates the substantial differences
between individuals: “beings would be substantially the same—indeed, there would
be nothing other than that [one] actualized subject, and so all things would differ only
accidentally” (In De subst. orbis q. 3, f. 52vb). Others make the opposite complaint:
that without Aristotelian prime matter, the world dissolves into indefinitely many
substances. The two lines of objection amount to the same thing: that without
purely potential prime matter, we can no longer account for the privileged status
that common sense accords to the familiar substances around us. Looking back to the
ancient atomists, Auriol complains that “the ancients did not recognize that there is
something halfway between pure being and pure non-being. .. This was the reason
why the ancient natural philosophers denied generation” (Sent. 11.12.1.1, II:152b—
153a).”° And when Nicholas of Autrecourt actually did deny generation and corruption
in his radical Tractatus (1330), he dismissed metaphysical prime matter in just the way
his contemporaries would have predicted, as something wholly unnecessary once the
pretense of commonsense ontology is abandoned.”!

When prime matter is understood most austerely, as the pure potentiality of the
Thomists, then there is a clear distinction between the alteration of an enduring
substance and the generation of a new substance. In the first case, there is an enduring
actual substratum of change, the composite substance; in the second case, all that
endures is indeterminate, unactualized matter. Our four centuries witness a steady
retreat from that sort of view, with fully corpuscular prime matter marking merely the
most extreme version of a picture on which determinate, actualized stuff endures
through all change. As we will see, Scotus takes one step down this road when he
insists against Aquinas that matter has its own existence and substantial parts (§4.2).
Ockham goes farther still when he insists that prime matter has extension (§4.4). The

** On metaphysical prime matter as essential to the theory of generation and corruption, Auriol is paraphrasing
Averroes (In Phys. 1.78), who is paraphrasing Aristotle (Phys. 1.8, 191b31-34): “It was this reason that also caused some of
the earlier thinkers to turn so far aside from the road which leads to generation and corruption and change generally. If
they had come in sight of this nature, all their ignorance would have been dispelled.” This form of argument is very
common in scholastic texts. See, e.g., Jandun, In De subst. orbis Q3 (f. 52bG): “Alia fuit opinio quorundam antiquorum
quod materia prima est actu ens, sicut corpus ignis vel aeris, ut patet primo Physicorum. Sed haec opinio non tenet, quia si
esset vera cum in utroque termino transmutationis subiectum maneat, scilicet materia, quicquid adveniret illi subiecto
esset accidens, quia adveniret enti in actu.... Et haec opinio non stat, immo sequeretur quod entia essent eadem
substantialiter: immo non essent nisi illud subiectum in actu, ideo omnia non different nisi accidentaliter. Sed hoc est
falsum, ideo materia prima non est ens in actu.”

*' Autrecourt rejects prime matter as follows: “si res transirent de non esse ad esse, sequeretur quod esset
necessarium aliquid esse quod subiceretur, quod esset materia, et aliquid quod esset forma in esse; sic enim ponit
Aristoteles generationem. Nunc vero non est necessarium esse materiam . ..” (p. 192). See also p. 204: “Non enim habent
locum nec sunt vera quae dicta sunt ab eo de materia prima, quia fundamentum in illa inquisitione est quod res transeunt
de esse ad non esse et e converso.” On Autrecourt’s denial of generation and corruption, see §28.2. On his skeptical
doubts regarding substance in general, see §7.3.
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doctrines that accidents inhere directly in prime matter (§4.3, §6.3) and that substances
can have multiple substantial forms (§25.1) are yet further manifestations of this same
tendency. Each of these moves has powerful motivations behind it, but each threatens
to undermine what is ultimately the chief motivation of Aristotelian metaphysics: to
explain why ordinary composite substances—dogs and cats and stones—are the prima-
ry constituents of the material world. To safeguard this commonsense ontology, one
needs an account of what gives these ordinary substances a special sort of unity and
endurance through time. Rival theories of prime matter should be judged, in large part,
in terms of their consequences for those subsequent issues.””

For proponents of one or another corpuscular theory of prime matter, it becomes
tempting to conclude that ordinary substances are in fact not substances at all, and that
what really exists, in the material realm, is simply prime matter. Such a conclusion is by
no means inevitable: no matter what one’s preferred ontology, one can always insist
that dogs, cats, and stones are fundamental because these are the fundamental essences
or kinds in the natural realm. But when this bare claim derives no support from one’s
basic ontology, a great deal of weight falls on one’s theory of natural kinds, and post-
scholastic authors would increasingly come to have doubts about the sustainability of
those distinctions (see Ch. 27). Hence the denial of generation and corruption—once
regarded as an immediate reductio of corpuscularianism—came to be seen as a live
possibility. Author after author in the seventeenth century—including Hobbes, Des-
cartes, and Locke—would find it difficult to escape this conclusion, and in some cases
they did not even try. By the time we confront this issue squarely (Chs. 27-9), we will
have collected quite a list of ways in which the seventeenth century rejected scholastic
philosophy. Yet it will be worth keeping in mind, at that point, that the root difficulty
faced by the corpuscularians goes back to the disagreement over prime matter.

*> Paul of Venice contends that any sort of extended prime matter would preclude generation and corruption:
“Impossibile est quantitatem esse substantiam quantam. Probatur. .. Secundo, sequitur quod generatio simpliciter dicta
est augmentatio . ..” (Summa phil. nat. V1.12, f. 101ra). Scotus argues that his somewhat actualized prime matter allows
for substantial change at Lectura 11.12 nn. 39, 43 (XIX:83, 85). See too Gabriel Biel's defense against the charge, at Sent.
11.12.1.3: “quomodo salvatur generatio ut distinguitur ab alteratione, si materia est entitas positiva et per consequens ens
in actu.”

For the argument from substantial unity against actualized prime matter, see, e.g., De Soto, In Phys. 1.7 n. 6 (pp. 52-3);
Scotus, Lectura 11.12 n. 41 (Vatican XIX:84), who raises it as a potential criticism of his own view. Suarez refers to “illa
communis ratio, quod forma adveniens enti iam in actu constituto non facit unum per se, sed per accidens” (Disp. meta.
13.3.11).



Matter and Extension

One might suppose that the essential difference between corpuscular and metaphysical
prime matter is that only the first is extended. Consider Robert Boyle, who begins
his introduction to the corpuscularian philosophy by remarking that “I agree with the
generality of philosophers, so far as to allow that there is one catholic or universal
matter common to all bodies, by which [matter] I mean a substance extended,
divisible, and impenetrable” (Origin of Forms V:305; Stewart p. 18). With this one
might think Boyle first reaches out a hand to the scholastics, in postulating prime
matter, only to take it away by describing that matter as extended. In fact, however,
scholastics quarreled among themselves over matter’s relationship to all three of
the characteristics Boyle lists: extension, divisibility, and impenetrability. Indeed, al-
though the topic has hardly been considered among recent scholars, these questions
were perhaps the most hotly disputed aspects of the scholastic debate over prime
matter.

In view of the complexity of the terrain, a roadmap may prove useful. The most basic
scholastic disagreement concerns whether or not the enduring substratum of change is
extended. Those who say no divide into those who treat prime matter as intrinsically
simple (that is, lacking in parts) and those who ascribe parts to it, intrinsically, but deny
that those parts are spread out. Those who argue instead for an extended substratum
divide on whether it is intrinsically or accidentally extended. These distinctions yield
four different views, which can be labeled as follows, with their chief proponent
in parentheses:

Extensionless Theories

Simple View (Aquinas)

Extensionless Parts View (Scotus)
Extended Theories

Accidentally Quantified View (Averroes)
Intrinsically Extended View (Ockham)

This chapter will sketch these different views.
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4.1. The Simple View

The case for extensionless prime matter is predictable enough, given the general tenor
of the scholastic theories described in the previous chapter: prime matter cannot be
extended because it is unformed and purely potential, whereas extension requires form
and actuality. The argument should certainly be appealing to anyone who accepts
that prime matter is pure potentiality, and it was often accepted. There was also a
widespread suspicion, however, that the notion of extensionless prime matter is
ultimately incoherent. To begin to see why this was so, consider what exactly it
means for a thing to have or to lack extension. There seems to have been general
agreement, throughout our four centuries, over what extension is: it is to have partem
extra partem—or, in English, spatially distinct parts.' In view of this definition, we can
see that there are a number of ways in which prime matter might fail to be extended.
One way would be to lack parts. Another would be to be wholly located at an
extensionless point, and so fail the requirement of spatial distinctness. A third way
would be to lack location entirely. This last possibility, so far as I can find, was not
regarded as a serious contender. Even if philosophers today are often tempted to treat
one or another entity as locationless, our period treated it as axiomatic that everything
that exists exists somewhere (§16.3). This principle was applied even to God, angels, and
human souls, and so was hardly likely to admit of exception in the case of matter. This
leaves two possibilities: that prime matter might exist without parts, or that it might
have parts and yet fail to be spread out.”

! On the nature of extension, see, e.g., De Soto, In Praed. 6.1, p. 173C: “Prima et per se ratio quantitatis est esse

rationem extensionis: nempe ratione cuius substantia habet partem extra partem, et huic proximum est, quod ratione
quantitatis substantia et accidenta corporalia sunt divisibilia in partes secundum extensionem.” Aristotle had connected
quantity with divisible parts, and so with extension, at Meta. V.13, 1020a7-8: “We call a quantity that which is divisible
into two or more constituent parts of which each is by nature a one and a this (év 7 xal 760¢ 71).” The connection
endures into the seventeenth century, in Digby, Two Treatises 1.2.8, p. 15: “So that looking over all the several species of
quantity, it is evident our definition of it is a true one, and expresses fully the essence of it, when we say it is divisibility, or
a capacity to be divided into parts, and that no other notion whatsoever, besides this, reaches the natures of it.” See also
Gassendi: “Seu enim talis species procedit ex corpore, illa haud dubie corporea est, habetque partes extra partes, atque
adeo extensa est” (Fifth Objections, VII:337); Descartes: “ita illud solum quod est imaginabile, ut habens partes extra
partes, quae sint determinatae magnitudinis et figurae, dico esse extensum, quamvis alia per analogiam, etiam extensa
dicantur” (to More, V:270); Locke: “For to say, as is usually done, that extension is to have partes extra partes is to say only
that extension is extension” (Essay ILxiii.15); Chauvin: “...extensionem physicam, quae nihil aliud est quam plures
materiae partes extra se invicem positae” (Lexicon, ‘quantitas’ p. 549a).

% The question of whether anything can exist without a location is complicated by scholastic terminology, according
to which many things exist without being in a place (locus). Since a thing’s locus is the two-dimensional surface of the
surrounding body (§17.1), there are various ways of having a location (in the English sense of the term) without having a
locus. In particular, something that exists at an extensionless point has no locus. For further discussion, see §14.4. The
closest I have seen anyone come to countenancing prime matter without location is this passage from Scotus: “Dices, ubi
erit illa materia in potentia ad omnem formam? Qualiter etiam habebit materia partem extra partem sine quantitate? Ad
primam dico, quaerendo ab opposito, ubi erit angelus, vel potest eum Deus creare sine ubi? Et non erit maior ratio quare
non posset creare materiam. Vel si dicas quod non posset, assignes mihi ubi quod est necessarium angelo, et assignabo
ego ubi necessarium materiae” (Rep. 11.12.2 n. 7; XI:322a). But exactly what possibility does Scotus have in mind here?
Does “sine ubi” mean locationless? Compare the parallel passage printed in old editions of the Opus Oxoniense: “Et si
quaeras ubi esset illa materia sine forma, dico quod sicut angelus qui non est quantus est in loco aliquo definitive, non
circumscriptive, supposito quod sit in universo, si tamen fieret extra universum, ubi locus non est, non esset in loco
definitive, sic materia, si fieret in universo sine forma, esset definitive alicubi; si autem fieret extra universum, nusquam
esset localiter, vel definitive, tamen esset natura quaedam absoluta” (I1.12.2, V1.2:683). According to the editors of the
Scotus critical edition, this is not part of the Ordinatio; it is presumably an alternate redaction of the Parisian Reportatio.
Here locationlessness is not at issue at all: prime matter will either exist within the physical universe “definitive’—that is,
holenmerically (§16.5)—or will exist extra universum, beyond the outermost sphere of the heavens, in which case it will
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Let us begin with the Simple View—the view that prime matter lacks parts. John
Capreolus, the important Thomistic philosopher from the early fifteenth century, takes
this line. On his view, prime matter is “actually indivisible and one, but potentially
divisible, multiple, and plural.” Or, to avoid the impression that prime matter is actually
anything, he goes on to say that it is “actually indivisible—that is, not actually divisible”
(Defensiones 11.13.1.3, IV:37a). A Thomistic treatise from the late thirteenth century,
probably by Robert Orford, reaches the same conclusion: “for matter to have distinct
parts in its own right (secundum se) is impossible, because distinctness of parts properly
belongs to the composite that is constituted out of distinct parts” (De natura materiae
ch. 5, n. 390). The doctrine seems to be in Aquinas himself, inasmuch as he holds that
“prime matter is said to be numerically one in all things” (De principiis naturae ch. 2).
This is the ‘is said’ of the Commentator—that is, Aquinas means that Averroes said it,
and indeed Averroes defended this view at some length.> Averroes’s position was in
turn spelled out by his leading Latin spokesman, John of Jandun. Jandun, lecturing at
Paris and then Navarre during the second decade of the fourteenth century, devotes an
entire disputed question to answering in the affirmative this question: Is prime matter
numerically one in all generable and corruptible things? (In Phys. 1.24) An anonymous
question published with some of Jandun’s work makes the same claim: “In everything
that has matter, the matter is numerically one, inasmuch as it has nothing by which it
differs” (Anon. B, f. 63raB). In §4.3 below we will see how the Averroists part ways with
the Thomists on the question of what endures through substantial change. With
respect to the intrinsic nature of prime matter, however, the two camps are in basic
accord.

These last claims are striking because they ascribe unity and indivisibility to prime
matter even within ordinary form-matter composites (within, for short, bodies). Does
this mean that prime matter, as it is ordinarily found in bodies, is not spread out
within those bodies? Surely it does not mean that, because at the same time these
authors are saying that prime matter is “in” such bodies, and there is no suggestion
that this means anything other than what it would naturally seem to mean, that it is
spread out throughout the whole body. But how can prime matter be spread out
in bodies, and yet be indivisible? Most authors are not very clear about this. So far
as I can find, however, the only possibility considered is its having a mode of existence
more commonly ascribed to spiritual beings: existing wholly in each place that it
exists. Following Henry More’s coinage (§16.4), I will refer to this as holenmerism.

have no surrounding body and so will lack a locus. The possibility of existing nowhere at all does not arise. Although this
second passage is a clear statement of the idea that prime matter exists holenmerically, I consign it to the footnotes
because it would seem to clash with Scotus’s commitment elsewhere to the idea that prime matter has parts (§4.2). If it
has parts, then one would not expect it to exist holenmerically. I am not sure what Scotus’s settled view is, if he has one.

* For Averroes on matter as una numero, see In Meta. XIL.14. Jandun remarks that this text “considerandum est
diligenter” (In Phys. 1.24, f. 22vaE).

Jandun gives a clear statement of the predictable case against extended prime matter: “omnis diversitas et pluralitas est
per aliquem actum. Actus est enim qui distinguit et separat, ut communiter accipitur ex octavo Metaphysicorum. But
ipsa prima materia nullam formam habet de se: ergo de se non est distincta in diversis entibus naturalibus” (In Phys. 1.24,
f. 22raD; cf. f. 22rbD). See also the argument of an anonymous quaestio printed at the end of Jandun’s In De subst. orbis
(f. 63aB): “Pro solutione est notandum quod materia de se est solum pura potentia, nec habet aliquem actum de se; et
ideo, quod materia sit multa vel pauca, hoc non habet a se, sed a quantitate.” (This is the second of two questions, the
first of which [I will call it Anonymous A] takes a broadly Thomistic line, and the second of which [I will call it
Anonymous B] takes a line much like Jandun’s.
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Although, as we will see in some detail in later chapters, it was commonplace to discuss
holenmeric existence in the context of God, the angels, and the human soul, few were
keen to advertise their commitment to this doctrine in the case of prime matter. Indeed,
the doctrine is most readily seen in its opponents, who understandably reject it as quite
absurd.” An unusually express defense of the theory can be found in the Jesuit Gabriel
Vasquez, writing toward the end of the sixteenth century. Vasquez contends that
indivisibility is the natural intrinsic state of all substances, material and immaterial.
Material substances are extended in virtue of taking on the accidental form of quantity,
but “neither prime matter nor any corporeal substance of itself has parts without
quantity” (In summam theol. I11.187.2 n. 10). To lack parts, though, entails “the distinc-
tive mode of existing in a place indivisibly: either at a point, or so as to be whole in the
whole place and whole in each part” (ibid. 190.3 n. 27). Conceived in the latter way,
prime matter can both lack parts and exist within bodies. For if a thing exists wholly in
every place it exists, then it need have no spatial parts, and it is in some sense indivisible.
Accordingly, given the standard scholastic definition of extension as having partem extra
partem, prime matter is not extended.’

As usual with prime matter, it is easy to see how one might arrive at such a
counterintuitive result. For if one is committed to a seriously austere conception of
prime matter, then it will lack even those features that would serve to distinguish it into
distinct parts. One might try to squirm out of this result by holding that prime matter is
so austerely bare that it neither has parts nor lacks them. Jandun describes someone
who tried to take this line, maintaining that prime matter would be neither many nor
one, but indeterminate even with regard to number. Although the previous chapter
considered the appeal of treating prime matter as indeterminate, Jandun seems right
that this would push the paradox of prime matter too far. In his words, one and many
“sufficiently divide being”—that is, there is nothing that is neither one nor many. So if
prime matter exists, we cannot escape having to decide whether it is a single, indivisible
thing, or else divisible. Jandun therefore concludes that “prime matter is numerically
one in all generable and corruptible things.”*

* Many are explicit in rejecting the idea that prime matter could be numerically one in all things. Burley, for instance,
rejects the literal reading of “illud commune dictum” as “impossibile” (De formis pp. 8-9). See also Dabillon, Physique 1.3.2
thesis 6, p. 111. Ockham in effect argues that the Simple View leads to holenmerism when he argues that every extended
material substance must have real parts spatially distinct from each other, or otherwise it would exist as the soul does,
“tota in toto corpore et tota in qualibet parte.” For this to be true of a material substance “est absurdum” (Tract. de corp.
Christi ch. 12; Opera theol. X:114). David Gorlaeus (Exercitationes 6, p. 98) sees two ways in which matter might exist
without quantity: as an extensionless point, or as spread out but without partem extra partem. He regards both as patently
absurd, and so insists that bodies have parts intrinsically. He treats their shape and size, however, as modes (§13.4).

° I have not found Aquinas commit himself to prime matter’s existing holenmerically, but he expressly leaves room
for this when he considers the objection that God cannot be everywhere because “quod est totum alicubi, nihil eius est
extra locum illum.” He responds by distinguishing between metaphysical and integral parts (the former expressly
includes matter and form; his terminology is pars essentiae and pars quantitatis), and then explains that whereas “quod est
totum in aliquo loco totalitate quantitatis non potest esse extra locum illum. . ., non oportet quod illud quod est totum
totalitate essentiae in aliquo nullo modo sit extra illud” (Summa theol. 1a 8.2 obj. 3 & ad 3).

John Major expressly recognizes the possibility that a body without quantity would exist holenmerically, and as far as I
can tell this is the view he favors (Sent. IV.12.1, f. 551b).

¢ On the excluded middle between one and many, Jandun writes: “Et de ista quidem prima et remota materia
dixerunt aliqui quod ipsa de se nec est una nec plures: quod probaverunt ex hoc, quod ipsa de se nec habet quantitatem
indivisam, quae est principium unitatis numeralis secundum eos, nec multas quantitates distinctas, a quibus est pluralitas
numeralis, cum ipsa sit ens pure in potentia. Sed istud non sufficit: quia unum et multa sufficienter dividens ens
secundum Arist. in decimo Metaphys” (In Phys. 1.24, f. 22rbB).



4.2. The Extensionless Parts View 57

4.2. The Extensionless Parts View

One might reasonably complain that the Simple View does not yield a truly extension-
less conception of prime matter. For although prime matter so conceived does not have
parts, and so a fortiori cannot be described as having partem extra partem, still the view
allows that such matter can be spread out in a certain way, holenmerically, existing
(wholly) in more than one place at once. Whether or not such existence should
properly be regarded as a way of being extended is an issue that will be considered in
more detail later, in discussing the soul’s similar mode of location in the body (§16.4).
Here, rather than worry about how best to apply the term ‘extension,” let us
simply move on to discuss a second way in which prime matter might fail to satisfy
the scholastic definition: by having parts that fail to be spread out. On this sort of
view, matter is not intrinsically extended, which is to say that it might exist without
extension. Ordinarily, of course, matter is spread out, and so extended, but it is so only
in virtue of the accidental form of quantity. The Coimbrans take this view:

Matter of itself, apart from quantity, has substantial parts from which it is intrinsically com-
posed. It does not have them extended and arranged in order, however, one outside another,
without the aid of quantity. It is the role of quantity to take those parts, which would otherwise
be mixed up and entangled, and spread them out and unfold them. (In Phys. 1.2.2.3, p. 96)

This is picturesque, but not very illuminating, and the Coimbrans have nothing more to
say here about what substantial parts are, or what it is for them to be “entangled” or
“spread out.” They identify Scotus as the source of this doctrine, and Scotus does
indeed speak of prime matter, apart from quantity, as having substantial parts.” But the
clearest discussion I have found is in Paul of Venice, from around the start of the
fifteenth century. Paul gives a deflationary reading of Averroes’s claim that matter is
“numerically one” in all bodies. It does not mean that matter exists simply (partlessly)
and holenmerically; rather, Averroes’s formula should be read merely as a statement of
the substratum thesis: that there is numerically one stuff enduring through any given
material change (§2.2). To the objection that prime matter cannot be a basic principle
because it has parts, Paul grants that it does have parts, and then contends that having
homogeneous parts is no obstacle to being a basic principle. So what are these parts?
He explains this, somewhat, in a discussion of what prime matter would be like apart
from quantity:

Matter stripped of quantity is quantitatively divisible not actually but aptitudinally or po-
tentially. This is clear, because such matter does not actually have partem extra partem, but is
apt by nature to have partem extra partem through the addition of a quantity that extends it.
This is the reason why non-quantified matter can be made quantified, whereas a point or an

7 Scotus appeals very briefly to substantial parts at Opus Ox. I1.12.2 n. 5 (V1.2:683 [not in Ordinatio]): “Si quaeras etiam
an habeat partes, dico quod partes substantiales habet: illas enim non habet per quantitatem”; see also Rep. I1.12.2 n. 7
(XI:322b). Gabriel Biel describes the view without endorsing it (Sent. I1.12.1.3, 11:306-7). Suarez discusses it in detail at
Disp. meta. 40.4, and refers to many other discussions. For critical discussion, see also Vasquez, In Summam theol. 111.186.4
nn. 24-5 (VIL:266); 111.190.3 nn. 32-3 (VI:304). For references to further defenders of the view, see §14.1, although the
focus there is on whether the matter—form composite is extended, which entangles the role of prime matter with the role
of substantial form.



58 Matter and Extension

intellective soul cannot. For non-quantified matter has integral parts, each one of which can
be outside (extra) another. A point or an intellective soul, in contrast, is entirely indivisible in
virtue of lacking parts. (Summa philosophiae naturalis V1.13, f. 102ra)

This nicely situates Paul’s view, relative to the opposition. Unlike the Simple View, he
takes prime matter to have parts, even describing them as “integral parts” (line 5). This
is a large step toward a corpuscular theory of prime matter: Paul evidently conceives of
matter as a stuff composed of parts in the straightforward way in which ordinary bodies
are ordinarily composed of integral parts. This is to give prime matter what I will call
corpuscular structure.®

On this Extensionless Parts View, prime matter has its corpuscular structure intrinsi-
cally, and so necessarily, but it does not necessarily have any particular size. Not only
can the same matter become larger and smaller, as it is informed by different quantities,
but it can cease to have any size at all, if stripped of quantity entirely. This last
possibility is what unites the Simple View and the Extensionless Parts View. The two
theories agree that since prime matter is not intrinsically extended, it can exist without
being spread out. This is to say that the extension of material substances (bodies, for
short) is not a product of prime matter, but of something else, of accidents in the
category of Quantity. But if prime matter is not what accounts for the extension of
bodies, then what does it account for? Here the two theories disagree. On the
Extensionless Parts View, prime matter explains the corpuscular structure of
bodies: that is, the way larger bodies are composed of smaller bodies, perhaps infinitely
far down. (On the complex question of how many such integral parts a body has, see
Ch. 26.) The Simple View does not allow prime matter to do even that much: as
pure potentiality, it cannot account for anything on the side of actuality, which is
where corpuscular structure would seem to fall. So what does it do? Its role, on the
Simple View, is simply to serve as the barest of substrata for all material change—
an entity whose existence is mandated by the substratum and conservation theses
(Ch. 2), but whose nature is both unknowable (§7.2) and fraught with paradoxical
indeterminacy (§3.1).

As abstruse as the topics of prime matter and accidental quantity may seem to be, the
questions they raise about corpuscular structure go to the very heart of post-scholastic
seventeenth-century thought. One of the defining features of corpuscularianism is that
it takes corpuscular structure to be a basic feature of the material realm, not subject
to any deeper explanatory account. I will return to these issues in Chapter 14, from
the perspective of accidental forms in the category of Quantity. (There corpuscular
structure will come to include not just having integral parts, but having those parts
spread out spatially.) For now, however, I want to consider briefly a third sort of
extensionless view regarding prime matter, which might seem to be more attractive

® Paul of Venice readily grants that both prime matter and substantial form are composed of parts: “Item, cum dicitur
quod materia et forma fiunt ex aliis tanquam ex suis partibus, concedo: non tamen ex aliis diversarum rationum” (Summa
phil. nat. 1.4, f. 3ra). On the important debate over whether substantial forms have parts, see §26.6.

With respect to the Averroistic dictum that prime matter is numerically one, Paul of Venice responds as follows: “Ad
tertium dicitur quod propositio Commentatoris est sic intelligenda: eadem materia numero erit successive sub cuiuslibet
generabilis et corruptibilis specie, et hoc est verum” (ibid.). Ockham had already offered much the same reading of the
Averroist tag: “materia est una numero in generato et corrupto, quamvis sint in diversis generatis simul exsistentibus
diversae materiae . ..” (Summula 1.9, Opera phil. VI:180).



4.2. The Extensionless Parts View 59

than either of the two just discussed. This third view combines elements of the first
two: it describes prime matter as intrinsically simple, apart from quantity, as on the
Simple View, and then supposes that, when informed by quantity, prime matter
acquires parts, as on the Extensionless Parts View. This hybrid account might seem
to capture the best elements of the other two views. Like the Simple View, it preserves
the pure potentiality of prime matter, but it does so without having to embrace the
weird notion that prime matter exists holenmerically throughout bodies. For within
bodies, when informed by quantity, prime matter on this third view takes on a familiar
corpuscular structure.

Despite the apparent attractions, I have not found any scholastic author defending
this hybrid approach. What I have found are authors who attack it, construing theories
of extensionless prime matter as committed to this sort of account rather than to either
of the first two approaches. It is no surprise the view attracts criticism. For if one does
think of the doctrine of extensionless prime matter in this third, hybrid way, then it
seems vulnerable to devastating criticism, because it requires matter to go from existing
as something simple to existing as something constituted of distinct parts. The problem
with this is that it seems doubtful whether anything could change so radically, and
yet retain its identity. But retaining its identity is of course the raison d’étre of prime
matter. Peter Auriol makes this kind of objection. Beginning with the stock complaint
of unintelligibility—that “prime matter cannot be imagined or understood without
dimension”—he goes on to offer this very specific objection:

Matter cannot be understood in terms of something indivisible, in the manner of a point. For it
is impossible for what is divisible (partibile) to be conceptually separated and grasped as
indivisible (impartibile). For in that case multiple and distinct things would pass into what
is really identical and undivided (indivisam), which is impossible. (Sent. 11.12.1.4, I1:164bD;
cf. I1:163bB)

Consider prime matter as present in all material objects. Now conceive of it
as unextended. This requires conceiving of something as first “multiple and distinct”
and then “really identical and undivided” (line 4), in the manner of a mathematical
point. Nothing can “pass” from the one state to the other. But if prime matter is
not intrinsically extended, then it will have to make just such a passage, whenever
it functions as the bare substratum of change.

Auriol’s objection would be effective against the hybrid view, which treats prime
matter as going back and forth between a simple, indivisible state and a divisible,
structured state. Perhaps there were authors who defended such a view. But on the two
most prominent versions of the theory, extensionless prime matter is either never
divisible, because it never has parts, or else it is always divisible, because it always
has parts. In either case, prime matter serves as the substratum underlying all bodies,
no matter how they change, but it does so without going through the sort of
fundamental phase change that Auriol finds objectionable.

Is there anything that could go back and forth from being divisible to indivisible?
Interestingly, Auriol considers a familiar potential counterexample to his claim. It might
well seem that human beings go from being divisible to being indivisible, and then back
to being divisible, as they go from being wayfarers in this life to being disembodied
souls to being reunited with their resurrected bodies in heaven or hell. Auriol considers
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this, and denies it, on the grounds that human beings are essentially extended things—
that is, they essentially have bodies. This might seem quite a bold claim to make, but it
in fact is a perfectly orthodox scholastic view that the separated soul is not a human
being, and that therefore human beings go out of existence when they die, and come
back into existence only at the resurrection. This has a theological payoft, for if a
human being is essentially corporeal and cannot exist as a mere soul, then the
resurrection of bodies is shown to be necessary for human salvation, as Christian
doctrine teaches.”

4.3. Accidentally Quantified Matter: Averroism

It is not easy to get one’s mind around the idea of extensionless prime matter. Jacob
Zabarella finds the view flatly inconceivable, and so takes it to be virtually self-evident
that prime matter by nature is an extended stuff:

This is so completely certain that, for me, it is as if the thing speaks for itself. For if our mind
contemplates matter apart from forms, we can conceive of nothing other than a certain vast and
indistinct body, and a certain empty mass, as Plotinus said. When, on the other hand, we
consider form without matter, we conceive of something incorporeal and indivisible, which is
subsequently extended in quantified matter. If others have been granted such mental acuity
as to imagine incorporeal matter, I myself (let me confess my simplicity) cannot in the slightest
do so. (De rebus naturalibus, De prima rerum materia I.17, cols. 217-18)

This is a nice example of the relatively colorful, personal style of sixteenth-century
Italian scholasticism. Anyone who comes to the great Paduan scholastics after being
immersed in earlier work from Oxford and Paris can hardly help but feel like a witness
to the beginnings of a transition from the dry, technical work of the thirteenth- and
fourteenth-century schoolmen to the comparatively airy, accessible prose of Galileo,
Descartes, or Hobbes. In content, too, there is something unscholastic about this
passage. The point Zabarella wants to make is much the same as the point we saw
Descartes and others make in §3.3: that prime matter, if stripped of everything,
including extension, becomes utterly unintelligible. What makes this alien to scholastic
thought is that the scholastics positively embraced the unintelligibility of prime matter
(§7.2). Although it would be a commonplace of seventeenth-century thought that the
natural philosopher should postulate only what is intelligible, this was not an idea that

° Auriol confronts the potential human counterexample as follows: “Sed hic oritur duplex dubium. Primum est quod
ratio concludit de omni partibili; non ergo est propter hoc proprium materiae, immo concludit de omnibus corporalibus
formis. ... Ad primum concedo consequens. Impossibile est enim intelligi hominem sine quantitate” (Sent. 11.12.1.4,
II:165aA).

The best-known expression of the view that human beings are essentially corporeal is Aquinas’s. See, e.g., In I Cor.
15.2: “constat quod homo naturaliter desiderat salutem sui ipsius; anima autem cum sit pars corporis hominis, non est
totus homo, et anima mea non est ego; unde licet anima consequatur salutem in alia vita, non tamen ego vel quilibet
homo.” For discussion, see Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas pp. 385-93. There is room for doubt, however, over just how to
interpret such passages; see Stump, Aquinas pp. 51-4.

Suarez makes an argument much like Auriol’s against extensionless prime matter. He rests his case on the interesting
claim that a thing’s principle of individuation must be intrinsic to it: “in universum censeo impossibile rem aliquam, quae
veram ac propriam realitatem habet, distingui ab alia simili per aliam entitatem a se distinctam” (Disp. meta. 40.4.8).
Given this principle, Suarez judges it impossible for matter to be simple and then to be divided into parts by quantity.
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had much currency among the scholastics. They did not tend to take for granted that
we can understand the natural world."°

What exactly is obscure about extensionless prime matter? At the top of the list, to be
sure, is the way that the Simple View denies corpuscular structure to matter, and so
apparently requires it to exist holenmerically throughout bodies. This is weird, and
perhaps even inconceivable, but it seems to be a consequence of taking the pure
potentiality doctrine with complete seriousness. Setting that consequence aside, both
versions of the extensionless view are committed to something further: that prime
matter is not necessarily spread out, but might instead lack extension altogether,
inasmuch as it might be located at an extensionless point. At a minimum, this is
supposed to be a logical possibility. Even those who deny that God could make matter
apart from all form (§3.1) ought to grant that God could make matter without the form
of quantity.'' Is anything at stake beyond this sort of bare logical possibility? Certainly
no one thinks that there is a naturally occurring moment at which prime matter is
reduced to a point. Many hold the view that substantial change goes “down to prime
matter,” in the sense that in such change there is a complete stripping away of all forms,
and the introduction of brand new forms (§25.1)."* But even so there is no period of
time over which the bare prime matter endures. As Capreolus puts it, “the fire that is a
body is generated from matter that, at the instant of generation, totally loses its prior
dimensions and all preceding substantial and accidental forms, and at the same instant
acquires a substantial form and new dimensions” (Defensiones 11.18.1.3, IV:156b). Yet
even if there is no time during which prime matter is reduced to a point, still there is a
sense in which unquantified prime matter plays a fundamental role in the natural order.
To see this, consider the one role that everyone agrees in ascribing to prime matter: its
serving as a substratum for substantial change. On the views in question, what endures
through substantial change is extensionless stuff. So although prime matter is never
naturally reduced to a point, still the causal role it plays (as the prime material cause of
change) gets played without quantity, and so without extension. In this sense one might

1% Zabarella’s appeal to Plotinus seems disingenuous, since no one is more insistent than Plotinus in holding that
prime matter is extensionless (see Enneads I1.4). As far as I can make out, Plotinus’s strategy is to deny the excluded
middle between one and many that Jandun insists on. The doctrine of extensionless prime matter also occurs in Plato,
Timaeus 51ab: “if the thing that is to receive repeatedly throughout its whole self the likenesses of the intelligible objects,
the things that always are—if it is to do so successfully, then it ought to be devoid of any inherent characteristics of its
own. ... But if we speak of it as an indivisible and characterless sort of thing, one that receives all things and shares in a
most perplexing way in what is intelligible, a thing extremely difficult to comprehend, we shall not be misled.”

' Suérez (Disp. meta. 40.4.5) reports that Paulus Soncinas held a quite unusual combination of views: that matter and
quantity are distinct, but that it is contradictory for matter to exist without quantity (Suarez immediately goes on to add
that “Et haec sententia est valde vulgaris inter Thomistas,” but the context makes it clear that he is referring not to
Soncinas’s odd view, but rather to the thesis of indivisible prime matter. Regarding matter without quantity, Suarez a
little later remarks that “nemo . .. rationabiliter negare potest id fieri posse a Deo” [Disp. meta. 40.4.11]).

'? For endorsements of the claim that substantial change goes down to prime matter (resolutio usque ad materiam
primam), see, e.g., Nicole Oresme, In Gen. et cor. 1.7; Cremonini, De formis elementorum 11.6, pp. 71-4. This doctrine is
always understood to be qualified by the remark that there is not any moment of time at which bare prime matter exists
by itself. See, e.g., Oresme (ibid., p. 60): “nihil est illud instans medium, quia instans non est mensura aliqua, et adhuc
posito quod esset, tunc forma sequens haberet esse in illo instanti”; Anonymous A (f. 62rbB): “materia nunquam
denudatur a dimensionibus indeterminatis, quia nunquam est sine dimensione, licet sit sine hac vel illa: sicut etiam
materia nunquam denudatur a formis substantialibus, licet denudetur ab hac vel illa.” See too Albert the Great, In De gen.
et cor. 1.1.21.
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say that it is almost as if the material substratum of change actually did occupy an
extensionless point."

This feature of the extensionless view gave rise to a family of arguments in favor of
extended prime matter. These arguments are all variations on the general problem of
where extension comes from, if not from prime matter. All parties to the debate agree
that it does not come from substantial forms, which are not intrinsically extended.
Instead, as stressed already, extension is generally supposed to come from quantity.
Quantity, however, is an accidental form, and as such it would normally be expected to
inhere in the composite substance. Hence, if prime matter is extensionless, extension
would turn out to be an accident of composite material substances and so in some sense
posterior to those substances. To many, however, it seemed implausible that material
substances could in any sense be prior to quantity. In order to avoid this result, quantity
was often posited as inhering immediately in prime matter itself.

Various arguments of this general form were advanced, but the one most commonly
discussed was that of Averroes, in his treatise De substantia orbis.™* Perhaps because this
work is largely concerned with the heavens, it has not received much attention from
modern scholars. It was, however, one of the most important philosophical influences
on fourteenth-century conceptions of matter. Many commentaries were written on it,
and the overview of Aristotelian physics found in its first chapter did much to shape
how later scholastics thought about these issues. Averroes had argued that if the

"? On the idea that prime matter apart from form would exist at a point, see Pomponazzi, In De subst. orbis q. 3
(p. 275): “materia prima non denudatur a quantitatibus, quia sic esset sicut punctum.” (Pomponazzi is appealing to
Averroes, In Gen. et cor. 1.27, who remarks that “punctum esse materiam et vacuum manifestum est quod impossibile
est.”) See also Robert Orford, De natura materiae ch. 5 (n. 392): “Si enim possibile esset ipsam totam spoliari et denudari ab
omni forma quam modo habet, certum est quod nihil diversitatis in ea reperiretur in aliqua partium distantia, cum
quantitas sine forma substantiali in materia esse non possit, ut dictum est.” Vasquez denies that matter without quantity
would collapse to a point, because he thinks that without quantity it could not move (In Summam theol. 111.190.3 n. 30,
VII:303a). Surprisingly, even though he thinks quantity is what makes matter have parts, he nevertheless thinks that
matter stripped of quantity would retain whatever parts it already has (ibid., 190.5 n. 52, VII:309b). (Magnen reports
Vasquez'’s view, but gets this particular detail wrong: “Materia spoliata quantitate est tota in toto et tota in qualibet parte,
et totius mundi materia in punctum mathematicum conflueret, si quantitate spoliaretur; ita Vasquez et alii” [Democritus
reviviscens p. 51].)

The idea that matter without quantity would exist at an extensionless point is challenged by Peter John Olivi, who
contends that the notion of such a point has meaning only in the context of quantity: “. . . cum punctus sit aliquid de genere
quantitatis nec dicat aliquid extrinsecum ultra partes quantitatis situatum” (Summa 1158, 11:441). Hence he argues that
matter without quantity would have to be incorporeal in the way spiritual entities are, which he dismisses as absurd. (In
§14.4, we will see Ockham saying something similar about the natural possibility of existence at an extensionless point.)

Anonymous A takes prime matter, conceived of as the subject of generation, to lack locus: “Philosophus quinto
Physicorum probat per talem rationem quod generatio non sit motus: quod movetur est in loco; quod generatur non est
in loco. Sed subjectum generationis est materia prima. Ergo materia prima non est in loco. Ergo materia prima ut est
subiectum generationis non est quanta” (f. 61vbE). This might suggest that prime matter lacks location entirely, but the
passage is more plausibly understood as describing existence merely at a point (see note 2 above). The passage is also
noteworthy for focusing on prime matter “as it is the subject of generation,” which seems to be the maneuver suggested
in the main text of focusing on prime matter as the stuff that endures, by itself, through substantial change. Another
instance of that maneuver comes in Cajetan, In De ente q. 17 (n. 139, tr. p. 305): “corpus enim fit ex materia quae non est
corpus et indivisibilis in actu licet sit corpus et divisibilis in potentia.”

! 1 translate from the Latin De substantia orbis, as printed in Aristotle, Opera. The Hebrew text is available along with
a good English translation by Hyman. Printed Latin commentaries include those of Alvaro de Toledo, Jandun,
Theodoricus de Magdeburg, Pietro Pomponazzi, Tiberio Baccilieri, and Agostino Nifo. Jandun’s commentary was
seemingly the most influential, judging from its having been reprinted eight times, all in Venice. See also Zimmermann,
“Kommentare.” Edward Mahoney has questioned whether Jandun is indeed the author of the commentary printed
under his name, but the views described there seem to fit with what Jandun says elsewhere, and I provisionally retain the
attribution.
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enduring subject of change “did not have dimensions, it would not receive at the same
time forms that are distinct either in number or kind; instead, there would be found at
one time only one form” (Opera 1X:3va). In effect, Averroes asks us to consider a
variation of the old question, Why is there something rather than nothing? Averroes’s
variation asks: Why are there many things rather than just one thing? and his answer is that
there are many things because there is extended matter to compose the many. This
answer would fuel much speculation about whether quantitative dimensions might be
the much sought after principle of individuation for material substances. But here we
need concern ourselves only with a more modest claim: that, as far as material things
are concerned, the extension of matter is a necessary precondition for any sort of
variety among forms. The argument can be applied, and was applied, to forms of all
kinds. Why is there a white surface of such shape and size? Not because of the form
whiteness, but because the subject of that form is extended. Why does a human being
have a complex organic body with different parts organized in various different ways?
The soul gives rise to this complex structure, but it can do so only because there is an
extended body that serves as the canvas, as it were, for these various parts. Why are
there many human beings, as well as many substances of other kinds? The individual
substantial forms give rise to the individual substances (Ch. 24), but can do so only
if there is matter enough to provide a sufficiently extended subject for this variety.

Many scholastics would advance this same argument, in various permutations.'” It
seems to compel us to ascribe extension to prime matter prior to generation. To say
that a substantial form cannot inform extensionless matter is to say that generation
cannot take place when the enduring subject is extensionless. Hence we get the very
specific result that what endures through substantial change is not austerely bare, but
extended. If prime matter did not, prior to substantial form, already have extension—
having both parts and having those parts be spread out—then there could be but one,
simple material being. If the notion of a simple material being seems contradictory,
then you are seeing precisely Averroes’s point.

It cannot be said that this argument settled anything. Its evaluation crucially depends
on the notion of priority: matter is said to be prior to the substantial form, which in turn
is prior to accidental form. For a scholastic author, hardly anything was so likely to
precipitate a lengthy disputatio as talk of priority, in its various kinds. In the present case,
the priority of matter can be understood in the straightforward temporal sense, given
matter’s endurance through change. The priority of substantial over accidental form
has to be understood in some subtler way, however, since there is no point in time at
which the composite substance exists prior to all accidents, like some sort of featherless
hatchling. Hence Averroes’s argument gave rise to all sorts of subtle discussions—
which I will not try even to summarize—over how quantity might supply the necessary
extension while still being posterior, in the appropriate sense, to substantial form.

¥ For versions of Averroes’s argument see Jandun (In De subst. orbis q. 6, f. 54aC), Auriol (Sent. I1.12.1.4, I:163bF),
Pererius (De communibus principiis V.18, p. 323), Zabarella (De rebus nat., De prima rerum materia 1.8, col. 194), and
Burgersdijk (Collegium Physicum I1.16, p. 23). Anonymous B (f. 63raD) remarks that “tota necessitas ponendi dimensiones
interminatas praecedere formam est ut det ei esse partibile et transmutabile.” Perhaps the most sophisticated attempt to
refute Averroes is that of Cajetan, In De ente q. 17.



64 Matter and Extension

Those who reject extensionless theories in favor of an extended substratum of
change face a choice over whether to treat matter as extended, intrinsically, by its
very nature, or else as extended in virtue of some superadded form. The first view was
Ockham’s (§4.4), and although it is by far the most straightforward of the different
theories of prime matter, it was a minority view until the seventeenth century. Much
more common among scholastic authors was Averroes’s solution: that prime matter
exists “coeternally” with an accidental form that gives it “indeterminate dimensions.”
Even Aquinas himself took this view in his earliest work, and his later change of mind
on this score—in favor of the view that all accidents inhere in the composite substance
(§6.3), and that bare prime matter is all that endures through substantial change
(§25.1)—is perhaps his most dramatic change of mind in any area.'® Authors who
follow Averroes, as do John of Jandun and Peter Auriol, agree with the Thomists on the
nature of prime matter itself. This is why, earlier, I could quote Jandun in support of the
Simple View. Jandun believes that prime matter, in its own right, is numerically one in
all things (§4.1 above). But Jandun thinks there is another sort of matter, “propinquitous
matter,” which is always informed by quantity, and so is always extended (In Phys. 1.24).
So if we think of prime matter more broadly, as whatever it is that endures through all
change (the broad usage of Chs. 2-3), then the Averroistic view in effect supplants
extensionless prime matter with an enduring stuff that is extended. (Yet another view,
associated with Avicenna, holds that prime matter is extended in virtue of a substantial
form that endures through all substantial change. This view is interesting in the context
of debates over whether there can be a plurality of substantial forms in a single
substance [Ch. 25], but can be set aside for the purposes of this study, because it
received essentially no support from scholastic authors.)!”

The Averroistic theory holds that an accidental form inheres directly in prime
matter. This in itself was a controversial claim; as we will see in §6.3 there was
considerable debate over whether accidents should ever be conceived of as inhering
in prime matter, rather than in the matter—form composite. But the Averroistic theory
must hold something more: that the quantity of prime matter is an accident it never
loses, even in the process of substantial change. Matter is created by God under the
form of quantity, and retains that form for as long as it exists. Here again we can see the
purity of the Simple View being relaxed in the direction of a corpuscular conception of
matter. The enduring substratum of change, for the Averroist, is something rather like
Cartesian res extensa. But the similarities go only so far, because Averroists always
insisted that the quantity of prime matter is indeterminate, and that in generation the

16 Aquinas expressly endorses Averroism at Sent. II.3.1.4c, Sent. IV.12.1.2.4c, Sent. IV.44 .1.1.1 ad 3, De veritate 5.9 ad 6,
but implicitly rejects it in later works, such as Summa theol. 1a 76.6 ad 2. Important later advocates include Jandun (In De
subst. orbis q. 6), Auriol (Sent. 11.12.1), Gregory of Rimini (Sent. 1.12.2.1), and Pomponazzi (In De subst. orbis q. 3).
Pomponazzi contrasts Averroism with the communis modus dicendi, of Aquinas, Giles of Rome, and Scotus—although in
fact Giles at least sometimes defended an idiosyncratic version of Averroism (see note 23 below).

7 The idea that it might be an enduring substantial form that gives prime matter its quantity is ascribed to Avicenna
by Averroes (De subst. orbis ch. 1 [Opera 1X:3vab]) and also by subsequent Latin authors (see, e.g., Robert Orford, De
natura materiae ch. 4 [n. 379]; Zabarella, De rebus nat., De prima rerum materia I1.12, col. 206; Suarez, Disp. meta. 13.3.5).
Hyman, “Aristotle’s ‘First Matter’,” tends to bear out this understanding of Avicenna (and is also helpful on Averroes’s
view, and on the background prior to Avicenna). A hybrid version of Avicennism and Averroism is defended by
Theodoricus de Magdeburg, In De subst. orbis qq. 7-8. Both Scotus and Henry of Ghent appeal to a forma corporeitatis that
can endure through substantial change (see Ch. 25), but this is not the same view because they do not regard this forma
corporeitatis as enduring incorruptibly through all material change.
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matter takes on a determinate quantity in virtue of some further form.'® This way of
developing the theory allowed Averroists to account for a substance’s changing its
quantity, which is something that nearly every scholastic wanted to allow (§4.5). But it
raised various troubling issues. One sort of issue concerns the theory’s apparent
profligacy: it seems on its face to postulate both multiple accidental quantities and
multiple matters within the same substance. Jandun, for one, denies that he is com-
mitted to the first, but seems committed to the second, since he postulates both simple
prime matter and quantified “propinquitous” matter. Another problem for the theory is
its notion of indeterminate dimensions. Jandun contrasts the indeterminate, potential
quantity of prime matter with “dimensions as they are in complete actuality and under
their proper limits” (In De subst. orbis q. 6, f. 54bH). Hence prime matter—that is, the
enduring substratum of change—is allegedly extended in such a way as to lack any
boundary. This might make good sense if prime matter were infinite in extension. But
of course that itself would be just the sort of actuality and determination that Averroism
seeks to avoid. Hence their strategy again flaunts the central paradox of prime matter
(§3.1): that it is a real stuff, now really extended in virtue of having inseparable quantity,
but without being a stuff of any determinate kind, and now without being of any
determinate size.

One might think that extending the paradox to the case of extension adds no further
liability to the theory. If the concept of indeterminate prime matter is coherent in
general, then why not add extension to the mix? Jandun in effect tries to motivate the
theory along these lines, by repeatedly treating indeterminate quantity as exactly
analogous to the indeterminacy of prime matter. Critics of Averroism thought that it
faced a special problem, however, in virtue of treating indeterminate extension as
arising from the side of form (namely, from an accident in the category of Quantity).
Perhaps matter, by its very nature, has the paradoxical character of indeterminacy. But
form, by its very nature, is determinate, and so it makes no sense to suppose that prime
matter’s indeterminacy springs in part from its having a certain form. This is a line of
argument that Nicole Oresme advanced, in the middle of the fourteenth century.
Insisting that no forms endure through substantial change, he argues against Averroism
that “every material quantity is corruptible” (In Gen. et cor. 1.7, p. 59) inasmuch as
anything can be made to change its shape and size. In saying that, he is presupposing
that all quantities are determinate quantities. No quantities can be determinable, he
believes, because in general no forms can be determinable. Just as a piece of wax can
have only one shape at a time, so matter can have only one form of a given kind. “If one
understands what form’ signifies, it seems to imply a contradiction for the form of fire
to inhere in something without that thing’s being fire” (ibid.). Similarly, Oresme wants
to claim, there cannot be a quantity that inheres in a subject without making that
subject be a certain quantity. Sudrez, several centuries later, makes this same point
more explicitly. “There can be no form that gives generic being solely, without also
giving something specific being within that genus” (Disp. meta. 13.3.17). He argues for

¥ Averroism usually is spelled out in terms of a single form of quantity, indeterminate when conceived apart from
substantial form, and then made determinate in the composite. See, e.g., Jandun, In De subst. orbis q. 6 (f. 54aFG); Auriol,
Sent. 11.12.1.3 (I1:162bF); Pomponazzi, In De subst. orbis q. 3 (pp. 291-8). On scholastic conceptions of indeterminate
dimensions, see Donati, “The Notion of ‘Dimensiones indeterminatae’.”
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this by induction, working his way through different sorts of forms, and claiming, for
instance, that there is no form of color but only forms for specific colors, and no form
that makes an angel be spiritual, but only forms that give an angel its specific nature, and
so on."”

In §3.3, following Auriol’s lead, I tried to defend the notion of indeterminate prime
matter by appealing, in effect, to indeterminate forms like color and spiritual. If there is
nothing incoherent in determinable properties like this, the thought was, there should
be nothing incoherent in determinable prime matter. Oresme and Suarez would
find the comparison unhelpful because they think indeterminate forms are much
worse than indeterminate matter. Indeterminacy just is part of the character of matter
(and to that extent, Suarez remarks [ibid., n. 18], it actually has a specific character).
Forms, in contrast, by their very nature, are always determinate: they make a thing be
such and such, and so cannot bring about the sort of partial being that stands in need
of completion by some further form. Admittedly, however, this amounts to little
more than the bare assertion that there are no determinable forms. Someone who fails
to see the plausibility in that should not be moved by these considerations to give up
Averroism.

4.4. Intrinsic Extension: Ockham, Zabarella, Pererius

The taxing subtlety of the discussion up until now has sprung from the scholastic desire
to give a metaphysical analysis of why material objects are extended. If this project
seems quite alien to our modern sensibilities, we perhaps have the seventeenth century
to thank for that. But the idea that extension might just be a brute feature of matter
goes back much earlier, all the way to the ancient atomists, and would receive an
extremely powerful and systematic defense in the scholastic period, in the hands of
William Ockham. As we will see in §14.3, Ockham regards Quantity as an entirely
superfluous ontological category. His ultimate foundation for that controversial stand is
the conviction that matter is intrinsically extended. His account of this view starts out
by rejecting the Simple View’s indivisible matter, numerically the same in all bodies.

Matter successively receives distinct forms. ... This matter is numerically one in the thing
generated and the thing corrupted, but in distinct generated things existing at the same time
there is distinct matter. Such matter is of entirely the same nature and can make numerically
one matter—in the way in which two pools of water that are separate from one another can be
united and make numerically one water. (Summula 1.9, Opera phil. V1:180)

If matter is not indivisible, then of course it must be divisible:

It is impossible for matter to exist without extension, because it is not possible for matter to exist
unless it has part distant from part. Hence although the parts of matter can be united in the way
in which the parts of water and air can be united, still the parts of matter can never exist in the
same place. (Summula 1.13, VI:191)

' For further discussion of Suérez’s argument against indeterminate dimensions, see Des Chene, Physiologia
pp. 89-90.
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Against the Simple View, matter always has parts, even if those parts can be combined

into something, like a pool of water, that we regard as one thing. Against the
Extensionless Parts View, the parts of matter must (naturally speaking) be spread out
in space. Moreover, prime matter is intrinsically extended, which is to say that its
extension obtains not in virtue of any further form, accidental or substantial, inhering in
matter, but as a feature of matter itself. Ockham’s constant attention to questions of
ontological parsimony leads him to stress that “just as the distance of one part of matter
from another part is not an absolute thing distinct from those parts, so neither are
extension nor quantity nor dimensions distinct things” (VI:192). To be extended just
is to have parts spread out in space, and this is a naturally necessary, intrinsic feature
of matter.

Ockham’s conception of matter is the foundation of his entire natural philosophy.
His reductive arguments against various kinds of real accidents—which later four-
teenth-century authors developed to the verge of corpuscularianism (see Ch. 19)—are
all grounded on a conception of matter as consisting of parts spread out in space. This
broader ontological program can succeed only if Ockham can make good on his claim
of parsimony at the ground level, but the issues extend too widely to be pursued
in detail here, and so will have to wait until more of the theory comes into view
(see esp. §14.3, §17.4, and §19.2).”°

Subsequent scholastic authors were not generally moved by Ockham’s position.
Although one finds it in some later nominalists, such as Albert of Saxony, it struck most
scholastics as too great a departure from an Aristotelian conception of matter as
standing in potentiality to the actuality of form. The view does, however, begin to
come into prominence in the sixteenth century, even among scholastic authors.
Zabarella, for instance, definds the view that “prime matter, according to its own
proper nature, apart from every form, is a body in the category of substance” (De rebus
naturalibus, De prima rerum materia II.17, cols. 214-15 ).21 It is somewhat surprising to
find this view in Zabarella, because he takes a much more austere line than does
Ockham on the pure potentiality of matter. Sounding very much like a proponent of

?* Ockham, at Summula 1.12 (V1:188-91) runs through a series of arguments and counter-arguments against prime
matter’s numerical unity in distinct bodies. See also In Phys. 1.18.7 (Opera phil. IV:207). Where the Summula argues that
matter is necessarily extended, he must have in mind natural necessity, because elsewhere he allows that God could
deprive matter of its extension, by making all its parts exist at the same point (see note 23 below). For a very good
discussion of Ockham’s overall view, see Adams, William Ockham 11:671-95.

Others who take a view like Ockham’s are John Dumbleton, Summa I1.11; Oresme, In Phys. 1.14; Albert of Saxony, In
De gen. et cor. 1.5; Dabillon, Physique 1.3.3 p. 122.

! Zabarella, oddly enough, seems unaware of Ockham’s view in this regard: “Ego puto primam materiam secundum
propriam naturam, et seclusa omni forma esse corpus de categoria substantiae: quam sententiam, quanquam a nullo
recentiorum receptam, nitar et ratione et antiquorum philosophorum testimonio comprobare” (De rebus nat., De prima
rerum materia I.17, cols. 214-15). This description fits Ockham'’s view even down to the willingness to characterize
prime matter as a body; see Ockham, In Phys. 1.15.9 (IV:165) and 1V.9.1 (V:106), where he describes matter as a corpus
only in a broad sense, reserving the narrow sense for something extended that can exist per se. Zabarella was certainly
well aware of Ockham’s general nominalist agenda, and Ockham'’s Summula was published in two Italian editions around
the start of the sixteenth century. Even so, Ockham’s position on matter seems not to have been taken up by subsequent
scholastic disputes in the way so many of his other views were. The ancient sources Zabarella has in mind are Plotinus
and the Greek commentators. The closest ancient counterpart is perhaps the view of Philoponus, whom Zabarella says
“aliorum omnium proxime ad veritatem Ioannes accessit” (II.18, col. 219). But Zabarella thinks Philoponus made the
mistake of treating matter as identical with three dimensions, rather than as having three dimensions. For recent
discussions of Philoponus’s views here, see Grant, Much Ado pp. 19-21; Sorabji, Matter, Space, and Motion pp. 23-30.
Philoponus’s alleged mistake will come up again in §8.4, in the context of Descartes.
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the Simple View, Zabarella insists that matter has no actuality whatsoever, not even the
actuality of existence. (Its existence comes through form.)*” Still, it must have exten-
sion, he argues, reciting many of the standard arguments for Averroism. But just when
it seems that Zabarella will defend some version of the Accidentally Quantified View,
he announces that matter is a body in its own right—or, in other words, that matter,
prior to form, is extended. (Given that Zabarella identifies prime matter as a body, we
could now switch terminology and speak of body rather than matter, thereby making a
transition to the dominant vocabulary of the seventeenth century. For the sake of
continuity, though, I will continue to speak throughout of matter, even in discussing
post-scholastic authors.) Zabarella probably has no precedent in supposing that matter
can be both pure potentiality and extended, but given that he goes down this road,
it is no surprise that he treats matter’s extension as indeterminate:

Body in the category of substance is taken in two ways. . .. The first is taken for a perfect body
having the actuality of existence per se, which is not only a body, but such a body, assigned to
some certain nature, and this of necessity is a composite consisting of matter and form. . .. Body
can be taken in a second way for an indeterminate body, assigned to no certain nature, which is
only a body, but not such a body, and this signifies prime matter. (De rebus naturalibus, De prima
rerum materia II.19, col. 225)

Because Zabarella locates this indeterminacy immediately in matter, he can avoid the
objections to indeterminate form. Yet whereas Zabarella thinks it incomprehensible
that prime matter should have no extension (as quoted earlier), he evidently finds
it perfectly intelligible for prime matter to have extension without any definite shape
or size.

Ockham is less enthusiastic about the doctrine of pure potentiality, endorsing it in
name but insisting that matter nevertheless has some degree of actuality. Unsurprising-
ly, he likewise hedges on the indeterminacy of matter’s extension. Like anyone who
could be considered an Aristotelian, he takes the determinate extension of a particular
body to come from the side of form. So extension of matter is indeterminate insofar as
“matter is not of itself necessarily of any certain quantity—for example, this extended
matter is not of itself necessarily of one-foot in quantity or two-feet, but has a greater or
lesser quantity in virtue of differences in form” (Summula 1.13, V1:192). He goes on to
consider the objection that if matter gets its determinate extension through form, then
it is not extended in its own right—implicitly suggesting that indeterminate extension is
not extension at all. To this he replies that “although it does not have it of itself to be of
a certain, determinate quantity, still it has it of itself to be of such or such a quantity”
(VI:193), meaning that matter is intrinsically the sort of stuff that can have an extension
of one foot, two feet, etc. Still, he pushes the objection, wondering what extension

2 Zabarella opts for a pure potentiality account of matter as follows: “Si entitas pro existentia sumatur, materia non
habet entitatem proprium..." (De rebus nat., De prima rerum materia I.4, col. 186B); “Materia prima in sua essentia
nullum continet actum, sed solam potentiam” (ibid., col. 186F). In his concluding remarks on prime matter, he connects
the pure potentiality doctrine with the indeterminacy of extension: “in ipsa materiae natura nullus actus inest, sed est
substantia quaedam indeterminata, potestatem habens recipiendi quemlibet actum. Ab hac materiae natura duae
proprietates emanant, quae ab ipsa nunquam separantur: una est quantitas nullum secundum se terminum habens;
prima enim radix et fons a quo in rebus naturalibus quantitas, ac dimensio derivatur, est ipsa natura materiae: altera vero
est potestas illa universalis recipiendi omnes formas indistincte” (I.21, col. 231AB). For Ockham’s take on the pure
potentiality doctrine, see Ch. 3 note 3.
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matter would have apart from form. To this he first responds that the hypothetical
assumption is impossible—matter cannot exist apart from form—and that one should
not worry about the absurdities that follow from an impossible assumption. Unable to
leave things at that, though, he hazards an answer to the question he had just cautioned
against answering: “If matter were separated from all form, substantial and accidental,
it would be of a certain quantity that suits it either by its nature or by the action of
what acts on it” (ibid., VI:193).

With this last remark, Ockham abandons the indeterminacy of extension, in the
sense that he allows that matter, all by itself, would have a perfectly determinate
quantity. It is easy to see how he might have arrived at this conclusion, given that on
the one hand there are compelling reasons for thinking that matter has quantity, and on
the other hand there is something very strange about a quantity that is perfectly
indeterminate. Still, in the context of scholastic discussions, this is an absolutely startling
outcome. It is almost as if someone defending the reality of color as a determinable
property were finally persuaded, after much cajoling, to admit that the property color,
if it occurred by itself, would have to make a thing be some determinate shade—even if
we will never know which one, since we will never encounter the determinable
property color on its own. To find someone else taking a position of this kind, ascribing
determinate quantity to matter, we again have to jump ahead several centuries to
Zabarella’s era, but this time to Benedictus Pererius. Pererius accepts a form of
Averroism, but in one crucial respect he is closer to Ockham than is Zabarella, because
Pererius thinks that accidental quantity gives prime matter not an indeterminate
extension, in the usual sense of that phrase, but a determinate extension that is fixed
for the duration of the matter’s existence:

It seems to us extremely likely to be true that the quantity out of which God created matter
inheres in matter, precedes substantial forms, and is indeterminate of its own nature while being
determined by natural agents for the variety of substantial forms that are imposed on the
matter. Of itself (per se) it is never generated or corrupted, but only by accident—that is, with
respect to its determination and shape. Take a ball of wax, for instance, and give it various
shapes. Let it be either round, long, or a cube. The wax’s quantity is not changed, whereas
its boundaries and shape vary. In this way a natural agent, by the addition and subtraction of
natural forms, changes the boundaries and shapes of a quantity. The form itself of the quantity,
however, which the matter possesses by its power, we understand to be fixed, stable, and
immutable. (De communibus principiis V.18, p. 322)

Pererius abides by the tradition of treating prime matter as having indeterminate
quantity (line 2), but he gives this a special sense: the quantity of prime matter
is indeterminate in the sense that it has no precise boundaries (lines 5-8). Still, the
quantity of the quantity, as it were, is fixed, as the example of the wax ball makes clear.
The idea, then, is that God creates a certain amount of matter, which is fixed for all time
(barring some subsequent act of creation or annihilation). Natural events subsequently
shape that matter in various ways, but the overall size of the material universe cannot
naturally change.

Because Pererius denies the indeterminacy of quantity, in its usual sense, he can
handle with ease some of the stock objections to extended prime matter. So to this
natural objection,
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There is no indeterminate quantity, even if it is considered in its own right apart from
substantial forms. For the universal mass (moles) of matter taken on its own is not infinite but
finite, inasmuch as the whole is contained beneath the orbit of the moon. (V.19, p. 328)

he can make this straightforward answer:

Although the universal mass of quantity is limited —that is, the bounded whole that is contained
by the ends of the heavens—nevertheless it is called indeterminate on account of the innumer-
able limits and shapes which it does not have in itself, but which it can take from natural agents
in virtue of the variety of substantial forms that are imposed on the matter. (V.20, p. 331)

These ideas mark a fundamental shift. Although Pererius shares with Ockham the
desire to ascribe a determinate quantity to matter, he goes one step farther to assert that
this quantity is invariable. This was not Ockham’s view. Ockham, when pressed, thinks
that matter on its own might have a determinate quantity—it might occupy so much
space—but he thinks that in the natural course of things it is form that determines just
how much quantity matter has. Thus, as quoted earlier, what determines whether
matter occupies one foot or two feet of space is the matter’s form. Readers unfamiliar
with scholastic natural philosophy might wrongly suppose that form can stretch matter
in this way only by introducing gaps into the matter. (Since scholastic authors were in
general agreement that there are not literally gaps in the sense of empty space
anywhere, such gaps would have to consist in some foreign material being pulled in
as a body is spread out.) But, as we will see in §15.2, scholastics before Pererius thought
a certain body could come to have greater or lesser extension without gaps being
introduced or eliminated. To make this clear, I will use the term ‘absolute volume’ to
refer to the sum total of an object’s extension, excluding any internal gaps, and speak
of absolute growth and absolute shrinkage to refer to a change in absolute volume, as
opposed to a mere reconfiguration into a more or less diffuse, gappy structure.
Ockham, along with all his contemporaries, believed that a body could undergo
absolute growth or shrinkage without adding or subtracting more matter. Although
matter was taken to be permanent in its existence, naturally capable neither of coming
into nor going out of existence (§2.5), it was not taken to possess a fixed absolute
volume.

To the modern reader, this conception of rarefaction and condensation—to use the
scholastic terms—may look as if it involves a kind of miracle. To scholastic authors, it
was usually taken for granted. We saw Oresme, in the previous section, claim that
“every material quantity is corruptible.” What he means by this is precisely the idea
that any given body can undergo absolute growth or shrinkage, in any part of that
body. The consequences of this for prime matter are set out starkly by pseudo-Marsilius
of Inghen:

The whole of matter, as far as itself is concerned, does not determine itself to have any quantity,
shape, place, rarity, or density. Instead, as far as itself is concerned, the whole mass (massa) of
prime matter—and even a part of it—could occupy the place occupied by the whole body of the
heavens. There is no conflict in its existing under any imaginable rarity or density; indeed there
is no conflict in the whole of it being a point. (In Phys. 1.20, f. 19vb)

When Ockham remarked earlier that matter’s being one foot or two feet in extent
depended on form, one might have wondered just how far he was prepared to extend
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that claim. Just how big or small could a given bit of matter be? Pseudo-Marsilius’s
answer to that question is uncompromising. Even a bit of our terrestrial matter could
actually grow to occupy as much space as the whole of the heavens. Conversely, the
whole of matter could shrink to a dimensionless point. Although Ockham claims that
matter is necessarily extended, naturally speaking, he too allows that it is logically
possible for matter to be contracted to a point. In denying these claims, Pererius is
pointing ahead toward one of the central ideas of post-scholastic thought.”’

4.5. The Conservation of Quantity

It is unclear which of these very different scholastic conceptions of prime matter
deserves to be considered dominant. The Paduan scholastic John Paul Pernumia, in
the mid-sixteenth century, ascribes indeterminate dimensions to prime matter, with

23 . . . . . . . . I . .
Pererius expressly considers an objection to his view from condensation and rarefaction: “Decimaquinta. Cum ex

minori quantitate fit maior, id quod accidit in rarefactione non manet eadem quantitas, alioquin idem esset maius et
minus; ergo acquiritur de novo aliqua pars quantitatis. Sed in quantitate eadem est ratio unius partis et totius. Si igitur
una pars eius de novo est generabilis, similiter etiam tota erit generabilis” (De comm. princ. V.19, p. 328). He replies by
rejecting the standard conception of rarefaction and condensation: “Ad decimamquintam. In rarefactione eadem est ratio
quantitatis et materiae, nam sicut ibi plus existit quantitatis, ita quoque plus materiae: quemadmodum enim per
rarefactionem partes quantitatis multiplicantur, sic etiam partes materiae: quare si nolunt in rarefactione ullam materiae
particulam de novo acquiri, idem quoque sentire debent de quantitate” (ibid., V.20, p. 331). This is precisely the move
Descartes would later make (Principles 11.6-7). I know of no recent discussions of Pererius’s view in this area.

Oresme argues at length against the conservation of quantity at In Phys. 1.21. There he defends one special case of
conservation: that since the whole of the sublunar material realm has as its absolute limit its boundary with the heavens,
and since that boundary cannot naturally be moved, the whole of prime matter must conserve its quantity. “Tota massa
materiae primae de mundo determinat sibi certam et praecisam mensuram ita quod non potest esse maior vel minor” (f.
16ra). Hence the rarefaction of any part must be accompanied by the equal condensation of another part. And if God
were to create more matter, he would have to make corresponding condensations elsewhere (or else move the boundary
of the heavens).

Pseudo-Marsilius’s remarks against conservation are offered in support of an extensionless theory of matter. Marsilius
of Inghen himself, in contrast, defends either an Averroistic or Ockhamistic view, depending on whether one holds that
quantity is a real accident or simply the matter itself: “Secunda conclusio. In generato manet eadem quantitas quae fuit in
corrupto. Probatur, quia vel quantitas ponitur ipsa res quanta, et sic cum maneat eadem materia habetur propositum; vel
ponitur res distincta, et si sic tunc est accidens materiae et per consequens manet in ipsa materia in generato sicut in
corrupto” (In Gen. et cor. 1.7). Marsilius himself is a quantity realist along Buridan’s lines; see his In Gen. et cor. 1.15 and Ch.
15 note 6.

Since Ockham understands rarefaction and condensation reductively, in terms of locomotion (§15.1), the case of
condensation to a mathematical point is just a special case of the ordinary natural process, albeit a case that is only
supernaturally possible. See Sent. IV.6 (Opera theol. VII:79): “cuicumque non repugnat esse sub maiori extensione et
minori, non repugnat sibi esse sine omni extensione”; Tract. de corp. Christi 40 (Opera theol. X:220): “Et eodem modo
posset omnipotentia Dei conservare quamcumque substantiam et quamcumque qualitatem quantumcumque quaelibet
talis esset false: ‘haec substantia est quanta’, ‘haec qualitas est quanta’.” For discussion, see Weisheipl, “Place of John
Dumbleton” pp. 443—4; Adams, William Ockham 11:685.

One very interesting attempt to put limits on how much rarefaction or condensation a given amount of body could
undergo is that of Giles of Rome, who distinguishes between two quantities, one that belongs unchangeably to prime
matter and so is akin to Averroes’s indeterminate dimensions, and another that comes from form and makes a body have
a certain extension in space. What makes this view distinctive is that Giles takes the first kind of quantity to determine
the amount of variation possible in the second kind of quantity. “Naturaliter enim fieri potest quod materia occupans
parvum locum postea occupet maiorem locum, quia naturaliter ex aqua fit aer et ex aere ignis; sed nulla virtus naturalis
agentis potest immutare quantitatem illam per quam materia est tanta et tanta: non enim naturaliter fieri potest quod
parum de materia fiat multum, quia tunc ex grano milii posset fieri mons unus et turris una et posset aliquid augeri eo
non rarefacto et nullo addito. . .. Non est ergo eadem quantitas per quam materia est tanta et per quam occupat tantum
locum...” (Theoremata de corpore Christi, prop. 44, f. 31vbBC; cf. Quaest. meta. VIILS5, f. 41rF). Giles’s view represents an
early attempt to characterize an object’s mass in distinction from its volume. For detailed studies (to which this
paragraph is largely indebted) see Maier, Vorldufer Galileis ch. 2 and Donati, “La dottrina.”
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“the best Peripatetics,” but against “almost all the Latin schools” (Philosophia naturalis
1.7, f. 18rv). By this he probably means that he is following the non-Latin Averroes, and
going against the schools of Albertism, Thomism, and Scotism. That might imply that
his was the minority view, at least in Italy. Seventeenth-century scholastic textbook
authors, in contrast, often assume without hesitation that prime matter is extended.**
Given this uncertainty, it is unsurprising that post-scholastic authors have quite differ-
ent understandings of the scholastic doctrine. Charleton takes prime matter to be
“absolutely devoid of all quantity” (Physiologia 11.1.1.9), whereas, according to Hobbes,
‘prime matter’ “signifies body considered without the consideration of any form or
accident except only magnitude or extension, and aptness to receive form and acci-
dents” (De corpore 8.24). Locke comes down somewhere in between: “matter is but
a partial and more confused conception, it seeming to me to be used for the substance
and solidity of body, without taking in its extension and figure” (Essay II1.10.15). This
looks hardly coherent, but then that is precisely Locke’s point.

It is in general hard to be too critical of the great seventeenth-century authors for
their sometimes tenuous knowledge of scholasticism, since even so they tend to know
this material better than anyone does today. In the present case, if their various
discussions of prime matter do not seem even to be taking up the same topic, they
can hardly be blamed, because there simply was no one scholastic view on even the
most fundamental questions concerning prime matter.

Pererius’s version of the conservation thesis, according to which matter has a fixed
absolute volume, is extremely unusual for the scholastic era. Post-scholastic authors, in
contrast, widely embraced this doctrine, which we can call the conservation of quantity
(CQ). Thus, as already quoted in §2.5, Hobbes makes the very opposite of the claim we
saw earlier from Oresme, holding that “that magnitude on account of which we name
something a body is neither generated nor destroyed” (De corpore 8.20). Descartes
realizes that the scholastic conception of condensation and rarefaction is the leading
objection to his own theory of matter as essentially extended, and argues in response
that “it is clearly contradictory for something to be augmented by a new quantity or a
new extension without a new extended substance—that is, a new body—being added to
it at the same time” (Principles 11.8). Although Descartes’s own famous use of wax as an
example (Med. II, VII:30-1) is strikingly like Pererius’s in the previous section, one need
not see any direct debt. The use of wax as an example of a changeable material
substance was commonplace, and CQ itself is a natural outgrowth of the conservation
thesis described in §2.5. Whereas that earlier thesis had insisted merely on the conser-
vation of prime matter, C? insists that prime matter necessarily has a fixed absolute
volume. Hence both matter and quantity are conserved.”’

?* See Eustachius, Summa II1.1.1.2.4 (I:122): “Nonnullae sunt materiac proprietates sigillatim hic explicandae,
quarum prima est quod sit quanta. Adeo enim materiae propria est quantitas, ut ipsi primo et per se competat”;
Burgersdijk, Collegium Physicum 11.16 (p. 22): “Tandem quemadmodum materia actu est substantia quaedam, quae sit
potentia corpus, ita etiam quantitatem quandam ex se actu habet....”

25 Before Hobbes and Descartes, one finds C® in Sebastian Basso, as a premise in his argument for interstitial vacua.
He argues that since bodies appear to condense and rarify, and since the absolute quantity of a body is fixed, one must
postulate empty space within bodies, growing and shrinking as bodies appear to grow and shrink (Phil. nat. De natura
11.2). See also Dabillon, Physique 111.4.6, who in effect embraces C? when he denies the possibility of change in absolute
volume. For rival explanations of condensation and rarefaction, see §15.1.
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Whereas the conservation thesis is obviously a purely metaphysical doctrine, C?
may seem empirically testable. After all, we can at least in principle measure absolute
volume. Understood as an empirical claim, the doctrine has to be judged an unfortu-
nate one, inasmuch as it is very difficult to make out a case for the conservation of
absolute volume. Before the seventeenth century was out, volume would be replaced
by mass (Newton),”* and ultimately mass would be identified with energy (Einstein).
If forced to choose between C? and its scholastic rejection, we would be better off
following the scholastics. Still, in keeping with the strategy of previous chapters, it is
probably better to treat C2 as a metaphysical rather than an empirical doctrine. When,
for instance, Descartes claims that cases of absolute growth require the addition of new
matter, this can be viewed as a metaphysical claim, inasmuch as it is a question for
philosophy to decide whether what is being added is in fact matter, as opposed to, say,
energy. In general, it is ultimately for metaphysics to decide whether we want to say
that what gets conserved is matter, quantity, mass, energy, or perhaps even form. The
truth of any conservation principle rests on a philosophical story about the stuff that is
allegedly conserved.

Given the embrace of C? by seventeenth-century authors, it is interesting to ask
whether its adoption marks the shift from metaphysical to corpuscular prime matter.
More generally, given the spectrum of positions considered in this chapter, we might
reconsider the whole question of when matter goes from being a metaphysical part to
being an integral, corpuscular part. It is natural to think that matter becomes corpuscu-
lar when it becomes extended, but we have seen that there are many ways in which
matter can have extension. Can a precise line be drawn? Thomism is of course in
absolutely no danger of apostasy, since it postulates matter that is not in any sense
extended. Nor do I think there is any danger for views on which matter is indetermi-
nately extended. We can say that Averroism and Zabarella take a step toward corpus-
cular matter, if we like, but their conception of prime matter as extended without
definite limit still seems entirely alien to the corpuscularian project. The same holds for
views like Scotus’s and Paul of Venice’s, on which prime matter is intrinsically divisible,
but actually extended only in virtue of some added form. That leaves Ockham and
Pererius, both of whom take prime matter, considered in its own right, to have a
determinate extension. It is easy to see that neither is thoroughly corpuscularian in his
conception of matter. Ockham is not, because he thinks that, in all naturally occurring
cases, the extension of matter is determined extrinsically, by form. Pererius is not,
because although he accepts C?, he is committed to a version of Averroism, according
to which matter has its determinate extension extrinsically, in virtue of an accidental,
quantitative form.

Still, if we set aside these plain differences, and focus solely on that which is the
enduring subject of change, there is a case to be made for the notion that Ockham and
Pererius are fundamentally committed to corpuscular matter. After all, what endures

%% What we call mass was in fact, by Newton, called the “quantitas materiae,” and defined as a function of density and
magnitude (Principia def. 1). The idea that it is not mere volume that gets conserved seems to have been advanced by
some of the Oxford Calculators in the fourteenth century, who anticipate Newton in attempting to define quantity as a
function of volume and rarity/ denseness. See the discussion in Weisheipl, “Ockham and the Mertonians” pp. 631-3 and,
in more detail, “Concept of Matter” pp. 165-9.
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for each of them is extended stuff, shaped in various ways to form different kinds of
substances, but itself intrinsically just bare extension. To make the comparison con-
crete, we might take Descartes as our exemplar of a corpuscularian philosopher.

The nature of matter, or body viewed as a whole, consists not in its being something which is
hard, heavy, or colored, or which in any other way affects the senses, but only in its being a
thing extended (res extensa) in length, breadth, and depth. (Principles 11.4)

This famous doctrine is surprisingly hard to evaluate. An initial obstacle is that it can
easily seem no different from what everyone thought, since it was a truism of scholastic
philosophy with roots in both Aristotle and Augustine that a body is a substance
extended in three dimensions (§16.1). In saying this, however, these authors were
defining the logical genus body. Descartes is doing something very different, something
very much in line with the concerns of the present chapter: he is defining the material
stuff that endures through change. To say that the nature of this stuff is to be res extensa
has many implications. First, it implies that matter cannot exist without extension. As
we have seen, this is something many scholastics believed. It further implies that matter
has that extension intrinsically. This is what both Ockham and Zabarella thought. Still
further, it implies that a given part of matter necessarily has a fixed absolute volume or
quantity. (Since Descartes takes matter as a whole to be extended without limit [e.g.,
Principles 11.21], one has to speak here of a given part of the whole having a determinate
quantity.) So when Descartes says that matter is essentially extended, he means that its
extension or quantity is determinate. This is of course CY, the doctrine we have found
in Pererius. There is probably no one scholastic author who endorses all three of these
aspects of Descartes’s account of matter. Even so, we could create a kind of composite
sketch of a scholastic view that would contain something approaching corpuscular
matter.

Yet there is still more to Descartes’s doctrine of res extensa. Like most post-scholastic
authors, Descartes retains from scholasticism a substantive notion of nature or essence
according to which the nature of a thing is what explains the various non-essential
intrinsic features of that thing (§27.6). So in saying that “the nature of matter...con-
sists. . . in its being a thing extended”—or, alternatively, that its “essence” is extension—
Descartes is making an explanatory claim: that we can understand the various proper-
ties of bodies in terms of the varying modes of extension.”” Just what ontological weight
these modes should have is a difficult question that will have to await Chapter 13. But
quite apart from the fact that Descartes appeals merely to modes, whereas almost all
the scholastics appeal to forms, the mere fact that he chooses to regard extension as the
essence of matter marks a crucial difference from scholasticism. The import of his
defining matter in this way is best understood in light of what other choices he might
have made. For subsequent corpuscularian critics, Descartes’s account was

%7 Descartes speaks of the “essence” of matter as extension at, e.g., The World ch. 6 (XI:36): “Mais ils ne doivent pas
aussi trouver etrange, . .. si je congois son étendue, ou la proprieté qu’elle a d’occuper de I'espace, non point comme un
accident, mais comme sa vraie forme et son esssence”; Principles 1.53: “sed una tamen est cuiusque substantiae praecipua
proprietas, quae ipsius naturam essentiamque constituit, et ad quam aliae omnes referuntur.” The last part of this
sentence picks up on the point made in the main text, that essence for Descartes implies that from which a thing’s other
properties flow. Hence 1.53 continues: “Nam omne aliud quod corpori tribui potest, extensionem praesupponit, estque
tantum modus quidam rei extensae.”
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controversial primarily because it ignored solidity (§15.5), and foreclosed the possibility
of space as something distinct from matter. But from Descartes’s point of view the chief
rival on which he was turning his back was a metaphysical account of prime matter. For
scholastic authors, almost invariably, the essence of prime matter was its indeterminate
potentiality for the substantial form that gives the composite substance its nature. This
was the verdict not just of the classical traditions founded by Aquinas, Scotus, etc., but
also of the Averroists, and of heterodox figures like Auriol, Ockham, Zabarella, and
Pererius, among many others.”* So although both Ockham and Zabarella regard matter
as intrinsically, necessarily extended, both explicitly deny that extension is the essence
of matter.”” When Descartes insists that this is precisely what matter’s essence is, he
is issuing a direct challenge to the scholastic tradition of defining matter in terms of
its relationship to form. Regardless how far a scholastic author might go down the road
of making extension intrinsic to matter and subject to stringent conservation laws,
there remains that fundamental divide between their prime matter and that of the
corpuscularians.

What marks the rise of the corpuscularian movement, therefore, is not just the
rejection of form, but the rejection of matter as dependent on form.”® In its place lies a
conception of prime matter not only as extended and actualized, but as capable of
explaining all the phenomena of nature. Whereas the scholastics had postulated only
the conservation of indeterminate prime matter, seventeenth-century authors would
come to agree that it is body itself—the corpuscles that compose all material

*® On the essence of matter as incomplete potentiality, see Averroes, De subst. orbis ch. 1 (Opera IX:3rb): “Unde natura
huius subiecti recipientis substantiales formas, videlicet primae materiae, necesse est ut sit natura potentiae—scilicet
quod potentia sit eius differentia substantialis. Et ideo nullam habet formam propriam et naturam existentem in actu, sed
eius substantia est in posse, et ex hoc materia recipit omnes formas”; Aquinas, Quod. IIL.1.1: “esse autem actum
repugnant rationi materiae, quae secundum propriam rationem est ens in potentia”; Auriol, Sent. I1.12.1.7 (Il:173bC):
“materia habet quidditatem suo modo: est enim formabile purum et possibile”; Ockham, Summula 1.9 (VI:179): “materia
est quaedam res actualiter exsistens in rerum natura, quae est in potentia ad omnes formas substantiales, nullam habens
necessario et semper sibi inexsistentem”; Zabarella, De rebus nat., De prima rerum materia I1.21 (col. 231): “dicemus
enim, primam materiam suapte natura esse corpus de categoria substantiae indeterminatum, nulli certae naturae
alligatum, et aptum omnia fieri, quod significat corpus generalissimum in categoria substantiae, et ipsum univocum
esse facit; ideo in ipsa materiae natura nullus actus inest, sed est substantia quaedam indeterminata, potestatem habens
recipiendi quemlibet actum”; Pererius, De comm. princ. V.21 (p. 333): “There are two kinds of potentiality, one that
belongs to matter of its own force and nature. ...”

* Both Ockham and Zabarella expressly say that ‘matter is extended’ is necessary per se, but secundo modo rather than
primo modo, which is to say that it is true not in virtue of extension’s being part of the essence of matter, but in virtue of
matter’s being part of the essence of extension. See Ockham, Summula 1.13 (VI:191); Zabarella, De rebus nat. I.11 (col.
204B). It used to be commonly held that Ockham’s theory of matter is essentially the same as Descartes’s. De Wulf, for
instance, wrongly claimed a century ago that Ockham treats extension as “I'essence des corps comme pour Descartes”
(Histoire I1:171n.). Weisheipl, however, seems to have put an end to this sort of talk; see, e.g., “Place of John Dumbleton”
pp. 443-5.

% Others have articulated the idea that what ultimately distinguishes scholastic prime matter is its indeterminate
potential for form. See, e.g., McMullin, “The shift here is a crucial one, because it means that (1) matter is no longer
either a Receptacle or a co-principle with form, incomplete in itself and mysterious in its ontological indeterminacy; and
(2) it is that which physical science may claim to describe and explain” (“Introduction” p. 18) and Des Chene: “The
Aristotelians, however much they differed on the essence of matter, agreed that its essence includes being in potentia to
form. As long as that remains—as long as substantial change is thought to be the actualization of matter’s indifferent
potentia to form—the attribution to matter of quantity, or even the characterization of it as ‘indeterminate quantity’ that
we find in Zabarella, does not take one beyond the bounds of Aristotelian physics” (“Descartes and the Coimbra
Commentaries” p. 37). Although I think these remarks insightfully capture a core area of disagreement, I have come to
think that they will not do as a characterization of what is distinctive in Descartes. As I will argue in Chapters 8 and 13,
his conception of substance and mode is precisely that of an indeterminate, “mysterious” subject, standing “in potentia”
to its modes.
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substances—that is conserved through all change. Descartes is the first well-developed
and most influential proponent of this sort of view. As we will see, his own conception
of substance as the subject of modes is surprisingly prone to relapse into something not
so different from scholastic prime matter (§13.7). But the trend of post-scholastic
thought is toward the doctrine of a permanent, fully actualized substratum. This
both grounds the attack on scholastic hylomorphism, and at the same time leads to
severe difficulties in attempting to save our commonsense ontology of ordinary
material substances persisting through time. These and still further consequences will
have to wait until later to be developed. What we have done so far is consider the most
basic foundation for the overthrow of scholastic thought: the way that, in the seven-
teenth century, matter becomes body, and body becomes the object of natural science.



Philosophiae Perennes

5.1. A Modest Historiographic Proposal

It is sometimes said that the history of philosophy consists in a series of choices between
Plato and Aristotle. This is too simple, but only slightly so. In truth, the history of
philosophy consists in a series of choices between three primordial rivals: Plato,
Aristotle, and Democritus. When the old saying is thus enlarged, it serves very nicely.

I am serious. Although one might suppose it the disreputable province of textbooks
to produce this sort of simplified gloss on the history of philosophy, it seems to me quite
plausible that some such schema can fruitfully be applied. There being little or no
change over the centuries in either the fundamental character of our world, or the
character of our minds, or the tools with which we do philosophy, we should expect
philosophers to circle over and over above the same kind of views, to be tempted in the
same directions, and to clash at the same places. So, in place of a perennial philosophy,
I propose these three philosophiae perennes.

It is easy enough to see, in reflecting on our four centuries, why the familiar
Plato—Aristotle schema is too simple. What it predicts is that critics of Aristotelianism
would turn toward Platonism. This is not, however, how it went. To be sure, authors
from the latter part of our period had every opportunity to make the Platonic turn,
inasmuch as from the mid-fifteenth century forward, for the first time, the whole
Platonic corpus was available in Marsilio Ficino’s Latin translation. (Before the fifteenth
century, only the first half of the Timaeus had circulated widely in Latin.) And, of
course, there are a few instances of Platonism assuming a central role, especially in
fifteenth-century Italy. Yet Platonism never really caught on, not in anything like the
way Aristotelianism had. This is particularly clear when one comes to the seventeenth
century: none of the principal philosophers from that century can plausibly be regarded
as Platonists. There are, of course, places where one might see Platonic influences.
Most famously, there is Cartesian dualism, which recalls the dualism of the Phaedo. And
perhaps the nativism of the rationalists bears an affinity to Platonic epistemology. But
these look like accidental resemblances rather than marks of some deep influence.
Quite generally, Plato seems to have made little impact on the early modern era—
indeed, even less so than his impact on the scholastic era, where it is easy to see the
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influence of the Neoplatonic tradition as transmitted through figures like Augustine,
Proclus, and pseudo-Dionysius."

Lines of development over our four centuries become much more intelligible once
one envisages the range of philosophical possibilities as stretched out on a continuum
where one extreme is occupied by Platonic idealism and the other by reductive
corpuscularianism. Aristotelianism, on this picture, represents not the contrary of
Platonism, but a middle ground between two opposing extremes, an attempt to resist
the idealism of his teacher without falling into an austerely reductive corpuscularian
approach. To be sure, this seems to suit how Aristotle thinks of himself, as mediating
between Plato’s Forms and Democritus’s atoms. This also illuminates the later history
of Aristotelianism, when critics of scholasticism consider their alternatives. The choice
they face, broadly speaking, is between the idealism of Plato and the corpuscularianism
of the atomists. And with this schematic picture in mind, what we can say is that all the
leading figures of the seventeenth century chose corpuscularianism.

Of course, these claims require qualification as soon as they are submitted to close
scrutiny. Some authors illustrate my thesis better than others, and in general different
authors end up at all different points on the continuum. As we will see over and over in
the chapters to come, it is hard to find anyone committed to a strictly corpuscularian
view—that is, one that recognizes no metaphysical entities at all (§1.3). Moreover, some
authors, such as the Cambridge Platonists, move at once both toward corpuscularian-
ism and toward an explicitly Platonic idealism, seeing these as both necessary to a
complete account of nature. (The title of one of Henry More’s early philosophical
poems is Democritus Platonissans.) And while one might make a case for Leibniz as
situated at various places on my continuum, it seems most plausible to read him as
trying to hold onto the center of the continuum, not by embracing Aristotelianism but,
ultimately, by installing there his own philosophical system.” To be sure, judgments
about where to locate an author on this continuum depend crucially on what part of
their theory one is considering. Hardly anyone in the seventeenth century was willing

! On Plato in the Renaissance curriculum, see, e.g., Schmitt, “L’introduction”; Celenza, “Revival.” For a recent

attempt to give a larger role to Platonism in seventeenth-century thought, see Hedley and Hutton, Platonism at the
Origins of Modernity. Despite the editors’ ambition to make a case for “the vitality of the Platonic tradition” (p. 1), the
cumulative impact of the essays is to highlight the peripheral influence of Platonism during the period. One of the most
telling remarks from the volume is Rogers’ ofthand remark that one can find just a single Platonist active at Oxford in the
first half of the seventeenth century (“Locke and Platonism” p. 195).

The question of “Platonism” can be fruitfully debated only in the context of a reasonably precise account of what
Platonism is. In some broad sense, one might see Platonism everywhere, inasmuch as Plato’s fecund and wide-ranging
genius touched on virtually the whole spectrum of philosophical inquiry. This is what Whitehead had in mind with his
famous remark about the history of philosophy as a series of footnotes to Plato. To determine whether a philosopher is
Platonic in some more substantial way requires defining what is distinctive of Platonism, as opposed to Aristotelianism,
Democriteanism, etc. This might or might not incorporate later Platonism, as well as (or as opposed to) the dialogues of
the master himself, and would require going doctrine by doctrine. This, in effect, is what the present study attempts to
do with scholastic Aristotelianism and its legacy in the seventeenth century.

Oderberg, “Introduction,” offers a modern version of the notion that Aristotle is a via media between Platonism and
reductive materialism.

> On the Cambridge Platonists, and their attitude toward corpuscularianism, see Gabbey, “Henry More and the
Limits of Mechanism”; Gregory, “Ralph Cudworth”; Hutton, “Aristotle and the Cambridge Platonists”; Jesseph,
“Mechanism, Skepticism, and Witchcraft.”

Leibniz is the most prominent seventeenth-century philosopher to acknowledge a significant debt to Plato in his
thought. For a helpful attempt to evaluate this, see Mercer, Leibniz’s Metaphysics chs. 5-6 and, more recently, “Platonism
at the Core of Leibniz’s Philosophy.”
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to embrace the corpuscular approach all the way up to the human mind. In that domain
one might find more Platonic elements, fused together with corpuscular theories of the
material realm. Ethics is still another matter. Although my historiography applies most
naturally to the realm of natural philosophy and metaphysics, it has applications in the
moral domain as well. Reductionism in metaphysics goes naturally with hedonism
in ethics, as the example of the Epicureans shows. Accordingly, the moral theory of
Hobbes or Hume can be regarded as another instance of an author’s moving away from
Aristotelianism, but toward a more reductive rather than idealistic account.’

My proposal is, in the first instance, a thesis about the contours of philosophical
positions, but it is also, perhaps less frivolously, a claim about actual lines of historical
influence. One finds hardly any examples, throughout the history of philosophy, of an
author’s rejecting an entrenched philosophical theory without relying on the support
of some other, pre-existent theory. That is, philosophers almost never strike out on
wholly new ground, without the historical inspiration of some figure or another.
Descartes is the most striking example of a philosopher who had the ambition to
begin completely anew, casting away everything that had come before (§20.4).
Whatever one thinks of such aspirations to methodological solipsism, the seven-
teenth century provides a particularly clear case-study of how in general philosophers
do not work that way, even in tumultuous times. What one finds over and over,
throughout that century, is that those who sought to abandon scholasticism were
searching for some alternative source of inspiration. It was, however, not clear where
else to look, especially if one did not want to move in the direction of Platonism.
Sebastian Basso puts on the title page of his bold Philosophia naturalis adversus
Aristotelem (1621) the well-worn saying Amicus Plato, amicus Socrates, sed magis amica
Veritas. (Calvin had already invoked this motto, and both Walter Charleton and
Newton would later do the same.) Yet Basso does not suppose that it is easy simply
to set the history of philosophy aside, and start anew. On the contrary, he worried
about where his contemporaries might draw inspiration:

Where should they turn? To whom should they go, once Aristotle has been abandoned? The
ancient texts have been lost, with a few of their fragments dispersed over other books, mainly
Aristotle’s. When interpreted, they resemble feverish dreams. With what fidelity do you
suppose that Aristotle recorded them? Is it still any wonder that philosophers adhere so
stubbornly to Aristotle? Whom else would they follow? (ad lectorem, f. Yér)

Basso himself vows to follow the arguments wherever they lead, without prejudice to
their source. But in practice this means abandoning Aristotle in favor of what he
regarded as the grand consensus of ancient philosophy in favor of corpuscularianism,

*> The influence of Epicurean moral theory on post-scholastic thought was well recognized at the time. Thomas
Creech, for instance, in his preface to his English translation of Lucretius’s De rerum natura (1682), remarks that “the
admirers of Mr. Hobbes may easily discern that his politics are but Lucretius enlarged . .. ” (f. b3v). This was not intended
as a recommendation. Creech begins his preface with the remark that “the best method to overthrow the Epicurean
Hypothesis (I mean as it stands opposite to Religion) is to expose a full system of it to public view” (f. b2r). The whole
issue of influence in the ethical domain is quite complex, given the extensive sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
literature. See, e.g., Valla, De voluptate; Erasmus, Epicureus (tr. Thompson); Sarasin, Discours de morale sur Epicure;
Charleton, Epicurus’ Morals. Recent studies include Jones, The Epicurean Tradition; Sarasohn, Gassendi’s Ethics; Wilson,
Epicureanism.
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an approach he finds in Plato’s Timaeus and in aspects of Stoicism, and of course also
among the ancient atomists.”

Basso puts on display the two rival tendencies of early seventeenth-century thought:
either to reject all authority, and insist on the autonomy of one’s own reason, or to
look for some authority sufficient to countervail Aristotle’s. Although Descartes cham-
pioned the first route, the second was more common. This meant not only finding an
alternative to Aristotle, but also somehow pushing Aristotle out of the way, which was
often accomplished by treating him as a marginal figure. Thus Daniel Sennert describes
the corpuscularian doctrine as that “of virtually all the ancients before Aristotle . .. and
even many after Aristotle” and he contrasts this with the view of Aristotle, “for he alone
divorced himselfin this regard from the ancients and rejected their view” (Hypomnemata
physica 111.2; tr. Thirteen Books, p. 456). When the history of philosophy is so understood,
Aristotelianism can be rejected as an historical aberration, leading away from the main
path toward the truth.’

5.2. The Revival of Atomism

Seventeenth-century authors might have gone in other directions. They had the
resources to embrace Platonism, Stoicism, skepticism, or of course to advocate a
revised Aristotelianism. Overwhelmingly, however, they took as their paradigm the
tradition of reductive corpuscularianism that had been founded by Democritus.®

4 For Basso, see especially Liithy, “Thoughts and Circumstances,” and also Gregory, “Sébastien Basson”; Nielsen,
“Seventeenth-Century Physician”; Ariew, “Descartes, Basso.” On the various manifestations of the saying Amicus Plato
(the ultimate source of which is unclear), see Guerlac, “Amicus Plato.” For another instance of the worry about where to
turn, if not Aristotle, see John Webster, Academiarum examen ch. 10, p. 104: “Secondly, it will be urged, that if the
peripatetic philosophy which the schools maintain should be taken away, where would any such perfect, complete, and
methodical piece be found to supply the place thereof.” Webster replies that Aristotelianism is not at all perfect, that
there are better options, and that if there are not then the “academies” should be ashamed that, after so many centuries,
they have not themselves put forward anything better. See §5.4 below for more of Webster’s prescription.

> Basso’s musings on reason and authority in the preface to his Philosophia naturalis represent a common theme in
philosophical writings from the early seventeenth century. For other instances, see the introduction to Sennert’s
Hypomnemata physica (translated as Thirteen Books, bks. IX-XIII) and the whole of Francis Bacon’s Instauratio magna,
which is the leading example of the genre.

Another, quite remarkable strategy for coping with the influence of Aristotle was to give his works a developmental
reading. Jungius (Disp. Hamb. XXVI.11) takes this approach, contending that although in the Physics and De gen. et cor.
“communem plerisque veterum...minus probare videatur, in posterioribus tamen scriptis syndiacrisin manifeste
profitetur”—referring to Meteor. IV.9-10. Pomponazzi, while not going that far, had exclaimed that here “Aristoteles
Democrizat” (In quartum Meteor. dub. 92, 102). On this issue in general, seeLiithy, “Aristotelian Watchdog.”

¢ Although I treat Democritus as the figurehead of reductive corpuscularianism, the historical sources are complex. In
addition to the later Epicureans, there are extensive critical discussions of the theory not just in Aristotle but also in
Cicero, Galen, and Maimonides, all of which were influential. Hero of Alexandria provided another ancient model for
this kind of view, although his corpuscles were not indivisible.

An older and somewhat crude statement of the case for Democritus’s influence on seventeenth-century thought can
be found in Lowenheim, Die Wissenschaft Demokrits. For a more sophisticated treatment, see Liithy, “The Fourfold
Democritus.” Regarding Democritus’s limited influence before the end of the sixteenth century, Liithy remarks:
“concrete traces of his influence on the development of sixteenth-century scientific thought are sporadic” (ibid.,
p. 450). As late as the 1650s, it could still seem to the young Boyle that its development was a very recent event:
“The atomical philosophy invented or brought into request [~ vogue] by Democritus, Leucippus, Epicurus, and their
contemporaries, though since the inundation of barbarians and barbarism expelled out of the Roman world all but the
casually escaping Peripatetic Philosophy, it have been either wholly ignored in the European schools or mentioned there
but as an exploded system of absurdities, yet in our less partial and more inquisitive times it is so luckily revived and so
skillfully celebrated in diverse parts of Europe by the learned pens of Gassendus, Magnenus, Des Cartes, and his disciples
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Although many of the core claims of the atomist tradition admitted of no more
empirical confirmation than did Aristotelianism (§5.4), it appeared to have a certain
status that the disreputable scholastic tradition lacked. The substantive reasons for
this preference are complex, and are indeed the subject of this study as a whole.
But there were also various incidental reasons why ancient atomism loomed large
among competing positions. For one thing, as the previous section suggested, it was
taken to have a certain ancient authority to it, with roots even older than Aristotle’s
or Plato’s. Moreover, atomism was thought to have primacy not just in philosophy
but also in ancient science and medicine. Emblematic of this was a widely credited
legend—based on a series of letters falsely ascribed to the Greek physician Hippo-
crates—which held that Democritus had been Hippocrates’s teacher. This associa-
tion, which was widely accepted throughout the seventeenth century, seemed to
position atomism at the foundations of scientific medicine.” Hence Walter Charle-
ton refers to the members of the London College of Physicians as the “genuine
sons of Democritus” (Immortality p. 34). Charleton is the best-known English-
language example of a long-running seventeenth-century effort to rehabilitate an-
cient atomism, an effort that includes works mentioned already in previous chap-
ters, such as Nicholas Hill's Philosophia Epicurea, Democritiana, Theophrastica (1601)
and Jean Chrysostome Magnen’s Democritus reviviscens (1646). The most prominent
such example of all, however, was Pierre Gassendi. In his early Exercitationes (1624),
Gassendi describes Democritus as the “most learned of all the ancients” (I1.6.6,
p. 495), and speculates that Plato’s notable silence about Democritus reflects the fact
that he alone, among the Presocratics, was above attack. Eventually, Gassendi
decided to take Epicurus as his champion around which to build a rival philosophy
to the Aristotelians. To read his long and difficult magnum opus, the Syntagma
philosophicum (1658), is to see the teachings of Epicurus and Lucretius brought to
life again, doctrine after doctrine, with the same sort of dogged fidelity with which
the scholastics followed Aristotle.®

our deservedly famous countryman Sir Kenelm Digby and many other writers, especially those that handle magnetical
and electrical operations, that it is now grown too considerable to be any longer laughed at, and considerable enough to
deserve a serious enquiry” (Of the Atomical Philosophy [Works XII1:227]).

7 See Liithy, “The Fourfold Democritus” pp. 461-70.

® For the motivations behind Gassendi’s study of Epicurus, see Joy, Gassendi pp. 38-9. Nielsen, “Seventeenth-Century
Physician,” stresses that Sebastian Basso’s atomism takes Plato’s Timaeus as its inspiration, much more than Democritus,
and plausibly suggests that this is so because Democritus was still a controversial figure in the early seventeenth century
(p. 343). There was, moreover, reason to be cautious about invoking Democritus, given a dispute that had raged in the
first decade of the seventeenth century over a work of Joseph Duchesne (also known as Quercetanus), the De priscorum
philosophorum verae medicinae materia (1603), which had credited Democritus as the father of chemistry. Gassendi’s later
remark about Plato’s not daring to criticize Democritus had already appeared in Duchesne: “Legimus insuper principem
Graecum Democritum, quem Plato ne reprehendere quidem est ausus” (p. 4). This work was immediately condemned
by the Paris medical faculty, whose Aristotelian-Galenic orientation made any appeal to the atomic tradition completely
unacceptable. Subsequently, however, Duchesne’s ideas were forcefully supported by the German physician Andreas
Libavius, whose advocacy of Democritus seems likely to have been influential on later philosophical thought. (My
information on this dispute comes from Nielsen, “Seventeenth-Century Physician” pp. 339-41, and Liithy, “The
Fourfold Democritus” pp. 474-9, who shows that the Democritus at issue in this dispute was neither the atomist with
whom we are familiar nor the alleged founder of modern medicine, but yet another legendary Democritus, the founder
of alchemy.) For further information on Libavius’s version of atomism see Newman, “Experimental Corpuscular
Theory” pp. 306-17, who highlights the distance beteween Libavius’s views and Democritus’s.
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Although Gassendi is the most vivid instance of this approach, the tendency to appeal
to ancient atomism can be found throughout the seventeenth century. Francis Bacon,
for instance, complains that the river of time has transmitted to us only those works
that are “lighter and full of wind” (he means both Plato and Aristotle!) “while letting
the heavier and solid stuff sink” (Novum organum pt. I, n. 71). That weightier stuff is the
work of the Presocratics, especially the atomists, whose school of philosophy “saw the
deepest into nature” (n. 51). Robert Boyle too refers to “that great and ancient sect of
philosophers, the atomists” (Free Enquiry sec. 6 [Works X:511; Davis and Hunter p. 91]).
And Joseph Glanvill writes that “the atomical hypothesis was the first and most ancient
which there is in any memory in physiology™ (Scire tuum nihil est p. 89). It may in fact
have been Glanvill who wrote the Ballad of Gresham College, in honor of that early
meeting-place for the Royal Society:

Thy Colledg, Gresham, shall hereafter
Be the whole world’s Universitie,
Oxford and Cambridge are our laughter;
Their learning is but Pedantry.

These new Collegiates doe assure us
Aristotle’s an Asse to Epicurus.
(Stimson, “Ballad” p. 109)

Looking back from 1669, Leibniz praises Galileo, Bacon, Gassendi, Descartes, Hobbes,
and Digby as “revivers of Democritus and Epicurus” (Confessio naturae pt. 1). In a 1697
letter, Leibniz describes himself as having been drawn into this debate from an early
age: “I was not yet fifteen when I walked for whole days in the woods to choose sides
between Aristotle and Democritus” (Phil. Schriften I11:205). Even critics of these devel-
opments recognized them for what they were. In his 1631 attack on atomism, Libert
Froidmont, a professor at Louvain, criticized those “who have deserted Aristotle, Plato,
Zeno, that is, those great men of illustrious fame and erudition of the schools, and have
fled to Epicurus...” (Labyrinthus, ad lectorem). Edward Stillingfleet, later Locke’s most
prominent detractor, was railing already in 1662 against “that which makes most noise
in the world, which is the atomical or Epicurean hypothesis” (Origines sacrae 1112,
p. 447). Berkeley’s youthful notebooks from 1707-8 record this quick impression of
world history: “Fall of Adam, rise of Idolatry, rise of Epicurism and Hobbism” (n. 17,
Works 1:10). Judging from its company on the list, the revival of Epicurus did not strike
Berkeley as a good thing—a later entry characterizes Epicurus, along with Hobbes
and Spinoza, as “a declared enemy of religion” (n. 824, 1:98)—but at least it struck
Berkeley as important.”

° 'The question of Epicurus’s influence is even more complicated than in the case of Democritus, because Epicurean-
ism was associated with a wider range of doctrines: not just reductive corpuscularianism, but also, most prominently,
materialism, hedonism, and the denial of divine providence. When Calvin, in the mid-sixteenth century, described the
growing number of Epicureans as the “argumentum certissimum” that the end of the world was near (see Jones,
Epicurean Tradition p. 163), he surely had in mind a moral standpoint rather than a thesis in natural philosophy. Perhaps
this is what Berkeley later had in mind, too, though by then, and given his philosophical orientation, this is less clear.

For a recent attempt to trace the influence of Epicureanism across its varied spheres of influence, see Wilson,
Epicureanism. She reaches the quite bold conclusion that the downfall of Aristotelian theories of matter is the result of the
revival of the ideas of the ancient atomists: “Aristotelian matter theory was repudiated and the dethronement of its
author is best explained by the rediscovery and reconsideration of the arguments of the ancient atomists, especially the



5.3. ‘Nominalism’ 83

It did not take the seventeenth century’s scholarly rehabilitation of ancient atomism
to see that these were the philosophical choices available. A 1403 letter from William
Euvrie, a young arts master at Paris, to John Gerson, the University’s powerful
chancellor, describes the choices:’

I ask of you, good father, which path of doctrine will we follow? Which way do you offer to the
young? . .. Do not reply to me that it is up to you to choose and judge for yourself as you wish.
For it is not permitted (licet) that I choose, especially where the determination among such a
variety of views would be daunting. And even if it were permitted to me, still right reason
would seek paternal counsel. For there have been three sects that by the fame of their celebrated
names have come down to us in present times. The first they call the sect of the formalizers,
which they hold to be derived from Plato, through Augustine. Another, that of the nominalists,
shifts the differences among nearly all things to human concepts. The first author of this sect
is unknown, I gather, because there has been such an intermission of time, but they ascribe
to Epicurus both its origin and its development. The third sect mediates between the above
two. Begun by Aristotle, it has been propounded with careful and continual labor up to our
age by Alexander, Philoponus, al-Farabi, Themistius, Avicenna, Averroes, Boethius, Albert,
St. Thomas, and other Peripatetics. How then should a young man choose among such a variety
of doctrines? (Kaluza, Les Querelles p. 17)

Euvrie’s three sects correspond perfectly, on their face, with my own historiography,
but strictly speaking the views he describes all belong to the middle Aristotelian ground.
The “formalizers” (lines 6-7) are Scotists, and so this hardly counts as a Platonic view at
all by modern standards; it is simply a form of Aristotelianism that tilts somewhat more
toward realism. The “nominalists” (lines 7-10) are Ockham and Buridan, among others,
and although nominalism deploys the sort of reductive approach favored by Epicurus,
the view remains solidly Aristotelian, inasmuch as it retains its commitment to prime
matter, substantial form, and real qualities. As Euvrie’s letter indicates, students at the
University of Paris at the start of the fifteenth century could choose among only a
relatively narrow range of options, and felt moreover that ultimately “it is not permit-
ted [to] choose” (line 3) (see Ch. 20). Even so, from among these limited options,
Euvrie’s letter reveals just the possibilities we should expect: a middle ground, “begun
by Aristotle” (line 11), with reductive Epicureanism on one side and idealistic Platonism
on the other.

5.3. ‘Nominalism’

One of the most remarkable features of modern scholarship on our four centuries is
how badly it has performed at identifying the crucial organizing concepts. Indeed,
perhaps the main obstacle to writing a narrative of this period—aside from the

arguments to be found in Lucretius, and by the conformity the moderns perceived between their aims and the atomic
philosophy” (p. 50). I would say on the contrary that the revival of the ancient atomists—at the hands of authors like
Magnen, Gassendi, Charleton, etc.—is an effect rather than the cause of the rejection of Aristotelianism, and that authors
embraced the corpuscularian program only because (a) they were dissatisfied with Aristotelianism, and (b) they finally,
after centuries of enforced conformity, were free to pursue other options. For the last claim, see Chapter 20.

1% The context of Buvrie’s letter is analyzed in careful detail by Kaluza, Les querelles ch. 1, who identifies many of the
specific contemporaries to whom Euvrie is reacting.

12
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sheer quantity of texts—is that one must break free from the usual classifying schemas,
which obscure as much as they illuminate. I have already set aside the most obvious of
these—the distinction between medieval, Renaissance, and modern (§1.1)—and have
now offered further grounds for treating the fabled phenomenon of Renaissance
Platonism as peripheral. As one moves closer to the ground—closer, that is, to the
issues themselves—the lines of demarcation remain tangled. For researchers focused on
the later scholastic era, perhaps the principal organizing concept has been that of
nominalism. For scholars of the seventeenth century, two central concepts have been
atomism and skepticism. Yet any attempt to understand our period in terms of these
concepts is bound to fail, because skepticism is a view that no one held, atomism a view
that barely mattered, and nominalism not a view at all. To be sure, there are interesting
issues in the neighborhood. For instance, although there are no true skeptics during our
period, there are many interesting discussions of certainty and doubt, often occasioned
by reflection on skepticism. Atomism and nominalism too, although flawed as organiz-
ing concepts for the period, come very close to the issues that matter most, and so
they have served to get scholars into the right territory, even while obscuring the
overall narrative. Here I will focus first on nominalism and then on atomism, saving
a discussion of skepticism for another time."!

Although the fourteenth century is regarded as the heyday of nominalism, the term
itself did not come into usage until the beginning of the following century. Indeed, not
only did fourteenth-century authors not use this term, but in fact they recognized no
common philosophical movement of this sort at all. As for the term ‘nominalist,’
although it had been applied to various logicians back in the twelfth century, its distinct
usage in the scholastic context is first found at the start of the fifteenth century, as
witnessed by the above-quoted letter from William Euvrie. When Jerome of Prague
visited the University of Heidelberg in 1406, he described the nominalists as those who
deny the reality of universals outside the human mind, and realists as those who affirm
that reality—a usage that was guaranteed to be memorable because of his shocking
attack on such nominalism as heresy. (Jerome was ultimately found guilt of heresy
himself and burned at the stake in 1416. Among the subsequent charges made against
him was that by making such rash charges he had posed a threat to academic unity.)
The growing sense of a systematic divide between two schools of thought becomes
explicit in a 1425 document from the University of Cologne, where a distinction is
drawn between “the via of saint Thomas, Albert the Great and such ancients,” and the
via of “the modern masters [John] Buridan and Marsilius [of Inghen].” This notion of
two distinct ways, a via antiqua and a via moderna, became widespread in the later
fifteenth century, and was associated with realism and nominalism. At some univer-
sities one or the other school was banned; at others, there were separate chairs

"' My original plan for this book called for a series of chapters on knowledge and skepticism, which would have

fleshed out the claim that “no one defended skepticism.” I have published some of this material in “Science and
Certainty,” and hope to publish more elsewhere. The central idea is the need for a distinction between ordinary
knowledge, our possession of which was never seriously doubted during our period, and scientia, which authors were
very frequently skeptical of our possessing, in one or another domain.

For recent state-of-the-art discussions of skepticism’s influence in the scholastic era, see Perler, “Skepticism” and
Schiissler, “John Gerson.”
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for realists and nominalists; in Heidelberg, it was eventually forbidden to criticize the
different viae; ultimately, in the sixteenth century, the dispute simply dried up.'?

Sometimes Buridan was described as the founder of the via moderna; other times the
doctrine was traced back to Ockham. Often it was the opponents of nominalism who
stressed its association with Ockham. His views were under a cloud of suspicion
throughout the scholastic era, as is attested by a 1339 prohibition among the arts
faculty in Paris against “listening to. .., lecturing on.. ., disputing. . ., or referring to”
Ockham’s work. The 1339 statute mentioned no specific doctrines, however, and seems
to have been lifted around 1360. Subsequently, Ockham’s views were discussed quite
extensively, and sometimes defended, but there was never a proper school of Ockha-
mists, in the way that there were Thomists, Scotists, and even Albertists. Was there
even a school of nominalists? In 1474, Louis XI issued an edict commanding that realism
alone be taught at the University of Paris, and that the books of various “renovating
doctors” be confiscated. These offending scholars are listed as Ockham, John of
Mirecourt, Gregory of Rimini, Buridan, Peter of Ailly, Marsilius, Adam Wodeham,
John Dorp, and Albert of Saxony, as contrasted with the realists: Averroes, Albert,
Aquinas, Giles of Rome, Alexander of Hales, John Duns Scotus, and Bonaventure.
As for the “nominalists,” this term is used of certain students at Paris who “are not
afraid to imitate” the renovators. These students, or perhaps their teachers, subsequ-
ently made a reply to the French king, in which they conceived of nominalism as
a movement going back to Ockham, which had been persecuted repeatedly, but which
in fact represents the truer philosophy, inasmuch as “for each error found in the
doctrine of the nominalists—if any are found—four or five appear in the doctrine of
the realists.” Ultimately, the king’s edict seems to have had little influence, even in
Paris. Indeed, Desiderius Erasmus remarked of Paris in 1525 that “the faction of the
realists, as they are called, had once flourished, but now that of the nominalists largely
rules” (Gabriel, “Via antiqua” pp. 455-6).

More or less the same names are listed over and over, with the list of realists taken
from the late, great champions of the thirteenth century—thus justifying the sobriquet
via antiqua—and the list of nominalists from the more recent, and hence in most eyes
more suspect, fourteenth century. (On aversion to novelty, see §20.2.) But what were
the doctrines of these separate camps? The question is best not even asked, inasmuch as
these two schools of thought are simply the creations of a later time. This is most
obviously the case for the so-called realists, since the differences between the authors
who show up on that list are both significant and well known. It is also the case,
however, for the nominalists. None of the canonical authors described as nominalists
explicitly patterns his work on any of the others, or even conceives of himself as part of
a movement. Although one might speak of a family resemblance among the views of

2 For general information on the fifteenth-century dispute between via antiqua and via moderna, see Gilbert,
“Ockham, Wyclif’; Gabriel, “Via antiqua”; Hoenen, “Fifteenth Century”; Kaluza, Les querelles. For the Cologne
document of 1425, I follow the discussion in Hoenen, “Fifteenth Century” pp. 14-15. On the status of Ockhamism,
see Courtenay, “Was there an Ockhamist School?”, which summarizes earlier research by him and others on Ockham’s
standing in Paris in 1339-40. For the edict of 1474, and the nominalists’ reply, see the English translation in Thorndike,
University Records n. 158, and the discussions in Gilbert, “Ockham, Wyclif’; Kaluza, “La Crise.” On Scotism, see
Honnefelder, “Scotus und der Scotismus”; on Albertism, see Kaluza, “Les débuts de 1’albertisme.”
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Ockham, Buridan, Marsilius, and others, there are also striking differences, as will
emerge in subsequent chapters."’

Even if one could focus on a single issue as definitive, it would be very hard to justify
the notion of a distinctive nominalist camp. Today, nominalism is most closely
associated with the problem of universals. The canonical nominalists did believe that
everything that exists is particular. But Aquinas and many other thirteenth-century
authors believed this too, which makes it hard to see how that can serve to define the
nominalist movement. Moreover, the status of universals was just one and not the
most important of the issues that came to be seen as distinctive of nominalism. The
1474 Parisian defense of nominalism begins with this remark:

Those doctors are called nominalists who do not multiply the things principally signified
by terms in accord with the multiplication of terms. Realists, on the other hand, are those
who contend that things are multiplied in accord with the multiplication of terms. For example,
nominalists say that deity and wisdom are entirely one and the same thing, because everything
that is in God is God. Realists, however, say that divine wisdom is divided from deity. (Ehrle,
Der Sentenzenkommentar p. 322)

This characterization of the disagreement focuses on whether the surface structure of
language corresponds to the structure of reality, in such a way that distinct terms match
up with distinct things in reality. This, however, has little to do with the problem of
universals; it refers mainly to a dispute over the categories (see Ch. 12): does every
predicate across Aristotle’s categorial scheme—e.g., warm, six-feet tall, next to, sitting—
have corresponding to it a real accidental form? It was disingenuous for the nominalists
to have taken as their example (lines 3-5) the one case, God, where such realism seems
most clearly precluded, in view of God’s simplicity. The heart of the debate in fact
concerned material substances, and it is here, if anywhere, that one can speak most
aptly of nominalists and realists. Ockham’s view that only predicates in the category of
Quality correspond to a real accident—with its attendant rejection of realism regarding
both Quantity and Relation—had always been the most controversial aspect of his
philosophy. It seems to have been the principal cause behind the conflicts in Paris in the
1330s, for instance, and remained the focus of extended discussion among sixteenth-
century scholastics. Inasmuch as this dispute spills over into both metaphysics and
semantics, it has the potential to constitute a movement. But here too the lines of
demarcation are obscure. It is not clear that Albert the Great and Aquinas accept real
accidents at all (§10.2), nor do they seem committed to a realistic interpretation of the
category scheme (§12.3). And although Ockham is the scholastic paradigm of anti-
realism with respect to the categories, his views met with resistance from Buridan and
later Marsilius, both of whom were realists about the category that Ockham had fought
the hardest to reject, Quantity (see Chs. 14-15)."

® The Sentences commentary of Peter of Candia (1378-80) is perhaps an important step toward the rise of nominalism
as a distinct school of thought, for although it does not, so far as I know, use the term nominales, it does refer to Ockham
quite extensively, by name, something that is quite unusual in earlier texts (see Ehrle, Der Sentenzenkommentar pp. 56-73;
Moody, “Ockham, Buridan” p. 159).

* The view that Ockham was most controversial for his take on the categories has been championed by Courtenay
over a series of works—see, in particular, “Reception at Paris” and “Reception in England” p. 93. An interesting
contemporary source is the anonymous “Commendation of a Clerk,” probably from the 1340s, which criticizes clerks
for being “deficiens in statu scolastico” if they take up the views of “frater Wilhelmus de Octhan anglicus atque sui
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There is, in short, nothing like a coherent body of thought that one might refer to as
nominalism—at least not in the fourteenth century. Ockham was known as the
venerable inceptor primarily because of his perceived role as the founder of nominalism
(rather than, as is often said, because he failed to serve as a master of theology),” but if
there ever was a nominalist movement, it came well after the figures who were
conventionally supposed to constitute it. To be sure, even well into the seventeenth
century, nominalism appeared to critics of scholasticism as a bright spot amidst the
darkness of Aristotelianism. The young Leibniz speaks of “the nominalist sect, the most
profound of all among the scholastics, and the most consistent with the character of our
present-day, reformed philosophy” (“Preface to Nizolius,” Phil. Schriften IV:157; tr.
Loemker p. 127). But no wonder Leibniz is enthusiastic, for he characterizes nominal-
ism as tantamount to what I am calling corpuscularianism: as the belief “that all things
beyond individual substances are mere names.” As we will see in later chapters, none
of the canonical nominalists—not even Ockham—came even close to holding so
extreme a view.

These cautionary remarks are largely familiar to specialists, on whose work the
preceding paragraphs draw heavily. But the implications of this research have not yet
quite dawned on the broader community of scholars, who continue to think of
nominalism as a central organizing concept for later scholasticism. Inasmuch as a
recurring theme of this volume will be the way in which Ockham’s ideas often
foreshadow the eventual rejection of scholasticism in the seventeenth century, it
would be quite convenient if later scholastic thought could be conceived along the
lines of this conventional historiography, as a dispute between Ockham and his
followers, and their realist opponents. But this is an historical fiction, an early attempt
to construct a narrative for scholastic thought that is not without some basis in reality,

sequaces”—views that are subsequently characterized entirely in terms of Ockham’s parsimonious treatment of the
accidental categories (Thorndike, University Records pp. 203, 409). This is not to say that the link between nominalism and
universals is entirely a modern construction. As quoted in the main text, this is how Jerome of Prague understands
nominalism. Scheibler too, in the early seventeenth century, takes it for granted that the “nominales” take their name
from their view that universals are mere names (Metaphys. 1.7.7.2, p. 102).

For the semantics behind nominalism, see Klima, “Nominalist Semantics,” which summarizes much earlier research.
For a nuanced discussion of what it means to be a nominalist, see Biard, “Nominalism,” who begins by characterizing the
term nominalism’ as “uncertain and equivocal” (p. 661) and in the end settles for characterizing it as “a common
approach, a way of doing philosophy” (p. 671).

¥ There is some truth in the widespread notion that Ockham was called the venerable inceptor because he failed to
incept as a regent master at Oxford. What is true is that the term “inceptor,” as opposed to ‘doctor,” was sometimes (rather
counterintuitively) used as an honorific for those who failed to incept (e.g., the term was applied to Robert Cowton and
William of Ware, neither of whom became regent master [see Ehrle, Ehrentitel p. 55]). Also, Ockham was sometimes
referred to as the inceptor singularis (ibid.), presumably both because of his nominalistic focus on particulars and his
originality. Still, although inceptor was sometimes used in this sense, other manuscripts describe Ockham as the doctor
singularis (ibid., pp. 37, 41, 43, 47). The reason why the title inceptor caught on, surely, is that it contained a double entendre
pertaining to Ockham’s status as the founder of nominalism. This sense is well attested in scholastic texts. De Soto refers
to “Occham, ... quem inceptorem huius viae Nominales venerantur” (In Isag prol. q. 1, p. 30I). A Franciscan sermon
from 1502, speaking of Ockham’s immense influence, remarks that “tota Parisinsa facultas patrem novique dogmatis
venerabilem inceptorem adamavit” (Doncoeur, “La théorie” p. 22). Fonseca reports: “Guillelmus Ockham .. .. qui apud
recentiores nominales tantum authoritatis obtinuit, ut quasi novam philosophandi viam primus invenerit, venerabilis
inceptoris nomen assequutus sit” (In Meta. V.28.2.1, I1:952). This last passage expressly asserts that the title was assigned
because Ockham was regarded as the founder of nominalism. Whether or not this gets the origin of the title right (how
would Fonseca know that?), it at least attests to how the title was understood in the later sixteenth century.
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but that has to be approached with the same sort of caution as the seventeenth-century
distinction between rationalists and empiricists.

5.4. ‘Atomism’

Atomism, I remarked at the start of the previous section, is a view that barely mattered.
This is true when atomism is understood as it is usually understood today, as the view
that the divisibility of bodies extends down only so far, and that the smallest bodies in
nature are indivisible.'® If atomism is just this—a belief in indivisible atoms—then it
should be treated as a thoroughly peripheral issue, inasmuch as very little turns on
whether one thinks the material realm is or is not infinitely divisible. Although Aristotle
happened to opt for infinite divisibility, there is little in his broader views that rests
on this. And although most scholastics were divisibilists, not all were. Nicholas of
Autrecourt was an atomist, and so were John Wyclif and Nicholas of Cusa.'” To be
sure, these are three quite heterodox thinkers, but the fact that each is so different
from the others suggests just how little the doctrine of atomism matters to one’s
broader views. Atomism becomes increasingly prevalent in the late sixteenth and the
seventeenth centuries, among authors such as Giordano Bruno, Bernardino Telesio,
Tommaso Campanella, David Gorlaeus, Nicholas Hill, Walter Warner, Isaac Beeck-
man, Sebastian Basso, Antoine de Villon and Etienne de Clave, Galileo, Claude
Berigard, Daniel Sennert, Magnen, Joachim Jungius, Gassendi, Charleton, and New-
ton.'® But of course not every critic of scholasticism was an atomist, and indeed many
of the major figures were not. Descartes found the view positively incoherent, as did
Hobbes and Leibniz, while Francis Bacon and Robert Boyle treated it as a speculative,
unverifiable hypothesis, and one that was indeed quite irrelevant to their broader anti-

'° It is important to distinguish atomism as a thesis about bodies from atomism as a mathematical thesis about the
structure of the continuum. This form of atomism was also a minority position among scholastics, but also had its
defenders. See, e.g., Maier, Die Vorldufer Galileis ch. 7; Murdoch, “Atomism and Motion” and “Naissance”; Wood,
“Introduction.”

To show that an author is an atomist, in the sense at issue here, one must show that he endorses indivisible atoms. The
mere postulation of “atoms” is not enough, because that word is often used for any fundamental corpuscle, divisible or
not. See, e.g., Digby, Two Treatises 1.5.8: “By which word Atome, nobody will imagine we intend to express a perfect
indivisible, but only the least sort of natural bodies.” This is in effect to use ‘atoms’ in the sense of the Aristotelian notion
of minima—that is, the smallest bodies that still count as instances of the kind in question. So, a minimum of gold is the
smallest particle of gold that still counts as gold. For this commonplace scholastic notion, see §26.3. The tendency to use
‘atom’ in this broad sense suggests the need for some wariness in how we take talk of “atomists.” For in at least some
contexts it may be possible to count as an atomist without postulating indivisible corpuscles—that is, as we would put it,
to be an “atomist” without believing in atoms.

7' Autrecourt’s commitment to atomism is clear in the Tractatus—e.g., ch. 1, p. 201: “corpora atomalia...ipsa
indivisibilia.” See Grellard, “Atomistic Physics” and Croire et savoir ch. 7, and Pabst, Atomtheotien pp. 285-306. For Wyclif,
see Michael, “John Wyclif’s Atomism” and Pabst, Atomtheorien pp. 306-16. For Cusa, see De mente idiotae 111.9:
“Secundum mentis considerationem, continuum dividitur in semper divisibile, et multitudo crescit in infinitum, sed
actu dividendo, ad partem actu indivisibilem devenitur, quam atomum appello. Est enim atomus quantitas, ob sui
parvitatem, actu indivisibilis.”

8 The still-unmatched history of atomism in the late sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries is Lasswitz, Geschichte
der Atomistik, which discusses all the figures mentioned here. See also Hall, “Establishment,” and, more recently, Pabst,
Atomtheorien; Clericuzio, Elements, Principles, and Corpuscles; Liithy et al., Late Medieval and Early Modern Corpuscular Matter
Theories; Pyle, Atomism and Its Critics; Grellard and Robert, Atomism. On the atomism of Villon and de Clave, see Kahn,
“Entre atomisme,” who stresses that their 1624 broadsheet (§19.6) was controversial not for its atomism, but for its
rejection of Aristotelian form and matter. For Hill and Warner, see Clucas, “Infinite Variety.”
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Aristotelian agendas.'” Why can an author’s attitude toward atomism serve as a rough
and fallible symptom of his attitude toward Aristotelianism? Precisely because this is
a question for which there was absolutely no good evidence available one way or the
other, which meant that for the main run of authors it simply fell out as a consequence
of their broader philosophical sympathies, pro- or anti-Aristotelian. For many in the
seventeenth century, this rough and ready principle sufficed: if Aristotle is wrong,
then atomism is true.

The case of Descartes, who resisted this blind inference from reverse authority, is
instructive just for this reason. Descartes thought he had an argument against atomism,
on the grounds that it is possible to divide anything that is extended, just in virtue of the
concept of what it is to be extended (Principles 11.20). The argument seems willfully
oblivious to the fact that atomists almost always assert only the natural impossibility of
splitting an atom, which means that they could grant Descartes’s bare conceptual
possibility.”” Still, Descartes’s rejection of atoms is unequivocal. Hence it is interesting
that he is quite concerned about the charge of being a latter-day atomist, insisting that
“my method of philosophizing has no more affinity with the Democritean method than
with any of the other particular sects” (Principles IV.202). Descartes had reason to be
concerned. Libert Froidmont, for instance, had pressed this very charge upon him.
In Froidmont’s eyes, Descartes is simply another atomist: “not rarely does he unknow-
ingly, I think, fall into the physics of Epicurus, crude and overblown” (Descartes,
Oeuvres 1:402). Descartes predictably protests that his view is not at all like the ancient
atomists, inasmuch as he postulates neither atoms nor void space (1:413), but this
reading of Descartes stuck. Henry More, in his first letter to Descartes, is tactless
enough to appeal to the views of Epicurus, Democritus, and Lucretius, to which
Descartes makes the rather prickly reply that he does not accept their authority.”!
Still, the association endured beyond Descartes’s death. John Webster’s Academiarum
examen (1654) advocates throwing Aristotle’s natural philosophy out of the university
and replacing it with, among other things, Ficino’s version of Plato, Gassendi’s version
of Epicurus, and Descartes’s version of Democritus.”” Boyle, although well aware of the

' For Francis Bacon’s view of atomism, see Novum organum I1.8: “Neque propterea res deducetur ad atomum, qui
praesupponit vacuum et materiam non fluxam (quorum utrumque falsum est), sed ad particulas veras, quales
inveniuntur.” See also ibid., 1.66 at end. For Boyle, see Origin of Forms and Qualities (Works V:292; Stewart p. 7): “I
have forborne to employ arguments that are either grounded on, or suppose, indivisible corpuscles called atoms”; History
of Fluidity and Firmness (Works 11:165): “T am willing to decline clashing with them [the atomists]. . ., especially since the
dim and bounded intellect of man seldom prosperously adventures to be dogmatical about things that approach to
infinite, whether in vastness or littleness.” (See too Anstey, Philosophy of Robert Boyle pp. 43—4.) For some general remarks
on the unverifiable character of the atomistic hypothesis, see Meinel, “Early Seventeenth-Century Atomism.” For
Hobbes, see De corpore 27.1. For Leibniz, see e.g. his letter to Remond from July 1714 (Phil. Schriften 111:620; tr. Loemker
p. 657).

2% On the merely natural indivisibility of atoms, see also Beeckman, Journal 11:245: “Ego vero, cum statuo atomos,
non tales imaginor ut nequeam eas mente dividere, sed tales quae, cum poris careant, reipsa nequeant dividi.”

! More, criticizing Descartes’s denial of the possibility of empty space: “Idem non sensit literata antiquitas, Epicurus,
Democritus, Lucretius, aliique” (Descartes, Oeuvres V:241). Descartes replies: “Nec dubitavi a magnis viris, Epicuro,
Democrito, Lucretio, hac in re dissentire; vidi enim illos non firmam aliquam rationem esse secutos, sed falsum
praeiudicium, quo omnes ab ineunte aetate fuimus imbuti. .. . Quod praeiudicium cum ab Epicuro, Democrito, Lucretio
non fuerit umquam reiectum, illorum authoritatem sequi non debeo” (V:271).

> John Webster’s prescription for a post-Aristotelian philosophy runs as follows: “That the Philosophy of Plato,
revived and methodized by Franciscus Patritius, Marsilius Ficinus, and others, that of Democritus cleared and in some
measure demonstrated by Renatus des Cartes, Regius, Phocylides Holwarda, and some others; that of Epicurus
illustrated by Petrus Gassendus; that of Philolaus, Empedocles, and Parmenides, resuscitated by Telesius, Campanella,
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disagreements between atomists and Cartesians, stresses instead their areas of agree-
ment, in rejecting substantial forms and real qualities in favor of “deducing all the
phenomena of nature from matter and local motion.” So he concludes that the two
camps “might be thought to agree in the main, and their hypotheses might by a person
of a reconciling disposition be looked on as, upon the matter, one Philosophy” (Certain
Physiological Essays [Works 11:87]). In adopting the term ‘corpuscularian’ to describe the
mainstream of post-scholastic thought, I am following Boyle’s “reconciling” strategy.”’

Another instance of the tendency to construe atomism broadly is its association with
nominalism. This is surprising on its face, since none of the canonical nominalists
believed in indivisible atoms, nor did they even embrace full-blown corpuscularianism.
Still, the connection was persistently drawn. We saw William Euvrie propose Epicurus
as the ultimate founder of the nominalist movement—a connection he seems to have
picked up from a contemporary arts master at Paris, Johannes de Nova Domo. Pedro
Fonseca still sees a link between nominalism and Epicureanism in the later sixteenth
century. Joachim Jungius, in 1625, finds it illuminating to describe Democritus as an
Ockhamist.”* This makes little sense when atomism is understood narrowly, as
the belief in indivisible atoms. But that narrow construal is not the usual one. Through-
out our four centuries, it is common to associate the atomists with corpuscularianism
in general. Thus Ralph Cudworth, in making the usual claim that Aristotle was outside
the mainstream of ancient thought, characterizes the atomists in terms that do not
even mention atoms:

Wherefore, I think, it cannot be reasonably doubted but that the generality of the old
physiologers before Aristotle and Democritus did pursue the atomical way, which is to resolve
the corporeal phenomena not into forms, qualities, and species, but into figures, motions, and
fancies. (True Intellectual System 1.1.16)

It is this construal of “the atomical way” (line 2) that made its association with Descartes
so irresistible, and made it natural to think that nominalism was a kind of proto-

and some besides; and that excellent magnetical philosophy found out by Doctor Gilbert; that of Hermes, revived by the
Paracelsian School, may be brought into examination and practice, that whatsoever in any of them, or others of what
sort so ever, may be found agreeable to truth and demonstration, may be embraced and received; for there are none of
them but have excellent and profitable things, and few of them but may justly be equalized with Aristotle and the
Scholastic learning, nay, I am confident upon due and serious perusal and trial, would be found far to excel them”
(Academiarum examen ch. 10, p. 106).

Other examples of Descartes’s being placed in the tradition of ancient atomism include Honoré Fabri, who repeatedly
characterizes him as a “Democritean” (Des Chene, “Wine and Water” pp. 363—4) and Creech, whose preface to his
translation of Lucretius suggests that “on these leaves you find the pearls of Cartesianism” (f. b3v).

2> On Descartes and atomism, see Roux, “Descartes atomiste?” Garber, “Descartes and the Revolution,” contains an
illuminating discussion of the exchange with Froidmont, although it strikes me as too simple to remark that “Descartes
was right, of course . . . he was also quite clear in rejecting both atoms and the void, the sine qua non of atomism” (p. 476).
Accordingly, I think it wrong to remark, of Descartes’s departures from atomism, that “Froidmont seems to have seen
none of this. What he saw was the shade of Epicurus redivivus; he immediately assimilated Descartes to a familiar
category” (ibid.). My view, on the contrary, is that Descartes did belong to that familiar category, and that he departed
from it in only incidental ways. For a subsequent rejection of indivisible atoms much like Descartes’s, see Margaret
Cavendish, Observations upon Experimental Philosophy pp. 125, 263. For earlier versions of the objection that what is
extended cannot be indivisible, see Suarez, Disp. meta. 13.2.2 and, even earlier, Giles of Rome, In De gen. et cor. I, f. 217v.

2% For Johannes de Nova Domo as the source of the link between nominalism and Epicureanism, see Kaluza, Les
querelles pp. 19-20. For Fonseca, see In Meta. V.28.2.1 (I1:951), where the focus is the theory of universals, but still the link
to Epicureanism is present. I owe the remark from Jungius to Lasswitz, Geschichte 11:248-9.
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atomism or, as we saw Leibniz remark earlier, the scholastic theory “most consistent”
with modern ideas.
Here are seven theses associated with the doctrine of atomism:

There are indivisible corpuscles (= atoms).
There is void space.
Corpuscles are ingenerable and incorruptible (= corpuscular prime matter; see §3.2).

LN

All bodies are composed solely of corpuscles and their aggregates (= corpuscu-

larianism; see §1.3).

5. Causation among bodies is limited to collisions among corpuscles and their
aggregates (= mechanism; see §1.3).

6. The only kinds of bodily qualities are those kinds that can be found at the micro-
corpuscular level; sensible qualities are in fact sensations (Chs. 22-3).

7. The only genuine entities are the corpuscles: (a) they themselves are simple (§26.4),

and (b) what they compose are mere aggregates (Chs. 28-9).

Taken together, these seven theses amount to an extremely radical conception of the
material world, according to which neither you nor I exist, nor is anything in the world
the way it superficially seems to be. Democritus himself may have endorsed all of these
theses,” but it is hard to find any subsequent atomist who went so far. Still, the reason
the atomist tradition has been an object of such enduring interest—ever since the
seventeenth century—is that it has implicitly been understood as a broader thesis than
the label ‘atomism’ would suggest, as including not just (1), or (1) and (2), but often (3),
(4), and (5) as well, and perhaps even (6) and (7), at least in some attenuated form. The
canonical nominalists accept not one of these theses, and so their association with
atomism is misleading. But it is more reasonable to think of Descartes as a part of the
atomist movement, at least for a person of Boyle’s “reconciling disposition,” for even if
Descartes denied (1) and (2), he accepted much of the broader agenda. (Just how much
of it he accepted is a question for future chapters.)

It seems hopeless to try to disassociate ‘atomism’ from (1) on the above list—the
verbal connections are just too strong. But it is quite wrong to suppose that (1) bears
any close connection to the subsequent theses. Admittedly, there is some connection
between (1) and (2), inasmuch as the standard rationale for the indivisibility of the
atoms was the thought that only they are entirely free of void space, and therefore (?)
are unbreakable. But even that connection was not inviolable, inasmuch as there were
advocates of (1) who rejected (2), and advocates of (2) who rejected (1).>° And once one
goes farther down the list, the connection to (1) disappears entirely. Hence Descartes’s
rejection of atoms is irrelevant to his defense of (3)—(5), and Sennert’s embrace of atoms
is perfectly consistent with his rejection of (3)—(7) and indeed with his thoroughly
conservative views regarding forms, qualities, and other core Aristotelian doctrines. It is

* The character of Democritus’s own broader ontology is difficult to determine. For discussion, and an argument for
a radical reading, see Pasnau, “Democritus.”

%% It was a central thesis of the paradigmatic seventeenth-century atomists that the atoms are unbreakable because
they lack void space. See, e.g., Gassendi, Syntagma 11.1.3.5; Charleton, Physiologia 11.1.1.4. On atomists holding (1) but not
(2), see Meinel, “Early Seventeenth-Century Atomism” p. 89, and Liithy, “The Fourfold Democritus” p. 453: “we find
that almost all early modern atomists—from Giordano Bruno, Sebastien Basson, and David Gorlaeus up to Pierre
Gassendi and Isaac Newton—replaced Democritus’s empty space with some ether.”
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not too much to say that for every substantive metaphysical question at issue in the
seventeenth century, one can find an advocate of atoms on either side of the question.
The conclusion that should be drawn is not merely that atomism can be understood
in multiple senses, as a more or less bold and comprehensive thesis. My claim is
stronger: that the prominent place modern scholars have given to atomism has
dramatically distorted the philosophical landscape, by implying that divisibility is a
central issue when in fact it matters hardly at all, and was not generally even supposed
to be fundamental. The core of ancient atomism, for authors during our four centuries,
lies in its reductive corpuscularianism. Accordingly, an author’s views about the
divisibility of bodies are of far less consequence than dozens of other questions in
metaphysics and natural philosophy, such as questions concerning prime matter,
substantial form, substance, quality, quantity, place, and successive entities. These are
the issues around which the study of post-scholastic thought needs to be organized. In
what follows, then, the doctrine of atomism will generally stay on the sidelines.*”

5.5. How Descartes Saved Philosophy

The phrase philosophia perennis suggests that philosophical questions reoccur, century
after century, and that to those questions there will be the same good answers. This is a
view I endorse, once it is given a sufficiently pluralistic formulation. But the doctrine of
a perennial philosophy assumes something more that is quite dubious: that there will
always be a tradition of asking philosophical questions. Indeed, I think that our four
centuries provide an ideal illustration of the fragility of philosophical thought. For as
scholasticism collapsed in seventeenth-century Europe, one thing that might easily

# Sennert provides a nice illustration of how the focus on atomism tends to distort our perspective. Throughout his
career, he takes an extremely conservative position in natural philosophy. Even in his late Hypomnemata physica (1636) he
is still insisting on the central tenets of scholastic Aristotelianism: that “omnium actionum causa prima formae sunt” (1.5
p. 32; tr. Thirteen Books p. 426), that “formae per qualitates agunt” (ibid., pp. 34-5; tr. p. 427), and that “dari in rerum
natura quatuor elementa, atque ea per suas qualitates, primas dictas seu manifestas et sensui obvias, efficacia esse, extra
dubium est” (IL.1 p. 43; tr. p. 430). Yet because Sennert’s later works are sympathetic to atomism—in the narrow sense of
there being a natural limit to the possibility of division (see e.g. Hypo. phys. II1.1-2)—he commonly gets included in the
camp of the “moderns,” or at least as a transitional figure. For useful summaries of Sennert’s views, see Newman,
“Experimental Corpuscular Theory” and Michael, “Daniel Sennert” and “Sennert’s Sea Change.”

My critical remarks about how to understand ‘atomism’ in the seventeenth century are by no means unprecedented
among sophisticated discussions of the topic. For instance, Pyle, Atomism and Its Critics p. xi, treats atomism as resting on
four “pillars,” roughly equivalent to my (1), (2), (4), and (5). Yet this way of proceeding still puts (1) at the heart of the
story, as a necessary condition for making it into the discussion, and so tilts the focus away from the core issues. Marie
Boas Hall, more than 40 years ago, questioned whether the atomist tradition is important at all for seventeenth-century
developments: “Democritus, Epicurus and Lucretius were much read, ...but they had relatively little to offer seven-
teenth-century natural philosophers” (“Matter” p. 77). To this it seems to me that Weisheipl made just the right
response, that atomism is important for its corpuscular and mechanistic commitments, but not for its commitment to
atoms and the void. “In the last analysis it is really irrelevant to seventeenth-century thought whether the particles of
matter are absolutely indivisible, as Beeckman, Gassendi and Democritus would have it, or not. It is even irrelevant
whether the vacuum exists in nature, or whether space is really empty, or whether the universe is a plenum”
(“Comment” p. 101). More recently, and on the basis of a great deal of important new research, Liithy et al.,
“Introduction,” insist on “corpuscular matter theories,” rather than atomism, precisely because “in almost all cases,
the choice to use corpuscles instead of atoms did not influence the type of mechanical, micro-anatomical, or chemical
explanations that were given” (p. 18). Their verdict, grounded in the history of science, should be extended to philosophy
as well.
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have happened is that philosophy simply died. That this did not happen is due in large
part to René Descartes.

In speaking of the death of philosophy, I am imagining the end of any flourishing
public inquiry into abstract questions about nature, values, and the like, approached
largely in terms of a priori conceptual connections, developed in terms of carefully
articulated theses, and supported by arguments in light of potential objections. One
might suppose that such modes of thought could never die. Kant remarks in the First
Critique that “in all men, as soon as their reason has become ripe for speculation,
there has always existed and will always continue to exist some kind of metaphysics”
(B21). Perhaps this is so, in our hearts. But whatever private metaphysical musings
we might be inclined to undertake, it is surely the case that the survival of institutions
that foster the teaching and publication of philosophy cannot be taken for granted.
Such institutions have not emerged in all cultures, and they have faded in some, such
as early medieval Europe and the modern Islamic world, after thriving there for
centuries.

The early seventeenth century was a particularly vulnerable time. When ambitious
thinkers considered how best to surmount the stifling legacy of scholastic philosophy,
it was an open question just how much of scholasticism to throw out. To be sure,
much of Aristotle would go, along with the syllogistic form and the technical
vocabulary. But if one looks over the various ways in which authors attempted to
go beyond scholasticism, one finds very often that they gave up much more than
this—that they gave up the very practice of doing philosophy. Consider, for instance,
so-called Renaissance humanism. It is perhaps too much to say that there is no
philosophy in authors like Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and Marsilio Ficino, but
one can at least say that if this sort of work had become the model for post-scholastic
thought, then philosophy would have become something very different. The same
might be said, a century later, for authors ranging from Giordano Bruno to Michel de
Montaigne. Montaigne’s “Apology for Raymond Sebond” is a famous landmark of
post-scholastic skeptical thought. It is not, however, a work of philosophy. Montaigne,
in his free-wheeling way, does from time to time cross onto recognizably philosophi-
cal ground, but his way of proceeding is utterly unphilosophical, free of any argu-
mentation or conceptual analysis.

Consider, too, Gassendi’s Exercitationes paradoxicae adversus Aristoteleos (1624). This
was his first published work, and he would later do much better. But reading these
Exercitationes is a painful exercise for someone with the slightest philosophical sensitivi-
ty, because Gassendi’s attack is based not just or even primarily on certain specific
Aristotelian doctrines, but on the very fact that the Aristotelians were doing philosophy.
Gassendi criticizes Aristotle’s followers, for instance, for focusing on the most obscure
parts of his oeuvre, such as the Metaphysics and the Organon, rather than concentrating
on those parts that are clearest, such as the Economics, the Politics, and the De animalibus
(I.1.5). A little later he complains that the Aristotelians have neglected topics like plants,
minerals, and elements, in favor of more obscure and metaphysical questions (I.1.7)—
and he gives as an example their interest in obscure questions of possibility, such as
whether God could make matter without form. Criticisms such as this amount simply
to attacking the Aristotelians for asking philosophical questions. What this illustrates is
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the difficulty, for an early seventeenth-century intellectual, in articulating just what was
wrong with scholastic philosophy, and what ought to replace it.**

Now consider the case of Galileo. His vision was of course utterly different from
those earlier Italian humanists, but he is plainly no philosopher, in our sense of the
term. Galileo’s remarks on secondary qualities from The Assayer are philosophically
important (§22.5), but they are peripheral to the monumental intellectual achievement
of his later works in cosmology and mechanics. It was in these later dialogues that
Galileo set out his own conception of how philosophy should proceed, and though we
rightly celebrate that conception today, we no longer think of it as philosophy. Galileo
himself of course knew that he was doing something very different. He was trained as a
philosopher, and we still have notes from some of his Aristotelian lectures. In his
mature work, however, he quite intentionally spurns this traditional, philosophical
approach in favor of his own mathematical procedure. In a telling passage from the
Second Day of his Dialogo dei massimi sistemi (1632), he has the Aristotelian Simplicio
make a lofty speech in favor of Aristotle’s focus on universals—what motion in general
is, for instance, “leaving to mechanics and other low artisans the investigation of the
ratios of such accelerations and other more detailed features.” To this, Sagredo mildly
asks of Salviati whether “you, descending sometimes from the throne of His Peripatetic
Majesty, have ever toyed with the investigation of these ratios of acceleration in the
motion of falling bodies?” (ed. Flora pp. 524-5; tr. Drake, p. 190). The reference, of
course, is to one of Galileo’s most famous scientific achievements. And though we of
course cheer Galileo on, it is worth keeping in mind that he is in effect asking us to set
aside philosophy in favor of doing something else.

Robert Boyle provides another case where scholasticism gets replaced by something
very different. Although Boyle thought of himself as a philosopher, he only rarely
works in a manner that we would recognize as such. Most of his work is concerned not
with abstract analysis but with careful laboratory observation. When confronted with a
properly philosophical thesis like the doctrine of substantial forms, Boyle characteristi-
cally remarks that “to engage very far in such a metaphysical and nice speculation were
unfit for me” (History of Fluidity and Firmness [Works 1I:163]). Such remarks all by
themselves do not show that Boyle is not a philosopher. We could just as easily
imagine words of this sort coming out of the mouth of modern masters such as Gilbert
Ryle or John Rawls. The point is that, in reacting against the scholastic era, Boyle chose
to replace their arch metaphysics with something that is much closer to science than to
philosophy. Of course, it is a commonplace that science grew out of philosophy in the

% Sennert, although generally conservative in his views, is hostile to metaphysics, and he provides another vivid
example of an author’s proposing in effect to do away with philosophy. In the prologue of his Hypomnemata physica he
complains about the discussions ad nauseam of questions from Aristotle’s physical works that are more metaphysical than
physical, such as the status of prime matter, form, privation, and motion: “Physicae enim non satis excultae causam
praecipuam esse existimo, quod superioribus seculis, qui maxime subtiles esse sibi visi sunt, maximam aetatis partem in
generalissimis illis quaestionibus de materia prima, forma, privatione, motu, et similibus consumserunt, et disputatio-
nibus illis toties ad nauseam repetitis tempus triverunt; specialia vero, e quorum tamen observatione principia
constituenda sunt, et ea quae Medicinae et aliarum disciplinarum fundamenta constituere debuerunt nunquam aut
veluti canes e Nilo bibentes, summo ore vix delibarunt. Hinc adeo factum, ut tot plaustra fere commentariorum in libros
Aristotelis physicae generalis nata sint, maximam partem quaestionibus, non physicis sed potius metaphysicis, et saepe
inanibus speculationibus referta. Qui vero Aristotelis libros Meteorologicos, De historia animalium, De partibus animal-
ium, De generatione animalium, De plantis legeret, vel in eos commentaretur, pauci reperti sunt, et vix totidem, quot
Thebarum portae, vel divitis ostia Nili” (ff. 7T 6v—7r; tr. Thirteen Books p. 415).
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early modern era, and that for a time “philosophy’ referred to both disciplines. What I
am further suggesting is that science might well have replaced philosophy in the
seventeenth century, in such a way that our two-thousand-year history of philosophy
might have come to an end, replaced by science on the one hand, and by the belles lettres
of Montaigne, on the other. If this scenario seems absurd, that is only because today we
take for granted the discipline of philosophy as a mainstay of higher education, an
obligatory offering for any university. There is, however, nothing inevitable in that
state of affairs. Consider the cautionary case of theology. Although one can still find
theology departments in some modern universities, there is hardly anyone today who
does theology in the way that the scholastics did. Philosophy survived, in a way that
theology did not. In place of theology, in most universities, we now have religious
studies.”

Why did philosophy not die a similar death? To the extent that it is credible to focus
on the role of any single individual, it seems to me that we have Descartes to thank.
Although it is fashionable to stress Descartes’s activities as a scientist and mathemati-
cian, progress in these areas might have gone on quite unimpeded without Descartes,
and indeed might have gone better, inasmuch as most of what Descartes touched in
those areas he got wrong. But without the example set by Descartes in his philosophical
writings, it is unclear what philosophy today would look like. Descartes was of course
every bit as opposed to scholasticism as the other figures I have been mentioning. But
unlike Galileo, Boyle, and the young Gassendi, Descartes refused to throw out the
philosophy along with the scholastic method. For all that has been written about the
Meditations, it has not been sufficiently appreciated how remarkable it is that this
brilliant man, perhaps the leading mind of his generation, would insist on still doing
philosophy—indeed, doing what the Meditations calls “first philosophy”—in a way
continuous with the ancient and medieval tradition. For all of Descartes’s ambitions
as an original thinker, he continued to believe that the methods and problems of
philosophy were real problems, best solved through the old-fashioned methods of
conceptual analysis and a priori argument. In the wake of Descartes came Spinoza,
Malebranche, Locke, Leibniz—and philosophy was back in business. But if not for the
example set by Descartes, the collapse of scholasticism might have meant the end of
philosophy.*

* For various educational reformers who are hostile to philosophy, see Jones, Ancients and Moderns ch. 5. These
proposals for progressive reform met with conservative responses championing the traditional Aristotelian curriculum, a
standoff that in effect gets resolved by authors like Descartes and, in England, Locke, who show how it is possible to
continue doing philosophy in the post-scholastic context.

*° T have found that Gibbon long ago voiced something very much like my remarks in this final section. In his Essai
sur Uétude de la littérature (1761), Gibbon argues that Descartes is the decisive figure in the seventeenth-century’s move
away from belles lettres, toward a mode of discourse focused on physics, mathematics, and (I would stress) philosophy:
“Sans doute elle poussa trop loin I'admiration pour ces savans. Souvent leur deffenseur, jamais leur zélateur, j'avouerai
sans peine que leurs moeurs étoient grossiéres, leurs travaux quelquefois minutieux; que leur esprit noyé dans une
érudition pédantesque commentoit ce qu’il falloit sentir, et compiloit au-lieu de raisonner. On étoit assés éclairé pour
sentir J'utilité de leurs recherches; mais I'on n’étoit ni assés raisonable ni assés poli pour connoitre qu’elles auroient pa
étre guidées par le flambeau de la Philosophie. La lumiere alloit paroitre. Descartes non fut pas Littérateur, mais les
Belles-Lettres lui sont bien redevables” (pp. 8-9). I owe the reference to Joy, Gassendi the Atomist pp. 204-5.
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SUBSTANCE
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Subjects and Substances

Prime matter, together with a substantial form, yields a composite substance. The
addition of substantial form brings us into the familiar territory of dogs and cats and
stones. The territory is not quite as familiar as one might suppose, however, because
prime matter plus substantial form yields the substance apart from its familiar sensible
qualities. Hence although the composite substance just is, say, Sophie the dog, its
character is nearly as obscure as the character of prime matter itself. That obscurity
will be the topic of the next chapter. Here I will consider the composite substance as the
subject of accidents, and show how the standard view of substance throughout our
period is not nearly as straightforward as one might naturally suppose. (Substantial
forms themselves will have to wait until Chapter 24.)

6.1. Substance, Thick and Thin

It may look like a mistake from the start—philosophical and exegetical—to distinguish
the substance from its sensible qualities, as if it makes sense for there to be a human
being of no particular size or color. Whether this does make sense, philosophically, is
a question we will come to. There is no doubt, however, that this was the consensus
view. Ockham puts this point in his customarily stark way, when introducing prime
matter and substantial form:

[Matter] receives nothing other than form. For it should not be imagined that form causes
anything else in matter, as if the matter receives from the form something in between matter
and form. Rather, matter receives that form and the existence that in reality is the form, and
receives nothing else. And these two partial existences, or two partial entities, constitute or
make one whole thing or (more properly speaking) are the two parts of one being or total
existence that is the whole composed from them. (Summula 1.9, Opera phil. V1:180)

Not everyone would insist quite so strongly that the composite substance is just prime
matter and substantial form. Thomists claim that existence (esse) is a really distinct
component of composite substances, something that Ockham here expressly denies
when he identifies existence with form (line 3). Others, such as Scotus, suppose that the
individuation of substances requires another, formally distinct ingredient—his famous
haecceity. Still others, as we saw in §4.3, think that substantial form inheres in matter
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that is already informed by indeterminate dimensions. Setting such subtleties aside,
however, there was a shared scholastic consensus on this basic formula: that a material
substance just is a composite of prime matter and substantial form.'

Two features of this formula deserve special attention. First, everyone agreed that
this sort of metaphysical analysis, in hylomorphic terms, yields the whole substance.
Form and matter are not parts that get added onto the body’s integral parts, coexisting
at the same level of analysis. If one wants to count integral parts, then form and matter
do not enter into the picture. To the question, how many organs does a dog have, one
counts all the organs and then stops. To the question, how many corpuscles, one counts
corpuscles, then stops. If, on the other hand, one wants to count metaphysical parts,
then one does only that, adding substantial form to prime matter and then stopping
(again, setting aside certain controversial subtleties). This is especially important to
keep in mind in the post-scholastic context, because those authors often proceed as
if form and prime matter would have to be some further ingredient within a corpuscu-
larian account, without which that account would be incomplete. When the scholastic
theory is so understood, it can then be attacked as superfluous, on the grounds that a
corpuscular-mechanistic story is sufficient to explain all the phenomena. One of the
most important questions to ask about our period is whether this is the right way to
understand scholastic thought, and in general whether it is the right way to develop an
Aristotelian metaphysics. Often, as we will see in various contexts in the chapters that
follow, scholastic authors do offer metaphysical entities as principles of explanation on
a concretely physical level, as efficient causes in competition with a corpuscular—
mechanistic account of the natural world. The hylomorphic theory admits of an
alternative formulation, however, as an explanatory schema at a different level of

! Walter Burley—Ockham’s realist archrival—provides another example of an author’s excluding accidents from
substances. From his unedited Topics commentary: “aggregatum ex Sorte et albedine est ens per accidens, et nullum ens
per accidens est Sortes” (Conti, “Ontology in Walter Burley” p. 132n). And from his discussion of relations in his late ars
vetus commentary: “Illud quod est aggregatum ex rebus diversorum generum non est per se in aliquo genere uno. Sed
illud quod significatur per terminum concretum accidentale est aggregatum ex rebus diversorum generum. Ergo non est
aliquod tale in aliquo praedicamento vel genere per se. Et ideo illud quod significatur per huiusmodi nomina ‘pater’ et
‘filius’ non est per se in genere. Major patet, quia quod est per se in genere debet esse per se ens et per se unum. .., sed
aggregatum ex rebus diversorum generum non est per se ens nec per se unum’” (f. e6va).

It is uncontroversial among scholastic authors that the substance, strictly speaking, excludes accidents. It is a more
controversial question whether the substance just is, as Ockham says, prime matter plus substantial form. Auriol thinks
that it is, but indicates that not everyone agrees: “Secundo, quod huiusmodi entificatio non importat aliquod derelictum
ex forma, sicut imaginantur quidam. Primo quia tunc in composito essent tres realitates, scilicet materia, forma, et ille
modus a forma in materia derelictus, et si sic tunc materia et forma non perfecte diffinirent compositum, cuius
contrarium dicit Commentator” (Sent. I11.12.2.1, II:175bC). Auriol’s interest here is in whether a form’s inhering in a
subject requires some further entity—which here, anticipating Suarez’s later view, he calls a “mode”—in virtue of which
it actualizes that subject. This issue will be discussed in §11.4. Also controversial are various further metaphysical
components such as Aquinas’s distinction between esse and essentia (see Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of Thomas ch. 5)
and Scotus’s haecceity (see Noone, “Universals and Individuation” pp. 118-21). Finally, there is the question of whether
the composite whole just is its parts, or is something over and above its parts. For the view that the whole just is the
parts, see Buridan, In Phys. 1.19 (f. 23vb), where he considers whether it is matter, form, or the composite that is
generated. He explains the fact that we customarily speak of the composite as what is generated on the grounds that the
composite is what we are familiar with. Strictly speaking, though, the generation of a composite is just the generation of
a form in some enduring matter. The composite is nothing more than this. See also Pererius, De comm. princ. V.4 (p. 282):
“...immo non est proprie alia materia nisi prima, nam quae sunt praeter materiam primam sunt formae...” and V.18
(p- 323): “...in toto composito, hoc est in materia et forma (ponatur enim nunc quod posterius ostendetur, totum
compositum nihil esse aliud quam partes eius simul iunctas)....” For the broader debate over whether the whole is
something over and above its parts, see §28.5.
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analysis, not competing with a corpuscular—-mechanistic theory, but accounting for
abstract, structural features of the world—in particular, the unity and endurance of
substances. This is the sort of work that prime matter was put to in Part I of this study,
in accounting for the substratum and conservation theses, and in Part VI we will see
similar possibilities for substantial form. One diagnosis of the decline of scholastic
thought—not that any one diagnosis can really be plausible, on its own—is that the
scholastics lost their grip on hylomorphism as a metaphysical theory, conceiving of it
instead as a concrete, physical hypothesis about the causal forces at work in the natural
realm. Once form and matter were enlisted as explanatory principles of this kind, and
so made subject to empirical research into phenomena ranging from embryonic
development to the nature of heat, their days were inevitably numbered.

The distinction between metaphysical and integral parts points toward a second
feature of the formula, one that lies at the heart of this chapter’s concerns. Given that
we are counting metaphysical parts when we describe substance as prime matter plus
substantial form, we are entitled to infer that the substance contains no other meta-
physical parts. This means, in particular, that a substance does not include its accidental
forms. That result may seem strange if one thinks of material composites as the
ordinary primary substances described in Aristotle’s Categories, such as “the individual
man or the individual horse” (2a15). But the Categories” distinction between substance
and the nine genera of accidents would standardly be treated as not just an exhaustive
but also a mutually exclusive division of being, so that substances are one kind of thing,
accidents another, with neither remainder nor overlap. Thus, again according to
Ockham, “human being and whiteness are two things (res) outside the soul, totally
distinct, so that nothing that is one of these or part of one of these is the other or an
essential part of the other” (In Praed. 7.1, Opera phil. 11:158). Hence “it is clear both to
Christian authors and to the philosophers that an accident is not part of a substance. For
it is known to all that a substance is composed of substances, not of accidents.
Therefore, no accident can be part of any substance” (Tract. de corpore Christi ch. 14,
Opera thedlo X:117-18). Similarly, according to Francis of Marchia, writing not long after
Ockham, “it is impossible for an accident to be part of a substance” (In Meta. V.5, in
Amerini, “Utrum inhaerentia,” p. 137 n. 93). Accordingly, it is standard in scholastic
discussions to treat the substantial unity of matter and form as different in kind from the
merely accidental unity of substance and accident. Here is Scotus:

[Flrom these—namely, from matter and form—comes one thing per se. This is not so for subject
and accident. For since both matter and form are intrinsic causes of a composite being, they
make one thing per se. Whiteness and a human being, in contrast, are not intrinsic causes,
because a human being can exist in its ultimate actuality without whiteness, and so per se it has
no potentiality toward whiteness. Thus they make one thing only per accidens. (Sent. 11.12.1.14
[Wadding VI:673; not in Ordinatio])

Set aside (until §25.5) Scotus’s rationale for distinguishing between these two kinds of
unity, and consider just the metaphysical structures described here. Form and matter
make one thing, a human being, and that human being is in turn the subject of
a further, accidental form, whiteness. Although each level of composition yields
unity, the unities are of different kinds, and so apparently we have two rather different
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kinds of substances: the thin but more strongly unified form—matter composite, and the
thick but more loosely unified composite-plus-accidents.”

Scotus suggests no names for these two kinds of composites. For that, we might go
nearly to the end of our period, to Franco Burgersdijk’s Institutiones metaphysicae (1640),
which distinguishes the (thin) “corporeal substance” from the (thick) “concrete being”:

We speak of a potential composition when two things are united in such a way that one is in
potentiality to the other, and the other is the act and form of the first. What is potentially the
other is always some sort of substance, and is actualized by either information or inherence.
Through information, when a potentiality that is incomplete in its genus takes on the actuality of
its genus—that is, takes on substantial actuality—and with it constitutes a body, or a corporeal
substance. ... Through inherence, when a potentiality that is complete in its genus takes on
the actuality of another genus—accidental actuality—and with it constitutes a concrete being,
such as a white thing, a black thing, etc. (Institutiones 1.14.4; see also 1.22.8, 1.24.10)

We might well call the thick substance a “concrete being” (line 7). After all, only at this
point have we arrived at a whole, ordinary individual of the sort we can observe. In
contrast, the thin “corporeal substance” is something non-concrete, something abstract
and metaphysical. Following Burgersdijk’s lead, then, I will speak of a thin metaphysical
substance, versus a thick concrete substance. Some such special terminology is needed,
because scholastic texts are rife with different senses of ‘substantia,” using the term to
refer, among other things, both to thick concrete entities and to thin metaphysical ones.
In reading both scholastic and post-scholastic texts, it is crucial to recognize that talk of
substances can have either of these senses. Even if authors from our period managed
not to confuse themselves in this regard, there is every danger of their confusing us.’

6.2. Substance Criteria

This dual usage, thick and thin, can be seen as a consequence of the very concept of
substance, as it was understood throughout our four centuries. The standard scholastic
definitions make this clear. On one standard definition, a substance is an independent
entity, capable of existing on its own. On another standard definition, a substance is the

% On the substance-accident distinction as “totally and perfectly” dividing all beings, corporeal and incorporeal, see
Dabillon, Physique 1.2.1, p. 54. On the thin rather than the thick substance as what has per se unity, see Toletus, In Phys.
1.9.19 concl. 2; Coimbrans, Physics 1.9.10.1; Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, Summa I11.1.1.2.5 (I:123-4).

*> On Aristotle’s changing views about substance, from Cat. to Meta., see the very comprehensive discussion in
Wedin, Aristotle’s Theory of Substance, ch. IV. On the thick concrete substance as ens per accidens, see, e.g., Meta. V.7,
1017a8-12, and the discussion in §25.5. Despite Aristotle’s frequently distinguishing between the substance and the
substance together with its accidents, the standard scholastic view is today controversial. For an extended reading of
Aristotle in this way, see Frank Lewis, Substance and Predication chs. 3-5. Lewis shares precisely the scholastic view that
“accidental compounds are not identical with individual substances, and they are not identical with accidents. Instead,
they are per accidens beings, constructed out of individual substances and accidents, each of them beings perse...” (p. 85).

There are hardly any discussions of the thin metaphysical substance in the secondary literature on scholasticism. One
exception is some brief remarks in Conti, “Ontology in Walter Burley,” who suggests the label ‘macro-object’ for “an
aggregate made up by a primary substance and a host of substantial and accidental forms existing in it and by it” (p. 174).
That is effectively the same notion as my talk of a thick concrete substance, though I would demur from his remark that
the macro-object is “the basic component of the world” (ibid.). Although this is a natural way to view the situation,
I think it fails to respect the implications of the claim that such thick/macro composites are mere per accidens unities.
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subject of inherence for properties. Eustachius a Sancto Paulo sets both of these out
clearly:

So that you may understand more plainly why particular substances are most properly called
substances, note that a substance is so-called both from substanding and from subsisting: for it is
proper to substance both to stretch out or exist beneath (substerni seu subesse) accidents, which
is to substand, and to exist per se or not in another, which is to subsist. (Summa 1.1.3b.1.2, I:51)

If technical terms are wanted for these two identifying characteristics of substance,
Eustachius provides them: substances substand, which is to say they serve as the subject
of accidents, and they subsist, which to say they exist per se, on their own. These twin
features of substance have roots in the Categories,” and were readily accepted by post-
scholastic authors as well. Both criteria appear in Descartes, for instance, in different
places,” and in Robert Boyle they appear together: “substance is commonly defined to
be a thing that subsists of itself and is the subject of accidents—or, more plainly, a real
entity or thing that needs not any (created) being, that it may exist” (Origin of Forms
and Qualities V:308; Stewart p. 21).

Spinoza famously deployed the subsistence criterion to show that God is the only
substance, a consequence that this criterion might seem obviously to invite.® (Boyle, as
just quoted, feels he has to guard against this outcome by parenthetically requiring that
a substance not be dependent on any “created” being.) Certainly, Spinoza was not the
first to propose this. John Wyclif reports having heard it argued that all creatures are
accidents of God, the one substance. Wyclif himself seems to think that this is a
perfectly coherent position, but that it is better to avoid controversy and adhere to
the ordinary meaning of ‘substance’ and ‘accident.” (Ironically, he would posthumously
be condemned by the Church for, among other things, adhering to just this sort of
monism.)’ When one does adhere to the standard scholastic senses of the terms, the

* Categories ch. 5 points toward these twin criteria for substance in holding that substances are not in a substance
(3a7), that substance terms “signify a certain ‘this’” (780e 7t onuaivew) (3b10), and that they “receive contraries”
(4a10-11).

> Descartes offers the substanding criterion in the Second Replies (VII:161): “Omnis res cui inest immediate, ut in
subiecto, sive per quam existit aliquid quod percipimus, hoc est aliqua proprietas, sive qualitas, sive attributum, cuius
realis idea in nobis est, vocatur Substantia. Neque enim ipsius substantiae praecise sumptae aliam habemus ideam, quam
quod sit res in qua formaliter vel eminenter existit illud aliquid quod percipimus. . .. ” He offers the subsistence criterion
at Principles 1.51 (VIIIA:25): “Per substantiam nihil aliud intelligere possumus, quam rem quae ita existit, ut nulla alia re
indigeat ad existendum. Et quidem substantia quae nulla plane re indigeat, unica tantum potest intelligi, nempe Deus.
Alias vero omnes, non nisi ope concursus Dei existere posse percipimus.” For careful discussion of Descartes’s various
definitions of ‘substance,” see, e.g., Markie, “Concepts of Substance” and Stuart, “Descartes’s Extended Substance.”

¢ Spinoza’s monism culminates at Ethics [ P14: “Except God, no substance can be or be conceived.” This has its roots
in his definition of ‘substance’ in I D3: “By ‘substance’ I understand what is in itself and is conceived through itself, that is,
that whose concept does not require the concept of another thing from which it must be formed.”

7 Here is Wyclif’s reaction to a proto-Spinozistic monism: “Aliam opinionem audivi, quae est conformior virtuti
sermonis, dicentem quod claudit contradictionem aliquam creaturam esse, nisi sit accidens cuius substantia, omnem
creaturam induens et substentans, est deus. . .. Ideo pepigi fedus cum me ipso, quod amplius non acciperem occasionem
infructuose contendere in talibus, sed supponam famosam significationem terminorum ac distinctionem entium
conformiter ad antiquos philosophos et scripturam, quod tota universitas creata, licet sit accidens deo, tamen ipsa
dividitur in substantiam et accidens. Substantia est res primae categoriae, quod, licet non possit esse nisi a deo, tamen
inter genera entium creata est prius substantia aliis” (De materia et forma ch. 1, pp. 168-9). In De ente praedicamentali ch. 5,
Wyclif himself offers an interesting and lengthy criticism of the stock definitions of substance as esse per se and substare
accidentibus. The leading argument against the first (p. 34) is not that it would make God the only substance, but merely
that it would make God a substance. Like most scholastics, Wyclif thinks this is a bad result, because he thinks that God
lies outside the genera described by the categorial scheme. Nevertheless, the Council of Constance (1414-18)
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Spinozistic result can scarcely arise. God is plausibly said to be the only substance when
‘exists per se’ is understood as existing on its own, independently of everything else.
Scholastic authors, however, understand ‘exists per s’ as not existing in another—that
is, not inhering in a subject. The idea has roots in Aristotle—"it is common to every
substance not to be in a subject” (Cat. 3a7)—and in Avicenna’s often cited discussion of
this definition in his Metaphysics. Among Latin scholastics, this meaning becomes
commonplace.® Thus Aquinas: “Per se seems to import only a negation, for a being is
said to be per se as a result of its not being in another, which is a pure negation. . ..

Therefore the character of substance must be understood in this way: that a substance is
a thing suited to exist not in a subject” (Summa contra gent. 1.25.236). This view endures
until the end of the scholastic era. Eustachius makes this clear when, in the above
quoted passage, he glosses ‘to exist per se’ as meaning “not in another” (line 4). A page
earlier he had remarked that “to subsist, or to exist by itself, is nothing other than not to
exist in another thing as in a subject of inherence” (Summa 1.1.3b.1.1, 1:50). And
Burgersdijk: “to subsist per se is nothing other than not to be in another as in a subject.
Therefore, for a substance to be said to subsist per se it is not necessary that it not
depend on something else. All that is required is that it not depend on another as on a
subject” (Inst. logicae 1.4, p. 15).° Even at the end of the seventeenth century, Pierre
Bayle objects against Spinoza that, on the standard view of the philosophers, “to subsist
by itself signifies only not being dependent on any subject of inhesion™ (Dictionnaire,
“Spinoza” [XIIl:463a; tr. p. 331]). To insist that substancehood requires absolute
independence is thus, from the scholastic perspective, an absurdly strong requirement,
and amounts to a kind of undergraduate mistake about what per se existence involves.
Here, as we will see repeatedly in the chapters to come, philosophy displays the sort of
pattern that Harold Bloom has argued for in poetics (§1.4): that innovation, very often,
is a byproduct of misinterpretation.'’

condemned, among a long list of views ascribed to Wyclif, the doctrine that “every being is everywhere, since every
being is God” (see Michael, “John Wyclif's Atomism” p. 187).

8 For the Latin Avicenna’s discussion of how to define ‘substance, see Meta. 1.1 (I:65); VIIL4 (I1:403—4). For
scholastic accounts, see Henry of Ghent, Summa 32.5 (Opera XXVII:76ft.);Thomas of Sutton: “Quod autem subsistit et
substat, illud per se exsistit, et non est in alio et etiam aliis suponitur. Neque materia per se exsistit, neque forma, sed
compositum ex utroque; et ideo compositum ex materia et forma proprissime dicitur substantia, quia ipsi convenit per se
exsistere et aliis substare. Principaliter autem et maxime convenit hoc substantiis individuis, quia illae non solum
subiciunt accidentibus, sed etiam substantiis universalibus, quae de ipsis praedicantur” (In Praed., in Conti, “Thomas
Sutton’s Commentary” p. 197); Alexander of Alexandria, In Meta. 1.3; and Francis of Marchia, as quoted in Ch. 7 note 12.
Broackes, “Substance” pp. 135-6, is very good on the proper meaning of subsistence in scholastic authors.

In effect, to characterize substances as beings that do not inhere in a subject is to define them as entities that are not
accidents. This is Ockham’s approach. “[SJubstantia multipliciter accipitur. Uno modo substantia dicitur quaecumgque res
distincta ab aliis. . .. Aliter dicitur substantia magis stricte omnis res quae non est accidens realiter inhaerens alteri. Et sic
substantia dicitur tam de materia quam de forma quam etiam de composito ex utrisque. Aliter dicitur substantia
strictissime de illo quod nec est accidens alteri inhaerens nec est pars alicuius essentialis, quamvis possit componere cum
aliquo accidente” (Summa logicae 1.42, 1:118).

° For later definitions of “substance,’ see also Scheibler, Metaphys. 11.1.3.2 (p. 432) and Philosophia compendiosa 11.2.1.3—4:
“Substantia est ens per se subsistens, ut Homo. Per se subsistere est non subsistere in alio inhaesive, tanquam in subjecto”;
Crakanthorpe, Intro. in meta. ch. 5 p. 43: substance is “ens finitum per se subsistens, id est, nulli inhaerens.” Sudrez: “ex
quo colligitur differentia inter substantiam et accidens, quod substantia etiam creata non requirit in universum
materialem causam, ut supra ostensum est, accidens vero omne illam requirit” (Disp. meta. 14.1.3). To require
independence only from a material cause is, in effect, to require only that a substance not inhere in something.

1% Thomas Manlevelt (circa 1330) nicely identifies the ambiguity in the subsistence criterion that leads to monism:
“Secunda distinctio est ista, quod per se existere accipitur multipliciter. Uno modo scilicet pro illo quod non est pars
alicuius per se unius, et a nullo dependet vel sustinetur. Et isto modo solus deus per se subsistit. Alio modo accipitur pro



6.2. Substance Criteria 105

The subsistence criterion appears to rule out accidents, but is otherwise, taken by
itself, highly latitudinous. The thick concrete substance counts, since even if some of its
parts (the accidents) inhere in some of its other parts (the thin substance), still the thick
substance as a whole does not inhere in anything. But of course the subsistence
criterion does not uniquely pick out thick substances. The thin metaphysical substance
qualifies, as does any given integral part of such a substance, as does any collection of
substances, up to and including the whole universe. Even prime matter qualifies,
despite its dependence on form, because it is independent in the relevant sense, since
it does not inhere in anything else. Thus Suarez proves that prime matter counts as a
substance by reasoning that “prime matter is a being that is not in a subject, for nothing
could be more incompatible with that which is the first subject” (Disp. meta. 13.4.4).
Corpuscularian critics of scholasticism, who themselves tended to think that only
substances exist, could not see how the scholastics could keep from treating all of
their various metaphysical parts as substances, including even accidents. Setting aside
that question until §10.1, let us observe only that the subsistence criterion by itself
hardly does much to narrow down the field of substance candidates, and certainly does
not get us to the thin metaphysical substance.

The substanding criterion gets us farther, and in particular it seems to rule out thick
concrete substances. To say, with Eustachius, that a substance is what “stretches out
beneath accidents” suggests that the substance is something apart from those accidents,
and thus we arrive at the thin metaphysical substance. To be sure, the two criteria
together still do not uniquely pick out thin substances. The integral parts of a substance,
such as a hand, certainly satisfy the two criteria, and if aggregates like a pint of
strawberries can be the subject of accidents, then they too would satisfy the criteria.'!
This is, however, no objection to the theory. The twin criteria we are considering are
intended only to carve off substances from other items in the categorial scheme—that
is, from other beings. A pint of strawberries is not a substance not because it fails the
twin criteria, but because it fails to be a being at all, except per accidens. The same is true,
as we saw in the previous section, for the thick substance, which we can call “a
substance” as a matter of courtesy, but which strictly speaking is not a thing at all. In
the case of integral parts, the story is rather different. A hand is a substance, and if we
are talking about a thin metaphysical hand, then it is a per se unity, and so counts as a
substance in the strongest sense. That is, hands and other integral parts do have a place

illo quod non est pars alicuius per se unius, nec est in aliquo tamquam in subiecto. Et isto modo substantiae separatae et
substantiae compositae perfectae per se subsistent” (In Praed. q. 16 nn. 18-19 [Andrews, “Thomas Maulevelt” p. 361]).

Although Descartes was probably not the first, he is surely the most influential proponent of the notion that per se
existence should be understood as “needing no other thing to exist.” (For this conception of the subsistence criterion, see
also his August 1641 letter to Hyperaspistes [II1:429].) It is difficult to know whether Descartes means to defend the
standard criterion, but expresses himself in a way that would subsequently be liable to mislead, or whether he in fact
means to be doing something new. Modern scholars, without being aware of this interpretive choice, tend to read
Descartes as requiring absolute causal independence, which leads them to suspect Descartes of various further
unorthodox views regarding causality and the nature of material substance. I will have a great deal more to say about
Descartes’s conception of material substance in Part VI, but the argument will not turn on the dubious doctrine of
substances as causally independent.

' Even some thick substances satisfy both the subsisting and the substanding criteria, on some accounts. Thomists,

for instance, think that qualities and other accidents inhere not directly in the thin substance, but in the thin substance as
informed by quantity. This means that, on this view, there is a substance halfway between thick and thin, the quantified
thin substance, which satisfies both criteria. Even this halfway substance, however, will be a mere per accidens unity.
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on the categorial scheme, and they are substances rather than accidents. It would
indeed be a problem if these substance criteria did not extend to integral parts, because
they would then have no place at all among the genera of beings. Of course, once such
parts are counted as substance, a host of further questions arise, and some of these will
be the subject of future chapters: What makes some collections of parts count as
genuine substances, whereas others are mere accidental unities? (Ch. 24) Is there any
principled basis for distinguishing between what counts as a whole substance and
what counts as a mere part? (Ch. 25) Does each and every integral part of a substance
count as an actual substance? (Ch. 26) Since the theory of substance at issue here is
not intended to resolve such questions, we should set them aside for now and focus on
what that theory does yield: the substance-accident distinction.

The substanding criterion seems to make the substance—accident distinction inevita-
ble. To say that a property inheres in some subject just is to conceive of the subject
apart from that property. (Obviously, the usual spatial metaphors only make the
implication stronger.) To say that a set of properties inheres in some one subject is,
by the same token, to conceive of that subject apart from any of those properties. Thus
the subject of inherence for all the properties of a certain substance will itself be free of
all those properties. And once we get a thin metaphysical substance, we immediately
get accidental forms, as the complementary metaphysical ingredients of the analysis.
With that we have arrived at the venerated and scorned Aristotelian distinction
between substance and accident.

It is natural to fear that our discussion has just made a disastrous wrong turn, blithely
jumping from the unremarkable observation that substances have properties of one
sort or another to the conclusion that there must be a metaphysical part of those
substances, the thin substance, in which those properties inhere, and another kind of
metaphysical part, the accidental form, that does the inhering. To be sure, we have
made an unwarranted jump. Whereas earlier chapters worked hard to reach the very
tentative conclusion that there might be reasons to postulate metaphysical prime
matter, here we have simply helped ourselves to the substance—accident distinction,
as if it fell off the back of a truck. The truck, here, was the standard, two-part definition
of substance. So rather than scoop up for free this scholastic ontology, we might reject
that definition, and hold that the scholastics have the wrong concept of substance. Better
yet, we might hold that definition in abeyance until we decide on a fundamental
ontology. The two-part definition is not supposed to settle such fundamental issues;
rather, the definition presupposes that we have already embraced some sort of sub-
stance—accident distinction, and then tells that if we want to find the substances, we
should go looking for the things that (1) are not accidents and (2) are the subjects of
accidents. What we are seeing, then, is that these much-discussed definitions of
substance actually do not do very much work: perhaps they describe what a substance
essentially is (§7.3), but they do not motivate the substance—accident distinction, no
more than they settle any of the hard questions about what is and is not a substance.

If the substance—accident ontology does not fall out of the definition of what a
substance is, then how does it arise? No doubt, part of its appeal comes from an
uncritical reliance on the surface structure of language. Since language attaches pre-
dicates to subjects, it is easy to suppose that the world’s structure corresponds. This sort
of simple-minded thought should have carried little weight with scholastic authors,
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however. They had at their disposal a variety of semantic theories that explained
predication without any commitment to a substance—accident ontology, such as Ock-
ham’s version of supposition theory, which he formulated in the interests of his
own austere ontological program.'? Still, Ockham and almost every other scholastic
author accepted a substance—accident ontology. They did so because, working from
the ground up, they found themselves committed to the various pieces of the ontology;
first, as we have seen, to prime matter, then to accidental forms, and finally to
substantial form, as what gives unity to the whole composite. The real heart of the
substance-accident framework, then, lies in its arguments, one by one, for the various
metaphysical ingredients of the hylomorphic story. Subsequent chapters will work
through various pieces of this theory.

From the post-scholastic, corpuscular perspective, this scholastic ontology certainly
looked like a disaster. As late as 1739, one finds Hume still complaining of “those
philosophers who found so much of their reasonings on the distinction of substance and
accident” (Treatise 1.1.6). What exactly is so bad about that? One sort of problem, with
which Hume was much concerned, centers on whether such a distinction leaves room
for any knowledge of substances themselves. This will be the topic of the next chapter.
A second sort of problem would arise if the thin metaphysical substance that serves as
the subject for accidents were nothing more than a bare substratum. This, however, is
far from being the case. On the contrary, a form—matter composite is quite rich in
character, having not just whatever characteristics arise from the side of prime matter,
but also those characteristics that arise from the side of substantial form. Most
importantly, the thin substance contains the essence of the substance. Indeed, in a
very real sense, the thin substance just is the dog or cat or stone. Such things, inasmuch
as they are genuine, truly unified substances, are thin substances. The thick concrete
substance, in contrast, as stressed already, is not a genuine unity at all, and so not
properly a thing. As Francis of Marchia puts it, “an accident is not the same as its
subject, nor does any third thing result from them, since that third thing would be
formally neither a substance nor an accident” (In Meta. V.4, in Amerini, “Utrum
inhaerentia” p. 127 n. 76). In saying this, Marchia relies on the substance—accident
schema’s being both exclusive and exhaustive. The result is that the thick substance,
though naturally viewed as an ordinary concrete object, is in fact not a being at all.
Instead, the thin metaphysical substance, far from being a bare substratum, is the
ordinary substance.

A third, related problem would arise if the thin substance, though not completely
bare, did not have the accidental properties that inhere in it. In one sense that is just
what the theory claims: that the thin substance is free of the accidents that inhere in it.
In another sense, though, that is plainly absurd. Elizabeth Anscombe complains in this
connection of the idea “so idiotic as to be almost incredible, namely that the substance
is the entity that has the properties, and so it itself has not properties” (“Substance”

2 For an overview of scholastic theories of predication, and their ontological commitments, see Klima, “Nominalist
Semantics” and Ebbesen, “Concrete Accidental Terms.” Ebbesen remarks that, on Ockham’s semantics (and also
Buridan’s), “the substance/accident distinction becomes superfluous” (p. 157). This is perhaps true if one thinks only
of semantic considerations; Ockham certainly takes there to be metaphysical considerations behind the substance—
accident distinction. For a broader survey of medieval semantics, see Spade, Thoughts, Words and Things. For Ockham’s
semantics in particular, see the various relevant chapters in Spade, Cambridge Companion to Ockham.
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p- 71). The situation can of course be put more perspicuously. What is beyond dispute is
that various accidental predicates can be truly affirmed of a given substantial subject.
Does this mean that the substance has the corresponding accidents? Yes, on the theory
in question, in the sense that those accidents inhere in the thin substance. Also yes, on
the theory, in the sense that the accidents are a constitutive (albeit metaphysical) part
of the thick concrete substance. But no, in the sense that those accidents are not a
part of the thin substance, but are somehow attached to it, or resting on it.

Again, there is no disaster, but perhaps now we can see just where trouble does
lie, inasmuch as it has become clear what the theory must maintain. First, obviously,
it must maintain an ontology of thin substances and accidents, understood as the
metaphysical parts that constitute the thick concrete substance. This is bad enough
from the corpuscular perspective, though of course there may be a story to be told
about just why we need to postulate such metaphysical entities. Second, the theory
understands thin substances and accidents to constitute thick substances in a special
way: not simply by overlapping, but through the seemingly obscure relationship of
inherence. The subject stretches itself out, as Eustachius puts it, leaving the accidents
to lay down on top, and perhaps even penetrate. Unless some sort of good sense can
be made of these obscene metaphors, we would have good reason to reject the whole
theory. To get clear about this inherence relationship, we need to understand each of
the relata: what the subject of inherence is, and what the accidents are that inhere. Both
of these issues were highly controversial among scholastic authors. In the remainder
of this chapter I take up the first, and defer the second until Chapter 10, before turning
in Chapter 11 to the question of the inherence relation itself.

6.3. Subject Candidates

If substances necessarily substand—serve as subjects for accidents—then it becomes
especially important to work out just what sorts of things accidents do inhere in.
Accidents do not inhere in God, which is one reason why scholastic authors do not
generally regard God as a substance. Accidents do, however, inhere in the rational soul,
inasmuch as our various intellectual and volitional states are thought to be forms
inhering in the powers of intellect and will. If this were not the case, then the rational
soul could not count as a substance. One notorious foray down that road was made by
Blasius of Parma, the Doctor diabolicus, who argued in lectures on the soul given in
Padua in 1385 that prime matter is the subject of all our intellectual and moral states.
This implies that such states cannot exist apart from the body, which seems to imply
further that the soul itself cannot exist apart from the body. Stopping just shy of that
conclusion, Blasius urged that the intellect’s separability be accepted solely on faith,
since on philosophical grounds we have reason to deny it."> (Reprimanded by the
ecclesiastical authorities for such claims, Blasius adopts a much more blandly orthodox

'* Blasius reaches this key conclusion: “Tertia conclusio: omnium habitum intellectualium et moralium est materia

rerum subiectum immediatum” (In De an. 1.8, p. 65). See also 11.13, p. 120: “Quarto conclusio: cuiuslibet formae, tam
substantialis quam accidentalis, materia est subiectum. ... Et tunc sequuntur corollaria. Primum: nulla scientia est in
anima. ... Secundum corollarium: nullus conceptus est in anima, nec species lapidis est in anima, dum anima intelligit
lapidem.”
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position in another set of lectures some eleven years later—just one of innumerable
instances where religious pressure circumscribed the permissible boundaries of philo-
sophical speculation [Ch. 20].)

Blasius may be the only instance of a scholastic author’s denying that our intellectual
and volitional states inhere in the soul. It is not at all unusual in general, however, to
suppose that the accidents of material substances inhere in prime matter. Although
I have been assuming, so far, that accidents would inhere in the form-matter compos-
ite, there was in fact considerable controversy over this issue. The two great masters of
the classical period of scholasticism—Aquinas and Scotus—treat the material composite
as the subject of accidents, as did Ockham. But as it became more common to ascribe
indeterminate dimensions to prime matter (§4.3), it also became common to think that
other accidental forms inhere in prime matter. This was Blasius’s view, but in this he
was simply following a well-established tradition. That tradition goes back at least to
Peter Auriol, but was given its most influential statement by Gregory of Rimini, who in
1343 produced the last in the line of great scholastic Sentences commentaries.'*

Rimini distinguishes three views: that accidents inhere in the composite, that they
inhere in the accident of quantity (a view associated with Thomism), and that they inhere
in prime matter. He argues for the last of these on the grounds that a form inheres in what
has potentiality for it, and that it is matter that has the appropriate potentiality. On its
face, this does not seem very persuasive. Why not say instead that the composite (the
human being, say) is what is potentially hot or cold, pale or dark? Moreover, the view
seems to face an obvious and devastating difficulty: that we ascribe such accidents to the
composite, inasmuch as the composite is what is said to be hot or cold, pale or dark.
Surely such facts about predication correspond to facts about inherence. Yet, despite
appearances, and despite contradicting the grand old men of scholasticism, Rimini’s view
would become enormously influential. It would soon be championed by John Buridan,
Marsilius of Inghen, and Paul of Venice, and by the end of the sixteenth century the
cautious Jesuit commentators, always eager to defend the opinio communis, found
themselves forced to choose between two equally established theories—what Franciscus
Toletus called duae celeberrimae opiniones (In Gen. et cor. 1.7 f. 262vb). Perhaps the best
testimony to the influence of Rimini’s view is that all the most important Jesuit authors—
Toletus, Pererius, Suarez, and the Coimbrans—took his side. (The third possibility, that
accidents inhere in quantity, is best set aside in this context, partly because it is intimately
connected to the theory of the Eucharist, and partly because it simply leads to the
question of where quantity inheres.)"”

" Auriol, Sent. 11.12.1.6 (I1:169bB): “Quantum ad primum pono conclusionem unam, scilicet quod materia est
subiectum immediatum respectu omnium accidentium quae sunt in composito....” Gregory of Rimini, Sent.
I.12.2.2: “Per illud sui tantum compositum est subiectum formae sive substantialis sive accidentalis, per quod tantum
ipsum, antequam ipsam haberet, erat in potentia receptiva ad illam. Hoc patet, quia cuius est potentia, eius est actus. Sed
per solam materiam compositum erat in potentia receptiva ad formam quamlibet corporalem quam habet. Ergo etc.”

¥ In favor of accidents inhering in prime matter: John Dumbleton, Summa I1.19; Buridan, In Gen. et cor. 11.7; Marsilius,
In Gen. et cor. 1.7; Paul of Venice, Summa phil. nat. 111.14, f. 43rv; John Major, Sent. I1.16, f. 33v; Jean Paul Pernumia, Phil.
nat. 1.7, f. 21r; Toletus, In Gen. et cor. 1.7; Pererius, De communibus principiis V.20, pp. 328-9; V1.4, pp. 355-6; Suarez, Disp.
meta. 14.3; Coimbra, In Gen. et cor. 1.4.4.1; Zabarella, De rebus nat., De generatione chs. 7-10, cols. 414-22; Dabillon,
Physique 11.3.8, p. 120.

Against accidents inhering in prime matter: Anonymous A [see above, §4.1], f. 62raA; Oresme, In Gen. et cor. 1.8, In De
an. IL1, pp. 127-8, In Phys. 1.17, f. 12va; Capreolus, Defensiones 11.13.1.1, IV:19-20; De Soto, In Phys. 1.7.12, pp. 55-6;
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What was the attraction of letting accidents inhere in prime matter? It was not
Rimini’s explicit argument from potentiality, but a different argument, which he made
elsewhere, and which others would take up over and over. That argument depends on
the generally accepted principle that accidents are naturally bound to their subject of
inherence, and so cannot jump from one subject to another. This principle has
important implications for our present question, for if accidents inhere in prime matter
then they can endure through substantial change, whereas if they endure in the
composite, they cannot. This gives us a way to grapple with the question of where
accidents inhere (and still more reason to care about the issue), because we can now
return to the question raised in §4.3 of whether anything beyond prime matter endures
through substantial change. The main arguments in favor of letting accidents inhere in
prime matter were variations on arguments showing that accidents must survive
substantial change. Marsilius of Inghen offers a particularly clear version:

If the qualities that dispose the matter of the thing that is corrupted to generate a new form were
corrupted when the thing’s form is corrupted, then what brings about the form that is
generated? It is unacceptable to say that [i] nothing does. It also cannot be said that [ii] an
outside agent does, because this can bring about such a form only through qualities introduced
into matter. Nor can it be said that [iii] the qualities themselves do, because according to the
view in question those qualities are corrupted along with the corrupted form. This corruption
precedes, in order of generation, the generation of the substantial form. Therefore since, when
the substantial form is brought about, these qualities do not then exist, they will not bring it
about, nor did they bring it about earlier, since none of that substantial form had ever existed, in
the case in question. And by the same means it is proved that [ii] no outside agent does it
through qualities introduced into the matter. (In Gen. et cor. 1.7, f. 72vb)

An example will be helpful, and Auriol offers a very clear one in a similar context.
Consider water’s changing into ice. For a while, the water undergoes accidental change,
becoming progressively colder, but eventually the water undergoes what we can
suppose for the sake of the example is a substantial change, and becomes ice. The
natural assumption would be that the cold of the ice is numerically the same as the cold
of the water. Those who argue that accidents inhere in the composite, like Aquinas, are
prepared to deny this. If we deny it, however, then Auriol and Marsilius thinks we have
no explanation for the ice’s generation. For consider that instant when the ice is
generated. What explains why that happens? Not the cold of the water, because it
has been corrupted. But what else could produce ice? As everyone knows, one makes
ice by making water cold. For that to be so, the cold must endure through the
change, and so the cold must inhere in the prime matter, since that is the only subject
that endures through substantial change.'

This argument may look familiar, because it has the same structure as an argument
we met in Chapter 2. There the strong ex nihilo principle was defended on the grounds
that at least some of the ingredients of change must endure through change. The most
impressive of such arguments was Scotus’s causal simultaneity argument (§2.4), which

' For Auriol’s ice example, see Sent. [1.12.1.6 (I1:169bEF): “. . . sicut patet de alteratione quae fit circa frigiditatem aquae.
Abiicit enim finaliter formam aquae, sicut quando ex aqua fit cristallus, motus[?]. Cum non abiiciatur subiectum, non potest
talis alteratio esse in alio quam in materia, et per consequens [non potest] terminus eius, cum motus et terminus aspiciant
idem pro subiecto primo.” Rimini runs his own argument from ingredients at Sent. I1.12.2.1, pp. 272-3. Since Rimini knows
Auriol's work well, and since their arguments are similar, it seems plausible that Auriol was Rimini’s source.
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claims that, for the prior ingredients in some new substance to play a causal role in
generation, those ingredients have to exist when the new substance begins to exist, and
so outlast the corrupted substance. Scotus uses this argument to show that prime
matter endures, but the argument proves something more. For in saying that the prior
ingredients must endure, we require more than just indeterminate stuff. Ingredients
of a certain kind must endure. In the example just considered, we need more than
just prime matter to make ice; we need, at a minimum, cold prime matter. Hence what
endures is not just bare matter, but matter of a certain kind, the right kind to make
whatever new thing is to be generated. (The question of exactly how new substantial
forms arise was immensely contentious [§28.1], but here I suppose we have a story
about that.) Marsilius’s argument is therefore extremely powerful. For inasmuch as we
do think that the ingredients consumed in making something new play a role in the
generation of that new thing, we have reason to accept that what endures through
substantial change is something more than bare, indeterminate prime matter.

Such arguments from ingredients make some controversial assumptions, as we saw
in §§2.3—4, and so they do not decisively establish that prime matter is the subject of
accidents. Still, anyone who accepts this kind of argument for prime matter should
think that more than just bare prime matter endures through substantial change. For
the Jesuits listed earlier, this was the decisive consideration in favor of prime matter as
the subject of accidents. Still, accepting this sort of argument does not straightaway
entail that accidents inhere in prime matter. What it entails is that something more than
bare prime matter endures through substantial change. For Scotus and Ockham—as we
will see in detail in Chapter 25—this something more is a form-matter composite, with
multiple substantial forms, one of which can be lost in substantial change while another
endures. Hence, at least in the case of living things, which is where their theory applies,
they can maintain that accidents endure through substantial change in virtue of
inhering in an enduring composite rather than in prime matter. Marsilius, in contrast,
and the Jesuits listed earlier, all deny that substances have multiple substantial forms,
and so these ingredients arguments force them to locate accidents in prime matter.

6.4. Inherence versus Predication

The previous section briefly sketched a powerful argument against the inherence of
accidents in prime matter: that we say the composite is hot, cold, and so on, not that
prime matter is. Auriol’s example requires our speaking of “cold prime matter,” but
there seems something absurd about this, inasmuch as it is surely the water that is cold,
not the prime matter. Neither Auriol nor Rimini seem to confront this issue explicitly,
but Rimini implicitly gestures toward a way out, by claiming that although accidents
inhere primarily (primo) in prime matter, they inhere per se in the composite. He does
not spell out what this means, but the idea seems to be that the immediate subject of an
accident is prime matter, and yet in some other sense it is proper to treat the composite
as the subject. Just a few years after Rimini’s lectures, Nicole Oresme describes a much
clearer distinction along these same lines, between the subject of reception or inherence
and the subject of denomination. This idea would be extensively employed by later
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authors. Albert of Saxony, lecturing in the 1350s, also in Paris, sets out the distinction
clearly:

Being the subject of an accident is said in two ways: either as the subject of inherence or as the
subject of denomination. So according to this view [in favor of enduring accidents] it should be
said that, for every accident of a material composite, prime matter is its subject with respect to
inherence, even if the composite is its subject with respect to denomination. Hence because the
composite is better known to us than the matter, it is the composite that we denominate on
the basis of the accident, even though the accident is in the matter. Hence we say that the
human being is hot, not that his matter is. (In Gen. et cor. 1.6, f. 136ra)

As Albert understands the distinction, it seems to amount to an error theory. That is, he
thinks our language predicates hot of human being because the metaphysical truth of the
situation is too obscure to be reflected in natural languages. The implication of error
comes from his ascribing our linguistic practices to our unfamiliarity with matter (lines
4-6)—as if we would do things differently if we were better informed metaphysically.
Since language gets the metaphysics wrong here, the metaphysician should simply
disregard the linguistic data.

Albert does not himself endorse the view that prime matter is the subject of
accidents; he regards both sides of the dispute as defensible. Oresme positively rejects
the inherence-denomination distinction, and with it the inherence of forms in prime
matter. He argues that facts about predication track facts about inherence, on the
ground that a thing is made to be white, say, just in virtue of whiteness’s inhering in it.
Seemingly, Oresme and Albert agree on this fundamental principle: that an accident
makes a thing be such (white, cold) by inhering in that thing. The view Albert recites
takes this premise, combined with the premise that accidents inhere in prime matter, to
show that we wrongly predicate accidents of composite substances. Oresme, in con-
trast, cannot believe that language goes so wrong. Prime matter is not truly white,
except per accidens, he says, just as the soul is white only per accidens. The composite is
what is truly white; hence, white and other accidents must inhere in the composite.17

Although Oresme’s discussion of the inherence—denomination distinction is very
brief, he is clearly aware of its dramatic implications. One who accepts the distinction
either must deny that facts about inherence are the truth-makers for predication, or else
must charge ordinary language with massive and systematic error. The first of these
alternatives—severing the link between inherence and true predication—resembles a
strategy that Ockham and others customarily employed in other contexts, as a conse-
quence of their nominalist semantics. Ockham was after the result that ‘Sis a * could be
true even if there is no accident picked out by a. Here, though, we are contemplating a

7" Oresme introduces the inherence-denomination distinction with this remark: “Et si diceretur quod materia prima
esset calida, quia accidens denominat suum subiectum tale, dico quod quoddam est subiectum receptionis, et aliud est
subiectum denominationis. Modo ad propositum materia prima est subiectum receptionis, recipiens accidentia et
sustenans, et totum aggregatum denominatur illo accidente” (In Gen. et cor. 1.8, pp. 64-5). He rejects it at ibid., p. 69:
“Tunc ultimo concludo quod videtur mihi quod secunda via sit probabilior propter hoc: et suppono primo quod illud est
subiectum accidentis quod dicitur tale secundum illud accidens, quia accidentis esse est inesse; ideo albedo non est
accidens alicui nisi illi cui accidit esse album; secundo, suppono quod materia prima non dicitur esse alba nisi per
accidens, sicut etiam anima vel forma non dicitur alba, sed totum compositum.” See also In Phys. 1.17, f. 12va: “non
dicimus quod materia est alba aut calida sed homo est albus et ignis est calidus etc, unde materia non est alba nec forma
sed totum compositum. Ex isto sequitur quod materia non est subjectum immediatum vel proprium talium acciden-
tium, patet quia solum illud est subjectum quod denominator tale et materia non est huius <modi>.”



6.4. Inherence versus Predication 113

situation where ‘a’ does pick out an accident, but the accident inheres in something
other than S. Oresme’s complaint is that, in such a case, the thing that is a, most
properly speaking, is the thing in which a inheres. It would be true to say that 'S is a’
only derivatively, in the way that a whole can have some character in virtue of one of'its
parts. Oresme believes both that locating accidents in prime matter would render
ordinary language false, and that that is an unacceptable outcome. Others, however,
were prepared to accept that outcome. Albert gestures toward it, and his remarks were
restated more vigorously a few years later, in a very similar passage from Marsilius of
Inghen. He remarks that the reason we do not ascribe accidents to prime matter is that
“ordinary folk are unaware of matter” (In Gen. et cor. 1.7, f. 72va). Where Albert had
hesitated, Marsilius positively endorses this sort of error theory regarding ordinary
predication.'®

The ultimate source of the inherence—denomination distinction is perhaps John
Buridan, who exercised a strong influence on Oresme, Albert, and Marsilius." In his
Physics commentary, Buridan wonders why, in cases of accidental change, we say that
the underlying substance (the composite) is what is changed, in virtue of its receiving
something, whereas in cases of substantial change we say that what is changed is not
the thing that endures and receives a new form (the prime matter), but the thing that
comes into existence (the composite substance). Buridan’s diagnosis of this asymmetry
is very similar to Albert’s and Marsilius’s earlier-quoted remarks: “substances actually
subsisting on their own are known to us and to ordinary folk....Prime matter,
however, is not known to ordinary folk and so we attribute changes and mutations
not to prime matter but to the composite substance subsisting on its own.”*’ Hence
although consistency would seem to require that we predicate substantial change of
prime matter, ordinary language attaches to the things we know. Does that mean that
ordinary language is false here? Interestingly, for Buridan it does not. He immediately
adds that “these things are not said wrongly, because names signify conventionally” (In
Phys. 119, f. 23vb). The implication is that although natural language may not be
metaphysically ideal, it can still be true if used in accord with the way we decide to
use it. Hence even if cold inheres not in the water but in the water’s prime matter, it
can still be perfectly true to say that the water is cold, and false to say that the prime
matter is cold. Buridan therefore embraces the other horn of Oresme’s dilemma, and
contends that facts about inherence need not be the truth-makers for predication.

Nothing could be more discouraging to the project of philosophical analysis than
Buridan’s claim that language works simply by convention, irrespective of the

8 Marsilius of Inghen, In Gen. et cor. 1.7, f. 72va: “Secunda conclusio: aliquae qualitates donominant totum
compositum et non materiam primam, quia materia non dicitur calida aut frigida, sed aqua vel ignis. Et causa huius
est quia vulgares materiam ignorant, et ideo sibi denominationem non attribuunt.” Most of the authors cited earlier in
favor of accidents inhering in prime matter appeal to this inherence-denomination distinction.

' On the relationship between Buridan, Oresme, Albert, and Marsilius, see Thijssen, “The Buridan School,” who
cautions against the idea that these figures constituted a “school” in any meaningful way.

? Buridan expressly invokes the inherence-denomination distinction with respect to accidents at In Gen. et cor. IL.7:
“Nota pro solutione rationum quod aliud est subiectum cui tales primae qualitates attribuuntur, et aliud est subiectum
de cuius potentia educuntur et quod est per se ex natura sua receptivum earum. Nam subiectum de cuius potentia
egreditur calidatas vel frigiditas passive et receptive est prima materia. . .. Sed subiecta quibus tales qualitates attribuun-
tur sunt substantiae compositae ex materia et forma propter maiorem notitiam earum. Vulgus enim non percipit
primam materiam. Igitur illas qualitates sibi non attribuit, sed attribuit eas composito sensato.”
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metaphysical realities. To some, indeed, this sort of picture of predication seemed flatly
incoherent. According to John Wyclif, for instance, “it is contradictory for an accident
to inhere in its subject and for one not to say that its subject is thusly characterized (sic
accidentatum)” (De materia et forma ch. 1, p. 167). Yet it is not clear exactly what the
contradiction would be here, unless one thinks of prime matter on the model of an
integral part. To be sure, it is hard to imagine a form’s inhering in an integral part, P, of
some whole S, without qualifying P immediately and qualifying S mediately if at all. But
metaphysical parts may be different. Earlier we saw how intellectual and volitional
states were standardly thought to inhere in the rational soul. Even so, Aristotle had
remarked that it is not the soul that thinks, but the human being (De an. 1.4, 408b13).
Perhaps, in a similar way, some forms might inhere in prime matter and yet get
ascribed to the whole composite. It is, in any case, hazardous to draw inferences
about metaphysical parts on the basis of what is true for integral parts.



The Veiled Subject

7.1. Casting Off Naive Empiricism

It is natural to think that we know the world around us by perceiving it, and that what
we do not know of material reality is unknown only because it is too small, too far
away, or buried too deep under other things. For things near enough and big enough,
we perceive them, and by perceiving, know them. Call this naive empiricism. Over the
centuries, it has been practically definitive of the philosopher’s job to subject naive
empiricism to a withering critique. Indeed, stages in the development of philosophy can
be measured in terms of how far they depart, and in which direction, from our natural
but naive pre-theoretical orientation toward empiricism.

Embracing metaphysical parts is one way to withdraw from naive empiricism, but it
is not as straightforward a withdrawal as one might suppose, because scholastic authors
regard a kind of metaphysical part—accidental forms in the category of Quality—as the
things that are, in themselves, perceived (Chs. 21-2). Hence, for the scholastics, we do
not perceive bodies, or their integral parts, except accidentally, inasmuch as we perceive
accidental qualities. These metaphysical parts are what our senses directly inform us
about. Still, even if not all metaphysical parts are intrinsically obscure, most are. Our
perceptual grasp of a certain range of accidental qualities gives us direct acquaintance
with only a fragment of what there is, leaving us quite in the dark about the underlying
subjects of those accidents, in all their metaphysical complexity.

The move toward corpuscularianism was in some cases a move toward empiricism.
To the extent that post-scholastic authors cast off metaphysical parts, they have
that much less baggage in need of non-empirical handling. The result was not naive
empiricism, of course, given the seventeenth century’s famous doubts about whether
sensible qualities are in the world (Ch. 22). Moreover, corpuscularian authors retain
a surprising degree of commitment to the scholastic idea that beneath the sensible
qualities of things lies something more, a subject of those qualities, imperceptible even
in principle. In this and the following two chapters, I argue that the retention of
this veiled-subject doctrine represents one of the most significant enduring legacies
of scholasticism on seventeenth-century thought.

An early corpuscularian restatement of this scholastic idea can be found in Nicholas
Hill in 1601: “substance is a subsistent being, independent, ancestor to generation and
forebear to matter, not only existing outside of the intellect, but transcending the
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faculty of understanding, a grasp of which we have only by analogy” (Philosophia
n. 119). Versions of this same idea would turn up throughout the seventeenth century,
in the most thoroughly unscholastic of places. It can be found in Descartes and Locke,
as the next two chapters will argue, and also in Gassendi:

Nothing beyond qualities is perceived by the senses. For a quality is whatever is open to sight,
touch, and the other senses. And although the eye is said to see not only color but also a colored
body, and also the hand to touch not only hardness but also a hard thing, still this very being
colored, or being hard, is a quality. That at the same time we refer to the substance in which the
quality inheres, we do this through induction, by which we reason that some subject lies under
the quality. . . . The main point is this: although it is granted that a common subject or substance
exists, it nevertheless always remains veiled, nor can we either understand or say what sort of
thing it is, except through what affects it and what lies open to the senses, its qualities. (Syntagma
II.1.6.1, I:372a)

This is a remarkable claim for an author engaged in rehabilitating ancient atomism.
One might have thought that the substance—accident distinction would have been one
of the first pieces of scholastic baggage to be jettisoned by corpuscularian philosophers,
and with it the doctrine that beneath the sensible qualities of a thing lies some sort of
veiled subject. But although Gassendi does not describe his qualities as accidents
or forms—instead, they are modes (§13.4)—he does accept the core idea of a distinction
between the quality and what has the quality. And since he thinks that it is the qualities
we perceive, he finds it natural to think that the thing that has the qualities—the
“common subject or substance” (line 6)—is by nature hidden, and revealed only by
some kind of inference that he does not here spell out. (His talk of “induction” [line 5]
should not be understood in the modern sense.)’

The doctrine of a veiled subject did have its critics. Thomas Hobbes, for instance,
flatly denies that there is any such composition of form and matter, or substance and
accident:

His Lordship expounds simplicity, by not being compounded of matter and form, or of
substance and accidents, unlearnedly. For nothing can be so compounded. The matter of a
chair is wood; the form is the figure it has, apt for the intended use. Does his Lordship think the
chair compounded of the wood and the figure? (to Brambhall, IV:302)

Part of the reason Hobbes treats it as self-evident that a chair is not composed of wood
and figure is that he refuses to countenance any sort of composition other than integral

! Gassendi similarly invokes the veiled-subject doctrine in his objections to Descartes’s Meditations (VII:271). For
further discussion of his views in this domain, see §8.4 and §27.2.

A remarkable fifteenth-century instance of the veiled-subject doctrine is that of Lorenzo Valla, who claims that it is not
possible to give even an example of a substance, because they lie unknown beneath qualities and actions. Apparent
examples of substances are in fact substance—accident composites: “Nam si dicam homo,” non est haec substantia, sed
res constans ex substantia, qualitate et actione; ‘lapis’ ex substantia saltem et qualitate, et ita in ceteris” (Repastinatio 1.1.2;
see also 1.10.2-3, 1.12). For discussion, see Nauta, In Defense of Common Sense pp. 20-1.

Broackes, “Substance,” collects many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century texts endorsing an underlying subject,
finding the doctrine even in Thomas Reid: “all the information that our senses give us about this subject is, that it is that
to which such qualities belong. From this, it is evident that our notion of body or matter, as distinguished from its
qualities, is a relative notion, and I am afraid it must always be obscure, until men have other faculties” (Intellectual Powers
11.19; see Broackes p. 156). Broackes’s own understanding of these issues is quite different from my own, however, in that
he attempts to downplay the significance of appealing to an underlying subject of qualities.
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composition. So if there is a substance—accident distinction to be drawn, it will have
to be drawn in terms of one body’s inhering in another, which is obviously absurd as
a theory of accidents. Elsewhere he writes:

An accident’s being said to be in a body is not to be taken as if something were contained in that
body—as if, for example, redness were in blood in the way that blood is in a bloody cloth, that is,
as a part in the whole; for if so then an accident would be a body too. Instead, just as size, rest, or
motion is in that which has the size, or is at rest, or moves (everyone understands how this
is to be understood), so too every other accident’s being in its subject ought to be understood.
(De corpore 8.3)

So what exactly is an accident for Hobbes, if not one body’s inhering in another? He
defines it as “the mode of conceiving a body” (De corpore 8.2). With this, Hobbes is not
just making the commonplace switch from talk of accidents to talk of modes (§13.4),
but further giving the notion of mode a subjective character, so that what counts as a
mode depends entirely on how we conceive of a thing. In a phrase, this definition
undermines both the substance-accident distinction and the veiled-subject doctrine.
The first is ruled out because accidents are no longer something in bodies distinct from
the substance. The second is ruled out because to grasp a body’s accidents just is to
grasp something about the body itself. There is no room here for the concept,
introduced in §6.1, of a thin metaphysical substance, shorn of its accidents. For Hobbes,
everything that exists is a body—"being and body are the same” (De mundo 27.1; see
§16.2)—and so there is no room for metaphysical entities like the thin substance and its
inhering accidents. The only non-reductive conception of accident that could make
sense for Hobbes would be an absurd one—if accidents were bodies as blood inheres in
a cloth. Hence the scholastic account can never get off the ground on Hobbes’s theory.
Everything in the world is a body, and so when we perceive the world, we perceive the
bodies in it. Those bodies have sizes, shapes, and so on, but the only parts such bodies
have are their integral parts—that is, further, smaller bodies. It is only when accidents
are conceived of as parts of a different kind—as metaphysical parts—that we then get
substances of a different kind, as the veiled, metaphysical subject of those accidents.?
Hobbes’s reductive account seems so clear and straightforward that it is surprising, at
first glance, not to find it everywhere in the seventeenth century. Yet, as we will see
in the following two chapters, prominent post-scholastic authors like Descartes
and Locke decline to take this approach. As a measure of just how influential the

* For Hobbes's rejection of the substance-accident distinction, see also Seven Philosophical Problems, VIL.28: I see by
this that those things which the learned call the accidents of bodies are indeed nothing else but diversity of fancy, and are
inherent in the sentient and not in the objects, except motion and quantity”; Answer to Bramhall, IV:308: “So also in
speaking, the thing understood or named is called hypostasis, in respect of the name; so also a body coloured is the
hypostasis, substance and subject of the colour; and in like manner of all its other accidents. Essence and all other abstract
names, are words artificial belonging to the art of logic, and signify only the manner how we consider the substance
itself.” See too De mundo 27.1: “moveri, quiescere, albescere, et similia accidentia corporum vocamus, et inesse
corporibus putamus, quia sunt diversi modi quibus corpora concipimus.” And see some English notes on a draft of
the De corpore: “An accident is not a part of natural things. It is the manner (modus) of conceiving a body or according to
which a body is conceived. Or it is the faculty of a body by which it imprints the conception thereof upon us. Or that
power or faculty by which a body is conceived. . .. When we say accidentia in corpore inesse, it must not be understood as
if something were contained in the body: for example, as if redness were in blood as blood is in a bloody cloth i.e. ut pars
in toto, for so an accident were also a body” (in Hobbes, Critique du De mundo appendix II, pp. 452-3). For further
discussion of his rejection of qualities, see §10.2. For his ontology of bodies alone, see §16.2. For his anti-realism regarding
sensible qualities, see §22.5. For his nominal view of powers, see §23.1.
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substance—accident distinction is, we might consider the lengths to which Newton goes
to avoid it. In a fascinating discussion from his De gravitatione (c.1671)—one of the most
impressive philosophical works of the seventeenth century, but published only in
modern times and still not sufficiently appreciated—Newton describes a theory of
body that does away with the veiled subject. The discussion begins by conceding that
it is not possible to prove one or another theory of the structure of bodies. From the
observable phenomena, various metaphysical accounts are, for all we know, possible.
That is, God could have made bodies in various ways, and we have no way of decisively
settling how in fact he did it. Here is one possibility: Take some region of space
(Newton had just finished setting out his theory of absolute space), and suppose God
makes it impenetrable. Let that region have a certain size and shape; let it reflect light
in a certain way, and in general let anything that impinges on it be affected in familiar
ways. Suppose that this region moves, not in the sense that there is some enduring stuff
that changes position in absolute space, but in the sense that God first makes one region
of space impenetrable in this way, and then makes another, overlapping region of
the same size to be impenetrable in the same way. For all we could tell, this just would

be a body:

If God should exercise this power, and cause some region of space above the earth, like
a mountain or any other body, to be impervious to bodies and thus stop or reflect light and
all impinging things, it seems impossible that, by means of our senses (our sole judges in this
matter), we should not consider this space to be truly a body. For it would be tangible on
account of its impenetrability, and visible (opaque and colored) on account of the reflection
of light, and it would resonate when struck because the adjacent air would be moved by the
blow. (pp. 105-6; Janiak pp. 27-8)

An impenetrable region of this sort would be indistinguishable from body. Indeed, it is
possible that all bodies could be like this. Moreover, although there is no decisive
evidence one way or another, Newton suggests some powerful reasons for thinking
that in actual fact this is what bodies are. The very first is that it avoids postulating
a veiled subject:

For the existence of these beings there is no need to imagine some unintelligible substance
serving as the subject in which a substantial form inheres. Extension and an act of the divine will
suffice. Extension takes the place of the substantial subject, in which the form of the body is
conserved by the divine will. That effect of the divine will is the form or formal nature of body,
which designates that every dimension of space in which it is produced is a body. (pp. 106-7;
Janiak p. 29)

So in place of prime matter, Newton offers extended space. In place of substantial form,
he offers the “effect of the divine will” (line 4), which directly makes it the case that a
certain region of space will behave as a body—or, rather, if Newton’s speculative
proposal is right, makes it be a body. There is no more direct evidence for one theory
than for the other, but Newton’s account at least avoids the need to postulate a subject
that is entirely “unintelligible” (line 1).’

?> Newton specifically argues that his prime-matter analogue, extended space, is preferable because of its reality and
intelligibility: “Differunt autem quod extensio—cum sit et quid, et quale, et quantum—habet plus realitatis quam
materia prima, atque etiam quod intelligi potest, quemadmodum et forma quam corporibus assignavi” (p. 107; Janiak
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In many respects, nothing could be farther from the scholastic approach. Although
Newton offers analogues to form and matter, there are no enduring things that
constitute the substance. Space as a whole endures, to be sure, but what counts as an
enduring body on this view will change its ‘matter” whenever it moves. Perhaps one
can speak of an enduring divine volition, but that can hardly be a constituent of the
body, and moreover the content of that volition changes as the body moves, inasmuch
as the volition targets first one region of space and then another. Here, then, Newton's
theory of absolute space allows him to reject not just the veiled-subject doctrine, but
also the substratum thesis—even the weak doctrine of a substratum that endures
through accidental change (§2.2). Still, as radical as this proposal is, it takes for granted
that there is something right about the veiled-subject doctrine. Even if that doctrine is
wrong in postulating an enduring subject beneath the veils, it is right at least about
the veils themselves. That is, Newton accepts that there is no path from the qualities
of a thing—its impenetrability, its reflecting light, etc.—to the thing itself. So even
in rejecting an underlying subject, in favor of the idea that bodies are simply space so-
and-so disposed, Newton displays the enduring attraction of the veiled-subject doctrine.
And although the speculative account of the De gravitatione does not appear in his later
works, the veiled-subject doctrine does. Thus, according to the General Scholium of
the Principia (2nd ed., 1713), “we grasp nothing (minime) of what the substance of any
thing is. We see only the shapes and colors of bodies, we hear only their sounds, we
touch only their external surfaces, we smell only their smells and taste their flavors.
We grasp their inner substances through no sense or reflective act.”

7.2. Unknowable Form, Unintelligible Matter

Why should the doctrine of a veiled subject have retained such influence over the
whole of our period? One reason, as I have suggested already, is that the substance—
accident distinction, combined with the thought that it is accidents we are directly
acquainted with, leads almost directly to the idea that the subject of those accidents is
something more obscure, either entirely unknowable or else knowable only by infer-
ence. This, at any rate, helps to explain the doctrine’s prevalence among the scholastics.
Even William Ockham, unorthodox in so many respects, accepts that sensible qualities

P- 29). He goes on to concede that he has not explained how God imposes his will on space in this way—a gap in the
intelligibility of his own proposal—but remarks that we are stuck with this puzzle anyway, since it is the same as the
puzzle of how we will to move our own bodies. Later, he returns to the “vulgar”—that is, scholastic—idea of body as
containing a veiled subject: “Quod si vulgarem corporis ideam (aut potius non ideam) amplectimur, scilicet quod in
corporibus latet aliqua non intelligibilis realitas quam dicunt substantiam esse in qua qualitates eorum inhaerent...”
(p- 109; Janiak pp. 31-2). See Ch. 8 note 22 for Newton’s view in the context of Descartes’s theory.

Bennett offers Newton’s account as a helpful starting point for Spinoza’s conception of space as the one extended
substance (Spinoza’s Ethics pp. 88-92). For reasons I do not understand, however, Bennett thinks that Newton makes his
proposal as a “joke” (p. 90). It seems to me clear, on the contrary, that Newton is quite serious about his proposal as both
physically and epistemically possible. Whether he thinks it likely I do not know. In the much later Query 31 of the Optics
(1718), Newton takes for granted a more orthodox corpuscularian theory, which embraces the usual substratum thesis.

For the dating of the De gravitatione to c.1671 see Feingold, Newtonian Moment p. 26. The editors of De grav. suggest that
it dates from the mid-1660s, when Newton was in his early twenties. A comparison with his philosophical notebooks
from 1664-5 (ed. McGuire and Tamny) makes this seem unlikely, however, inasmuch as the notebooks are clearly
philosophical juvenalia whereas the De grav. is a work of considerable philosophical brilliance. (Admittedly, Newton was
doing important mathematical work in 1665.)
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are really distinct from their subjects (§19.2). He reasons that since it is these qualities
that we grasp of external objects, the underlying subjects cannot in themselves be
known: “we can naturally cognize no external corporeal substance in itself” (Ordinatio
1.3.2 [Opera theol. 11:412]). Although Ockham leaves room here for us to have a grasp
of our own intrinsic nature, through introspection, he denies any knowledge of
external “corporeal” substances in themselves. To say we cannot know or cognize a
substance in itself is to say we cannot grasp its intrinsic, distinctive character. To this
extent, substance is unintelligible. Scholastic authors were in general agreement that
substance itself is either completely unknowable, or knowable only obliquely, with
great difficulty.

Such pessimism—what I am calling the veiled-subject doctrine—is motivated by
more than the substance-accident distinction. For inasmuch as scholastic authors
conceive of the substance as simply prime matter plus substantial form (§6.1), they
can hardly regard it as knowable unless at least one of'its parts is knowable. Thus Scotus
argues for the unknowability of substance by considering its constituent metaphysical
parts: “If matter does not impress upon intellect any actuality with regard to itself, and
neither does substantial form, then what simple concept will intellect have of matter or
form?” (Ordinatio 1.3.1.3 n. 146). The consensus answer to this question, going back to
the classical authors of the thirteenth century, was that we could have no concept of
either matter or form. Aquinas, for instance, holds that “substantial forms, which are
unknown to us in their own right, become known through their accidents™ (Summa
theol. 1a 77.1 ad 7). As this passage reflects, Aquinas takes a more optimistic position
than some, regarding substantial forms as veiled but not unknowable. He is less
optimistic, though, about prime matter: “matter in its own right neither has existence
nor is cognizable” (ibid., 15.3 ad 3). Ockham agrees, despite his very difficult conception
of what prime matter is: “however much matter is a thing actually existing and
necessarily distinct from form, still it is not intelligible of itself (per se)—that is, it is
not intelligible by a cognition that is simple and proper to it” (Summula 1.14 [Opera phil.
VI:194]). Ockham goes on to allow that we can say true things about prime matter.
We do so, however, by cobbling together various other concepts, not proper to prime
matter, such as being deprived of a thing and being under a thing and being a thing. In this
way, we can frame a description that uniquely picks it out, but without having any
concept of prime matter in its own right. Ockham takes this to be true not just for
prime matter, though, but also for substantial form: “substantial form can be grasped
by us through no other way; instead, just as matter is cognized by analogy to form,
so substantial form is cognized by analogy to matter” (ibid., VI:195). We break into
this apparently closed loop by grasping accidental forms, which lead to an underlying
subject, and eventually to its two metaphysical parts.*

* For the veiled-subject doctrine in Ockham, see also Ord. 1.3.2 (Opera theol. 11:416-17) and Quod. 111.6 (Opera theol.
1X:227): “de substantiis non habeamus experientiam nisi per accidentia, et illa non probant sufficienter quod sit distinctio
specifica vel unitas.” For the case of substantial forms, see also Henry of Ghent, Quod. IV.13 (ed. 1518, 1:104vI): “formae
enim proprium est agere; unde etiam forma dicitur actus ab agendo, et formas nobis occultas cognoscere non possumus
nisi ex actibus earum nobis manifestis.” For a later scholastic statement, see Scipion Dupleix: “nous ne voyons pas ni ne
touchons les corps, comme le vulgaire pense, ains seulement voyons leurs couleurs, et touchons leur surface extérieure”
(Physique VIII.20.17).

For Aquinas on knowing essences, see also De ente 5.76-81, Quaest. de spir. creat. 11 ad 3, In Post. an. 11.13.119-21 [§533],
and In De an. 1.1.254-5 [§15]. See the discussions in Brown, Accidental Being pp. 80-3; Reynolds, “Properties”; Pasnau,
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The knowability of substantial form is closely connected to the knowability of
essences. A thing’s substantial form either is its essence or is the principal part of a
thing’s essence, together with its common matter. Either way, the thin substance just s,
in effect, the stripped-down essence of a thing, conceived of apart from the accidental
properties of the thick substance. Hence doubts about our grasp of essences go hand in
hand with doubts about our ability to grasp a thing’s substantial form. These issues
will be discussed in some detail in Chapter 27, once we have a more complete picture
of what substantial forms are.”

The case of prime matter can be considered in somewhat more detail here. There was
no dispute, among scholastic authors, over the basic claim that prime matter is unintel-
ligible. Aristotle had famously spoken of grasping matter by analogy (Phys. 1.7, 191a8),
but given that the nature of prime matter was thought to be so different from the nature
of other things, the analogy could at most point in the general direction of an enduring,
indeterminate stuff, without showing anything about what that stuff is.® Descartes quite
rightly highlights the comparative advantage of the corpuscularian account:

No one who uses his reason will, I think, deny the advantage of using what the senses perceive to
happen in large bodies as a model (exemplum) to judge what happens in tiny bodies that elude our
senses merely because of their small size. This is much better than explaining matters by thinking
up [ know not what new things that have no resemblance to the things that are sensed, such as
prime matter, substantial forms, and the whole range of qualities that people habitually introduce.
These are all harder to understand than the things they are supposed to explain. (Principles IV.201)

As Descartes acknowledges (lines 1-3), the corpuscularian must also make an inference
from visible bodies to a substratum of invisible corpuscles. Still, at least the corpuscu-
larian analogy runs between things that have a “resemblance” to each other (line 4),
differing only in size. The scholastics, in contrast, make an inference from enduring
subjects like bronze to a subject of an entirely different kind.

As we have seen (Chs. 3—4), it is essential to the metaphysical prime matter of the
scholastics that it lacks the completeness and actuality of corpuscularian prime matter.
Such incompleteness accounts for its obscurity, inasmuch as it lacks the actuality to
make itself known. (The actuality of substantial form, in contrast, makes it at least a
possible object of knowledge.) Thus Albert of Saxony, in a characteristic treatment of
whether matter is cognizable in itself, reaches the conclusion that we cannot have a
“proper concept” of prime matter, on the grounds that it is in no respect active, and so
cannot give rise to any understanding of itself.” This much was fairly uncontroversial
among scholastic authors. Some went even further, however, and described prime
matter as unintelligible even in principle. When Aquinas, as quoted above, describes

Thomas Aquinas pp. 164-70. On the unknowability of prime matter in particular, see Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of
Thomas pp. 325-7.

° On whether essences are something more than just substantial form, see, e.g., Buridan, In Meta. VI1.12; Coimbra, In
Phys. 1.9.5. The impetus for thinking that essence might just be form is Averroes, In Meta. VIL.34.

° On how to interpret Aristotle’s call to understand form kar’ dvaloylav, see Ockham, In Phys. 1.16.6; Albert of
Saxony, In Phys. 1.16, pp. 223—4; Zabarella, De rebus nat., De prima rerum materia [.4.

7 Albert of Saxony describes the inconceivability of matter as follows: “Tertio conclusio: materia non est per se
cognoscibilis conceptu proprio. Probatur, quia materia non potest cognosci sine discursu, propter hoc quod non potest
agere speciem suam in intellectum mediante sensu: patet, quia non est sensibilis. Secundo, nam, si sic, ipsa esset activa:
ageret enim in intellectum; sed hoc falsum, quia, secundum quod dictum est in primo articulo, materia nullius est
activitatis” (In Phys 1.16, p. 223).
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prime matter as neither having existence nor being cognizable (Summa theol. 1a 15.3 ad 3),
he seems to mean this in the strongest possible sense: that is to say, that not even
God can understand prime matter. In De veritate 3.5c, Aquinas remarks that God
has an idea of neither prime matter nor material substantial forms, in themselves,
because neither can exist apart from the other. This suggests the intriguing prospect
that not even an omniscient mind—the mind that created matter—can understand
its true nature.

Scholastic authors were aware of Aquinas’s bold claims, but almost always
denied that prime matter is absolutely unintelligible—that is, unintelligible even to
God. Scotus argues that prime matter is intelligible to both God and angels, and
Ockham insists that God has an idea of all the parts of created substances, integral
and metaphysical. Suarez, looking back with the perspective of three centuries, remarks
that “although theologians dispute whether God has a proper idea of matter, and
some seem to deny it. .., still in truth it cannot be denied, except perhaps in a manner
of speaking” (Disp. meta. XII1.6.1). Even the Thomists, who at least attempt to accept
Aquinas’s austerely bare conception of prime matter, try to soften the doctrine:
thus Cajetan, while insisting that strictly speaking there is no divine idea of prime
matter, allows that God has the theoretical concept (ratio speculativa) insofar as God
has the general idea of body qua body. Some sort of softening really does seem
inescapable. If the doctrine of omniscience means anything, it means that God knows
everything that is knowable. For prime matter to be unknowable, there would have to
be something contradictory in the claim that God understands its nature. The only
contradiction that seems possible would be if prime matter has no nature at all.
Aquinas’s temptation to go that far is of a piece with his temptation to think that
prime matter does not exist at all (§3.1), but neither of these conclusions were taken
seriously by later scholastic authors.®

Prime matter’s knowability for us is another question. Although there was
agreement that we can truly characterize prime matter, there was disagreement over
whether those characterizations amount to a grasp of matter’s proper nature, or
simply a description of various accidental features that serve to pick it out uniquely.
Ockham, as we saw above, takes the latter view, as do Scotus, Albert of Saxony (also
quoted above), and the Coimbrans. Others, however, while conceding that we have
no immediate grasp of prime matter, held that inferential reasoning can lead us to at
least a partial grasp of its proper nature. This seems to be the view of John of Jandun
and of pseudo-Marsilius of Inghen. The latter’s detailed characterization of prime
matter (In Phys. 1.20), considered in §3.1, is offered by way of an affirmative answer

8 Against Aquinas’s claim of absolute unknowability, see Scotus, Lectura 11.12 n. 79 (Vatican XIX:101); Opus Ox. 11.12.2
(Wadding V1.2:697 [not in Ordinatio]); Opus Ox. I1.12.1 (Wadding V1.2:676 [not in Ordinatio]): “Dico igitur quod materia
secundum se in sua essentia est cognoscibilis, sed non a nobis. Primum patet, quia omnis entitas absoluta in se est
cognoscibilis; materia est huiusmodi; ergo.” And see Ockham, Ordinatio 1.35.5 (Opera theol. IV:493): “Alia conclusio
sequitur quod materiae et formae et universaliter partium essentialium et integralium omnium sunt distinctae ideae.”

Cajetan attempts to sort out Aquinas’s view as follows: “idea ut ratio, respondens materiae primae, est idea corporis,
quod est genus in praedicamento Substantiae ” (In Summam theol. 1.15.3, IV:205). Cajetan thinks it clear that Summa theol.
takes a deliberately harder line than the earlier De veritate. Vasquez criticizes Cajetan for trying to have it both ways, and
argues that either prime matter has no being, and so no idea in God, or it has being, and so has a divine idea. Vasquez—
no Thomist even in the midst of a commentary on the Summa theol.—takes the second view (In Summam theol. 1.74.3,
1:392b).
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to the question of whether prime matter is cognizable. Although pseudo-Marsilius does
not expressly say that he is showing us matter’s true nature, the tenor of the discussion
makes it fairly clear that this is his ambition. Sudrez characteristically makes these
disputes explicit, and attempts, also characteristically, to reach a moderate conclusion.
We do have a proper concept of prime matter, he argues, but one that is in part
negative and in part confused (as opposed to picking out prime matter uniquely). So, for
instance, in describing prime matter as the first subject, we do describe a concept that
is proper to prime matter alone. But ‘subject’ applies confusedly, inasmuch as it applies
to many things other than prime matter. The addition of “first’ gives the description
its specificity, but does so negatively, by denying that there is any prior subject. This is
in the end not very different from Ockham’s superficially more negative verdict. He
and Sudrez agree that we can uniquely describe prime matter, but that we do so in
largely negative terms, without having any distinctive positive idea of what it is. No
proponent of metaphysical prime matter seems to have contended otherwise.”

Which is explanatorily prior, the metaphysical indeterminacy of prime matter, or its
epistemic obscurity? Francis Bacon argues that scholastic authors go from the latter to
the former, fallaciously deriving the unactualized potentiality of prime matter from the
mere fact that it is hidden:

The ancients maintained that prime matter (of the sort that can be the principle of things) is
formed and endowed, not abstract, potential, and unformed. To be sure, that stripped and
passive matter seems nothing more than an invention of the human mind, one that arose from
its seeming to the human intellect that what exists above all is what it imbibes most strongly and
by which it is most affected. Thus it is that forms (as they call them) seem to exist more than
does matter or action, the first of which is hidden and makes a less strong impression, whereas
the second is in flux and inheres less constantly. Those images, on the other hand, are judged to
be both manifest and constant, with the result that prime, common matter seems to be a kind
of accessory and to stand as a substratum, whereas any kind of action seems to be a mere
emanation from form. So it is that forms are given all the leading parts. (De principiis [Phil.
Studies p. 206])

Although Bacon leaves open whether there are in fact unbreakable atoms (§5.4), he
approves of the Democritean method of treating enduring matter as something
corporeal, “formed and endowed” (line 2). The mistake of both Plato and Aristotle,
as Bacon characterizes it, was to take the obscurity of the material substrate as a guide
to its true nature, so that its epistemological status is made to have metaphysical
import. Forms, in contrast, because they are the most prominent features of the natural
world, are “given all the leading parts” (line 10).

This is a clever piece of rhetoric, but not very plausible as an accusation. Part I of this
study considered in some detail the motivations that scholastic authors had for thinking

? Jandun is among those who argue we can grasp at least part of the proper nature of prime matter, albeit through
form (In De subst. orbis Q5). The Coimbrans argue we cannot (In Phys. 1.9.2.2). Sudrez’s attempt at a compromise runs as
follows: “Quoad secundum autem dicendum est pervenire quidem nos in aliquem proprium conceptum materiae
primae, non tamen omnino distinctum et prout in se est, sed negativum partim, partim confusum. Tota haec assertio
constat ex definitione materiae tradita ab Aristotele, scilicet, esse primum subiectum, etc.; nam per illam descriptionem
aliquem conceptum obiectivum explicamus; ille autem est proprius materiae, sicut et ipsa definitio. In ea vero definitione
subiectum quid confusum est et commune; additur vero quod sit primum, ut ad materiam limitetur: primum autem
negationem importat prioris subiecti” (Disp. meta. 13.6.1).
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that prime matter must be indeterminate and dependent on form. It is on metaphysical
grounds such as these that prime matter is judged to be unknowable in some deep, in-
principle way. This is to say that, contrary to Bacon’s charge, the metaphysics drives
the epistemology. When the hylomorphic metaphysical framework gets abandoned in
the seventeenth century, it becomes natural to treat prime matter in corpuscularian
fashion, which means that it is veiled only because of its size. On this sort of view, as we
saw Descartes suggest earlier in this section, the stuff that endures through all material
change is no different from the macro-sized stuff we see all around us, except in being
smaller. If such prime matter is unknowable, it is so only for lack of sufficiently
developed technology. The scholastic view suggests something different: that prime
matter is not body at all, but a thing of an entirely different kind, metaphysical rather
than physical, unknowable to us even in principle, because it lacks the sort of actuality
that we are capable of grasping.

7.3. Substance Shrouded: Scotus and Marchia

Just how far off the mark is the naively empirical idea that we perceive things in
themselves? A characteristic thought of the seventeenth century was that the external
world is veiled by our ideas, and known at best indirectly through them. A characteris-
tic scholastic thought, the one we have been considering, was that the things in
themselves are veiled by their accidental qualities, and known only through them.
The veil of ideas was as familiar to scholastic audiences as the veil of qualities was in the
later seventeenth century, and so one might consider superimposing the two veils,
thereby introducing two degrees of separation between us and the world: first we grasp
our own impressions, which lead us to the sensible qualities of things, from which
we derive some information about the underlying subject of those ideas. Might we lie
twice removed from material substances?'’

Perhaps this was Locke’s picture of the world (§9.1, §23.4). It was more common,
however, to choose one or the other veil, inasmuch as each tends to undermine the
other. If one thinks that we perceive our own ideas, then it is natural to shift the
manifest characteristics of sensible qualities into our own mind. To that extent, though,
there is less reason to insist on a distinction between a substance and its qualities. It
becomes tempting to say that there are only substances in the world (aggregates of
corpuscles), and that the ideas we perceive are merely one step removed from that
reality. On the other hand, a commitment to the substance—accident distinction makes
the veil of ideas less tempting, because it allows for a middle ground between seeing
our own ideas and seeing corpuscles in motion. The character of that middle ground—
that is, the character of sensible qualities—is a topic for later discussion (Chs. 21-3).
Here the crucial point is that the veiled-subject doctrine has as its natural counterpart
the idea that what we are directly acquainted with are the sensible qualities of material
substances. This is the idea that Bacon alludes to at the end of the previous section
when he describes forms as having been “given all the leading parts” (line 10). To some

1% For one scholastic version of the veil of ideas, in Peter John Olivi, see my Theories of Cognition pp. 236-47. For the
notion of twin veils, see also Stuart, “Descartes’s Extended Substances” p. 85, as a possible reading of Descartes.
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extent this remark applies to substantial form, but what Bacon is mainly thinking of are
accidental forms in the category of Quality, whose alleged causal role was the principal
obstacle to corpuscularianism (Ch. 19). Just as Bacon charges that the metaphysical
incompleteness of prime matter is illicitly deduced from its epistemological obscurity,
so he charges that the causal prominence of form is illicitly deduced from its being
“manifest and constant” (line 8). One way to sever that connection is to put manifest
qualities into the mind, and so outside the causal nexus of material objects. Bacon
himself, however, takes a different route, leaving sensible qualities in the world
but denying that they are either manifest or constant. Investigation shows that heat,
for instance, quite contrary to its manifest appearance, is just the motion of corpuscles
(§21.4).

For the remainder of this chapter, let us follow the scholastic route, and locate
sensible qualities in the world, as the immediate objects of perception. What then
becomes of our knowledge of substance? Some authors were, in effect, skeptics.
Consider Scotus’s account of why prime matter can be grasped only indirectly:

[Prime matter] cannot be cognized by us, except by analogy to form, because of the defective-
ness of our intellect. Neither can [substantial] form be cognized by us, except by analogy,
because from the sensible [qualities] we cognize we are led to a grasp of form, through sensible
operations. Matter, however, is the principle of no sensible operation, and so from subsequent
forms, which are principles of other operations, we reach the further conclusion that matter
stands to them analogously to how what receives stands to the thing received. (Lectura 11.12
n. 79)

Suppose we are sitting in front of a fire. On Scotus’s account, we start with sensibilia, by
which he means accidental qualities. (As he says elsewhere, “accidents are principles of
acting and principles of cognizing substance, . ..and the per se objects of the senses”
[Ordinatio IV.12.1; Wadding n. 16; see §10.5 for the larger context of this claim].) The
fire’s heat and light are the product of the “operations” that produce these sensible
qualities, and from those operations we infer an underlying principle, the substantial
form, that accounts for those operations. (See §24.4 on the relationship between
substantial form and its sensible qualities.) This route does not get us to prime matter,
however, because we cannot make an inference of that sort from observables to prime
matter. To grasp prime matter, we have to wait until the form of fire is replaced
by some other form, perhaps the form of ash. Matter can then be understood as
the enduring subject of first one substantial form and then another (§2.2).

Scotus takes the standard scholastic theory of perception—that what we perceive are
the sensible qualities, and that these are distinct from their underlying subject—to
create an insuperable difficulty for our grasp of substance itself. In arguing, in the
passage just quoted, that we can achieve only an indirect, inferential grasp of substantial
form and prime matter, he is implicitly saying that this is the best we can do in
understanding the thin metaphysical substance, which just is the composite of prime
matter and substantial form. Elsewhere he sets out this conclusion starkly, remarking
that “no substance is understood in its own right, except in the most universal of
concepts, namely being” (In Meta. I1.2-3 [Opera phil. Il n. 116]). As for the fact that we do
seem to offer definitions of various substances, Scotus dismissively replies that “with
respect to substances we have a vocal disposition, just as someone blind is naturally
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able to syllogize about colors” (ibid., n. 119). That is to say that we have words that we
use, but we do not know what we are talking about. Making explicit the veil that
sensible qualities draw across substance, he remarks:

If substance does not immediately impress our intellect with some understanding of itself,
but only sensible accidents do, then it follows that we could have no quidditative concept
of substance except what could be abstracted from the concept of accident. But the only
quidditative concept that can be abstracted from the concept of an accident is the concept of
being. (Ordinatio 1.3.1.3 n. 139)

For Scotus, there is a barrier in principle to our understanding substances. All we have
immediate access to are accidents, but from the concept of an accident we cannot get
to the concept of a substance, except for that one concept, being, that both substances
and accidents share. Hence the most we can do is describe substances in terms of
the accidents they manifest. With respect to the (thin) substance that lies beneath those
accidents, we can say only that it is a being. (We can say this much, indeed, Scotus
thinks, only if we insist on something that most early scholastic authors denied: that
‘being’ is univocal between substance and accidents [§10.5])"

Scotus’s remarks about substance were widely endorsed, and were understood to
hold up and down the Porphyrian tree, at different levels of generality. At the top of
the tree, they imply that we cannot define the true nature of substance in general. They
also imply, branching out as we move downward, that we cannot define any of the
more specific genera, all the way down to the species of a given kind of substance, such
as homo. Finally, at the very bottom of the tree, they imply that we cannot specify the
nature of an individual substance, such as you or me. With respect to this lowest level,
there could hardly have been any disagreement. Most agreed that individual substances
of the same species differ in more than their accidents—that is, that their natures are
intrinsically different, although not different enough to locate them in different species.
But no one supposed that human beings, at least in this life, could ever come to grasp
those subtle intra-specific differences. With respect to the highest level, the definition
of substance in general, §6.2 considered the two stock scholastic definitions: subsisting
per se, and serving as a subject in which accidents inhere. Do either of these pick out the
real nature of substance? According to Francis of Marchia, lecturing in Paris around
1320, they do not. Presumably influenced in this regard by Scotus, Marchia describes
the subsistence definition as proper to substance but purely negative, inasmuch as it
simply rules out inhering in something else. The inherence definition, in contrast, is
positive, but extrinsic and accidental, inasmuch as it rests on facts about something
other than the substance itself. Hence neither definition tells us what substance itself is.
What about the real natures of species? Marchia again takes Scotus’s pessimistic line:

One who has a proper essential concept of a prior object can distinguish it through that concept
from anything that is not it, once any posterior concept has been removed that is not a part of its

! For other statements of Scotus’s pessimism with regard to our grasp of substances, see In De an. q. 21; Lec. 1.3.1.1-2

(Vat. XVInn. 110-12); Ord. 1.3.1.1-2 (Vat. Ill nn. 139-46); Lectura 1.22 (Vat. XVII nn. 2-3); Ord. 1.22 (Vat. V nn. 5-7). For
very helpful discussions of Scotus’s views in this area, see Pini, “Scotus on Knowing and Naming” and “Scotus on Doing
Metaphysics.” Pini points to Richard of Middleton (Sent. I.24.2) as an earlier instance of similar sorts of doubts.

On the argument for univocity between substantial and accidental being, as essential to our knowledge of substance,
see the discussions in Fonseca, In Meta. IV.2.1.2 and Suarez, Disp. meta. 32.2.2.
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nature. ... But our intellect, in this life, following the natural order, with all the accidents
removed from substances, has nothing within itself with which to distinguish between those
substances. For let all the accidents and dispositions for accidents be removed intellectually from
a lion and a horse. Nothing remains within the intellect with which it can distinguish them.
Anyone can experience this within himself, because the intellect distinguishes a lion from a
horse only by analogy to the accidents that are proper to each. Therefore the intellect does not
have any proper essential concept of either one. (Sent. 1.3.1, pp. 508-9)

This argument from indiscernibility puts in terms of a concrete example Scotus’s
conclusion that our only concepts about substance kinds are concepts drawn from
accidents. Marchia is claiming that if we try to articulate the difference between a bare
(accident-free) lion and horse, we come up empty: we have no distinct idea at all of the
one versus the other (lines 5-9)."?

In view of the general scholastic consensus over the difficulty, if not the impossibility,
of making the jump from accidents to substance, it is ironic how often seventeenth-
century critics attack scholasticism for being, in Locke’s terms, “pretenders to a
knowledge that they had not” (Essay II.8.2). Locke contrasts scholastic philosophers
with uneducated craftsmen:

And yet those ignorant men, who pretend not any insight into the real essences, nor trouble
themselves about substantial forms, but are content with knowing things one from another by
their sensible qualities, are often better acquainted with their differences, can more nicely
distinguish them from their uses, and better know what they expect from each, than those
learned quick-sighted men, who look so deep into them, and talk so confidently of something
more hidden and essential. (ibid., I11.6.24)

No doubt philosophers have never, in any era, known as much as ordinary folk. But
Locke gets the scholastic position quite wrong by suggesting that it gave an important
role to speculation about the essential character of things. Indeed, if anything, matters
are exactly the opposite. Scholastic authors tend to think it impossible to say anything
very substantive that goes beyond the sensible qualities of a thing, and so they typically
do not even try, contenting themselves instead with empty placeholders like bovinitas
and humanitas. It is the corpuscularian philosophers who attempt to offer speculative
hypotheses about such things—often at great, tedious length—which we shield modern
readers from by leaving those sections untranslated and unanthologized. The English
Descartes is sanitized of his vortices and his subtle matter, and we are spared Gassendi
almost entirely (§19.7).

' Francis of Marchia characterizes our grasp of substance as follows: “Secundo, dico quod intellectus habet
naturaliter conceptum negativum substantiae. Patet, quia non esse in aliquo sicut in subiecto est proprium substantiae;
hoc autem intellectus attribuit substantiae, non accidenti; igitur habet aliquem conceptum proprium negativum
substantiae. Tertio, dico quod habet aliquem conceptum proprium positivum accidentalem extra rationem substantiae.
Patet, quia substare omnibus accidentibus est proprium substantiae; hoc autem intellectus attribuit substantiae, non
accidentibus; igitur habet de substantia proprium conceptum negativum et proprium conceptum positivum extrinsecum
et accidentalem” (Sent. 1.3.1, p. 508).

Marchia’s skeptical tendencies seem to have influenced Gregory of Rimini, Sent. 1.3.2: “Tertium dubium est de
substantia, quomodo cognoscatur, an scilicet in se immediate vel in sua specie vel tantum in conceptu formato per
intellectum” (p. 382). “Ad tertium dubium pro nunc potest dici, sicut dicit unus doctor, quod substantia cognoscitur in
aliquo conceptu proprio negativo, qualis est ‘ens naturaliter per se existens’” (p. 385).
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Of course, some post-scholastic authors, such as Locke himself, were embarrassed by
the speculative nature of the corpuscularian movement."”” And insofar as one might
want to defend such speculations, they can be thought of as early expressions of
modern science. Such scientific musings—if that is what they are—are famously absent
from scholastic thought. The reasons for that are of course complex, but one very
important reason is the veiled-subject doctrine. Scholastic authors did not generally
attempt to go beyond appearances to explain the nature of fire or water, let alone the
nature of lion or horse, not because they lacked any interest in doing so, or because
they thought they lacked the technology. Instead, very commonly, they took it to
be metaphysically impossible to reach any substantive conclusions about the nature of
substance from information about sensible accidents. This is the point of Scotus’s
insistence that we can arrive only at the shared concept of being. Marchia reaches
a very similar conclusion:

Substance, in this life, does not of itself move our intellect immediately, but only mediated by
accidents. For it moves intellect only mediated by the senses, which are not receptive of
substance. An accident, however, cannot cause a concept that is more perfect than its own
proper concept, and a proper essential concept of substance is more perfect than the proper
concept of an accident. Hence neither an accident nor the intellect, by virtue of an accident, can
have the proper essential concept of a substance. (Sent. 1.3.1, p. 509)

Whereas Marchia’s earlier argument from indiscernibility appeals simply to what
listeners take themselves to know about substance, here Marchia argues for the
theoretical impossibility of passing from accidents to substance. The key premises of
the argument—that substance concepts are more perfect than accident concepts, and
that less perfect concepts cannot lead to more perfect concepts—are perhaps too
abstract to seem very persuasive on their own. These are, however, simply a way of
insisting on the metaphysical understanding of substance that is the shared foundation
of scholastic thought. When the thin substance is understood as a composite of prime
matter and substantial form, and when this matter and form are understood as
metaphysical parts of substances, they are positioned out of reach of ordinary empirical
inquiry. Call their concepts “more perfect” or more abstract or simply more obscure,
but in any case the scholastic framework does raise an in-principle barrier to the move
from accidents to substance.

Setting aside for later (§27.2) our knowledge of essences, we can consider here
the more fundamental question of whether we can have any grasp of substance at
all. Given the substance—accident distinction, our inability to go beyond accidents
implies that we have none. This is to say not just that we lack a precise account of
what distinguishes lions from cheetahs, say, but moreover that we lack any substantive
information about lions themselves, as opposed to the accidental qualities they might,
singly, share with many other animals. We grasp part of the thick concrete substance,
inasmuch as we grasp certain accidental forms, but we grasp the thin metaphysical
substance not at all. Given that the thin substance just is the thing itself—the lion or the
cheetah—our grasp of the material world turns out to be radically impoverished. In

" On Locke’s commitment to the corpuscularian-mechanical philosophy, see Ch. 9 note 13.
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view of this outcome, it is unsurprising that the most skeptical of scholastic authors, like
William Crathorn and Nicholas of Autrecourt, take seriously the prospect that there
simply are no substances at all. In the second of his notorious letters to Bernard of
Arezzo (1335-6), Autrecourt proposes that “Aristotle never had evident knowledge of
any substance other than his own soul” (n. 22), inasmuch as such knowledge would
have to be based on an invalid inference from sensory experience. Autrecourt would
subsequently be condemned for having held that “it cannot evidently be shown, in
pointing to some bread, that there is some thing (res) there that is not an accident”
(Correspondence Appendix A 2.2)—this being just one of many cases where fertile
avenues of philosophical inquiry were shut down in the fourteenth century by ecclesi-
astical opposition (Chs. 19-20). The character of Autrecourt’s preferred ontology will
concern us later (§19.4, §28.2). Here we need note only that one of the great attractions
of corpuscularianism (at least when developed along Hobbes’s lines) is that it promises
to put our acquaintance with substances on a solid foundation. To grasp a sensible
quality of a material substance just is to grasp something about that substance. Because
qualities—as they are in the world—are simply ways in which matter is structured,
and because matter variously structured is just what substances are, there is no gap
between qualities and substance, and hence no danger that qualities might veil the
substances."*

" Autrecourt’s second letter makes his doubts about our knowledge of substance quite evident: “Et quod de aliqua
substantia coniuncta materiae alia ab anima nostra non habeamus certitudinem apparet, quia demonstrato ligno vel
lapide, quod substantia sit ibi clarissime deducetur ex uno credito coaccepto. Sed hoc non potest inferri evidenter ex uno
credito coaccepto, nam cum omnibus apparentibus ante huiusmodi discursum potest esse per aliquam potentiam, utputa
divinam, quod ibi substantia non sit. Igitur in lumine naturali non infertur evidenter ex istis apparentibus quod substantia
sit ibi” (n. 25).

Crathorn’s doubts about substance run like this: “Prima [conclusio] est quod nulla res corruptibilis possit proprie dici
substantia—ut natura ligni vel lapidis vel aliquid consimile. Et hoc patet sic: istud nomen ‘substantia’ derivatur ab isto
verbo ‘substo, substas’; unde illud proprie vocatur substantia quod stat sub alio vel aliis. Sed nihil est in isto ligno de quo
proprie possit dici quod stet sub aliquo alio quod est in ligno. Licet enim in ista re sint multae naturae coextensae, tamen
una illarum non est magis sub alia quam econverso. Igitur nulla illarum potest proprie dici substantia” (Sent. 1.13,
pp. 391-2).

Yet another example of a scholastic author tempted to deny the reality of material substances—contemporary with
both Autrecourt and Crathorn—is Thomas Manlevelt, Quaest. super vet. art., De praed. q. 16: “Prima conclusio est ista,
quod probabiliter posset susteniri physice loquendo, nullam penitus substantiam esse in istis inferioribus, accipiendo
substantiam pro composito ex materia et forma, vel pro aliqua parte talis compositi.” To say this thesis can be sustained
“probabiliter” is a weak claim: not that it is in fact probable in the modern sense, but merely that there are plausible
arguments to be made in its favor. (Accordingly, he goes on to argue that it can also be held probabiliter that substances
do exist.) Manlevelt makes clear just how weak a claim this is by going on to contend that something should be held
probabiliter if its opposite cannot be evidently proved. He then argues that in fact it cannot be evidently proved that
there are material substances: “omnes apparentiae possunt evidenter salvari, non posita aliqua tali substantia ... quia
posita tantummodo accidentibus sibi invicem subsistentibus et adhaerentibus, salvatur generatio et corruptio, aug-
mentatio et diminutio, alteratio et loci mutatio, sicut patet in hostia consecrata” (n. 21). An obvious problem for this
sort of bundle theory is that it might violate the substratum thesis (§2.2). Manlevelt considers this. He contends that
there will usually be accidents enduring through all cases of change (n. 29), but allows as “satis probabiliter” the
possibility that in some cases there might be no enduring substratum at all, but just a generans giving rise to a
generandum (n. 31). Will that violate the ex nihilo principle? Manlevelt considers this, and argues that that principle
places a restriction on natural change only when understood weakly, as requiring only a terminus a quo (n. 32)—what in
§2.2 I call “the ingredients.” For a detailed discussion of Manlevelt’s arguments, with an edition of the whole question,
see Andrews, “Thomas Maulevelt.” In §8.2 i will consider how Descartes argues against this sort of bundle theory of
substance.
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7.4. Lifting the Veil I: Oresme

Is it possible to escape the veiled-subject doctrine from within scholastic Aristotelian-
ism? Not everyone took the extreme position of Scotus and Marchia. Perhaps more
common was the incrementalism of Aquinas, who thought that the substances of things
are hidden, but can become gradually known to us through the study of their accidental
qualities.”” This sort of view had already received a classic formulation in Robert
Grosseteste’s highly influential commentary on the Posterior Analytics (1220s):

And so when, over time, the senses act through their many encounters with sensible things,
reason, which is mixed up with the senses and in the senses as if it were carried toward sensible
things in a ship, is awakened. Once awakened, reason begins to draw distinctions and to
consider separately things that had been confused in the senses. Sight, for instance, confuses
color, size, shape, and body, and in its judgment all these things are taken as a single thing.
Awakened reason, however, distinguishes color from size and shape from body and then shape
and size from the substance of body, and so by drawing distinctions and abstracting, it arrives
at a grasp of the substance of body, which supports size, shape, and color. (In Post. an. 1.14,
p. 214)

Grosseteste seems to describe here only the initial grasp of what it is to be a body in
general, a genus far removed from a grasp of the essence of some particular kind of
body. Still, this provides a model for the larger project, and I suspect the majority of
scholastics thought that, somehow, the project could be worked out, over time, at least
in principle.

It is hard to assess the merits of this sort of model, in part because it is so difficult in
general to know where perception proper ends and where inference begins. Opinions
on this topic have ranged so widely that there is not even agreement on whether non-
inferential perception can take us outside the mind at all. There was a pervasive worry,
however, that if our initial data are limited to information about accidents, then we will
never bridge the gap and arrive at information about substance. This suggested to some
that we have to build some kind of grasp of substance into what is empirically given.
Nicole Oresme, for instance, lecturing in the middle of the fourteenth century, mocked
the veiled-subject doctrine:

According to the vulgar opinion of the philosophers (or rather of the philosophizers), the
substance is somehow covered up and buried by accidents, so that the intellect first understands
accidents and then discursively, by conjecture, judges that the substance exists. The substance is
not sensed, but rather only the accidents under which it lies hidden. Indeed, according to them it
is no more sensed than is the mover of the heavens, which is also conjectured on the basis of
accidents. (In De an. 1.4, p. 119)

Oresme sees something absurd in the common doctrine of a veiled subject—
that material substances could be all around us, and yet that their existence would be
a kind of refined philosophical hypothesis, requiring subtle metaphysical reasoning.

' For Aquinas’s method of working from the sensible qualities inward, see Jenkins, “Aquinas on the Veracity”;
Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas, pp. 164-70; Reynolds, “Properties.” Kretzmann, “Infallibility,” reads Aquinas as treating our
grasp of essences as something that comes in stages, from an initially impoverished general grasp of what a thing is, up
to, at least in principle, something much more determinate. The most sophisticated incremental treatment I have found
is Buridan’s, particularly in In De an. 1.6. For discussion, see Zupko, John Buridan pp. 10313, 214-18.



7.4. Lifting the Veil I: Oresme 131

Rather than shore up the inference from accidents to substance, Oresme wants to show
that our grasp of substance is non-inferential: that in seeing the color of the horse, we
see the horse itself. His strategy is similar to that of a strict corpuscularian like Hobbes,
in its intent to undermine the substance-accident distinction. On Oresme’s account,
accidents do not have their own proper existence or nature, and so they depend on
substance in such a way that “in cognizing an accident one cognizes the substance.” To
grasp just a single accident is to have a confused and accidental concept of substance,
but as one begins to put together various accidental features of the substance, one can
have a progressively more clear understanding of what a substance is, all the way to an
ultimate grasp of its essence.'®

Whether this strategy has a chance of success depends on how we understand
accidents—a topic that still lies before us. Oresme is here following a thirteenth-century
tradition of denying that accidents (ordinarily) have any proper existence of their own
(§10.2). Siger of Brabant, one of the leading advocates of that conception of accidents,
had made very much the same suggestion as Oresme, contending that to apprehend an
accident just is to apprehend something about its subject. As we will see, such ways of
conceiving of accidents—what I will call deflationary accounts—fall out of favor in the
fourteenth century, in favor of the doctrine of real accidents, a view advanced most
prominently by Scotus (Chs. 10-11). It is a curious fact that both parties to this dispute
maintain that their approach is the key to preserving our knowledge of substance. For
Scotus, it is only when accidents are treated as beings just like substances (beings in a
univocal sense) that one can make an inference from accident to substance. In contrast,
the deflationary camp holds that it is precisely because accidents are not beings in the
way that substances are that one can know substances by knowing accidents. Thus John
Wrclif, the most prominent critic of the growing later-scholastic consensus in favor of
real accidents (§11.1), argues that when accidents are given their own, separable being,
there is no way of going from knowledge of accidents to knowledge of the underlying
substance: indeed, “no sense or intellect establishes that there is any sort of material
substance, since it appears compossible and consistent with every sensory awareness or
experience that the whole created universe is a cluster (globus) of accidents”™ (De

'° The details of Oresme’s story of how we get from accidents to substance go as follows: “Et ideo ista via [vulgaris]
est longe ab opinione Aristotelis, quae fuit quod accidens non est separabile a substantia non solum secundum
existentiam, ut glossant, sed etiam secundum quidditatem, quia non habet esse proprie: unde imaginabatur quod,
sicut impossibile est esse figuram sine figurato, ita de quolibet alio accidente, et hoc est verum nisi per miraculum. Et
tunc secundum ipsum esset conclusio prima quod ad cuiuslibet accidentis cognitionem necessario concomitatur cognitio
substantiae. . . . Et ideo vult Aristoteles quod conceptus accidentis non est absolutus, nec in concreto nec in abstracto, sed
includit conceptum substantiae in abstracto: unde sequitur: albedo est, igitur alicuius albedo est; et sic cognoscendo accidens
cognoscitur substantia, conceptu tamen confuso et accidentali....Tunc secunda conclusio est quod ex aliquibus
accidentibus communibus cognoscitur substantia determinate et etiam quidditative ...” (In De an. 1.4, p. 119). See also
Oresme, In Phys. 1.9: “[substantia] cognoscitur per hunc modum quia videmus accidentia et scimus per inductionem
quod omne accidens est in subiecto, ex quo substantiatur hoc complexum subiectum est, quod [subiectum] vocatur
substantia.”

For a conclusion similar to Oresme’s, see Peter of Ailly, Tract. de an. 12.5, p. 80: “Haec autem opinio non videtur
omnino dicere verum, scilicet quantum ad hoc, quod dicit sensum et phantasiam non apprehendere substantiam, cum
ipsemet Aristoteles dicat substantiam sensibilem per accidens, immo videtur quod sensus percipit substantiam cum
accidente confuse potius quam accidens per se et distincte, ut supra dictum est. Unde potest concludi quod, cum sensus
apprehendat confuse simul substantiam et accidens, intellectus potest abstrahere ex illa confusione conceptum proprium
substantiae et alium proprium et distinctum accidentis, et per hunc modum notitia accidentium facit ad notitiam
substantiarum.” Ailly here agrees with Oresme that the senses perceive substance. But it is not clear how Ailly can get
this result, since he does not take Oresme’s dramatic step of questioning the substance—accident distinction.
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eucharistia ch. 3, p. 78). Wyclif's views, however, were condemned. Also condemned
were views, like those of Autrecourt and John of Mirecourt, that denied the reality of
accidents altogether (§§19.3-4). Hence the mainstream of later scholastic thought
maintained a sharp divide between two kinds of entities, substances and accidents.
On such a picture it is very natural, if not inevitable, to treat the substance itself as an
obscure metaphysical postulate.'”

Although the reality of accidents could not be denied for the majority of our period,
the substance-accident distinction could be blurred. The principal strategy in this
regard, among later scholastics, was the doctrine of modes, which postulated a kind
of entity midway between substance and accident. This is how both Oresme and Wyclif
understand accidents (§13.2), and the idea of course becomes central to seventeenth-
century thought, once real accidents are dispensed with entirely (§13.4). It is not clear,
however, whether the theory of modes offers a route to the knowledge of substance.
Gassendi, as quoted at the start of this chapter, maintains that what we conceive of or
notice in bodies is not the substance itself, but the modes (or qualities) of that substance,
leaving our knowledge of the substance itself obscure. Descartes too, as we will see in
the following chapter, fully accepts the view that substance is veiled by modes. These
are issues that can only be touched on here, however, pending a fuller evaluation of
what accidents and modes are.

7.5. Lifting the Veil II: Cremonini

Aside from reconceiving the nature of accidents, is there any way around the veiled-
subject doctrine? As one final attempt at this, we might look at Cesare Cremonini, the
last of the great Paduan scholastics. Doomed to be remembered for his legendary
refusal to look through his friend Galileo’s telescope, Cremonini was nevertheless a
philosopher of some interest.'"® In his treatise on the elemental forms (1605), he
describes the common view—the one “everyone agrees on”—regarding the nature of
the four basic elements (Earth, Air, Fire, Water). On this view, the sensible qualities
associated with these elements (Hot, Cold, Wet, Dry) are merely accidents, and
the substantial forms of the elements are something prior, unknown, and even un-
named. This is just a special case of the veiled-subject doctrine, at the elemental level,
and Cremonini is quite right to treat it as the consensus view.'” He is persuaded,

7 Wyclif s discussion of these issues is quite remarkable and deserving of further attention. He argues, among other
things, that postulating real accidents as the objects of perception would make untenable the cognition of brute animals.
For they, he thinks, surely do grasp substances themselves, in virtue of perceiving sensible qualities, and yet surely do not
do so by making some kind of inference from the qualities to the underlying substance (De actibus animae 11.4, p. 127).

Siger of Brabant also makes explicit how a proper understanding of what accidents are yields a path to the substance
itself: “Qui intelligit aliquid in habitudine ad aliud, de necessitate intelligit terminum habitudinis. ... Sed qui intelligit
accidens, et praecipue per modum accidentis, ut convenit in nomine denominativo, intelligit aliquid cuius intellectus et
ratio non est nisi in habitudine ad substantiam. Ergo intelligens accidens, et praecipue per modum accidentis, de
necessitate intelligit subiectum istud” (In Meta. [Cambr.] V.23; ed. Maurer, p. 238).

On the implications of varying theories of accidents for our knowledge of substance, see also Amerini, “Utrum
inhaerentia” pp. 128-9.

8 For information on Cremonini, see Schmitt, “Cesare Cremonini”; Kuhn, Venetischer Aristotelismus; Riondato and
Poppi, Cesare Cremonini.

' On the usual distinction between the elemental qualities and the substantial forms of the elements, see e.g., Albert
the Great, In De gen. et cor. I1.2.7; Aquinas, In De gen. et cor. 1.8 n. 62; Giles of Rome, In De gen. et cor. II, f. 250va; Coimbra,
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however, that this view is a mistake, and he devotes this 175-page treatise to showing
that various aspects of the scholastic theory of elements can be maintained, and put on
a less obscure, more parsimonious footing, if we identify the natures of the elements
with their four manifest qualities, and deny that those qualities are accidents. This is,
to be sure, still very far from anything that might count as corpuscularianism, because
Cremonini is still crucially appealing to accidental forms in the category of Quality.
Still, it is a giant step toward rendering the scholastic theory of the elements more
intelligible, by rejecting, at least in this fundamental case, the veil of qualities.
Cremonini’s proposal might seem too narrow and technical to be of general interest.
In fact, however, the account has potentially radical implications for scholastic theory in
general. The elements are the building blocks of all material substances, such that every
sublunary body is composed from a mixture of these four elements (§21.2). So long as
the nature of these elements is out of reach, it is hard to see how we stand any chance of
grasping the natures of more complex, mixed bodies. If it turns out, however, as
Cremonini argues, that the nature of the four elements lies right in front of us—if
there is nothing more to their substantial forms than Hot, Cold, Wet, and Dry—then it
suddenly becomes at least thinkable that we might be able to account for the nature of
mixed bodies in terms of mixtures of these basic qualities. Indeed, this is what the first
generation of post-scholastic thought often looked like. Authors such as Gerard and
Arnold Boate, Jean Chrysostome Magnen, and Joachim Jungius introduced a corpus-
cularian theory that had not yet shed the elemental qualities, and so attempted to
account for natural phenomena in terms of various mixtures of corpuscles endowed
with various qualities (§19.6, §21.4). Cremonini does not go this far: he rejects neither
substantial form nor metaphysical prime matter, and he does not explicitly extend his
conclusions about elemental forms to the case of mixed bodies. There are hints,
however, as to the wider repercussions his views might have. He considers, for
instance, the objection that on his account material substances become sensible per
se, inasmuch as what we sense per se—qualities such as hot and cold—are in fact the
nature of the elements. In replying, Cremonini hedges somewhat, pointing out that we
do not perceive these qualities as elemental natures, but simply as qualities. Still, in the
end, Cremonini concedes that the doctrine of the veiled subject is simply false: we do
perceive material substances, directly and per se.”® Elsewhere, he considers the objection
that we never come to grasp the ultimate differentiae that locate substances within their
proper species. He replies that “there is no reasonable doubt that these ultimate

In Gen. et cor. 11.3.1. For an overview of scholastic theories of the elements, see Maier, An der Grenze, pp. 3-22 (tr. Sargent
pp. 124-42), and Wood and Weisberg, “Interpreting Aristotle on Mixture.” With regard to the agreement among Latin
authors, Cremonini writes: “Conveniunt igitur omnes quod hae qualitates sint accidentia; formas substantiales dicunt
antecedere has qualitates, et esse innominatas” (De formis elementorum 1.6, p. 41).

In addition to the question of whether the elemental qualities are the essence of the elements, there were questions
regarding our grasp of the elemental qualities themselves. It was a commonplace, for instance, that the familiar terms
‘Hot,” ‘Cold,” etc. should not lead us to suppose that we understand exactly what these qualities are, since the pure
elemental qualities are not the same as the mixed qualities we encounter in nature. See, e.g., Averroes, Comm. medium de
gen. et cor. pp. 71-2, and the extensive discussion of such issues in Zabarella, De rebus nat., De qual. element. I.

** The objection Cremonini considers is this: “substantia non est per se sensibilis; istae qualitates sunt per se
sensibiles; ergo non sunt substantiae” (De formis elementorum II1.12, p. 160). To this he tries the reply: “...non sentitur
illa caliditas quatenus substantia, sed sentitur solum ut qualitas” (ibid., p. 162). Eventually, though, he hugs the monster,
concluding the chapter with the remark that “substantia materialis debet esse per se sensibilis” (ibid., p. 166).
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differentiae are sometimes unknown and unnamed. But this is not perpetually the case,
and with respect to the elements it is in no way the case” (De formis elementorum I1.8, p.
83). So Cremonini flatly denies that essences are shrouded at the elemental level. And
he goes one step further and denies in general that there is some sort of “perpetual”—
that is to say in principle—obstacle to grasping the natures of material substances. These
are not moves away from scholasticism in the usual sense, but they are moves away
from one of the most restrictive features of the scholastic framework. Cremonini is thus
an early landmark in the seventeenth-century’s drive toward putting philosophy on a
more intelligible footing.



Cartesian Substances

8.1. Descartes’s Thin Substance

It has become something of a cliché to say that Descartes looks, depending on one’s
perspective, like either the first modern philosopher or the last scholastic philosopher.
To be sure, it is easier for us to see him as the first of the moderns. To read Descartes as
a scholastic requires taking him seriously in places where we are inclined to think that
he cannot mean what he says, places where his premises look so alien as to make
his line of argument seem utterly untenable. (The most notorious examples are the
causal principles that the Third Meditation uses to prove God’s existence.) We have to
imagine, though, that to a seventeenth-century audience it would be precisely these
claims that would slide right by, so familiar as to be unnoticed, and so not in need of any
special argument. It is as if Descartes is affecting a modern accent, but sometimes
slips into his native medieval brogue. For us, the slips are what get noticed, more than
the accent, whereas for his contemporaries, the accent got all the attention. Nothing
better illustrates this phenomenon than Descartes’s treatment of substance, where the
metaphysical framework of scholastic Aristotelianism endures in ways that have not
generally been recognized.’

The most obvious way in which Descartes retains the scholastic conception of
substance is by embracing the two standard scholastic criteria for substance (§6.2):
substances as independent entities, subsisting per se, and substances as the subjects of
accidents. My interest here, however, is not in these criteria themselves, but in the way
in which Descartes accepts the picture of substances as the subject of the things
revealed by sense. Substances, in other words, for Descartes, are to be understood in
the thin metaphysical terms of the last two chapters. Here, for instance, is one of his
official definitions of the term, from his geometric reformulation of the Meditations:

‘Substance’ refers to [a] every thing in which the items we perceive exist immediately, as in a
subject, or [b] every thing through which those items we perceive exist—the items we perceive
being any property, quality, or attribute whose real idea is in us. (Second Replies, VII:161)

! For Descartes as the last scholastic, see, e.g., Muralt, L'enjeu p. xi: “On ne peut plus aujourd’hui par exemple voir en

Descartes le ‘pére de la philosophie moderne’, car sa pensée apparait manifestement, si on la compare a ses origines
médiévales, comme I'un des produits les plus composites de la pensée scolastique tardive.”
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The (a) clause refers to finite substances—minds and bodies—which Descartes goes on
to characterize as the immediate subjects, respectively, of thought and extension. The
(b) clause alludes to the traditional role of substances as the cause of their qualities
(§24.4), and by mentioning it Descartes is able to allow for immaterial substances—God
and angels—which lack the properties, qualities, etc. that we perceive, but “through
which” such items exist (line 2).” The clause after the hyphen (lines 2-3) clarifies what it
is that exists within material substances, or rather makes it clear that Descartes is not
here attempting to speak with precision about what those properties are. Elsewhere, as
we will see, Descartes speaks of accidents existing within substances. His willingness to
use that terminology, together with this definition of substance as something accidents
exist within, serves as an initial suggestion that Descartes is yet another proponent of
the substance—accident distinction studied in the previous two chapters. As we prog-
ress, it will be quite important that Descartes’s theory of accidents is really a theory of
modes, but for present purposes let us simply note that he distinguishes between
substances and their properties, call them what you will.

(In the above translation, ‘item’ = aliquid, and ‘thing’ = res. The Latin ‘res’ is often
reserved for substances, or for substances and real accidents [Ch. 12], and in keeping
with this usage Descartes refrains from referring to properties as res. For them, he uses
the noncommittal term ‘aliquid.” In the chapters to come, I will often leave ‘res’
untranslated, allowing ‘thing’ to be used in a loose, broad sense.)

Many other passages attest to Descartes’s commitment to the substance—accident
distinction, and also to the further idea that substances are known only indirectly, via
accidents:

We cannot initially become aware of a substance merely through its being an existing thing,
since this alone does not of itself have any effect on us. We can, however, easily be made aware
of a substance by any of its attributes, in virtue of the common notion that nothingness
possesses no attributes, that is to say, no properties or qualities. For based on perceiving
the presence of some attribute, we conclude there must also be present an existing thing or
substance to which it can be attributed. (Principles 1.52)

This just is the veiled-subject doctrine of the previous chapter. Through an attribute,
such as a sensible quality, we are “easily made aware of” (facile agnoscimus) the
underlying substance, but here Descartes commits himself to nothing more than
our recognizing there must be something underlying such qualities. Whether we can
know anything about the character of that underlying substance is at this point unclear.
A very similar passage had appeared already in the Third Replies:

? Descartes’s willingness to count God as a substance appears on its face to put some distance between him and his
scholastic forebears, who generally do not want to treat God as a substance, and who use God’s failure to satisfy the (a)
clause as a reason to exclude him from that genus (§6.3). The situation is rather complex, however, because Principles
.51, where Descartes sets out his independence criterion for substancehood, insists that ‘substance’ does not apply
univocally to God and creatures. The Second Replies definition quoted in the main text, as I read it, bears out this
judgment of non-univocity, inasmuch as it requires two clauses to capture the cases of God and creatures. And if
Descartes is going to treat ‘substance’ as meaning something different for God than for creatures, then he is not really in
disagreement with the common scholastic view that God is not a substance.
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It is certain that a thought cannot exist without a thing that is thinking; and in general no act or
accident can exist without a substance for it to belong to. But we do not come to know a
substance immediately, through being aware of the substance itself; we come to know it only
through its being the subject of certain acts. (VII:175-6)

These texts, and others we will consider below, make a compelling case that Descartes
endorses both the substance-accident distinction, and the veiled-subject doctrine.
Moreover, so far as I can see, there are no texts in Descartes that speak against these
doctrines.

The last of these passages was provoked by some remarks made by Hobbes.
He writes in the Third Objections that “all the philosophers distinguish the subject
from its faculties and acts—that is, from its properties and essences. For a being is one
thing, its essence is another” (VII:172-3). A little later he remarks that “even the old
Peripatetics taught clearly enough that substance is not perceived by the senses but is
inferred by reasoning” (VII:178). Descartes readily endorses these remarks, but it is odd
to find Hobbes of all people pushing them. For, as we saw in §7.1, Hobbes articulates a
strictly corpuscularian conception of material substance according to which what we
perceive of a body is simply the body itself, not some further item that inheres in the
body, through which we must infer the body’s existence. (And since Hobbes is an
avowed materialist [§16.2], the case of material substances is the only case.) Now we
know that Hobbes did not begin writing the De corpore until the mid-1640s, whereas the
Objections and Replies date from 1641. So it may be that he changed his mind on this
topic. What seems more likely, though, is that Hobbes is making an ad hominem
argument here, appealing in each of the quoted passages to what others have standardly
thought, and then using these as premises against Descartes.

Imagine Hobbes in a more constructive mood. Instead of offering Descartes these
poisoned premises, he might have made a friendly corpuscularian suggestion: that
Descartes not distinguish between a substance and its properties, but instead treat those
properties as simply ways of conceiving the substance, so that in knowing about
properties we immediately know about the substance itself. Since on this view the
substance itself—the body—is all there is, there is no substance—accident distinction and
no way even to formulate the veiled-subject doctrine. It is interesting to contemplate
how Descartes might have responded to such a suggestion, which would have drawn
him toward a purely corpuscularian account. As things actually played out, however,
Hobbes was not in a constructive mood: he encouraged Descartes to draw a clear
distinction between the substance and its properties, and Descartes took the bait.
Moreover, as we have seen and will continue to see, this is not the only place where
Descartes commits himself to these scholastic ideas. Hence despite his concern to reject
the central tenets of scholastic metaphysics, Descartes retains a commitment to perhaps
the most fundamental feature of that theory: the idea that concrete, particular entities
can be distinguished into two kinds of metaphysical parts: the immediately observable
properties, and the underlying substance. This is not to say, however, that Descartes
failed to pursue his ideas to their logical end, and that we should instead look to Hobbes
for a more developed post-scholastic ontology. On the contrary, as we will see,



138 Cartesian Substances

Hobbes’s radical views come at a price, a price that Descartes is unwilling to pay, and
that he avoids paying by retaining the substance—accident distinction.’

8.2. The Wax Passage

Why did Descartes retain the scholastic substance—accident distinction, rather than
embrace a fully corpuscularian account? As I stressed in the previous chapter, this is a
puzzle that arises not just for Descartes, but for many post-scholastic authors. Their
reasons for continuing to endorse the substance—accident distinction are complex and
varied, as later chapters will show. In Descartes’s case, however, there is one argument
that seems especially important. Although he never sets this argument out explicitly,
it lies particularly close to the surface in the wax passage from the Second Meditation.
The main thrust of that passage is to establish that we apprehend substances through
the mind rather than through the senses. Along the way to that conclusion, Descartes
needs to distinguish between the substance itself and its sensible qualities. That
passage begins with an invitation to “consider the things that ordinary folk think they
understand most distinctly of all—the bodies that we touch and see.” Descartes focuses
on a piece of wax, and describes its various and changeable appearances. Then, after
stressing that the wax remains through those sensible changes, he returns to that
original invitation:

So what was it in the wax that was understood so distinctly? Certainly none of the items that
I arrived at by means of the senses; for whatever came under taste, smell, sight, touch or hearing
has now altered—yet the wax remains. Perhaps what it was is what I am now thinking about: for
surely the wax itself was not the sweetness of the honey, or the fragrance of the flowers, or that
whiteness, shape, or sound, but rather the body that appeared to me a little while ago to
manifest itself in certain ways, and now in different ways. But what precisely is it that I so
imagine? Let us concentrate and, after taking away what does not belong to the wax, let us see
what is left: surely, it is nothing other than a thing that is extended, flexible, and changeable.
(VIL:30-1)

Descartes goes on to stress that this conclusion about what the wax is must be
understood not through sensory imagination, but rather through “purely mental
scrutiny” (VII:31). Only in this way can we properly grasp the wax’s capacity for change
in shape and size. In effect, Descartes is making an argument against the sort of naive
empiricism described in §7.1: against the idea that sensory perception informs us
directly about objects in the world around us. He does not deny that perception
takes us to the qualities of those objects, but he insists on a distinction between the

*> Loeb, From Descartes to Hume pp. 78-93, offers a sustained reading of Descartes as committed to the substance—

accident distinction, and remarks that “perhaps the clearest example” in the case of body is the wax passage (p. 91). It is,
however, much more common to deny that Descartes has a theory of substance as something beyond a thing’s
properties. Thus Broackes, “Substance,” thinks the sorts of passages on which I rely cause the issues to be “muddied”
(p- 158), whereas in fact “Descartes’s basic view is that, to learn the true nature of a substance, he needs to find one set of
properties (the fundamental ones) and set aside another set (the superficial and changeable ones)—rather than, so to
speak, looking for an underlying substance that stood entirely opposed to its properties. In learning of the superficial
qualities, he was already learning (superficially) of the substance” (p. 159). See also Clarke, Descartes’s Theory of Mind
ch. 8, and Schmitter, “The Wax and I,” esp. p. 189.



8.2. The Wax Passage 139

qualities and the objects, and contends that only the mind can get all the way to the
things themselves.

Descartes’s argument for a distinction between the wax and its properties, as I
understand it, is grounded in the indiscernibility of identicals: that if two things are in
fact the same thing, they must have the same properties. This is an old method of
argumentation, which we will encounter over and over in the chapters to come. Scotus
in fact had claimed that appeals to discernibility are the only way to establish the
distinctness of two things. In the context of a different debate over identity, Scotus
remarks: “What is it [that establishes their distinctness]? It is, to be sure, that which is
universally the reason for distinguishing one thing from another: namely, a contradic-
tion. ... If this is, and that is not, then they are not the same entity in being” (Ordinatio
IV.11.3 [Wadding VIII n. 54])." In the wax passage, Descartes appeals to successive cases
of discernibility to show that the wax itself is distinct from its properties. The passage
begins by describing what the senses perceive: the changeable properties of the wax:
its hardness, odor, heat, etc. As for the wax itself, here things get tricky, because it
is unclear how to characterize the substance side of the distinction. To employ the
method of discernibility, we must of course know something about the substance. But
the only things we seem to know about it, at first glance, are the very things we want to
exclude: its sensible qualities. Descartes accordingly moves very carefully toward
a characterization of the substance itself. First, the wax endures through change;
it “remains” (line 3). Hence the wax is not its qualities, because any and all of those
qualities can cease to exist while the wax endures. Next, the wax is not just something
that endures, but something enduring that is “extended, flexible, and changeable”
(line 8). This adds further grounds for discernibility, because none of the sensible
qualities is so changeable: round is not potentially square, and so on. The final stage
of the argument fills in the character of the wax substance still further, explaining that
each of the three characteristics just listed has to be given a meaning that extends
beyond simply all the imaginable states of the wax. Thus Descartes adds: “T understand
that the wax is capable of countless changes of this kind, yet I cannot run through this
immeasurable number of changes in my imagination” (VII:31). With this, Descartes
appeals to the full modal force of his characterization of the wax. The wax is not to be
identified with its current sensible qualities, nor with all of its observed sensible
qualities, nor even with any finite list of potential qualities. The wax has a potential
for variation that goes beyond any such characterization.

This much is given by the text itself. To see the real force of Descartes’s argument,
more needs to be said, and I will try to develop the argument more fully at the end
of this section. Before going that far, however, it may be helpful to consider an
alternative reading of the wax passage. Very often, it is supposed that this passage
has as its goal nothing more than to show that the essence of the wax is distinct from its
sensible qualities, and so distinct from anything we perceive through the senses. But

* Scotus’s remark about discernibility as the key to establishing distinctness shows up later in Ockham, when he
remarks that if the same thing can have contradictory properties, “ita perit omnis via probandi distinctionem vel non-
identitatem realem inter quaecumque” (Ordinatio 1.2.1, Opera theol. 11:16). The idea goes back to Aristotle, Topics VIL1,
152a33-37: “any accident belonging to the one must belong also to the other....If in any of these respects there is a
discrepancy, clearly they are not the same.”
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although the essence—accident distinction is certainly something that Descartes needs to
establish at this point in the Meditations, that cannot be the principal aim of the passage.
If the wax passage concerned only our grasp of the wax’s essence, and not the wax
itself, then the intended conclusion could have been reached without nearly so much
fuss, since no one would suppose that we get at the wax’s essence through the senses
alone. The passage’s principal aim is not to show that the senses do not grasp the
essence of the wax, but to show that they do not grasp the wax at all. Thus in the final
paragraph of the Second Meditation he offers this summary:

I now know that bodies themselves are perceived not by the senses or the faculty of imagina-
tion, properly speaking, but by the intellect alone, and that this perception derives not from
their being touched or seen but from their being understood; and in view of this I know plainly
that nothing can be more easily or evidently perceived by me than my own mind. (VII:34)

This great triumph for rationalism—against naive empiricism—requires not just that
the senses do not perceive the essence of bodies, but that they do not perceive bodies at
all. With that we have the second of the principal theses announced as the title of the
Second Meditation: “On the nature of the human mind: that the mind is better known
than the body.” Although existence proofs like the cogito always require some discus-
sion of what the thing is whose existence is asserted—and hence Descartes’s discussion
must make its way through some thorny questions about the nature or essence of the
mind—the result he is really after in the latter part of the Second Meditation is a
comparison between our knowledge of minds and our knowledge of bodies.’

The wax passage itself is not perfectly clear at every stage about its target. The long
passage quoted at the start of this section concludes by saying that the accidents do not
“belong to the wax” (line 7) and that the wax is “nothing other than a thing that is
extended” etc. (line 8)—phrases that point toward the view I am describing. But that
passage had begun by asking “what was it in the wax that was understood so distinctly?”
(line 1)—as if the discussion were focused on the essence within the thick concrete
substance. Then a page later, in drawing conclusions from the argument we have
been considering, he asks:

What is this wax that is perceived by the mind alone? It is of course the same wax that I see,
touch, and imagine, the same in short that I took it to be from the start. And yet what should be

° The wax passage is standardly read as concerning our grasp of essences exclusively, rather than also our grasp of the
substances themselves, so that Descartes’s remarks about our grasp of the wax through mind alone are replaced with
claims about our grasp of the nature of the wax. For prominent examples, see Margaret Wilson, Descartes pp. 76-99, and
Hatfield, Descartes and the Meditations pp. 125-37. To be sure, the Second Meditation is concerned with the nature of
mind and body. And Descartes does elsewhere confine himself to showing that a substance’s changeable qualities are not
part of the nature of that substance (e.g., Principles I.4 and I1.11, where he considers the nature of a stone). But the wax
passage is both explicit about its stronger claim, and also needs that stronger claim, for the larger purposes of the Second
Meditation. For a reading of the passage more like my own, see Secada, Cartesian Metaphysics pp. 133-9.

The usual reading of the wax passage is so distorting that even the title of the Second Meditation is commonly
misread, so that “De natura mentis humanae: quod ipsa sit notior quam corpus” is understood to announce the intention
of showing that the nature of the mind is better known than the nature of the body. Although ipsa could refer back to
natura, its paring with corpus suggests mentis as its antecedent. Moreover, the French translation renders ipsa as il, which
can refer only to esprit, not to nature (IXA:18). Finally, and decisively, we have the correspondence in which Descartes
asks Mersenne to insert the phrase after the colon, and that letter makes it clear that ipsa refers to mens (II1:297). The
ambiguity in the final version in fact seems to result from Descartes’s forgetting how he had worded the original title,
and Mersenne’s not making the necessary adjustment to avoid the ambiguity.
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noted is that its perception is not vision, touch, or imagination—nor has it ever been, although it
seemed that way before—but of purely mental scrutiny. (VII:31)

It is hard, at first glance, to know what to make of this passage, given that it seems to
contradict itself from line to line: first claiming that only the mind perceives the wax,
then that the senses do, then again that only the mind does. Descartes goes on almost
immediately, however, to correct what he had just said:

Yet here I marvel at how weak and prone to error my mind is. For although I am thinking about
these matters within myself, silently and without speaking, nonetheless the actual words bring
me up short, and I am almost tricked by ordinary ways of talking. For we say that we see the wax
itself, if it is present, not that we judge it to be there from its color or shape. From this I might
immediately have concluded that the wax is grasped (cognosci) by the eye’s seeing it, and not
solely by the mind’s inspection. I might have, at least, if I had not then happened to see through
the window men crossing the square. Ordinarily, I say that I see the men, no less than the wax.
But what do I see, other than hats and coats, which could conceal automatons? I judge that
they are men. And so something that I thought I was seeing with my eyes is in fact compre-
hended solely by the faculty of judgment which is in my mind. (VII:31-2)

Stylistically, nothing like this deservedly famous passage is to be found in scholasticism.
Descartes puts things one way, then stops himself short, then explains just what it was,
passing by on the street below, that actually stopped him short, then puts his point
just the way he wants it. We can envision the man himself in his study, as if in a
Vermeer painting.

The passage makes it quite clear that we do not see the wax. Sensible qualities stand
to the wax as hat and coats stand to the men, and so we do not perceive the wax in
virtue of perceiving the wax’s sensible qualities.® Of course there is a sense in which it is
absurd to deny that one sees the wax, just as it is absurd to deny that one sees people
walking by on the street. Descartes is well aware of that, which is presumably why he
lets the original, contradictory passage stand, and then carefully corrects it. In a broad
sense, we can speak of seeing many things that are, strictly speaking, only inferred on
the basis of something else. If we are to speak strictly, however, all we see are the
sensible qualities of things. These are no part of the things themselves, and so to grasp
the substance one needs to, as he puts it in the next paragraph, “distinguish the wax
from its external forms—take the clothes off, as it were, and consider it naked” (VII:32).
There could be no starker statement of the substance-accident distinction.”

¢ The comparison of a substance’s accidental qualities to clothing is repeated in a passage added to the French
translation of the Third Meditation: “Pour ce qui est des autres qualitez dont les idées des choses corporelles sont
composées, a s¢avoir I'étendue, la figure, la situation, et le mouvement de lieu, . . . ce sont seulement de certains modes
de la substance, et comme les vestemens sous lesquels la substance corporelle nous paroist ..." (IXA:35).

7 Williams, Descartes pp. 220-1, considers a reading of the wax passage much like I offer here, but rejects it as too
metaphysical in its understanding of Descartes’s aims. Williams thus cannot take at face value Descartes’s claim at
VIL:31-2 that we do not see the wax. See too Carriero, Between Two Worlds p. 440 n. 32, who thinks it “not false” but
merely “misleading” to say that we see the wax itself. Carriero evidently thinks it would be equally misleading to speak
of seeing anything under a specific description, on the grounds that descriptions require intellectual judgment. Similarly,
Carriero cannot believe Descartes really means it when he says that shape etc. “does not belong to the wax,” and so he
proposes we understand the passage as a claim about the wax “simply insofar as it is a body, cutting away from
everything else that belongs to it” (Between Two Worlds p. 110). This, it seems to me, introduces a crippling subjectivity
into the foundation of Descartes’s thought. Descartes needs objective facts about enduring substances and their natures,
if he is ever to distinguish mind from body.
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As explicit as the Second Meditation seems in reaching this conclusion, it has not
often been read this way. Perhaps that is partly because readers have been unfamiliar
with the scholastic tradition of identifying the underlying subject of the accidents as the
substance itself (§6.1), and so have simply been unable to see the text for what it is.
Partly, too, it is not obvious what role such an identification might play within the
Second Meditation. In fact, it plays a crucial role, extending the epistemological results
of earlier discussions in a new direction. Whereas the main focus of the discussion up
until this point had been to stress the certainty with which we grasp the mind, the wax
passage shows that the mind is grasped more distinctly than is the body. (The passage
[VII:29-34] uses cognates of ‘distinctly’ a dozen times.) Thus when Descartes turns
to consider the passage’s implications for the mind, the first conclusion he reaches is
this: “Do I not grasp myself not only much more truly and certainly, but also much
more distinctly and evidently?” (VIL:33). That the mind is grasped more truly and
certainly was established by cogito-style arguments, juxtaposed with the skeptical
scenarios of the First Meditation. Now, however, a further conclusion has been
reached: that our grasp of the mind is more distinct. Here ‘distinctly’ is a technical
term, so that to apprehend a thing distinctly is to grasp it in isolation from other things,
as opposed to having a confused apprehension of multiple things at once.® This helps
clarify the exact sense in which the senses do and do not perceive the wax. In a sense
they do, because they perceive other things (sensible qualities) that are a sign of
the wax’s presence, and so reliably give rise to a grasp of the wax. (This is what the
scholastics referred to as sensation per accidens.)’ In the strict sense the senses do not
perceive the wax, however, because they do not grasp the wax distinctly, but grasp it at
most as part of grasping some larger, thicker cluster of things. To say that the senses can
be reliable detectors of the wax is of course to ignore the skeptical worries of the First
Meditation. Those worries have not yet been discharged, and part of the Second
Meditation’s case for the mind’s being better known rests on the potential fallibility
of the senses. The wax passage broadens the case, however, by showing that quite apart
from challenges to the reliability of sense perception, the senses even in the best case
never get at the wax itself, distinctly. Hence even once the skeptical worries are
discharged in the Sixth Meditation, and the certainty of sensory perception has been
vindicated, it remains the case that bodies are grasped no more directly and readily than
is the mind. (Although Descartes does not stress the point, what is true here for the
sense’s grasp of body is true likewise for introspection’s grasp of the mind: because
introspection reveals individual instances of thought rather than the mind itself, the
mind can be grasped distinctly only through further reasoning [§8.4]. Hence the wax
passage by itself shows only that bodies are not more readily perceived than is the wax—
and this is how he carefully puts the case in the concluding paragraph of the Second
Meditation: “nothing can be more easily or evidently perceived by me than my own
mind” [VII:34]. Only when the wax passage is supplemented by the earlier reflections

® On Descartes’s use of ‘distinct,” see Principles 1.45 (VIIIA:22): “Distinctam autem [voco] illam [perceptionem], que,
cum clara sit, ab omnibus aliis ita sejuncta est et praecisa, ut nihil plane aliud, quam quod clarum est, in se contineat.”

° On the scholastic theory of sensation per accidens, see my Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature pp. 270-8. Descartes
himself offers an account of very much this form, though without the scholastic jargon, in the Sixth Replies (VII:437-8).
See also Carriero, Between Two Worlds p. 123.
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on the certainty of introspective knowledge do we get the conclusion that the mind is
better known.)

Having now tried to motivate Descartes’s insistence on the substance—accident
distinction, let me return to the argument of the wax passage itself. What that
argument shows, through an appeal to the indiscernibility of identicals, is that accidents
are not substances. That all by itself is not a very interesting result, however, because
no one could propose simply identifying substance and accident. Any credible account
would have to tell a sophisticated story about how substances are constructed from
accidents, or accidents constructed from substances. Begin with the first. The simplest
such story would treat a substance as just a cluster of sensible qualities, an idea that was
at least occasionally broached by scholastic authors (§§7.3-4). Here Descartes can
appeal to discernibility in quite a straightforward way, showing that such a cluster
endures only for as long as its elements do, whereas the wax endures through all
such change. That the wax does indeed endure is axiomatic for purposes of the
argument: as he puts it right at the start of the discussion, “Does the same wax remain?
It must be admitted that it does; no one denies it, no one thinks otherwise” (VII:30).
Given this axiom, and given the changeability of the wax, the wax cannot be any
one particular cluster of sensible qualities.

One might wonder whether, in developing the argument in this way, I am going too
far beyond what Descartes’s texts actually give us. In fact, however, the synopsis to the
Meditations expressly considers bodies that are in effect bundles of accidents. In that
discussion, Descartes makes the surprising claim that all substances are incorruptible—a
puzzling remark that will have to await discussion until §28.3. For now, we can consider
only how that claim gets applied to human beings:

The human body, insofar as it differs from other bodies, is nothing other than the assemblage of
a certain configuration of limbs, together with other such accidents. The human mind, in
contrast, is not made up of any accidents in this way, but is a pure substance. For even if all its
accidents change, so that it understands, wills, and senses different things, and so on, it does not
on that account become a different mind. The human body, in contrast, becomes a different
body merely as a result of a change in the shape of some of its parts. (VII:14; see also VII:153-4)

The human mind, as a pure substance, “is not made up of any accidents” (lines 2-3), and
so is able to persist through change. The human body, in contrast, fails to be an
enduring substance precisely because it is a mere “assemblage” of accidents. If this
were what the wax were, it would not endure either, but since the wax does endure, it
cannot be a mere assemblage. Instead, the wax must be a pure substance, just as the
mind is. Hence Descartes remarks, as quoted above, that we should strip the wax of its
sensible qualities and “consider it naked” (VII:32). (How the wax can be a better
substance candidate than the human body—if indeed it really is—is a question that
interacts with the puzzling doctrine that all substances are incorruptible, and also with
the puzzling status of the Cartesian mind-body composite; it will have to wait until
§25.6 and §28.5.)

Now consider a more complex theory, according to which a substance is a changing
cluster of accidents. At t; the wax is a cluster of accidents including cold and hard; at t, it
is a cluster including hot and soft, and so on. Here again discernibility applies: Descartes
can appeal to his conception of the wax as not determinately one quality or another, but
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as indeterminately extended and changeable. Invoking a varying series of constituent
accidents over time is not enough, because Descartes describes the wax as having a
wide-open potentiality for qualities beyond those that have been or will be actual, as
not just a body having a sequence of determinate shapes, but as “extended, flexible, and
changeable” (VII:31) in an open-ended way, “capable of countless changes of this kind.”
By appealing to such modal properties, which go beyond any actual observable proper-
ties, Descartes can reject any theory of the wax that treats it as a simple sequence of
successive, concrete wax instantiations. A sequence of that sort would seem to lack the
resources to explain why the wax has an almost unlimited capacity for transformation.
It would remain open to Descartes’s opponent to deny that the wax does endure, in
favor of an ontology according to which one thing is replaced by another, moment after
moment. This, however, would not only violate the primary axiom of the case—that
the wax endures—but also leave no room for the idea that this very piece of wax could
become hotter or cooler, harder or softer. That fundamental feature of substances—
their capacity to take on a wide range of new qualities—gets built into the level of
the underlying substance, and helps to distinguish it from the superficial sensory level
of reality. (The indeterminacy of the Cartesian substances is an important but startling
feature of his view; for further discussion, see §13.7.)

So much for reducing substance to some sort of collection of accidents. What about
the converse move, reducing accidents to substance? This is the line we saw Hobbes
take in §7.1, according to which an accident is simply “the mode of conceiving a body”
(De corpore 8.2). On Hobbes’s ontology, there is no substance—accident distinction, but
only substances, and substances are simply bodies, composed of nothing other than
their integral parts. One of the attractive features of this sort of approach is that it holds
out the possibility of avoiding the veiled-subject doctrine: one can instead say that to see
the shape or color of a body just is to see the body itself. The wax passage explains why
Descartes rejects this line of thought, because again the indiscernibility of identicals can
be brought to bear. If the accidents are nothing other than the substance, then no
change to the accidents is possible without a change to the substance. Since Descartes
takes it as axiomatic that the wax endures through change, he has to draw a distinction
between substance and accident, allowing accidents to change while the substance
endures."”

It may seem implausible to suppose that Descartes would need to hold onto so much
scholastic metaphysical baggage simply to retain something as mundane as enduring
substances. Yet quite apart from what the texts we have considered seem on their face
to say, the context in which they were written bears out this line of thought, both
retrospectively and prospectively. First, the way Descartes defends the substance—
accident distinction coincides closely with the standard scholastic story in this domain:
that to reject an ontology of substances and accidents leaves one unable to account
for the endurance of substances through change. Second, looking ahead, those who do

' On accidental forms as required to explain the endurance of substance through change, see Scheibler’s interesting
remarks in Metaphysica 1.22.20.1 (p. 311): “Sceptici aiebant nihil esse nisi quod videretur. . .. Iuxta hanc sententiam nulla
forma erit. Nam nulla forma videri potest. . . . Quod formae dentur, inprimis inde primo manifestum est, quia secus nulla
daretur corruptio. Nam corruptio non est, nisi per separationem vel secussum formae a materia quam informavit.” His
claim is not that there could be no endurance without form, but that there could be no change. For a similar claim, see
Burgersdijk, Inst. meta. 11.17.12.
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reject the substance—accident distinction during our period seem to recognize the
radical consequences of so doing. When Hobbes, for instance, reduces accidents to
substances, he accordingly insists that our talk of things going in and out of existence
is merely a manner of speaking, and that in actual fact the things that exist have
their existence permanently, unless God intervenes (§28.4). In this respect, as in others,
a wholly reductive corpuscularianism comes at the cost of commonsense ontology. It
is certainly possible to read Descartes as offering his own sort of radical ontology, and
in fact he is often read in that way (§28.3, §28.5). But if we take at face value his
professed commitment to ordinary substances like living organisms and even artifacts,
then we should be on the alert for the features of his system that allow him to retain
something like a commonsense ontology. Foremost among these, I believe, is the
substance—accident distinction.

8.3. Substance and Principal Attribute

To take Descartes’s substance—accident distinction seriously requires confronting the
question of what substances are. One would expect Descartes to have something fairly
clear to say about such a fundamental question, but in fact he does not. Broadly
speaking, there are two possibilities. One is that the substance underlying the modes
is just the principal attribute: that the substance of bodies is extension, and that the
substance of minds is thought. The other possibility is that substances are something
beneath the principal attribute—a still deeper underlying subject. Each view has
texts in its favor, and each view presents serious difficulties. On balance, though,
the first suggestion seems closer to being right: that extension just is what a body is,
and that thought just is what a mind is. Such claims are, however, deeply obscure,
and this obscurity in the end undermines Descartes’s pretensions to transparency and
intelligibility.""
Descartes formally introduces the notion of a principal attribute in Principles 1.53:

[EJach substance has one principal property that constitutes its nature and essence, and to which

all its other properties are referred. Thus extension in length, breadth, and depth constitutes the
nature of corporeal substance; and thought constitutes the nature of thinking substance.

There is no dispute that the principal attribute counts as the essence (or, equivalently,
nature) of a substance. Given this much, one would expect the principal attribute to be
at least part of the substance. Yet it is easy to find passages that suggest a very different
picture: that the substance is something beneath all the properties of a thing, complete-
ly veiled from our comprehension. According to the Fourth Replies,

We do not grasp substances immediately, as I have noted elsewhere, but only as a result of
perceiving certain forms or attributes, which must inhere in some thing (res) in order to exist.
That thing in which they inhere is what we call substance. If we subsequently wanted to strip that
same substance of those attributes by which we grasp it, we would be destroying our entire

"' The starkest text in favor of a distinction between substance and principal attribute comes in the Conversation with
Burman (V:156), but I think that second-hand report is not reliable enough to be worth even quoting in this context,
especially since, a page earlier, Descartes is reported as identifying a substance with all its attributes (V:155). It is amazing
how many scholars have quoted one of these passages but not the other, depending on which favors their own view.



146 Cartesian Substances

knowledge of it. We could pronounce some words about it, but we would not clearly and
distinctly perceive their meaning. (VII:222)

“Attribute’ is used here generally for any accident, and would seem to include what the
Principles later calls the principal attribute. Only when the passage is so read would
stripping the substance of all attributes leave us with no knowledge of it. The passage
thus seems to say quite clearly that substance is something distinct from all its
attributes. In remarking that this point had been noted earlier (line 1), Descartes
might be thinking back to a remark quoted earlier from the Third Replies (VII:176),
or perhaps to his definition of ‘substance’ as the subject of attributes (also quoted
earlier, from the Second Replies). Immediately after offering that definition, he had
continued as follows:

For nor do we have any idea of substance taken by itself (praecise), other than that it is the thing
(res) in which the items we perceive . . . exist formally or eminently. For we know by the natural
light that no real attribute can belong to nothing. (VII:161)

To consider substance praecise is to consider it apart from everything else.'? If sub-
stances just were their principal attributes—if Descartes really means that a mind, say,
just is its principal attribute—then the idea of a substance praecise just would be the idea
of a principal attribute. Yet what Descartes says here is that our idea of substance
by itself is the bare idea of a subject for accidents. And in case any doubt remains about
where the principal attribute fits into this scheme, he immediately turns to the separate
cases of mind and body, defining mind as “the substance in which thought immediately
inheres,” and body as “the substance that is the immediate subject of local extension
and of the accidents that presuppose extension” (VII:161).

The more technical discussion in the Principles offers a much more fine-grained
understanding of these matters. At first, Descartes’s use of ‘attribute’ seems to coincide
with the view just described, so that an attribute is something that the substance “has”
(1.53), and something that is “in a subject” (I.56). Something new begins to happen,
however, in 1.62 and 1.63, where Descartes claims that substance and principal attribute
are distinct only through a distinction of reason (distinct conceptually, as I will
sometimes say). The starkest passage here occurs at the start of .63, which holds that
the principal attributes “should be considered as nothing other than thinking substance
itself and extended substance itself—that is, as mind and body.” This is not quite as
decisive as it might seem, however, because what he goes on to say might imply that
we identify substance and attribute more for strategic reasons than because they are in
fact identical: “In this way, they are understood most clearly and distinctly. Indeed, it is
easier for us to understand extended substance or thinking substance than substance on
its own, leaving out the fact that it thinks or is extended.” These remarks do not
unambiguously assert that substance and principal attribute are identical—only that this
is a distinction best left undrawn.

12 Substantiae praecise sumptae (VII:161) looks exactly equivalent to substantiam solam (VII[A:31), and in exactly the
same context. For its scholastic sense, see, e.g., Aquinas, In Sent. 1.21.1.1.2 sc 1: “de quocumque praedicatur commune
praecise, praedicatur cum praecisione et proprium.” The term also appears in Descartes’s definition of a distinct
perception (Principles 1.45, VIIIA:22), where it is paired with ‘separate’ (sejuncta). Carriero, based on a close reading of
the Meditations, comes to a similar conclusion about how to understand ‘praecise’ (Between Two Worlds pp. 94-7).
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What these passages do unambiguously assert is that substance and principal attri-
bute are distinct only by reason. It is not obvious, however, what this amounts to. In his
official account of this distinction, he characterizes a substance and an attribute as
distinct by reason alone when the substance is unintelligible apart from the attribute
(I1.62). No mention there is made of such a distinction’s requiring real identity. More-
over, in a letter commenting on this very passage from the Principles, Descartes writes
that he does not speak of a distinction of reason in cases where there is “no foundation
in reality” (IV:349). This might well suggest that, for Descartes, a distinction of reason
obtains only between things that are, in reality, distinct (albeit mutually dependent
and so not really distinct in the technical, independence-requiring sense [esp. §13.6]).
And indeed there seems no reason why one could not have two distinct things that
are mutually dependent—no reason, in other words, why mutual dependence entails
identity.

Yet even if mutual dependence without identity seems possible, and even if all
Descartes expressly commits himself to (in analyzing the conceptual distinction) is
mutual dependence, and even if we have a letter stressing that a conceptual dependence
requires a foundation in reality, still—viewed in the proper historical context—it is hard
to believe that Descartes could regard two things as merely conceptually distinct.
Although there was controversy among scholastic authors over the subtleties of the
conceptual distinction, it was a bedrock principle that where there is only a conceptual
distinction between x and y, then x = y. The very point of speaking of a conceptual
distinction—a distinction of reason—is to stress that the only true distinctness occurs on
the side of our concepts. For Descartes to deviate from this usage would amount to a
gross and embarrassing misuse of one of the basic philosophical concepts of his era. The
letter quoted from above, moreover, shows Descartes to have a good grasp even of the
subtleties here. For when he insists that even a conceptual distinction has a foundation
in reality, he is appealing to a standard distinction between a conceptual distinction
motivated by some feature of reality, and one where reason does all the work, without
any encouragement from reality. An example of the first kind would be the distinction
between God’s goodness and wisdom, which has a foundation in the created world
inasmuch as some things reflect God’s goodness, and others reflect God’s wisdom.
An example of the second would be to think of a thing as identical to itself. Descartes
says he recognizes only the first sort of conceptual distinction; even such cases,
however, involve no distinctness within the thing itself. Thus a conceptual distinction
within God can be grounded in reality, but cannot be grounded in God, who is perfectly
simple. Although Descartes does not explain things to this extent, he uses the right sorts
of examples. He speaks, for instance, of God’s justice and mercy as conceptually
distinct. He then goes on to describe essence and existence as conceptually distinct,
but says that the things themselves are “in no way distinguished” (IV:350). Although he
does not make this same claim expressly in the case of substance and principal attribute,
an addition to the French translation of Principles 1.63 seems to strain to get this idea
across: “they [the principal attributes] differ from substance by this alone, that we
sometimes consider thought or extension without reflecting on the thing itself that
thinks or that is extended” (IXB:54). This passage replaces the Latin text’s remark that
substance and principal attribute are “only conceptually distinct.” Even in this later
French addition to the text, there is room to see Descartes distinguishing the attribute
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(thought or extension) from “the thing itself.” The point Descartes seems to want to
make, however, even as language works against him, is that such a distinction is purely
conceptual, in the sense that the two differ only in our thoughts."?

Admittedly, Descartes’s treatment of the conceptual distinction is not clear enough
to bear a great deal of weight. In fact, perhaps the most decisive considerations spring
not from any specific text, but from the larger consequences for his view if substance is
something beyond its principal attribute. To take such a stance would commit Des-
cartes to a particularly extreme version of the doctrine of a veiled subject. Descartes’s
version would be more extreme than the standard scholastic version, and less attractive,
because the scholastics at least had the general outlines of what a substance is: a
composite of substantial form and prime matter. All Descartes has in that vicinity
is his principal attribute. If substance is not that, even partially, then it is a complete and
utter mystery what substance would be. Some Descartes scholars have been surpris-
ingly willing to tolerate this conclusion, at least implicitly. Yet it seems a complete
disaster for Descartes’s larger project. First, as Malebranche and others would later

' On the identity of substance and principal attribute, see McCracken, “Knowledge of the Soul” pp. 803—4: “Hence,
in clearly conceiving the principal attribute of a thing, we are really conceiving the thing—the substance—itself.” Nolan,
“Reductionism,” makes an extended argument for this identification. Indeed, Nolan takes Principles 1.62 at its word in
identifying a substance with all of its inseparable attributes, including not only its principal attribute but also necessary
attributes like duration and existence. Kaufman, “Divine Simplicity,” accepts that the principal attribute is identical with
the substance, but denies that all attributes are identical with their substance, even though they are conceptually distinct.
For a similar conclusion, see Rozemond, Descartes’s Dualism pp. 221-2, note 19. My remarks in the main text commit me
to siding with Nolan, inasmuch as Descartes is clear that duration, for example, is merely conceptually distinct from
substance. Hence I oversimplify in speaking only of the principal attribute as identical with the substance. It is not clear to
me—and so [ set aside—the issue of whether it makes Descartes’s view more or less tenable to identify the substance
with all of its inseparable attributes.

Other appeals to a conceptual distinction confirm the impression that it entails identity. E.g., space and corporeal
substance “non in re differunt. . .sed tantum in modo quo a nobis concipi solent” (Principles 11.10); number, relative to
the thing that is numbered “in re non differt, sed tantum ex parte nostri conceptus” (Principles 11.8), where the case of
number is introduced as analogous to the relationship between quantity and extended substance.

For scholastic instances of the sort of technical terminology for distinctions to which Descartes appeals, see Fonseca,
In Meta. V.6.6-7 (11:395-410); Suarez, Disp. meta. VIL.1.4; Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, Summa 1V.3.3.5-8 (I11:45-7);
Scheibler, Metaphys. 1.8. Suarez is particularly clear on the sort of foundation at issue in a conceptual distinction:
“Unde fundamentum quod dicitur esse in re ad hanc distinctionem non est vera et actualis distinctio inter eas res quae sic
distingui dicuntur; alias non fundamentum distinctionis sed distinctio ipsa antecederet; sed esse debet vel eminentia
ipsius rei quam sic mens distinguit . . . vel certe habitudo aliqua ad res alias vere et in re ipsa distinctas, penes quas talis
distinctio excogitatur seu concipitur” (Disp. meta. :251a). De Soto offers Peter’s being a friend to himself as a distinction of
reason, but does not distinguish between different species of such a distinction (In Isag. De universalibus q. 3 [p. 41B]).
The distinction between two sorts of conceptual distinctions can be found even in Aquinas, speaking of the divine
attributes: “Et quia unumquodque eorum est in Deo secundum sui verissimam rationem, et ratio sapientiae non est ratio
bonitatis, inquantum huiusmodi, relinquitur quod sunt diversa ratione, non tantum ex parte ipsius ratiocinantis, sed ex
proprietate ipsius rei” (Sent. 1.2.1.2c). Although Aquinas himself may well be following an earlier tradition, this at least
counts as an early precedent for the often-mentioned distinction between a distinctio rationis ratiocinantis and a distinctio
rationis ratiocinatae.

The Latin of Principles 1.62-3 is clear that it is the substance and attribute themselves that are distinct. Cottingham’s
translation, however, mistakenly suggests that our concepts are conceptually distinct, rendering “Nonnulla enim est
difficultas in abstrahenda notione substantiae a notionibus cogitationis vel extensionis, quae scilicet ab ipsa ratione
tantum diversae sunt” as “For we have some difficulty in abstracting the notion of substance from the notions of thought
and extension, since the distinction between these notions and the notion of substance itself is merely a conceptual
distinction” (1:215, emphasis added). The Latin pronouns in bold are most naturally read as referring back to substantiae
and cogitationis vel extensionis, rather than to their corresponding notions. Moreover, the translation makes no sense
philosophically, inasmuch as these notions are distinct modally, not conceptually. The French translation makes the
intended sense clear, and then goes on to make this addition (translated in the main text): “car elles ne different de la
substance que par cela seul que nous considerons quelquefois la pensée ou I'étendue, sans faire reflexion sur la chose
méme qui pense ou qui est étendue” (IXB:54).
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note, this sort of picture invites an infinite regress of substances, since if we could ever
identify the nature of that underlying, mystery substance, we would have reason to
distinguish again the substance from that nature, taking us down one level deeper, ad
infinitum.'* Second, this approach violates one of Descartes’s most fundamental desi-
derata: a thoroughly intelligible philosophical system. His early, unpublished treatise,
The World, highlights this idea, optimistically describing a new world containing
nothing unintelligible: no scholastic prime matter; no real qualities; no quantity over
and above substance. In short, “a world in which there is nothing that the dullest
minds are incapable of conceiving” (XI:36). This is the same world that the Principles
more boldly identifies as our world. How could this scheme contain a conception of
substance so deeply unintelligible? How could Descartes so bitterly criticize the scho-
lastics for their obscure metaphysical doctrines if he himself was committed to some-
thing even more unintelligible, and not just in some dark corner of his system but right
at its heart, as the very substances themselves that are minds and bodies?"’

These are results we should resist. Although I will argue in the following section that
Descartes cannot escape a certain amount of unintelligibility in his conception of
substance, he makes it clear enough in various passages that he does not want to
treat the principal attribute as something that inheres in some further, unknowable
subject. Perhaps the most clear-cut of these passages occurs in his critical commentary

' Malebranche, Search after Truth 111.2.8 amounts to a commentary on Descartes’s claim that the non-necessary
attributes of a substance lead to a grasp of the substance’s essence. Against the (implicitly scholastic) notion that
extension might inhere in some further substance, Malebranche invokes the threat of a regress: “Et ce qu’on dit que c’est
le subjet et le principe de I'étendue se dit gratis, et sans que 1'on congoive distinctement ce qu’on dit, c’est-a-dire sans
qu’on en ait d’autre idée qu'une générale et de logique, comme de sujet et de principe. De sorte que I'on pourrait encore
imaginer un nouveau sujet et un nouveau principe de ce sujet de I'étendue, et ainsi a l'infini, parce que I'esprit se
représente des idées générales de sujet et de principe comme il lui plait” (p. 477; tr. p. 245). Kant is characteristically either
deep or obscure on this subject, depending on one’s taste and mood: “Man hat schon lingst angemerkt, dafl uns an allen
Substanzen das eigentliche Subject, ndmlich das, was {ibrig bleibt, nachdem alle Accidenzen (als Priadicate) abgesondert
worden, mithin das Substantiale selbst unbekannt sei, und iiber diese Schranken unsrer Einsicht vielfiltig Klagen gefiihrt.
Es ist aber hiebei wohl zu merken, dafl der menschliche Verstand dariiber nicht in Anspruch zu nehmen sei, dafl er das
Substantiale der Dinge nicht kennt, d.i. fiir sich allein bestimmen kann, sondern vielmehr dariiber, dafi er es als eine
bloBe Idee gleich einem gegebenen Gegenstande bestimmt zu erkennen verlangt” (Prolegomena sec. 46).

> Concern over the status of Descartes’s fundamental substances has been a perennial subject of discussion among
French and German scholars, and has its origins in the post-Kantian tradition that runs through Heidegger. According to
Alquié, “Expérience ontologique” p. 25: “le moi n’est pas constitué par la pensée. .. ; il est le substrat ontologique de la
pensée”; p. 33: “la chose est étendue, elle n’est pas I'étendue.” These remarks are sharply attacked by Gueroult, in
comments printed in that same volume (pp. 32-57), who remarks that on Alquié’s account, “Descartes ne sera plus
Descartes” (p. 36). One might deny that Descartes’s theory is symmetrical with respect to mind and body. Marion,
Metaphysical Prism pp. 15069, suggests an asymmetrical account on which the mind is identified with thought, and
“substance is extended to other beings only after the fact, and perhaps illegitimately” (p. 168). English-language scholars
broach the topic less often. Blackwell, “Descartes’ Concept of Matter,” argues that body must have a further subject
beneath extension. Loeb, in contrast, thinks that Descartes identifies body with extension, but thinks of mind as a subject
underlying thought (From Descartes to Hume pp. 91-3). According to Des Chene, Physiologia p. 69: “Descartes, with
misgivings, treats extension as an attribute of substance rather than as substance itself.”

The worry that Descartes was (or should have been) committed to a mind beneath consciously available experiences
goes back to seventeenth-century Cartesianism. Bayle, for instance, remarks that “Souvenons-nous que les plus subtils
cartésiens soutiennent que nous n’avons point d’idée de la substance spirituelle. Nous savons soulement par expérience
qu’elle pense, mais nous ne savons pas quelle est la nature de 'étre dont les modifications sont des pensées; nous ne
connaissons point quel est le sujet, et quel est le fond auquel les pensées sont inhérentes” (“Simonides” XIII:297a; Popkin
p. 282). Presumably, he chiefly has in mind Malebranche, who rejected the identification of mind with thought even
though he insisted on the identification of body with extension. For Malebranche’s criticisms of Descartes on this score,
see e.g. Jolley, Light of the Soul pp. 114-31; Schmaltz, Malebranche’s Theory. For a very helpful survey of seventeenth-
century views on this general theme, see McCracken, “Knowledge of the Soul.”
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on a broadsheet published in 1647 by his one-time disciple, Henricus Regius. Regius,
implicitly invoking Descartes’s authority, had characterized extension and thought as
“attributes that inhere in particular substances, as in subjects” (VIIIB:342). Descartes
rejects this way of talking, remarking that “I did not say that these attributes inhere in
substances as in subjects distinct from them” (VIIIB:348). Surely Descartes is objecting
not just to the idea of inherence (inesse) in a subject, but more generally to the idea that
the substance is something beyond the principal attribute. A few lines later, Descartes
further characterizes extension as “the subject” of modes, and thought as “the internal
principle” in which modes “reside” (VIIIB:348-9). This effectively identifies the princi-
pal attribute as the substance, given that elsewhere (as we have seen repeatedly)
Descartes is so clear in defining substance as the subject of modes.

Further pieces of evidence in favor of identifying substance and principal attribute
come from special considerations peculiar either to body or to mind. With respect to
body, since its principal attribute is extension, we can bring to bear Descartes’s various
remarks on the status of extension. In this context—motivated by his keenness to reject
the scholastic theory of quantity (Ch. 14)—he is quite clear in denying that extension
is anything other than substance. Those who do accept that common scholastic
distinction simply fail to have a clear conception of what they mean:

When they distinguish the substance from its extension or quantity, they either understand
nothing by the term ‘substance,” or they have only a confused idea of incorporeal substance,
which they falsely attribute to corporeal substance, relegating the true idea of this corporeal
substance to extension, which instead they call an accident. (Principles 11.9)

This looks like very strong evidence for identifying the principal attribute of body with
the substance of body itself—assuming Descartes is talking about the principal attribute.
And it is hard to see what else he could be talking about.'®

With respect to mind, Descartes famously insists on its transparency: for instance,
that “nothing can be in me of which I am entirely unaware” (First Replies, VII:107).
(Elsewhere he glosses the “in me” of this remark as in my mind [II1:273].) This hardly
seems to leave room for the idea of a veiled subject beneath the principal attribute
of thought. Admittedly, there is a way to escape that conclusion: one could read “in
my mind” as limiting the scope of transparency to the modes and attributes of the
substance—the things that are “in” the mind—thereby leaving the mind itself as a
veiled, unknown substratum. By the end of the following section, this reading may
come to look attractive. On its face, however, we should not want to empty the
doctrine of transparency of so much of its force.'”

These passages, together with the untenable consequences of distinguishing between
the substance and its principal attribute, suggest that we should reconsider the passages
offered earlier as evidence for such a distinction. A first step toward such a reconsidera-
tion is to consider that perhaps they are meant to be read not as descriptions of a

' On extension (quantity) as identical with substance, see also The World ch. 6 (XI:35-6). But compare Principles I1.18,
where once again there is the implication of their distinctness.

"7 Regarding transparency, McDowell, “Singular Thought,” describes a “fully Cartesian picture” according to which
“there are no facts about the inner realm besides what is infallibly accessible to the newly recognized capacity to acquire
knowledge” (pp. 150-1). Descartes’s own view is perhaps not quite so fully Cartesian, but it would be surprising to find it
so far off from this picture.
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mysterious unknowable substratum, but rather as cautionary remarks about the
disaster that looms if we try to distinguish the substance from all of its properties. So
when Descartes speaks, in the Fourth Replies, as if we might “strip that same substance
of those attributes by which we grasp it” (VII:222), he means to be describing a kind of
absurd mistake that we might make. Now, to be sure, on my reading of Descartes, it
is not a mistake to distinguish between the substance and its properties, and to that
extent we are entitled to strip away those properties, to get down to the substance itself
and to “consider it naked” as he says of the wax (VII:32). In doing so, we are obviously
not “destroying our entire knowledge of it,” as the Fourth Replies would seem to say
(VII:222), since in the case of the wax such a stripping down is precisely Descartes’s
strategy for coming to an understanding of what the wax is: “a thing that is extended,
flexible, and changeable” (VII:31). A second thought, then, building on the first, is that
the Fourth Replies and other such passages have in mind a situation where we would
try to conceive of a substance without working our way to it through its properties.
The main point of that passage, after all, was to show that “we do not grasp substances
immediately” (VII:222). This is not incompatible with the lesson of the wax passage,
which is that if we begin by thinking about the properties of the wax, and, crucially,
thinking about its possible properties, then we can arrive through “purely mental
scrutiny” (VII:31) at the wax itself. Those properties—those modes, to use Descartes’s
later, technical terminology—are not part of the substance, but they point toward the
substance, precisely because they are modes of the substance, rather than fully distinct real
accidents. Accordingly, the nature of the wax itself, extension, is something delivered
by reflection on the modes, and the wax is not an unknowable substratum, at least not
entirely.'®

How Descartes’s conception of properties as modes rather than real accidents helps
with the knowability of substance is a subject that has to await a discussion of what real
accidents and modes are, in Chapters 10 and 13. For now, however, there is still more to
say about what exactly a principal attribute might be. Reflection on this issue will lead us
to see that, no matter how tightly modes and substances are linked, Descartes is not going
to be able to escape a certain amount of unintelligibility at the core of his metaphysics.

8.4. Where Transparency Ends

The evidence on balance seems to suggest identifying a substance with its principal
attribute. A mind just is thought; a body just is extension. Yet once we put things so
baldly, we can see why Descartes might have been hesitant about reaching this
conclusion. For it is very hard to see what such claims of identity actually amount to.
If, instead, a substance were just an assemblage of modes or, to go to the other extreme,

'® The idea that there is a difference between two ways of stripping off accidents is brought out fairly clearly in a
response to Gassendi’s Disquisitio, printed with the French edition of the Meditations, which insists on the distinction
between distinguishing and abstracting: “en distinguant une substance de ses accidens, on doit considerer I'un et I'autre, ce
qui fert beaucoup a la connoitre; au lieu que, si on separe seulement par abstraction cette substance de ses accidens, c’est
a dire, si on la considere toute seule sans penser a eux, cela empéche qu’on ne la puisse si bien connoitre, a cause que c’est
par les accidens que la nature de la substance est manifestée” (IXA:216). The first corresponds to the strategy of the wax
passage, the second to the misguided sort of stripping away described in the Fourth Replies and elsewhere.
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some sort of veiled subject beneath the principal attribute, then the principal attribute
would not seem so important. Since on either view the substance itself would lie
elsewhere, the principal attribute could be set aside as some sort of ontologically
lightweight construct. It might, for instance, be regarded as a higher-order determinable
property, as some scholars have supposed.” If, however, the substance—the mind
itself, or the wax itself—is the principal attribute, then we face hard questions about
what a principal attribute could possibly be. Descartes regularly speaks of thought and
extension without elaboration, almost glibly, as if everyone knows what he means.
But when such talk is juxtaposed against his apparent desire to identify principal
attribute and substance, it comes under more theoretical pressure than it can bear.
To the most elementary questions—What is the extension of the wax itself? Is it different
from the extension of the candlestick? How exactly?>—Descartes has no apparent answers. Of
course, many possible answers suggest themselves; indeed, the idea that the basic
material stuff of the universe might just be extension is an old one. Zabarella had
found it in Philoponus, and rejected it on the grounds that matter must be what has
extension, rather than extension itself (Ch. 4 note 21). That certainly sounds right. If it is
not right, Descartes owes us an account of why.

Admittedly, the case of corporeal substance in Descartes is particularly vexed,
because it is notoriously difficult to get clear on the most basic of questions here, like
Is the wax really a substance at all? Since I will not be considering such questions until
Part VI—where I will eventually despair of finding a developed theory of material
substance in Descartes (§25.6, §28.5)—it will be better for now to focus on mental
substances, where at least we know what result Descartes is after: he wants my mind to
be one substance, yours to be another, and so on. Things here, however, are in some
respects just as bad as in the case of bodies, because the question still remains of what it
could even mean to say that I am identical to thought. In a letter from 1648, Anteine
Arnauld asks how thought can be the essence of mind. It does not seem that a particular
thought or a series of thoughts can be the essence of mind, Arnauld reasons, since then
the essence would be constantly changing, and would seemingly be the product of the
mind. Yet neither does it seem that something universal could be an essence, since that
universal would be an intellectual abstraction (V:213-14). In reply, Descartes rejects
both options:

Just as extension, which constitutes the nature of body, differs greatly from the various shapes or
modes of extension that it assumes, so thought, or a thinking nature, which I take to constitute
the essence of the human mind, is very different from any particular act of thinking. It depends
on the mind itself whether it produces these acts of thinking or other ones, but not that it is a
thinking thing, just as it depends on a flame itself, as an efficient cause, whether it extends in one
direction or another, but not that it is an extended thing. So by ‘thought’ I do not mean some

'Y For attributes as determinable properties, see Ayers'’s reading of Descartes: “every accident is ultimately or in itself
a determinate mode of a determinable property or essence, as roundness is a mode of extension. Any other conception
leaves us with an unintelligible notion of ‘real accidents” existing ‘in’ their substances in an unintelligible way” (Locke,
11:28). Also Beck, Metaphysics, a propos the wax passage: “All in fact he is saying is that the essential and fundamental
property which persists throughout its modifications, and which is alone grasped by the intellect, is the determinable
character of being extended” (p. 102). My own view, as will become more clear in §13.7, is that such indeterminacy is a
feature of the substance, but of the substance itself rather than of some harmless determinable property distinct from the
substance.
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universal that covers all modes of thinking, but a particular nature that receives all those modes,
just as extension is a nature that receives all shapes. (V:221)

In denying that the principal attribute is a “universal” (line 7), Descartes seems pretty
clearly to rule out the idea that the principal attribute is just some sort of higher-order
determinable property. Instead, it is a “particular nature” that “receives” various modes
(line 7). Descartes twice switches from the abstract noun ‘thought’ to the comparatively
concrete phrases “thinking nature” (line 2) and “particular nature” (line 7). This
suggests a number of things. First, it suggests that we should not conceive of a
substance’s principal attribute as literally thought or extension, whatever that might
mean. Those terms should instead be bent into their adjectival form, yielding the
notion of the mind as something that has a thinking nature—the mind as res cogitans.
Second, it suggests that particular substances will have their own principal attribute: my
mind will have its own nature, distinct from the nature of your mind. Third, Descartes
does not quite say here that the principal attribute is the substance. Rather, he says that
it is the essence or nature (lines 3, 7, 8) of the substance. This leaves room for the idea
that even if, as the previous section insisted, the principal attribute is not distinct from
the substance, it is also not the whole of the substance. Does that make sense? At the risk
of explaining the obscure through the more obscure, consider how Christian theolo-
gians have traditionally wanted to ascribe to God properties such as goodness, but
without wanting to say either that goodness exhausts the nature of God, or that God’s
goodness is distinct from God. In insisting on a mere distinction of reason between
substances and their attributes, Descartes is similarly insisting on the metaphysical
simplicity of finite substances, when conceived thinly (apart from their modes). But that
does not require supposing that it exhausts the nature of my mind to characterize it
simply in terms of thought. After all, if it did, then my mind would not be intrinsically
distinct from your mind.

This last remark takes us decidedly beyond the scope of what Descartes has to say on
these subjects. He offers absolutely no theory of how minds are individuated, and only
the barest gestures toward a theory in the case of body (§28.5). This might reasonably
suggest to some readers that a mistake has been made at some point in the line of
reasoning that has led me to this juncture. My own view, however, is that Descartes is
well aware of the many puzzling issues that arise regarding the underlying metaphysics
of his view, and that he has made the strategic decision to embrace quietism regarding
these issues—not because they are not real problems, but because he did not need to
address them to get the results he was after. Consider the start of the Fifth Meditation:

There are many matters that remain to be investigated concerning the attributes of God and the
nature of myself, or my mind, and perhaps I shall take these up at another time. But now that
I have seen what to do and what to avoid in order to reach the truth, the most pressing task
seems to be to try to escape from the doubts into which I fell a few days ago, and see whether
any certainty can be achieved regarding material objects. (VII:63)

I take this caveat to remain in force throughout the Meditations. Descartes does
not suppose that he has resolved all—or even very many—of the great metaphysical
puzzles regarding the nature of substances and their individuation. His goal is the
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(relatively) more modest one of reaching complete certainty regarding a few very
important matters: in particular, the existence of God and the distinction between
soul and body (the two topics mentioned on the title page of the second Latin edition
of 1642). His later work occasionally attempts to go a bit deeper, but in general
remains more or less on the metaphysical surface of things, perhaps because Descartes
did not think it possible to go any deeper. As he would remark to Princess Elizabeth in
1643, “there are two facts about the human soul on which depend all the knowledge
we can have of its nature. The first is that it thinks, the second is that, being united to
the body, it can act and be acted upon along with it. About the second I have said
virtually nothing; only the first have I tried to make well understood” (III.664-5).
Descartes does not claim that the mind’s thinking and interacting with the body tells
us everything about its nature, only that it is the key to “all the knowledge we can
have.”

One reader who did not see this was Gassendi. In the Fifth Set of Objections, and
then in exhaustive detail in his Disquisitio metaphysica (1644), he rebukes Descartes for
supposing that one could account for the essence of mind or body simply by appealing
to thought or extension. Here is a characteristic complaint:

When you go on to say that you are a thinking thing, we know what you are saying; but we
knew it already, and it was not what we were asking you to tell us. For who doubts that you are
thinking? What we are unclear about, what we are looking for, is that inner substance of yours
whose distinctive property is thought. (Fifth Objections, VII:276)

Descartes does not deny the basic assumption of Gassendi’s argument, that what is
wanted is an account of the substance underlying the thing’s observable properties.
As we have seen, Descartes is as fully committed to the substance—-accident doctrine as
Gassendi is, and the Meditations is certainly aimed at grasping the substance. But
whereas Gassendi is also committed to a strong version of the veiled-subject doctrine,
according to which a grasp of the mind’s nature requires a difficult “quasi-chemical”
(VII:277) analysis (§7.1, §27.2), Descartes appears to think the methods of the Medita-
tions get us to the very essence of mind and body. To Gassendi, indeed, Descartes seems
infuriatingly glib about this process, as when he remarks: “I have never thought that
anything more is required to reveal a substance than its various attributes; thus the
more attributes of a given substance we know, the more perfectly we understand its
nature” (Fifth Replies, VII:360). Here ‘attribute’ is being used in a non-technical sense
for properties of all kinds, and so the picture once again, as in the previous section,
would seem to be that we work through those properties or modes to a grasp of the
substance itself. Gassendi’s reply to this sort of strategy seems reasonable enough: “an
attribute or property is one thing, and the substance or nature to which it belongs or
from which it flows another. So to grasp the attribute or property, as well as the
aggregate of properties, is not thereby to grasp the substance or nature” (Disq. meta.
I1.8.2). Given the reading of Descartes I am advancing, it is easy to be sympathetic to
Gassendi’s charge. Descartes seems to propose simply a crude piling up of data. This
might be good enough if we were to suppose that thought is a determinable property
that can be grasped by cataloguing the determinate instances that fall underneath it.
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But once we recognize that talk of thought is shorthand for a “particular nature” (line 7
to Arnauld above), it looks as if Gassendi’s criticisms are right on target.”’

Descartes is incredibly dismissive of Gassendi’s complaints, barely deigning to make
a reply. This makes it natural to suppose that Gassendi has stupidly misunderstood
the Cartesian system—that Gassendi’s questions are in effect meaningless within the
scheme of the Meditations. As I understand their exchange, however, the problem is not
that Gassendi is asking meaningless questions, but that he is asking questions Descartes
does not wish to consider, and that Descartes does not think he needs to consider to
get the results he is after. Hence, as Descartes puts it in a further response to Gassendi
published with the French edition of the Meditations (1647),

Our author was in the wrong when, under the pretext of objecting to my views, he put to me a
great many questions of a kind that do not need to be answered in order to prove what I asserted
in my writings, and that the most ignorant people could raise more of, in a quarter of an hour,
than all the wisest people could deal with in their whole lifetimes. This is why I have not
bothered to answer any of them. (IXA:213)

Descartes specifically has in mind Gassendi’s queries about mind-body interaction, but
I take his point to extend to Gassendi’s queries about the “inner substance” beneath
thought and extension. Part of what justifies reading the passage into this domain is
Descartes’s above-quoted remark from the start of the Fifth Meditation, where he
makes it clear that he does not take himself to have settled the question of what the
mind’s nature is. Perhaps more decisively, though, I think we have to understand the
exchange with Gassendi in this way, if we are to make any sense of Descartes’s position.
If we were to suppose that thought and extension yield a full account of what mind and
body are, then Gassendi’s criticisms of Descartes would look to be just obviously,
painfully on target, with Descartes’s replies amounting to a crude evasion of the real
issues. Once we understand the debate over the nature of mind and body in the light of
this passage, however, Descartes’s position becomes clear. It is not quite that Gassendi’s
complaints are illegitimate—they are, in a certain sense, excellent questions—but they
are bad questions to ask in the context of the Meditations, because they raise the sorts of
issues that would throw the whole project hopelessly off track, bogging it down in the
sort of scholastic metaphysical terrain that does not dry up in Descartes’s system, but
that he simply wishes to circumnavigate, in the interest of focusing on what can
be established with certainty. Gassendi is not the naive kid in the front row who
misunderstands everything; he is the smart but annoying kid in the back whose

questions always come at the wrong time.*'

%0 Similar criticisms from Gassendi regarding the inner substance of things can be found at VII:271-2 (with an even
terser reply from Descartes at VII:359) and at VII:338. Gassendi airs these objections at greater length in his Disquisitio
metaphysica, esp. 11.6.3, 11.7.2, 11.8.2-3, V1.4.2-3, though these later discussions do not add much to his original set of
objections (perhaps, in fairness, because Descartes’s replies did not give Gassendi much to work with). For a helpful
summary of Gassendi’s position, see McCracken, “Knowledge of the Soul” pp. 821-3. For another statement of
Descartes’s claim that piling up non-necessary attributes leads to a grasp of the substance, see Principles. 1.11: “et quo
plures [affectiones sive qualitates] in eadem re sive substantia deprehendimus, tanto clarius nos illam cognoscere.”

' The question of how completely Descartes grasps the nature of mind and body gets discussed in some detail in the
Fourth Replies, where Descartes contends he does not need a “plane adaequatam” grasp of mind and body, one that
would contain “omnes omnino proprietates quae sunt in re cognita” (VII:220). All he needs for the sake of the real-
distinction argument, he contends, is that the mind and body be conceived “ut res completa” (VII:223).
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We should be charitable enough to Descartes to read the Fifth Replies as pursuing a
strategy of quietism, rather than as purporting to solve Gassendi’s objections. It would
be too charitable, however, to leave things where Descartes would like us to. First,
from within the framework of the Meditations, Gassendi’s objections raise a serious
worry regarding whether Descartes will be able to reach the culminating result of the
whole treatise, the real distinction between mind and body. The argument for that
conclusion depends crucially on Descartes’s having a distinct grasp of what mind and
body are: in particular, that “nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except that
I am a res cogitans” and that “I have a distinct idea of body, insofar as it is simply a res
extensa, non cogitans” (VII:78). Descartes surely does not need to resolve every meta-
physical question regarding mind and body to run the real-distinction argument, but he
needs enough of a grip on their nature to underwrite these premises. These issues,
unfortunately, lie outside the scope of this book.*”

Second, even if Descartes does not need to go any deeper than he does to run the
arguments of the Meditations, we can still think that Gassendi’s questions are worth
asking, especially in the context of evaluating the fate of scholastic metaphysics. As
we have seen in the previous section and elsewhere, a crucial alleged advantage of the
post-scholastic corpuscularian scheme is its intelligibility. No one highlights this claim
more than Descartes. The claim can hardly be defended, however, if Descartes
purchases intelligibility at the price of superficiality. Hence we have the right to ask:
how deep does this vaunted intelligibility go?

There is no reason to think that the answer to this question will be the same in the
case of mind and body, and as before I will continue here to focus on the question of
what the mind is. I have argued that it is only the beginning of an answer to appeal to
the principal attribute of thought. This tells us that the mind is a res cogitans, and that
thinking is essential to the mind, but it leaves quite unanswered the sorts of further
questions that one would expect to have answered. Although Descartes does not give
the reader a great deal to go on here, he does occasionally shed light on the mind’s
status as a faculty or power. There is a hint of this in Descartes’s commentary
on Regius’s broadsheet, when he remarks that “so far as I know, no one before me
has stated that the rational soul consists in thought alone—that is, in the faculty or

> Gassendi’s worry about whether the mind-body distinction can be sustained without a clearer grasp of the nature
of mind and body is also expressed by Newton, who presents his theory of bodies as space so-and-so disposed (§7.1) as an
alternative both to the Cartesian identification of body with extension, and to the “idea vulgaris” of a veiled subject.
Naturally, given Newton’s theory of absolute space, he thinks it untenable to identify body with extension. This, Newton
then argues, forces the Cartesian into the veiled-subject doctrine, which then undermines the mind-body distinction: if
we do not know what mind and body are, we cannot be confident of their distinction.

Wilson, Descartes, raises a worry at roughly the same juncture about Descartes’s entitlement to grasp the nature of
mind. She thinks Descartes can appeal to the mind’s transparency as a first step to avoiding trouble, but then suggests
that the appeal to transparency clashes with his non-mechanistic account of mind: “It seems likely that Descartes’s
conception of mind as outside the appropriate realm of scientific explanation includes both the view that the operations
of the mind are mysteriously non-mechanical, and the view that mind is somehow transparent to itself. Unfortunately, it
also appears that these two views are in tension with each other” (p. 99). My own view is somewhat different. I think the
trouble begins with a failure of transparency: that when we see the kind of thing the mind’s essence, thought, can and
cannot be, we see that transparency fails at that level. For a similar line of thought, though in ignorance of the scholastic
background, see Jolley, Leibniz and Locke pp. 76-81.

Criticisms closer to my own play an important role in Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit. See, e.g., p. 24: “Mit dem ‘cogito sum’
beansprucht Descartes, der Philosophie einen neuen und sicheren Boden beizustellen. Was er aber bei diesem ‘radikalen’
Anfang unbestimmt lasst, ist die Seinsart der res cogitans, genauer den Seinssinn des “sum.””
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internal principle of thinking” (VIIIB:347). Those last words, “faculty or internal princi-
ple,” belong to Regius. But that does not diminish their authority, because Descartes is
exceptionally careful in his language throughout this work, scrupulously rejecting every
phrase in Regius’s broadsheet that he finds objectionable. Later in the broadsheet,
moreover, he describes thought, by which he here means “an attribute that constitutes
the nature of a substance,” as “the internal principle from which these modes spring and
in which they reside” (VIIIB:349). Given such claims, the mind itself can of course not
simply be thought, understood as a generic, determinable property. The mind is instead a
power; it is that which gives rise to the various modes of thought that we are directly
acquainted with. This sort of language can be found in one of Descartes’s last letters
(to Henry More in February 1649), where he describes incorporeal substances as “powers
or forces” (V:270). It is already in play back in the Meditations, which distinguish a faculty
(facultas) of knowing and a faculty of choosing (Med. 4, VII:56). The most telling remark
there, however, comes in the Sixth Meditation, where the case for the distinction
between mind and body is developed on the basis of the mind’s simplicity:

There is a great difference between the mind and the body, inasmuch as the body is by its very
nature always divisible, whereas the mind is utterly indivisible. For when I consider the mind, or
myself insofar as I am solely a thinking thing, I am unable to distinguish any parts within myself;
I understand myself to be something quite single and complete. . .. As for the faculties of willing,
sensing, understanding, and so on, these cannot be termed parts of the mind, since it is one and
the same mind that wills, senses, and understands. (VII:85-6)

This reinforces the picture of the mind, conceived thinly, as metaphysically simple. One
can speak of it as having various faculties, just as one can speak of its essence as thought,
but such ascriptions are not to be understood as introducing any sort of composition. If
the goal is to understand the mind by dint of teasing apart its different aspects, then
Descartes hardly offers much encouragement. We can draw conceptual distinctions
aplenty, but the mind itself resists analysis, inasmuch as mind = substance = thought =
power of thinking.

To deny any distinction between the mind itself and its powers is not to deny that the
mind is a power. Indeed, Descartes’s position here falls neatly into one prominent
scholastic camp regarding the relationship of the soul and its powers, in a debate where
the open positions ran the full spectrum from a real distinction, to a formal distinction,
all the way to a mere distinction of reason. What all parties to this debate agreed on,
however, was that one could quite properly speak of the soul’s powers. Indeed, to claim
that the mind or soul has a power is just about the most trivial claim one could make in
this domain. For inasmuch as it is practically definitive of the mind or rational soul to be
that which gives rise to acts of thought, the ascription of a power to the soul is simply
another way to state the obvious.”” Taken all by itself, it is tantamount to ascribing a

* Nolan and Whipple, “Self Knowledge,” note that Malebranche shows signs of conceiving of the Cartesian mind as
a faculty. They dismiss the idea out of hand, however, remarking that “Philosophers often speak loosely of ‘capacities’
but, strictly speaking, there is no place for such items within Descartes’s austere, substance-mode ontology” (p. 73n).
This is right if they mean that there is no room for powers that are something distinct from the substance itself. But it
surely is right—in the strictest sense—to say that the mind itself, for Descartes, is a power. On powers in general, see Ch. 23.

The thesis that the soul is identical with its powers was standard in the twelfth century, particularly among Cistercian
authors (see McGinn, Three Treatises), and in the early thirteenth century (see Lottin, Psychologie et morale 1:483-90), and
would be taken up again by Ockham (Sent. 11.20) and the later nominalist tradition. Aquinas, in contrast, championed a
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virtus dormativa to opium. Such dubious explanatory strategies are of course familiar
enough in the context of the scholastics, but the moral I wish to draw from the present
discussion is that the same charge could be made against Descartes’s conception of
substance. Despite all of his claims of intelligibility and transparency, what he ultimate-
ly is able to tell us about the nature of mind is in fact quite limited and disappointing.
To assert that the mind is simple is, to be sure, a substantive and controversial thesis,
but it is a thesis that, perhaps necessarily, closes the door to any further theses about the
mind’s character.

Yet if Descartes sacrifices transparency and intelligibility, he does so for a reason. One
should not suppose that he has absorbed this scholastic framework unwittingly, as if
he did not notice its influence and so was unable to shake himself free of it. On the
contrary, as we have seen, Descartes expressly argues for metaphysical substances as
something distinct from their accidents or modes. He takes himself to need that
framework, to account for facts such as the difference between one substance and
another, and the endurance of substances through change. The subsequent history of
seventeenth-century thought displays a huge variety of attempts to deal with these very
issues. In Descartes, such issues are not worked out in any kind of detail; in this respect
Descartes stands, just as the cliché has it, halfway between two traditions, aiming at
the clarity and intelligibility promised by the eschewal of scholasticism, but needing the
explanatory power of the substance—accident distinction. Hence even while he sought
transparency, he failed to escape the obscurity that metaphysics brings.

real distinction between the soul and its powers (Summa theol. 1a q. 77), and Scotus argued for a formal distinction
(Reportatio I1.16; Wadding XI.1). For further discussion, see King, “Inner Cathedral”; Pasnau, “The Mind-Soul Problem”;
Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature ch. 5; Shields, “Unity of Soul.”
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9.1. Substratum as Ordinary Substance

John Locke’s theory of substance is as reviled as any part of his philosophy. It has,
however, been spectacularly misunderstood, subject to interpretations that neither he
nor his contemporaries could ever have imagined. As Locke is read today, it is baffling
both what he means by substance and what ever could have led him to such a theory.
Read in the proper historical perspective, it becomes perfectly obvious both what Locke
thinks substance is, and what motivates the theory. For better or worse, however, once
his theory of substance is properly understood, it becomes quite unoriginal, even banal.

The proper historical perspective is that described in the last three chapters, of a
distinction between the properties of a substance and the substance itself, where the
substance just is the individual thing (the gold, the wax) apart from its properties. This
substance—accident distinction is a commonplace of scholastic discussions, and gets
absorbed without much resistance in authors like Gassendi and Descartes, two very
prominent sources for Locke’s own philosophical thinking. A close reading of Locke’s
remarks on substance makes it clear that he takes this distinction for granted. We might
begin by looking closely at the initial paragraphs of Essay 11.23, where he offers his
canonical statement on substance.

The first section of I1.23 gives a preliminary statement of the whole account. In §2,
Locke takes up the idea of “substance in general”; then in §§3—5 he turns to our ideas
of “particular sorts of substances,” first corporeal substances (§4) and then spiritual
substances (§5). Finally, §6 offers a summary of the preceding pages. (At least, this
would count as “finally” in most other authors; in Locke, it leads into 31 more sections
of diffuse discussion on more or less the same themes, which I will not attempt to put

into any logical order, but on which it will occasionally be useful to draw.) Here is §1
in full:

The mind being, as I have declared, furnished with a great number of the simple ideas, conveyed
in by the senses, as they are found in exterior things, or by reflection on its own operations,
takes notice also, that a certain number of these simple ideas go constantly together; which
being presumed to belong to one thing, and words being suited to common apprehensions, and
made use of for quick dispatch, are called, so united in one subject, by one name; which, by
inadvertency, we are apt afterward to talk of and consider as one simple idea, which indeed is a
complication of many ideas together; because, as I have said, not imagining how these simple
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ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to suppose some substratum wherein
they do subsist, and from which they do result, which therefore we call substance.

Our idea of substance is complex in two different respects. First, from the many simple
ideas obtained through sensation and reflection, we notice in certain cases that “a
certain number of these simple ideas go constantly together” (line 3). These are
“presumed to belong to one thing” (line 4) and hence are given “one name” (line 5).
This leads us to the mistake of supposing ourselves to have “one simple idea” when in
fact what we have is “a complication of many ideas together” (lines 6-7). At this first
stage of the argument, the idea of a substance is just the complex idea of various
simple qualities. If Locke had left matters here, his theory of substance would be no
more memorable than, say, his theory of relations. But Locke thinks our idea of
substance contains something more, “some substratum wherein they do subsist, and
from which they do result, which therefore we call substance” (lines 8-9). This is the
second respect in which our idea of substance is a complex idea. In addition to a
complex idea of qualities that go constantly together, we have the idea of a substratum
in which those qualities subsist. (I assume that Locke here—as is sometimes his
custom—uses ‘simple ideas” on lines 7-8 to refer to the qualities that give rise to the
simple ideas in our mind.)' So when we think about a given substance, we do not just
have the idea of a collection of simple qualities. Besides that, we also have the idea of a
substratum that is the subject of those qualities.

Of all Locke’s efforts to craft an English philosophical vocabulary that is not simply
an Anglicized scholasticism (§21.1), perhaps most unfortunate was this choice of the
word ‘substratum.” The word is used only seven times in the whole Essay (in contrast
with the 243 occurrences of ‘substance’), and always it is used in an attempt to get at the
real meaning of the frozen scholastic term ‘substance’ (substantia). Hence Locke
introduces ‘substratum’ at line 8 as his own gloss on our ordinary usage—what “we
call substance.” Unfortunately, the seductive vividness of the notion of a substratum has
contributed to the impression that Locke is discussing some sort of ineffable sub-
substance, lying beneath the substance and insusceptible of further inquiry. Quite to
the contrary, Locke’s various skeptical, sarcastic discussions are focused not on this sort
of mysterious entity, but on our grasp of the thing itself—the gold or the horse—as
distinct from its qualities. That is, the substratum just is the ordinary substance.
Everything in §1 points toward this conclusion. To say that the substratum, and not
the qualities, subsists of itself (lines 7-8) is to ascribe to the substratum the most familiar
characteristic of ordinary substances (§6.2). To say that the qualities subsist in the
substratum, and result from it (lines 8-9), is to ascribe to the substratum the principal
functions ascribed to ordinary substances (§6.2, §24.4). In short, Locke means to identify

! Locke is notoriously frank about his customary conflation of ‘idea” and ‘quality’: “Which ideas, if I speak of

sometimes as in the things themselves, I would be understood to mean those qualities in the objects which produce them
in us” (I1.8.8). This usage is not as perverse as it is usually made out to be, however, because it was a perfectly common
contemporary usage for ‘idea’ to stand for a quality of objects, rather than for something in the mind (see OED, “idea” II;
Goclenius, Lexicon, “Idea” 1; Descartes, Meditation preface [VII:8]). Hence Locke’s usage of ‘idea’ is not a careless misuse
of language, but merely ambiguous in a way that was both common at the time and easily discerned, and that he
repeatedly alerts the reader to.
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the substratum with the substance, and thereby to situate it within a perfectly familiar
metaphysics of substance and properties.

Having made this opening statement of his view, Locke proceeds to distinguish
between our idea of substance in general and our idea of particular substance kinds.
This way of dividing up the territory corresponds exactly with how we saw skeptical
scholastic authors attack our understanding of substance: first, there is the question of
whether we can formulate a positive definition of substance in general; second, there
is the question of whether we can positively characterize any given kind of substance
(§7.3). Here is §2 in full:

So that if anyone will examine himself concerning his notion of pure substance in general, he will
find he has no other idea of it at all, but only a supposition of he knows not what support of such
qualities, which are capable of producing simple ideas in us; which qualities are commonly
called accidents. If any one should be asked, what is the subject wherein colour or weight
inheres, he would have nothing to say, but the solid extended parts. And if he were demanded,
what is it that solidity and extension adhere in, he would not be in a much better case than the
Indian before-mentioned [II.13.19], who, saying that the world was supported by a great
elephant, was asked what the elephant rested on; to which his answer was, a great tortoise.
But being again pressed to know what gave support to the broad-backed tortoise, replied,
something he knew not what. And thus here, as in all other cases where we use words without
having clear and distinct ideas, we talk like children; who being questioned what such a thing is,
which they know not, readily give this satisfactory answer, that it is something. Which in truth
signifies no more, when so used either by children or men, but that they know not what; and
that the thing they pretend to know and talk of, is what they have no distinct idea of at all, and
so are perfectly ignorant of it, and in the dark. The idea then we have, to which we give the
general name Substance, being nothing but the supposed, but unknown support of those
qualities we find existing, which we imagine cannot subsist, sine re substante, without something
to support them, we call that support substantia; which, according to the true import of the
word, is in plain English, standing under or upholding.

An inquiry into “substance in general” (line 1) is an inquiry into the genus substance,
traditionally conceived of as appearing at the top of a Porphyrian tree, way above the
specific level where one finds kinds like horse and water. The question in its classical
form is how to define ‘substance.” Locke does not quite put it that way here; instead, his
question is what that thing is that lies under the qualities or accidents, where an answer
in general would not appeal to idiosyncratic features of a kind of substance, but would
apply equally to all kinds of substances. The words “anyone” (line 1) and “supposition”
(line 2) highlight one of the main points of §1, that he is not offering a theory of his own,

% Scholars sometimes treat ‘substratum’ as a received technical term that Locke is subjecting to criticism. On the
contrary, it is Locke who is quite consciously introducing the term into the discussion as a synonym for the traditional
‘substance’ (substantia). Thus, e.g., Goclenius’s Lexicon (1613) has a lengthy entry for substantia, but nothing for
substratum. Aquinas uses ‘substratum’ in its various forms fourteen times, but never in the general sense of that which
underlies accidents. Suarez’s long discussion of substance (Disp. meta. 32-8) uses ‘substratum’ only once, and again not in
the relevant sense. The word appears just once in all of Descartes’s corpus, and again not in the relevant sense, and
appears not at all in Hobbes, or in Bacon’s principal works. (In the passage from De principiis quoted in §7.2, ‘substratum’
translates Bacon’s suffulcimentum, itself seemingly a neologism from suffulcio.) Although ‘substratum’ is sometimes said to
correspond to Aristotle’s vmokeltevoV, scholastic translations rendered that word as subiectum. See, e.g., Meta. VIL3,
1028b36, and Aquinas’s commentary (VII.2.1273), which confidently offers the gloss “subiectum, idest substantia
particularis.”
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or even a critique of a philosophical theory, but an investigation of a supposition we all
make. By stipulating that we are talking about “pure substance” (line 1)—Descartes’s
phrase as well in the synopsis to the Meditations (VII:14)—Locke stresses that we are
talking about the substance apart from its qualities. His appeal to scholastic vocabulary,
“commonly called accidents” (lines 3-4) further highlights the intended sense of
substance as the thing itself apart from its non-essential features. (The Essay almost
never uses ‘accident’ except as contrasted with ‘substance,” in passages where Locke
intends to challenge our very grasp of the distinction.)’

The problem of §2, then, is simply the familiar metaphysical problem of how to
define “substance”’—the problem of what it is to be a “substance in general.” Locke’s first
attempt at an answer appeals to integral parts: that a substance, at least in corporeal
cases, is the “solid extended parts” (line 5). This answer goes nowhere, however,
because it offers us not pure substances but impure, thick substances, substances with
the accidents of “solidity and extension” (line 6). But when we try to characterize the
substance apart from these qualities, we hit a brick wall, and the remainder of the
paragraph consists in various rhetorical devices intended to stress our complete igno-
rance on this score. The closest he comes to any sort of characterization of substance in
general is that it is a res substans, which he translates as “something to support” qualities
(lines 7-18). All by itself, this is not much, but Locke elaborates a bit more in a passage
from the Stillingfleet correspondence:

[I] should be very glad to be convinced by your lordship, or any body else, that I have spoken
too meanly of it [substance]. He that would show me a more clear and distinct idea of substance
would do me a kindness I should thank him for. But this is the best I can hitherto find, either in
my own thoughts or in the books of logicians; for their account or idea of it is that it is ens or res
per se subsistens et substans accidentibus; which in effect is no more but that substance is a being or
thing; or in short, something they know not what, or of which they have no clearer idea than
that it is something which supports accidents or other simple ideas or modes, and is not
supported itself as a mode or an accident. (Works IV:8)

Clearly Locke is thinking here of substance in general, and means to be expanding on
his remarks in §2. The fuller Latin tag offered here alludes to the two standard
definitions of substance considered in previous chapters, even down to the terminology
of “subsisting” and “substanding” (§6.2). These are of course definitions not of some
mysterious sub-substance beneath ordinary substances, but of what it is in general to be
a substance. In this familiar theoretical context, it would be nothing short of bizarre for
Locke to have anything else in mind. Moreover, he immediately goes on, after the
quoted passage, to invoke Burgersdijk in support of this conception of substance. As we
have seen (§6.1), Burgersdijk expressly articulates a thin conception of substance as the
thing itself, apart from its accidents.

’ The Essay uses ‘accident’ nine times in the relevant sense. All but two of those occurrences occur in critical
discussions of our idea of substance—twice in 11.23 and five times in I1.13, where the context is the traditional scholastic
question whether space is a substance or an accident. In that context, what is crucial is that substance and accident
allegedly divide being exhaustively (§6.1). Hence it would make no sense for Locke’s famously sarcastic remarks about an
“Indian Philosopher” and an “Intelligent American” to target anything other than the ordinary scholastic sense of
substance apart from its accidents.

* Burgersdijk offers the standard definition of substance at Inst. logicae 1.4, p. 15: “Substantia est ens per se subsistens,
et substans accidentibus.” Locke also appeals to Sanderson, who offers the standard definition at Compendium 1.9, p. 29.
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In §3, Locke moves from substance in general to substance kinds. The transition
tends to perplex modern commentators, to whom it looks as if Locke is moving from a
mysterious substratum to ordinary substances, but the transition would have seemed
perfectly natural to contemporaries, since it involves going from a discussion of how to
define the genus substance to how to define distinct species of substance under that
genus. Here is §3 in full:

An obscure and relative idea of substance in general being thus made we come to have the
ideas of particular sorts of substances, by collecting such combinations of simple ideas, as are
by experience and observation of men’s senses taken notice of to exist together, and are
therefore supposed to flow from the particular internal constitution, or unknown essence of
that substance. Thus we come to have the ideas of a man, horse, gold, water, etc., of which
substances, whether any one has any other clear idea, farther than of certain simple ideas
coexisting together, I appeal to every one’s own experience. It is the ordinary qualities,
observable in iron, or a diamond, put together, that make the true complex idea of those
substances, which a smith or a jeweler commonly knows better than a philosopher; who,
whatever substantial forms he may talk of, has no other idea of those substances, than what
is framed by a collection of those simple ideas which are to be found in them; only we must
take notice, that our complex ideas of substances, besides all these simple ideas they are made up
of, have always the confused idea of something to which they belong, and in which they subsist.
And therefore, when we speak of any sort of substance, we say it is a thing having such or such
qualities, as body is a thing that is extended, figured, and capable of motion; a spirit a thing capable
of thinking; and so hardness, friability, and power to draw iron, we say, are qualities to be found
in a loadstone. These, and the like fashions of speaking, intimate that the substance is supposed
always something besides the extension, figure, solidity, motion, thinking, or other observable
ideas, though we know not what it is.

The first two lines assume that our ideas of particular substance kinds presuppose the
idea of substance in general. I discuss this below, in the final section of the chapter. In
lines 3-5, Locke goes from the by now familiar “combination of simple ideas” to
something new: that these ideas that “exist together” (that is, the qualities existing
together in the substance) “flow from” the “internal constitution” or “unknown essence
of that substance.” Why do real essences get introduced here? Because “thus” we arrive
at our ideas of substance kinds: “ideas of man, horse, gold, water, etc.” (line 5) Locke
had already remarked at the end of §1 (line 9) that the qualities of substances both
“subsist” within substance and “result” from it. The “result” clause is often viewed as an
aberration, but §3 confirms that Locke means it. We arrive at the idea of substance
kinds by thinking of the substance both as the thing in which a cluster of sensible
qualities inhere, and as the thing that gives rise to those qualities. Why think the latter?
There is a quick inference here, marked by ‘therefore’ (line 4), that goes from the

Sanderson’s textbooks on logic and physics are far too elementary, however, to shed light on any substantive
philosophical issues. (Neither author, it should be said, uses the term ‘substratum’ in this context.) Compare Boyle,
Origin of Forms (Works V:308; Stewart p. 21): “substance is commonly defined to be a thing that subsists of itself and is the
subject of accidents.” Once again, there is no sign of the word ‘substratum,” and no sign that Boyle is thinking about
anything other than ordinary substances.

Anyone still tempted to suppose that the “substance in general” is some sort of sub-substance beneath the ordinary
substance should consider Locke’s remark to Stillingfleet that “by general substance here, I suppose your lordship means
the general idea of substance. . . . And if your lordship should mean otherwise, I must take the liberty to deny there is any
such thing in rerum natura as a general substance that exists itself, or makes any thing” (Works IV:27).
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qualities” existing together to their flowing from the real essence. The inference can be
quick because Locke is taking for granted a standard scholastic thought: that the essence
of a substance explains the accidental features of that substance (§24.4, §27.6). There is
no reason to think that essence is identical with the substance, as some Locke scholars
have suggested, but it is of course a part of the substance. As the previous chapter
stressed in the case of Descartes, it would be strange to the point of nonsensical to think
of the essence of a substance as outside of the substance. Moreover, the logic of §3
requires such a reading, because the inference at line 5 goes from the idea of the
substance’s essence to the idea of the substance itself. If essence did not at least partly
constitute substance, this would be a complete non sequitur. In that case, real essences
would be just one more item inhering in the mysterious sub-substance, and there
would be no particular reason to invoke essences here.’

Although Locke will later have much more to say about real essences (see Essay IIL.6),
it is crucial to his purposes here to mark those essences as “unknown” (line 4). If the
essences were known, then the substance would be (at least partly) known, and Locke
could no longer conclude that “we know not what it is” (line 19). In Essay 11.31.6-7, an
important later passage that should be read in conjunction with §3, Locke defends
his appeal to real essences as another supposition that is so common (at least
among learned Europeans) that it can and should be taken for granted (for discussion
see §27.6-7). Our ideas of substance are “imperfect and inadequate” because we fail to
grasp these real essences: “since they who so use the names know not [these essences],
their ideas of substances must be all inadequate in that respect, as not containing in
them that real essence which the mind intends they should” (I1.31.7). By contrast, if we
could grasp these real essences, we would then have at least something approaching an
adequate idea of substance. As things are, we have no idea of a substance kind that goes
beyond “the ordinary qualities” (line 7) grasped through the senses. A smith’s grasp of
iron, or a jeweler’s grasp of a diamond, goes no farther. Nor does a philosopher’s. Locke
needs to say something about substantial forms here (line 10), because this is how the
“philosopher”—even at the end of the seventeenth century, the philosophers are
still Aristotelians—accounts for what a substance kind is. Of course, Locke contends
this is just talk, with no idea behind it. This point too is developed more fully in I1.31.6:
“But when I am told that some thing besides the figure, size, and posture of the solid
parts of that body is its essence, some thing called substantial form, of that, I confess,
I have no idea at all, but only of the sound Form, which is far enough from an idea of
its real essence, or constitution.”

After stressing that our complex idea of substance consists of a “collection” of simple
ideas grounded in perception (lines 5-9), Locke adds the complication that makes his
account so interesting: that beyond this collection of simple ideas representing the

° Sympathetic discussions of the thesis that the substratum is the real essence include Mandelbaum, “Locke’s
Realism”; Bolton, “Substances”; Jolley, Leibniz and Locke pp. 81-91; Loeb, From Descartes to Hume p. 87. For decisive
criticisms, see Bennett, “Substratum” and McCann, “Locke’s Philosophy of Body.”

One ground for identifying substance and real essence would be the thought that Locke might be using ‘substance’ as
synonymous with ‘essence,” a usage that is well established in Latin. We know from the Stillingfleet correspondence,
however, that this is not Locke’s meaning. Instead, he appeals there to standard scholastic usage—"“the authority of the
schools” (IV:24)—according to which ‘substance’ refers to the subject of accidents. This appeal to authority again
suggests that we should read Locke as talking about the thin metaphysical substance of previous chapters.
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sensible qualities of the substance, we “have always the confused idea of something to
which they belong” (line 13). It is this further step that gives rise to the misconception
that Lockean substances are somehow distinct from and underneath ordinary particu-
lars. To be sure, the substance lies underneath the sensible qualities. But it is the
horse itself, and the gold itself, that so underlies the qualities. Lines 14-17 are clear on
this score, moving from our speaking of “any sort of substance” as a “thing” to our
speaking of “body” or “spirit” as a “thing,” and finally to “a loadstone” as an instance of
a substance thing. With this in mind, we can appreciate what is going on in §4 (quoted
in full):

Hence when we talk or think of any particular sort of corporeal substances, as horse, stone, etc.,
though the idea we have of either of them be but the complication or collection of those several
simple ideas of sensible qualities, which we use [~ are accustomed] to find united in the thing
called horse or stone, yet because we cannot conceive how they should subsist alone, nor one in
another, we suppose them existing in and supported by some common subject; which support
we denote by the name substance, though it be certain we have no clear or distinct idea of that
thing we suppose a support.

As line 1 makes clear, the topic remains particular substance kinds (cf. §3 lines 1-2), now
focusing exclusively on the corporeal case. As before, the only idea we have of horse and
stone is a collective idea of sensible qualities, but because we “cannot conceive” of these
qualities “subsist[ing] alone, nor one in another” (lines 4-5), we arrive at the further
idea of a “common subject” (line 5). That common subject just is what we call the
substance. The standard modern reading of Locke must take him to be switching in
mid-sentence from one sort of substance (horses and stones) to another (a substratum
beneath horses and stones). This reading is virtually forced on us if we suppose that
horses and stones include their sensible qualities, since if so we certainly could not be
said to have “no clear or distinct idea” (lines 6-7) of the substance. (We would know its
qualities.) But just as, in the previous chapter, we saw Descartes distinguish the wax and
its qualities, and then proceed to argue that we do not perceive the wax with the senses,
so Locke is distinguishing horses and stones from their qualities, and arguing that
horses and stones themselves are obscure to us.

This understanding of Locke allows us to avoid having to read him as switching back
and forth, in a bewildering manner, between ordinary substances and some sort of
mysterious sub-substance. It also makes much better sense of his correspondence with
Stillingfleet. Locke’s first letter begins by addressing Stillingfleet’s complaint that he has
“almost discarded substance out of the reasonable part of the world” (IV:5). Locke flatly
denies that he doubts the reality of substance, remarking that he certainly believes in
“man, horse, sun, water, iron, diamond, etc.” (IV:7). Modern commentators have
largely had to treat this as a cheap trick, evading the real issue of Locke’s attitude
toward the substratum beneath ordinary substances. Once we see Locke’s true view,
however, we can see why he would have been genuinely baffled by Stillingfleet’s
complaint. How could anyone suppose him even to have questioned the reality of
substance? His response is entirely appropriate, not just because the things on this list
count as substances, but because things like those are the only substances there are.
We can now see, too, why Locke would go on to consider another reading of
Stillingfleet’s complaint: that he might have “destroyed and almost discarded the true
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idea” of substance (IV:7-8). This is a charitable and constructive gloss on Stillingfleet’s
imprecise remark, and moves us into the heart of things. Locke invites Stillingfleet to
show him what he is missing, even while insisting that, so far as he can see, we simply
lack a clear and distinct idea of substance. (The key passage at IV:8 was quoted above.)
Again, he is not changing the topic; we are still talking about man, horse, and sun.
Locke believes in these things, but denies we have a clear and distinct idea of them,
either at the species level, or at the genus level. (It goes without saying, as it usually
does for scholastic authors too, that we lack any idea of substances as individuals [§7.3].
Locke takes up this issue in I11.6.4-6.)°

I have suggested that Locke’s treatment of corporeal substance is closely analogous
to Descartes’s treatment of the wax. Just as Locke has scholastic theories of substance
constantly in mind, so too he surely had Descartes in mind. Hence extension gets
prominently mentioned in both §2 and §3, as a possible account of corporeal substance,
only to be dismissed on the grounds that there is “always something besides” (§3 line 17)
this and other sensible qualities. The discussion of spiritual substance even more clearly
has Descartes in the background. Here is the first half of §5:

The same thing happens concerning the operations of the mind, viz. thinking, reasoning,
fearing, etc., which we concluding not to subsist of themselves, nor apprehending how they
can belong to body, or be produced by it, we are apt to think these the actions of some other
substance, which we call spirit; whereby yet it is evident, that having no other idea or notion of
matter, but something wherein those many sensible qualities which affect our senses do subsist,
by supposing a substance wherein thinking, knowing, doubting, and a power of moving, etc. do
subsist, we have as clear a notion of the substance of spirit as we have of body: the one being
supposed to be (without knowing what it is) the substratum to those simple ideas we have from
without; and the other supposed (with a like ignorance of what it is) to be the substratum to
those operations we experiment in our selves within.

Again we are talking about ordinary corporeal substances (“body” [line 3]) and ordinary
spiritual substances (“spirit” [line 4]). Up to a point, Locke is following quite closely in
Descartes’s footsteps. He makes a quick nod toward inconceivability arguments against
materialism (lines 2-3), and then makes just the maneuver of the Second Meditation,
undermining our grasp of body (lines 5-6) in order to show that “we have as clear a
notion of the substance of spirit as we have of body” (line 7). The difference is that
Descartes at times suggests we have a completely transparent grasp of mind, in virtue of
apprehending its modes. The previous chapter considered the difficulties Descartes
faces in making good on this claim. Here Locke enters into none of the complexities,
but simply takes for granted that our grasp of “the operations of the mind” (line 1)
leaves us entirely in the dark with respect to knowing “what it is” (line 9).”

¢ On Locke’s commitment to the existence of substance, see also Works [V:448, where he tells Stillingfleet that “those
passages were not intended to ridicule the notion of substance, or those who asserted it, whatever that ‘it” signifies: but
to show that though substance did support accidents, yet philosophers who had found such a support necessary had no
more a clear idea of what that support was, than the Indian had of that which supported his tortoise, though sure he was
it was something.”

7 The similarities to the Second Meditation are even starker in §15, a passage that reiterates §5 but appeals more
clearly to cogito-style considerations as establishing “some spiritual being within me, that sees and hears.” Here ‘me’
evidently refers to the mind-body composite, but the thing that “sees and hears” is not the composite but the veiled,
spiritual subject, the mind. In §§24-7, Locke takes up the question of extension at greater length, and makes the
interesting argument that we understand extension no more than we understand thought, inasmuch as we do not
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It would be easy to go on and on in this way, through both the Essay and the
Stillingfleet correspondence, showing how the standard scholastic notion of a substance
apart from its accidents is also Locke’s notion of substance. The evidence presented so
far, however, seems so thoroughly decisive that it would be merely tedious to prolong
the discussion.® My hope is that enough has been said to make it seem puzzling why
anyone has ever taken seriously the idea of a bare substratum, the unknowable sub-
substance beneath the substance. What we have here is another example of Bloomian
Interpretation (§1.4, §6.2)—this time, not because seventeenth-century authors have
misinterpreted the scholastics, but because modern historians have misinterpreted the
seventeenth century, and so arrived at a theory of substance that philosophers never
would have dreamed of putting forth as their own idea.”

understand how the parts of bodies cohere, which is requisite for extension. Locke never mentions Descartes by name in
his discussions of substance, but later, in the context of debates over the vacuum, he specifically invokes Descartes in
connection with his doctrine that body just is extension (IV.7.12-13). Essay 11.1.9-10 argues (in keeping with §5 here) that
thought is an operation of the soul, rather than its essence. Descartes is clearly the target there, although again he goes
unnamed.

® The texts of the Essay that I rely on are so familiar that, I fear, they may carry little weight with scholars who have
long been accustomed to their own preferred readings of this material. It may be helpful, then, to present some
unfamiliar passages from Locke’s correspondence where the substance is clearly the hidden substratum of I1.23, and yet
it is also surely the ordinary material thing itself. Consider, then, this remark from a letter of 1698: “Pour moi qui ne
connois pas ce que c’est la substance de la matiére, je connois encore moins ce que c’est que la substance de Dieu; mais je
s¢ai pourtant que cette substance est quelque chose, et qu’elle doit exclurre d’ou elle est toutes les autres substances de la
méme espéce” (Correspondence V1:324). Surely, the unknown material substance here is just the body that excludes other
bodies from the same space. And clearly the substance of God just is God. Consider also this letter to Anthony Collins
from 1704: “Extension and solidity we have the ideas of and see that cogitation has no necessary connection with them
nor has any consequential result from them, and therefore is not a proper affection of extension and solidity nor does
naturally belong to them. But how does it follow from hence that it may not be made an affection of or be annexed to
that substance which is vested with solidity and extension? Of this substance we have no idea that excludes cogitation
any more than solidity” (Correspondence VIII:255). Here Locke distinguishes between extension and solidity and the
substance “vested” with them, which is surely just the body itself. Those who want to show that a body cannot think
need to show that thought is incompatible with that substance. We cannot do this because, in keeping with I1.23, “we
have no idea” of the substance itself that would allow such an argument to proceed.

° To my knowledge, no recent Locke scholars have argued for identifying substance with the thing itself, stripped of
its accidents. My ideas in the chapter are much indebted, however, to Daniel Z. Korman, beginning with a Boulder
graduate seminar on Locke, and continuing through many conversations and exchanges of papers. In a forthcoming
work that antedates this chapter, Korman argues that Locke’s substratum just is the ordinary gold and horse. Korman’s
claim becomes indisputable, as I see it, once Locke’s work is situated in the proper historical context, that of the thin
metaphysical substance of the Aristotelian tradition.

Since at least the 1960s, readers have generally agreed on distinguishing two senses of ‘substance’ in Locke: one by
which he means ordinary substances, and the other by which he means a hidden substratum, which readers usually
associate with Locke’s talk of “pure substance in general” (I1.23.2). It would be interesting to discover how this strange
and historically blinkered notion of a sub-substance got started. There is no sign of it in older scholarship like Aaron, John
Locke pp. 172-9; Gibson, Locke’s Theory of Knowledge pp. 91-104; or Pringle-Pattison’s notes on the Essay, pp. 233n.—234n.

Ayers’s account of Locke on substance sometimes comes rather close to my own, although he never sees that Locke’s
substances just are the ordinary things themselves (apart from their accidents). He does, however, seem to see that in
some sense the real essence must be a part of the substance, without being identified with it. Thus his Routledge
Encyclopedia entry on Locke remarks that “Locke sometimes distinguishes both the notion and knowledge of real essence
from the notion and knowledge of substance. That is not, however, because the ‘substance’ is an irremediably unknown
subject underlying even essence, but because it is the common stuff of a variety of species of things ...” (§5). This gets
things right up until the last clause, which unfortunately suggests that the substance is just the particles that endure
through change (Locke’s corpuscular prime matter). Closer still are a few brief remarks from Wiggins, inspired by Ayers,
who contrasts a “sympathetic” reading that is something like my own with the “traditional” substratum reading, and
discusses how Locke’s way of putting things has led readers to the latter (“Substance” pp. 225-6). More recently,
Jacovides, “Locke on Propria,” seems to have sympathy with a view like my own, although the focus of his discussion is
quite different.
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9.2. Locke’s Tenuous Metaphysical Commitments

Locke’s ideas about substance go back to the earliest surviving draft of the Essay, the so-
called Draft A from 1671. Many of Locke’s most famous themes are not yet present
there, including the primary—-secondary quality distinction, ideas defined as the imme-
diate objects of perception, identity over time, and real versus nominal essences. The
very first topic of Draft A, however, is the theory of substance, presented in much
the same terms as would ultimately appear as Essay 11.23. As Locke is usually read
today, it must seem odd to find that the obscure doctrine of a sub-substance goes back
to his earliest known work on the Essay. Once we see that Locke is just talking about
ordinary substances, however, those thoughts begin to look rather banal. Indeed,
compare them with these remarks from Samuel Parker’s Free and Impartial Censure of
the Platonick Philosophy (1666):

[W]e are so far from attaining any certain and real knowledge of incorporeal beings . . . that we are
not able to know anything of corporeal substances as abstract from their accidents. There’s
nothing can more perplex my faculties, than the simple idea of naked matter. And certainly it
was never intended that mere essences should be the objects of our faculties. And therefore the
truly wise and discerning philosophers do not endeavor after the dry and sapless knowledge of
abstracted natures, but only search after the properties, qualities, virtues, and operations of
natural beings, the knowledge whereof may be acquired by observations and experiments, but
there are no certain means or rational methods (that I could ever yet meet with) to investigate
the mysterious ideas of bare and abstracted essences. (pp. 63—4)

Parker distinguishes substance from accidents (line 2), and then takes for granted that
an account of substance would be either an account of “naked matter” or else “mere
essences” (lines 3—4), precisely mirroring the scholastic analysis of substance into prime
matter and substantial form. Parker does not claim any originality for the notion that
we cannot arrive at any knowledge of substance. This is a conclusion that “wise and
discerning philosophers” have already accepted. Presumably, he is not thinking of
Scotus, say, or other scholastic skeptics regarding our grasp of substance, since he
goes on to inveigh against “the School Doctors, who pretend too by their definitions to
unfold the most hidden and abstracted essences of things” (p. 65). (Compare the passage
from Locke criticized in §7.3: “. .. the doctrine of substantial forms, and the confidence
of mistaken pretenders to a knowledge that they had not” [Essay IIl.viii.2].) Instead,
Parker means to praise his contemporaries—the proponents of “the mechanical and
experimental philosophy” (p. 45)—who have turned away from scholastic thought
and toward corpuscularian theories of the natural world.

Viewed as a critical, negative claim, Locke’s treatment of substance contains
nothing new. The idea that we have no distinctive positive idea of substances, apart
from their accidents, is found both in prominent scholastic texts, and also among earlier
seventeenth-century critics of scholasticism. The more difficult and interesting issue
regarding Locke’s discussion is whether he commits himself to any positive metaphysi-
cal theses regarding substance. It is easy to conclude that he does not, given how often
he appeals not to his own convictions regarding substance, but to something “we
accustom ourselves to suppose” (I1.23.1, as above, line 8). Many scholars have been
attracted to the thought that Locke is not offering his own theory, but simply reporting
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on a widely held set of ideas.'® And, to be sure, it is good to keep in mind that Locke’s
principal ambition in the Essay is not to construct a metaphysics but to describe our
ideas (Book II) and language (Book III). Hence to my claim that there is nothing very
original in Locke’s thinking about substance, it would be fair to respond that Locke
never intended to say anything original about such metaphysical questions. Still, even if
Locke is usually very careful to hedge his remarks with provisos to the effect that this is
the view of “every one who understands the language™” (I1.23.6), it seems possible to
discern various positive commitments on Locke’s part, some of which go well beyond
the sort of platitudes that literally everyone believes. One near platitude is the existence
of substance. When Locke’s theory is properly understood, it becomes obvious why he
would find the existence of such things uncontroversial. Even so, once substances are
understood in this way, as the thing itself beneath its sensible qualities, their existence
becomes something less than platitudinous, and indeed Locke himself provides as good
a foundation for doubt in that regard as one could want. Perhaps this is how we should
understand Stillingfleet’s complaint that Locke “almost discarded substance out of the
reasonable part of the world” (IV:5)—not that this is what Locke says, but that it is an
attitude his views encourage. And if proof is needed of just how vulnerable Locke made
substance, we have Berkeley’s famous attack, based on Lockean principles, on the very
reality of material substance:

As to what philosophers say of subject and mode, that seems very groundless and unintelligible.
For instance, in this proposition, a die is hard, extended, and square, they will have it that the word
die denotes a subject or substance, distinct from the hardness, extension, and figure which are
predicated of it, and in which they exist. This I cannot comprehend: to me a die seems to be
nothing distinct from those things which are termed its modes or accidents. And to say a die is
hard, extended, and square is not to attribute those qualities to a subject distinct from and
supporting them, but only an explication of the meaning of the word die. (Principles n. 49)

No sub-substances here; Berkeley is attacking the reality of the thing itself, the die that is
hard and square. Locke was the inspiration for this line of argument,'’ although, as we

1% Locke’s treatment of substance as a shared supposition has been widely noted. See, e.g., Mackie, Problems from Locke
pp. 74-5: “It is plain from these passages themselves that Locke is primarily describing what he takes to be our ordinary
way of thinking, and is not necessarily endorsing it himself. He is certainly not constructing here anything that we could
call his own theory of substance....” Another way of doubting whether Locke is offering a theory of substance is
proposed by McCann, “Attack!”, who ascribes to Locke a no-theory theory of substance, by which he means that it is an
account that does none of the work for which theories of substance are standardly put forward. My own view, on the
contrary, is that Locke thinks we can be certain there are substances because we take them to do all the work that
substances were standardly said to do, as the enduring subjects of accidents, accounting for the enduring continuity of
the thick concrete substance with its properties.

' Itis explicit in Berkeley's notebooks that Locke is the inspiration for his remarks on our inability to have any idea of
substance (see, e.g., nn. 89, 517, 601). Throughout his work, Berkeley takes for granted that the substratum in question
just is the material substance itself. To reject such a substratum just is to reject the existence of material entities such as
horses, gold, etc. Sometimes Berkeley associates the postulation of such a substance with the postulation of matter (e.g.,
Principles 16 and Notebooks n. 517, where “nec quid nec quantum nec quale” alludes to Aristotle’s discussion of matter at
Meta. VIL.3, 1029a20). Other times the substratum is associated with speculation over “unknown natures and philosoph-
ical quiddities” (Third Dialogue [Works 11:238]). Of course matter and nature (substantial form) are the two components
of ordinary material substances. Berkeley never considers that Locke might be discussing some further substratum
beneath these.

Although Leibniz is often associated with the doctrine of the mysterious sub-substance, in fact the Nouveaux essais
suggests no such thing. Most tellingly, Leibniz has Locke’s spokesman remark that “les mots de substance et d"accident
sont a mon avis de peu d’usage en philosophie.” This is offered as a summary of I1.13.20 where, if anywhere in the Essay,
Locke would be talking about sub-substances. If Leibniz understood Locke to be describing any such thing, then one
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have seen (§7.4), it is a thought one finds in various scholastic authors too. Locke
himself reassures Stillingfleet, however, not just that he believes in substance, but that
we have good reason for that belief: “T held we might be certain of the truth of this
proposition, that there was substance in the world, though we have but an obscure and
confused idea of substance” (IV:236).

Here, then, is a metaphysical commitment, to the by now familiar doctrine of a
distinction between substance and accidents. Even if Locke has nothing further to say
about what substances are, he thinks we can be certain of their existence. On what does
this certainty rest? Evidently, it rests on an assumption about what substances do. For
although Locke disavows any idea of what substances are, he takes himself to grasp
something of their function, remarking that “of substance, we have no idea of what it is,
but only a confused obscure one of what it does” (I.13.19). By far the most prominent
function he ascribes to substance is to serve as the subject or support for qualities. (For
instances, see 11.23.2, lines 2, 4, 15-19 above, and 11.23.4, lines 4-6 above.) This, he tells
Stillingfleet, is the “true reason” on which our supposition of a substance “is grounded”
(Works IV:19). It is a reason, however, that commits Locke to still more metaphysical
baggage, because it commits him to the existence of qualities that depend on substance.
We postulate substance because we are not capable of “imagining how these simple
ideas [viz., qualities] can subsist by themselves” (I.23.1, lines 7-8 above). It can seem a
mere platitude to say that color requires a colored object and shape an object to have
the shape—or that jumping requires a jumper, as Hobbes mischievously put it to
Descartes (§8.1, §16.2). But the history of scholastic philosophy is full of attempts to
deny that the surface structure of perception and language should be cashed out in
terms of a substance—accident distinction (§6.2), and we have seen that Hobbes himself
proposes the thoroughgoing elimination of accidents in favor of an ontology of
substances alone, conceived in various ways (§7.1). In contrast, and very much like
Descartes before him, Locke gives ontological status to both substance and accidents.
Indeed, Locke’s strategy for inferring substance from quality is reminiscent of Descar-
tes’s own strategy: “nor do we have any idea of substance taken by itself, other than
that it is the thing in which the items we perceive . .. exist formally or eminently. For
we know by the natural light that no real attribute can belong to nothing” (Second
Replies, VII:161). Whether either Descartes or Locke had good reasons for treating
properties as dependent entities, over and above substance, is a question to which I will
return (§13.5, §23.4)."

would expect him to agree that they are oflittle use. Instead, Leibniz positively endorses substance in the sense at issue in
I1.13.20, remarking that “J’avoue, que je suis d’un autre sentiment, et je crois que la considération de la substance est un
point des plus importans et des plus féconds de la philosophie” (p. 150). Yet, obviously, Leibniz does not wish to endorse
the doctrine of a sub-substance.

"2 Locke repeatedly stresses to Stillingfleet that the primary ground for a belief in substance is the need for qualities to
inhere in something: “as long as there is any simple idea or sensible quality left, according to my way of arguing,
substance cannot be discarded; because all simple ideas, all sensible qualities, carry with them a supposition of a
substratum to exist in, and of a substance wherein they inhere” (IV:7); “by ‘carrying with them a supposition,” I mean,
according to the ordinary import of the phrase, that sensible qualities imply a substratum to exist in” (IV:447).

The suggestion that Locke’s theory of substance is partly driven by his realism regarding qualities is made as well by
Lowe, who speaks of Locke’s “mistaken reification. .. of qualities as ontologically independent entities in their own
right” (Locke p. 90). For Locke, though, one might better speak of qualities as ontologically dependent entities, especially
since it is their dependence that leads to the postulation of an underlying substance.
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The second way in which Locke repeatedly characterizes our idea of substance is as
that which unifies the various sensible qualities we conceive of as constituting the
substance:

Whatever therefore be the secret, abstract nature of substance in general, all the ideas we have
of particular distinct sorts of substances are nothing but several combinations of simple ideas,
co-existing in such, though unknown, cause of their union as makes the whole subsist of itself
(11.23.6).

[O]ur specific ideas of substances are nothing else but a collection of a certain number of
simple ideas, considered as united in one thing (I.23.14).

[TThe greatest part of the ideas that make our complex idea of gold are yellowness, great
weight, ductility, fusibility, and solubility in aqua regia, etc., all united together in an unknown
substratum (11.23.37).

[IIn substances, besides the several distinct simple ideas that make them up, the confused one
of Substance, or of an unknown support and cause of their union, is always a part (II.6.21).

It is significant that Locke regularly says not just that ideas (that is, the qualities that give
rise to them) are united in a substance, but that the substance causes their union. The
phenomenon he has in mind, I take it, is not just the momentary co-presence of various
qualities, but their stably enduring over time. The reason we think of certain things as
substances, after all, is that we associate them with stable, predictable clusters of
sensible qualities. Thus, in the case of a swan, we notice its “white colour, long neck,
red beak, black legs, and whole feet, and all these of a certain size, with a power of
swimming in the water, and making a certain kind of noise” (I.23.14). From such facts
about the world, which can after all scarcely be denied, Locke takes us to infer the
existence of substances as the cause of such enduring property clusters. Viewed in this
light, the hackneyed example of a pincushion to illustrate the concept of a substratum
gets things completely backwards. Locke is postulating not just some thing to which
various random properties can be attached, but some thing that explains the stable
concurrence of these properties rather than others, because it is the cause of its various
properties. Instead of pincushions, think of porcupines.

This sort of argument for the existence of substance is very much a traditional
scholastic argument (§24.4). For now we need note only that, just as scholastic authors
advanced this claim in the context of arguing for substantial form, so Locke advances it
in the context of his real essences. This is clear, for instance, in a passage from 11.23.3
quoted above (lines 2-5): “...such combinations of simple ideas, as are by experience
and observation of men’s senses taken notice of to exist together, and are therefore
supposed to flow from the particular internal constitution, or unknown essence of that
substance.” To say these ideas—viz., qualities—exist together just is to advert to their
union. Locke appeals here to the thing’s real essence because that is the aspect of the
substance that accounts for the thing’s observable properties. Here, then, we seem to
have a further substantive metaphysical thesis: not just that we should distinguish
between substance and accidents, but that we should postulate a causal relationship
between the two, so that what explains why a certain thing has certain properties is the
substance of the thing, and that the particular explanatory feature of the substance is its
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real essence, which is what gives rise to these properties and hence explains their unity
both at a time and over time.

Real essences are a kind of organizational principle: “I do not take them [real
essences] to flow from the substance in any created being, but to be in every thing
that internal constitution, or frame, or modification of the substance ...” (IV:82). This
characterization suggests that the substance itself is a kind of composite: an organiza-
tional principle, together with a stuff that gets organized. Once again, then, Locke’s
commitments seem surprisingly close to scholastic views, according to which the stuff
that gets organized is prime matter. Locke is as dismissive of prime matter as he is of
substantial form, describing scholastic discussions of it as “obscure and unintelligible”
(I11.10.15). Yet, as we have seen in the case of other authors (§2.1, §3.2), what Locke
really objects to is a certain understanding of prime matter, “as if there were some such
thing really in nature, distinct from body” (II1.10.15). The core idea of a stuff that
endures through all natural change is one that Locke seems to accept. Thus he remarks
that a human being “can do nothing towards the making the least particle of new
matter, or destroying one atom of what is already in being” (I.2.2). And he contrasts
supernatural creation—"when a new particle of matter does begin to exist, in rerum
natura, which had before no being”—with ordinary generation:

When a thing is made up of particles, which did all of them before exist, but that very thing, so
constituted of pre-existing particles, which considered altogether make up such a collection of
simple ideas [that is, qualities], had not any existence before: as this man, this egg, rose, or
cherry, etc. (I1.26.2)

In general material substances are entirely alike on the stuff side: “as a tree and a pebble
being in the same sense body, and agreeing in the common nature of body, differ only
in a bare modification of that common matter” (I1.13.18). The reference to the
“modification” of matter is a reference to the substance’s internal constitution, its
real essence. Hence an egg or a cherry just is a collection of particles, organized in a
certain way, such as to give rise to its various distinctive sensible features.

There is ample evidence, therefore, for ascribing to Locke a robust metaphysics of
substance. For all his assertions of ignorance, he has in fact quite a lot to say about what
substance is. Yet it would be quite out of keeping with the spirit of his thought, I think,
to treat him as committed to any very specific hypothesis. Although he describes
various suppositions that the educated folk are committed to, such as the existence of
substances, each with its own real essence, Locke seems perfectly ready to give up
these hypotheses for others. Even the overarching corpuscularian framework that he
inherits from Gassendi, Boyle, and others is, for Locke, merely the best available
hypothesis at the time. Hence there is no good reason to ascribe to Locke any definite
metaphysical scheme. Perhaps the real essence of a thing is more than simply a spatial
arrangement of its parts; perhaps the very idea of a real essence is a mistake. Once one
sees that the theses advanced by Locke are the most commonplace of seventeenth-
century views, there becomes little reason to read Locke as dogmatically committed to
any particular metaphysical story. As suggested earlier, Locke is always a reluctant
metaphysician, pursuing the strategy of quietism as far as possible. His true agenda
is simply to put on a rational footing the ideas and language we in fact use to talk about
the world.
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9.3. How Metaphysics Matters

We should not quite conclude, however, that Locke has no interesting positive
metaphysical theory of substance. For even if Locke is committed to no specific theory,
and perhaps even thinks it impossible to arrive at any specific theory, he does never-
theless maintain the very interesting position that a complete grasp of substances would
include a grasp of their metaphysical structure. This comes out most clearly in his
discussions of what it is to be a substance in general. As we have seen, Locke has
nothing at all to say of a positive nature about what it is to be a substance (see I1.23.2
and the parallel discussion in Stillingfleet [IV:8], as quoted above). This familiar claim
takes on a new meaning in Locke, however, because he takes it to have consequences
for our grasp of individual substance kinds. For Locke, the idea of substance in general
is a constituent in our ideas of particular substance kinds. Thus “an obscure and relative
idea of substance in general being thus made, we come to have the ideas of particular
sorts of substances” (I.23.3, lines 1-2 above). Indeed, the “supposed or confused idea of
substance, such as it is, is always the first and chief” idea in the complex of ideas that
“represent distinct particular things subsisting by themselves” (I1.12.6). Moreover,
Locke makes it clear that our failure to grasp a given kind of substance arises not just
from our failure to grasp real essences, but also from our ignorance about substance in
general:

For since the powers or qualities that are observable by us are not the real essence of that
substance, but depend on it and flow from it, any collection whatsoever of these qualities cannot
be the real essence of that thing. Whereby it is plain that our ideas of substances are not
adequate; are not what the mind intends them to be. Besides, a man has no idea of substance in
general, nor knows what substance is in itself. (I1.31.13)

The second sentence, as following from the first, asserts that the failure to grasp real
essences makes our ideas of substance inadequate. (This follows, of course, only if real
essences are a part of the substance.) The third, final sentence adds the qualification that
a grasp of the real essence is not sufficient to understand a particular kind of thing,
because even if one knew that, one would still lack a grasp of substance in general.
(That final clause also refers, obscurely, to “substance in itself.” Perhaps this reflects the
idea that the real essence would not tell the whole story about the intrinsic structure of
a given substance, since it would leave out, minimally, the stuff that gets structured by
the essence.)

Scholastic authors do not generally suppose that one must grasp the nature of
substance in general in order to grasp a particular kind of substance. Indeed, the idea
is rather surprising: why should an understanding of gold or horse require a metaphysi-
cal account of what it is to be a substance? We now suppose, for instance, that we do
understand gold, in virtue of understanding its chemical structure. This seems to be just
the sort of understanding that Locke had in mind as knowledge of a thing’s real essence.
But Locke thinks we do not fully understand gold until we have a metaphysics of
substance. In other words, a scientific understanding of any kind of thing is incomplete
unless married to a philosophical account of what it is to be a thing, a substance.
Although Locke does not make it clear why he thinks this, the claim is on reflection a
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plausible one. The judgment that modern chemistry understands what gold is has to be
made gingerly, based on certain background assumptions that lead us to treat this sort
of information (chemical structure) as fully revealing what stuff of that kind is. These
background assumptions are largely philosophical assumptions, about what counts as a
full understanding of something like gold. So even if there is a sense in which we think
we understand gold through chemistry alone, the very conclusion that chemistry alone
suffices must itself be supported by a background philosophical theory about the
metaphysical status of things like gold—that is, of substances in general.

Although Locke is provisionally willing to accept a broadly corpuscularian theory
of the material world, he is unwilling to treat this as the whole truth about
material substances. Indeed, the most striking feature of his whole discussion is not
the commonplace attacks on scholastic metaphysics, or even his professions of igno-
rance regarding the true nature of substance, but rather the way he refuses to exempt
contemporary corpuscularian thought from the scope of his attack.'> As we have seen,
he rejects the Cartesian strategy of identifying substance with thought or extension. He
equally dismisses the common but glib corpuscularian strategy of identifying material
substances with the basic corpuscles. Treating substance as the “solid extended parts”
(I1.23.2, line 5 above) gets us nowhere, as remarked earlier. Whereas a strict corpuscu-
larian like Hobbes rejects the very notion of an accident as something over and above
the substance itself, and accordingly rejects the inquiry into some sort of veiled subject
(§7.1), Locke accepts that there is metaphysical work to be done here. It is not enough
simply to say that big bodies are composed of small bodies, arranged in a certain way.
That gets us not at all to the things themselves.

Locke therefore stands curiously poised between scholastic theories of substance,
which he rejects, and corpuscularian theories of substance, which he also rejects. Here
perhaps the best comparison is with Leibniz. Just as Leibniz endorses corpuscularian
explanations at a certain level, but thinks there is a further metaphysical story to be told,
so too Locke is a corpuscularian who thinks that we would understand ordinary
substances—horse, gold, etc.—only if we understood their metaphysical structure.
This means not just that we would need a positive idea of what it is in general to be
a substance, but also that we would need an account of the metaphysical structure of
individual substances: of what exactly a real essence is, and what the other constituents
of a substance are. This is required, Locke believes, not just in order to have a complete
metaphysics, but even in order to understand what gold is, or what a cherry is. But
whereas Leibniz is willing to construct a positive theory, Locke remains steadfastly
unwilling to do so. Indeed, he seems to regard the project as impossible in principle,
going so far as to remark that

Y Locke’s doubts about our ability to grasp the underlying natures of things emerge in his discussions of substance, of
course, but also of cohesion (Essay 11.23.23-27), impulse (11.23.28), the relationship between primary qualities and
secondary qualities (IV.3.28), and the laws of nature (IV.3.29). In general, he bemoans “what a darkness we are involved
in, how little it is of being, and the things that are, that we are capable to know” (IV.3.29). The most he will say of the
“corpuscularian hypothesis” is that it goes “farthest in an intelligible explication of the qualities of bodies” (IV.3.16). For
nuanced discussions of Locke’s views in these areas, see McCann, “Lockean Mechanism,” and Rozemond and Yaffe,
“Peach Trees.” For the extent of Locke’s commitment to mechanism in the early drafts of the Essay, see Walmsley,
“Locke’s Natural Philosophy.”
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the simple ideas we receive from sensation and reflection are the boundaries of our thoughts;
beyond which the mind, whatever efforts it would make, is not able to advance one jot; nor can
it make any discoveries, when it would pry into the nature and hidden causes of those ideas.
(I1.23.29)

Perhaps what ultimately makes Locke’s account of substance so provocative is that
he at once both rules out a metaphysics of substance, and insists on it as essential
to a full understanding of the familiar things around us. This is an important develop-
ment for the history of philosophy, because—as suggested already (§5.5)—one of the
consequences of scholasticism’s demise might have been a wholesale rejection of
metaphysics. By positioning metaphysical inquiry as obligatory for a complete grasp
of reality, Locke provoked successive generations to attempt the discoveries and
advances that he had ruled out.
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Real Accidents

10.1. The Holy Grail

Any list of the really big ideas from the history of philosophy, no matter how short and
selective, would have to include the idea that the fundamental objects of philosophical
analysis are forms. The idea was of course initially Plato’s, offered as a way of dealing
with various kinds of reductionism, and then became domesticated at the hands of
Aristotle, who paired form with matter, as the two chief principles of his metaphysics
and natural philosophy. So far, this study has concentrated first on matter, and then on
the substance constituted by matter, underlying the sensible qualities. Although forms
have inevitably come into the picture at various junctures, I have tried to enter as little
as possible into the many complexities surrounding the topic. It was, however,
controversies over form, above all else, that constituted the subject matter both of
scholastic disputes in the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries, and of the seven-
teenth-century rejection of scholasticism. Accordingly, the heart of this book, beginning
now, concerns the theory of forms.

For those who aspire to a modern revival of Aristotelianism, the concept of form can
easily take on the aspect of a kind of Holy Grail, such that if only we could get these
ideas clearly in focus, we could then see our way forward on any number of philosoph-
ical fronts, such as the union of mind and body, the coherence and endurance of
substances, the nature of causality, and so on. The historical record, however, suggests
that this hope is a snare and delusion. There has never been any such thing as the theory
of form; instead, form is just a conveniently pliable catchword that takes on substantive
meaning only when developed in one controversial direction or another. So although
scholastic philosophers of all kinds used this terminology incessantly, it had no more of
a fixed meaning than does our ubiquitous modern philosophical talk of “properties.”
Correspondingly, there can be no simple answer to the question of how far post-
scholastic authors retain the conception of form. The concept is so polymorphous as to
make generalizations almost meaningless. Among post-scholastic authors, the elusive-
ness of the concept is sometimes framed as an objection. Joseph Glanvill, for instance,
the English propagandist for the Royal Society, remarks in his Scepsis scientifica (1665)
that form “is a mere word,” something that even “votaries of that philosophy them-
selves can scarce tell what to make of” (ch. 18, pp. 125, 130). These remarks might give
the misleading impression that scholastic authors have nothing to say about what forms
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are. On the contrary, they have an enormous amount to say, as we will see. What
Glanvill is perhaps registering, though, is the lack of consensus. The only points of
agreement regarding form were the merest of platitudes, such as that form is actuality,
or that it (ordinarily!) inheres in a subject. All of the hard questions were contentious
ones. We will see this confirmed over and over as we proceed, but the point comes
out especially clearly in considering those forms that were traditionally characterized
as accidental.'

One of the most remarkable features of the debate over accidental form is the way
conceptions of form travel full circle, from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century.
The first scholastic efforts to make sense of Aristotle’s metaphysics, in the thirteenth
century, tend toward an understanding of accidental form that is deflationary, in the
sense that such forms are regarded as lacking any proper being of their own. From the
start of the fourteenth century, under the influence of John Duns Scotus, this deflation-
ary reading is generally rejected, in favor of a conception of accidents as real entities in
their own right. When seventeenth-century authors in turn reject the doctrine of “real
accidents,” they are in many cases returning to the sort of view that was first in favor
among scholastic authors. Remarkably, then, the lines of demarcation on this funda-
mental issue are not simply a matter of dividing medieval against modern, Aristotelian
against mechanistic. Rather, early scholastic authors line up on the same side as the
“modern” seventeenth-century approach, against the dominant realism of the later
scholastic era. Accordingly, when seventeenth-century authors attack the doctrine of
real accidents, they are not attacking an essential feature of scholastic Aristotelianism,
but merely a peculiarity in how the scholastic theory developed from the fourteenth
century onward.

According to this later scholastic realism, accidental forms are beings in their own
right, capable of existing independently of their subjects. For most of the period with
which this study is concerned, this was the dominant view, enforced by ecclesiastical
authority (Chs. 19-20). Hence seventeenth-century authors were well within their
rights to complain, as does Robert Boyle, that the scholastic theory of accidental
form is “manifestly contradictious”—treating such forms as both accidents and sub-
stances. This complaint was not only legitimate, but was in fact a standard objection
throughout the scholastic era.” Moreover, although we will see that scholastic authors
had ready replies to this sort of criticism, there is a sense in which the later scholastic

! For platitudes regarding form, see e.g. Buridan, In Praed. q. 16 (pp. 164-5): “forma dicitur communiter de omni actu
perficiente materiam vel subiectum aliquod, cui inhaeret”; Wyclif, De materia et forma p. 163: “forma . . . significat rem per
quam vel secundum quam aliquid est formaliter quid, vel alicuius modi.” In the case of each author, the platitude
conceals some rather remarkable and unorthodox views, as discussed in §11.1.

For a useful overview of the continuing talk of form and matter among seventeenth-century authors, see Liithy and
Newman, “Preface.” See also the many interesting examples collected in Emerton, Scientific Reinterpretation of Form, and
also the remarks in §24.5.

? The contradiction Boyle discerns runs as follows: “For, speaking in a physical sense, if they will not allow these
accidents to be modes of matter, but entities really distinct from it and in some cases separable from all matter, they
make them indeed accidents in name, but represent them under such a notion as belongs only to substances” (Origin of
Forms V:308-9; Stewart p. 22). Similar complaints can be found in countless places, among both scholastic and post-
scholastic authors. It appears as early as Alexander of Hales (before 1236): “si ergo ens in alio fit ens non in alio, videtur
quod accidens fiat substantia” (Quaest. disputatae 51.4.3, p. 939), and was widespread enough to have been condemned in
1277 (see prop. 139, quoted in note 15 below). For the seventeenth century, see, e.g., Digby, Two Treatises 1.6 (p. 39), I
concl. (p. 345); Descartes, Fourth Replies (VII:253—4). Menn, “Greatest Stumbling Block™ is useful on the scholastic
context to Descartes’s objections.
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tradition precisely does want to construe accidents on the model of substances,
inasmuch as accidents are said to be beings in just the way that substances are. These
scholastic authors sought the result that, at the deepest level, substances and accidents
are things of the same metaphysical kind.

10.2. Deflationary Accounts

I use the term ‘deflationary’ to cover a broad range of views on which forms are
somehow less than full-fledged beings in their own right, which is to say that they do
not exist in the same sense that substances exist. The most extreme sort of deflationist
account, which we might call eliminativism, is the view that there simply are no such
things as accidental forms. This strategy has its explicit defenders in the seventeenth
century. We have already seen Hobbes, for instance, endorse this sort of view, with his
remark that an accident is just “the mode of conceiving a body” (§7.1). To prove his
point, Hobbes initially focuses on motion, rest, and shape, those cases where it is easiest
to suppose that the accident is just the body itself, variously situated. He then adds:

It could seem to some that not all accidents are in their bodies in the same way that extension,
motion, rest, or shape are in them—for example, that color, heat, odor, virtue, vice, and the like
are in bodies in a different way and, as they say, inhere in them. I would ask them to suspend
their judgment on this matter for now, and wait a little, until it be investigated by reason
whether even these accidents are not also certain motions, either of the mind that imagines
them or of the very bodies that are sensed. For such an inquiry is a large part of natural
philosophy. (De corpore 8.3)

Hobbes is quite right to think of natural philosophy as being concerned in “large part”
(line 6) with the status of accidental forms. On his own eliminative view, however,
accidents are either nothing more than bodies variously situated and moved, or else
sensory experiences that we mistakenly project onto bodies (§22.5). Thus, “whatsoever
accidents or qualities our senses make us think there be in the world, they are not there,
but are seemings and apparitions only. The things that really are in the world without
us are those motions by which these seemings are caused” (Elements of Law 1.2.10). All
change, according to Hobbes, is simply the motion of bodies, and so there is no need to
postulate the succession of accidental (or substantial) forms. As he firmly puts it, “I have
denied, as he knew, that there is any reality in accidents” (Answer to Bramhall [Works
IV:305)).

® For further passages from Hobbes, see §7.1. For Hobbes’s account of change as corporeal motion, see De corpore 9.9
and 25.2 and also De mundo 5.1 and 7.1. Regarding his hostility toward substantial form, see Lev. IV.46: “to be a body, to
be speaking, to live, to see and the like infinitives, also corporeity, walking, speaking, life, sight and the like, that signify
just the same, are the names of nothing.” See Leijenhorst, Mechanisation pp. 163-5.

Leijenhorst thinks that Hobbes has two conceptions of accidents. In the strict sense, an accident “is not an objective
‘mode of a body,” but our subjective ‘mode of conceiving body’” (Mechanisation p. 156). This corresponds with my
eliminativist reading. But Leijenhorst thinks that Hobbes is also committed to a realistic conception of accidents, at least
with respect to size and motion: “the phenomenalist accidents are the fruits of realist accidents” (p. 157). I do not believe
this is correct, even for size and motion. Malherbe distinguishes between the subjective accident in the perceiver and the
external reality that causes the perception (“Hobbes et I'accident” pp. 50-1). But this much is consistent with my reading
of Hobbes, since of course I can accept that it is an external reality that produces our subjective mode of conceiving.
Malherbe goes on to remark: “L’accident n’est pas un étre, ni une partie d"un étre; sa réalité n’est que phénoménale ...”
(p. 55). Hobbes does talk of accidents in bodies as powers; see §23.1 for my reductive reading of such remarks.
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It is not as easy as one might suppose to find other clear instances of authors
eliminating forms from their ontology. Throughout the later scholastic era, to be
sure, the doctrine is effectively incontrovertible. Nicholas of Autrecourt does reject
forms of all kinds in the mid-fourteenth century, but he would be condemned for so
doing (§19.4), and subsequent thinkers, however heterodox, toed the party line in this
regard. Even Nicholas of Cusa, no Aristotelian, allows that Aristotle got it right when
he divided the world into substances and accidents.* Giordano Bruno foreshadows
what was to come in 1584, when he describes the view that “forms are nothing other
than certain accidental dispositions of matter” and associates it with a long list of
philosophers from Democritus onward. But although he says that he himself held
this view for a long time, he adds that he has since come to believe in forms (De la causa
dial. 3, p. 63; tr. p. 55). It is only in the seventeenth century that one begins to find
sustained opposition. Isaac Beeckman seems to be one early proponent of eliminativism
(§19.6). Looking around for encouraging precedents, he quotes in his journal the above
passage from Bruno (II:360). Francis Bacon is perhaps another early example, judging
from a remark in the Novum organum (1620) that “nothing truly exists in nature beyond
individual bodies.” Yet at the same time he urges that “the task and aim of human
science” is to discover the forms of those bodies (II.1-2). Bacon’s appeal to forms has
been interpreted in many ways. If we take him at his word here, however, and hold that
only individual bodies exist, variously situated, then form must be reducible to facts
about how those bodies are situated. This, I take it, amounts to eliminating form
altogether, and we will see this strategy at work later (§21.4), in Bacon’s doctrine that
the form of heat is not any “positive nature” (ibid., I1.18), but simply a kind of motion.”
Nicholas Hill, in 1601, provides an even earlier example of this same general approach:
“form is the state and condition of a thing, a result of the connection among its material
principles; it is a constituting principle, not an operative one” (Philosophia n. 35). Hill's
remark about form, undeveloped as it is, offers a useful suggestion about what it might
mean to deny the reality of form. Although we will see that commitment to form
comes in many kinds and degrees, one of the most important questions about form is
whether it plays any causal role. This is precisely what Hill seems to deny when he
describes form as “constituting,” not “operative.” That is, the concept of form is useful
in explaining how a body is constituted: the body has such and such a shape, with its
parts so and so arranged. What we should not suppose, according to Hill, is that the
form acts as some further agent within a body, playing its own causal role. This,
however, as we will see, is precisely what most scholastic authors were prepared to
affirm about forms, both accidental and substantial.®

* Cusa treats substance and accident as exhaustively dividing being: “recte divisit Aristoteles omnia quae in mundo
sunt in substantiam et accidens” (De docta ignorantia 1.18.53). On his attitude to Aristotle, see Moran, “Nicholas of Cusa.”

® There is an extensive literature on Bacon’s use of form, and much disagreement. For a Platonizing reading, see e.g.
Rossi, Francis Bacon. The case for Aristotle’s influence is made in Larsen, “Aristotelianism” and Zagorin, Francis Bacon.
See also Malherbe, “Bacon’s Method™ and the essays in Malherbe and Pousser, Francis Bacon. For a reductive interpreta-
tion, Novum organum 1.51 is particularly notable: “formae enim commenta [~ fictions] animi humani sunt, nisi libeat
leges illas actus formas appellare.” This suggests that forms are nothing more than the laws according to which bodies
move.

¢ By the second half of the seventeenth century, statements of eliminativism are easier to find. The young Leibniz, for
instance, embraces a strict corpuscularianism, declaring to Thomasius in 1669 that “formam supponamus nihil aliud esse
quam figuram” and that “has omnes [mutationes] putant recentiores per motum localem solum explicari posse” (Phil.
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Further discussion of seventeenth-century views will have to wait until later (Chs. 13,
19, 21-3). Here I will concentrate on the state of the scholastic dispute. From the earliest
scholastic studies of Aristotle’s hylomorphism, in the mid-1200s, up until the end of that
century, the dominant tendency was deflationary. Although no one proposed elimina-
tivism, it was commonly supposed that the existence of accidents should not be
understood in the same sense as the existence of substances: that ‘existence’ is equivocal
in the two claims, and that talk of an accident’s existing is best understood as shorthand
for a substance’s existing in a certain way. This was how Averroes had read Aristotle’s
talk of 7a wdOn xal al kwioers (Meta. 1071a2), remarking that “accidents are in
truth states and changes (passiones et motus) of substances; . ..they are nothing other
than dispositions of a substance” (In Meta. XII.25). This would become the common
thirteenth-century reading as well. Richard Rufus of Cornwall, for instance, in his
Scriptum in Metaphysicam (c.1237), describes an accident as having no existence in its
own right, inasmuch as it is “nothing other than the being of the substance.” Hence,
“the nature of an accident is not distinct from the nature of a substance, but is merely
the being of that substance” (VII.1.4). Albert the Great takes essentially the same
position in his commentary on the Metaphysics (1260s), concluding that “an accident
is truly only the mode of a substance” (VII.1.1) inasmuch as it has no existence of its
own: “an accident is not by its nature an essence taken in its own right that gives rise to
some existence (esse), but instead is some sort of existence of the substance, constituted
by the substance” (VIL.1.4). Running through the various qualities and quantities that
are the paradigm accidents, Albert concludes in every case that the accident is not
something over and above the substance, but simply a mode of the substance, such that
“if the substance were taken away, nothing at all would remain of the nature of the
accident, neither in reality nor in the intellect” (VIL1.1). (Although Albert repeatedly
describes accidents as modes, I will for now refrain from using this heavily freighted
term, pending a fuller discussion of the topic in Ch. 13.)

It is not clear that the view Albert describes here is his own. He elsewhere warns that
his commentaries present only Aristotle’s views, and indeed in his earlier Sentences
commentary he had offered a less deflationary account of accidents.” Still, as we will
see, the question of what Aristotle thought was a significant aspect of the scholastic
debate. Moreover, readings of Aristotle of course influenced authors’ own views.
Consider this remarkable discussion of form from the start of Aquinas’s Quaestiones
de virtutibus in communi (1271):

Schriften 1V:165-6; tr. Loemker pp. 95-6). Of course Leibniz later came to be much more sympathetic to form. For a
detailed discussion of his early views, and this letter in particular, see Mercer, Leibniz’s Metaphysics ch. 3.

7 For Albert the Great’s deflationism, see also In Meta. VIL.1.7: “...accidens ordinabile in genere et specie non
absolvitur ab esse substantiae, quia ipsum est quaedam substantia sub tali esse, et ideo non est nisi modus substantiae”;
ibid., VIL.1.8: “...accidens non habet differentiam entis, qua ordinetur in praedicamento, nisi accipiatur sic, quod dicat
substantiam sub esse tali vel tali.” And see In Praed. 1.2: “ens dicitur aequivoce de omnibus entibus per se et in alio
existentibus, eo quod per se ens solum naturae est ens, alii autem quaedam modi sunt illius entis, et non entia vera et
principalia.” For a caution against assuming that such remarks from his commentaries represent Albert’s own thoughts,
see the epilogue to his Politics commentary: “Nec ego dixi aliquid in isto libro, nisi exponendo quae dicta sunt, et rationes
et causas adhibendo. Sicut enim in omnibus libris physicis, nunquam de meo dixi aliquid, sed opiniones Peripateticorum
quanto fidelius potui exposui.” On how to read Albert’s commentaries, see Wieland, Untersuchungen pp. 6-15. For a less
deflationary stance on accidents, see Sent. IV.12.16, which distinguishes two sorts of accidental esse: “esse quod habet
accidens in subiecto est quasi esse entis compositi; sed esse quo essentia est id quod est intelligitur in accidente secundum
se” (ed. Jammy XVI:185b).
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Many err regarding form because they judge it as if they were judging substance. This seems to
happen because forms are signified as substances are, in the abstract, as whiteness or virtue, and
so on. As a result, some follow this mode of speech and judge accidents as if they were
substances. . .. For they hold that forms are suited to be made just as substances are, and so
when they do not find what it is that generates forms, they claim that they are either created
or preexist within matter. What they do not notice is that just as existing belongs not to form,
but to the subject through the form, so too being made (which culminates in existing) belongs
not to form, but to the subject. For just as a form is said to be a being not because it exists—if we
are to speak properly—but because something exists by it, so too a form is said to be made not
because it is made, but because something is made by it, when a subject is brought from
potentiality to actuality. (q. 11c)

Throughout his work, Aquinas invokes the principle that what exists, strictly speaking,
is substance. All other putative entities, even if we talk about them as if they exist, are
not truly existent, but are merely aspects of substance. In the case of form—Aquinas
means to include here both accidental forms and substantial forms other than the
rational soul—they are the explanatory principles for why a substance has certain
features. Aquinas never claims that accidents do not exist, or that only substances
exist. The idea, instead, inspired by Aristotle’s remarks on the homonymy (equivocity)
of being, is that although we can truly say that accidents exist, that claim can come out
true only if we give ‘exists’ a different—albeit connected, and so analogous—sense from
what it has in the case of substance. This idea of treating ‘exists” equivocally sounds on
its face desperately obscure, given that it is hard enough to understand what existence
amounts to in the paradigm case of substantial existence. But Aquinas does not mean
to ascribe to accidents any sort of twilight, halfway mode of existence. Instead, he
understands the claim that an accident exists as meaning that a substance exists in a
certain way (as white, or tall, etc.). Thus “whiteness is said to exist not because it
subsists in itself, but because by it something has existence-as-white” (Quodlibet 1X.2.2).
Admittedly, this leads directly to the question of what existence-as-white (esse album)
amounts to, and one might reasonably worry that Aquinas has just shifted the difficulty
from one place to another. But at least he has expressly warned us away from one sort
of potential confusion, the confusion of thinking that there are things such as accidents
that have their own existence. Instead, only substance “properly and truly has existence
or exists” (ibid.). As we will see in §§26.3—-5, Aquinas extends such deflationism even to a
substance’s integral parts. Reflection on his position in that context will require
reconsidering how his view fits in between eliminativism and full-blooded realism.®

® For Aquinas, see also Summa theol. 1a 45.4c: “Illi enim proprie convenit esse, quod habet esse; et hoc est subsistens in
suo esse. Formae autem et accidentia, et alia huiusmodi, non dicuntur entia quasi ipsa sint, sed quia eis aliquid est; ut
albedo ea ratione dicitur ens, quia ea subiectum est album. Unde, secundum Philosophum, accidens magis proprie
dicitur entis quam ens. Sicut igitur accidentia et formae et huiusmodi quae non subsistunt magis sunt coexistentia quam
entia, ita magis debent dici concreata quam creata.” See also Summa theol. 1a2ae 55.4 ad 1 and 110.2 ad 3. In Meta.
X1.3.2197; In Meta. XI1.1.2419; De occultis (ed. Leo. 43:184); Sent. II1.6.2.2c. De ente puts a similar kind of thought into
somewhat different terms, remarking that “ens absolute et primo dicitur de substantiis et per posterius et secundum quid
de accidentibus” (ch. 1, ed. Leo. 43:370). For discussion, see Brown, Accidental Being passim, esp. pp. 142—4; Reynolds,
“Per se Accidents” pp. 211-30; Wéber, “L’Incidence” pp. 196-8; Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of Thomas pp. 253-65;
Klima, “Thomistic ‘Monism’.” On the rational soul as a special case, in virtue of its subsistence, see Summa theol. 1a 90.2c.

On the homonymy of being in Aristotle, see Phys. 1.3, 186a22—187a12; Meta. IV.2, 1003a33-b11; Meta. V.7, 1017a7-b9;
Meta. V1.2, 1026a33-b3; Meta. VII.4, 1030a19-b13; and Shields, Order in Multiplicity ch. 9. For Aquinas on the homonymy
of being, see his commentaries on these texts, as well as Quod. 1X.2.2 and De substantiis separatis ch. 8 (ed. Leo. 40:D54):
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Thirteenth-century arts masters, in their lectures on Aristotle, likewise take for
granted this standard deflationary account of accidents. Siger of Brabant is typical,
remarking circa 1273 that “an accident is not a thing that exists nor does it have the
characteristic of existing except in relation to substance.”” A contemporary English
Physics commentary puts this idea vividly:

The essence of an accident consists in its relationship (dispositione) to a substance. For we should
not imagine that an accident is a thing in its own right to which gets attached a relationship or
link (respectus) to the substance in which that accident exists. For if so then an accident would
be something absolute in its own right, dependent on substance only as something extrinsic,
and on this view an accident could be cognized apart from the substance. These outcomes are
impossible, however. Hence what an accident is is to be something of the substance: either
a measure (as a quantity is), or a state (as a quality is), and so on. Thus the Philosopher says that
an accident is a being only because it belongs to a being. (Oriel ms. 33, in Donati, “Utrum
accidens” p. 600)

The reference to Aristotle (lines 7-8) alludes to a passage from the start of Metaphysics
Zeta that was quoted constantly in this context: “all other [non-substantial] things are
called beings because they belong to what is such a being—such as quantities, qualities,
affections, and so on” (1028a18-20). This was taken as a summary statement of the idea
that accidents can be said to exist only in an equivocal sense, inasmuch as they inhere in
a substance that exists.

10.3. The Problem of the Eucharist

Classical thirteenth-century discussions can ordinarily be expected to furnish the
foundations on which later scholastic thought builds. In the present case, however,
these foundations are shaky in the extreme. For even while theologians offered up a
deflationary account of accidental form, they defended transubstantiation as the stan-
dard, even obligatory, account of the sacrament of the Eucharist. What transubstantia-
tion maintains, however, is that the accidents of the bread and wine endure after
consecration without inhering in any substance. (According to transubstantiation, the
bread and wine are no longer there, having given way to the substance of Christ. Since
it seemed out of the question for Christ to serve as the subject of those flavors, smells,
etc., and since no other substance candidate seemed available, the accidents were held

“Cum enim ens non univoce de omnibus praedicetur, non est requirendus idem modus essendi in omnibus quae esse
dicuntur; sed quaedam perfectius quaedam imperfectius esse participant: accidentia enim entia dicuntur non quia in se
ipsis esse habeat, sed quia esse eorum est in hoc quod insunt substantiae.” On the kind of equivocity in question as
analogy, see, e.g., Sent. 1.19.5.2 ad 1, Sent. I1.42.1.3c.

° For Siger of Brabant’s deflationism, see In Meta. (Paris) VIL5 (ed. Maurer, p. 454): “...accidens non sit id quod est

nec habeat rationem essendi nisi in habitudine ad substantiam.” See also an anonymous In Phys. 1.12 (ed. Zimmermann,
pp. 21-2): “Quia quaedam sunt entia secundum rationem essendi absolute dictam, sicut substantia, quaedam ratione
essendi ad aliud attributa, ut accidens est ens ratione essendi ad substantiam dicta.” This work has also been attributed to
Siger, which is easy to believe if one compares its language with the following passage from Siger, In Meta. (Cambr.) V.23
(ed. Maurer, p. 237): “Accidens non habet essentiam absolutam, sed dictam in habitudine ad aliud.... Nec solum
intelligo quod accidens, secundum quod accidens vel secundum quod qualitas vel quantitas, habeat rationem ad aliud
dictam, sed etiam rationem essendi tantum habet in habitudine ad substantiam. Unde dicitur ens quia entis.” For further
references, drawing on unpublished manuscripts, see Donati, “Utrum accidens.”
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to exist without inhering in a subject.) Remarkably, the need to make room for
transubstantiation did not generally drive thirteenth-century theologians away from
their deflationary conception of accidents. Even so, it seemed to many that there simply
was no room for accidents to exist apart from their subject. The passage quoted at the
end of the previous section from an anonymous Physics commentary is part of a larger
argument attempting to show that accidents are inseparable from their subject
(as indeed was the earlier quotation from Averroes). This is a conclusion one finds
over and over in the works of arts masters from this period. Their main argument was
the same that one finds in the seventeenth century: that to allow accidents to exist apart
from a substance is to countenance a thing’s being at the same time a substance and an
accident. This, everyone agreed, was impossible. Yet the doctrine of transubstantiation
required that it be possible, at least logically (that is, possible for God), for accidents to
exist apart from any substance. (Many authors, it should be noted, require only the
quantity of the bread and wine to subsist on its own, and treat the remaining accidents
as inhering in the quantity. Since quantity itself is an accident [Ch. 14], this in no way
evades the core question of how to reconcile a deflationary account with transubstan-
tiation, and so in what follows I set this detail aside.)"

In the face of this conundrum, one relatively straightforward solution emerged: that
an accident be defined not as something that inheres in something else, but as
something that naturally tends to do so. This is an idea that seems to stem from
Bonaventure’s Sentences commentary (circa 1252):

An accident’s aptitudinal relationship to a subject is essential, and this is never taken away from
accidents . . ., for it is true to say that they are suited to be in a subject. Its actual relationship to a
subject, however, even though by nature it is always actually present, is nevertheless
subsequent to its essence. Hence there is nothing absurd about its being able to be separated
from its subject, by a supernatural power. (IV.12.1.1.1c)

This is a perfectly reasonable suggestion about how to distinguish accidents from
substances. Just as a physicist might make definitions that presuppose certain laws of
nature, without worrying about what might happen if those laws were abridged, so

1% Transubstantiation is defended by all the leading thirteenth-century theologians, including Albert (Sent. IV.12.16),
Bonaventure (Sent. IV.12.1.1.1), and Aquinas (Sent. IV.12.1.1.1). By the time of the Coimbran commentaries, its
implication for the theory of accidents was entirely beyond dispute: “Sit vero conclusio de qua Christiano Philosopho
dubitare non licet: posse Deum conservare accidentia extra subiectum” (Coimbrans, In Gen. et cor. 1.4.6.2). On
transubstantiation’s historical development, see Goering, “Invention,” McCue, “Doctrine of Transubstantiation,” and
Macy, “Dogma of Transubstantiation.” It should be noted, however, that there was a constant undercurrent of sympathy
for consubstantiation, motivated in large part by the desire to avoid separable accidents (see, e.g., Ockham, Reportatio
IV.8 [Opera theol. VII:137-40], Peter of Ailly, Sent. IV.6 art. 2 [f. D4rb—va], the latter of which was cited explicitly by
Luther [see Pluta, “Ailly”]). For wide-ranging discussions of the theological and philosophical issues surrounding the
Eucharist, see Adams, “Sacrament of the Altar” and Sylla, “Autonomous and Handmaiden Science.” On the metaphysics
of separability for accidents, see Des Chene, Physiologia pp. 129-33.

For qualities as inhering in the quantity of the host, rather than having no subject at all, see Albert, Sent. IV.12.16,
Aquinas, Summa theol. 3a 77.2, Giles of Rome, Theoremata de corpore Christi props. 36, 39. It is not always clear whether,
for these authors, a quality (or other non-quantitative accident) could in principle exist by itself, apart from quantity. The
principal difficulty here concerns what would individuate a non-quantitative accident. (Quantity was widely thought to
be self-individuating.) Godfrey of Fontaines (Quod. IV.22) takes the view that qualities seemingly cannot exist without
quantity, as does Thomas of Sutton (Quod. I1.6). James of Viterbo (Quod. II.1) argues to the contrary that absolute
accidents (including qualities and motion) can exist without any subject, and Suarez would later describe the separability
of quality as “longe probabilius” (Disp. meta. 37.2.4). For a retrospective discussion, see Coimbrans, In Gen. et cor. 1.4.6.2,
p. 76. Imbach, “Metaphysik,” also surveys various positions on this issue.
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Bonaventure suggests that we define accidents in terms of how they behave under
natural circumstances, setting aside the anomalous supernatural case. Not surprisingly,
this idea was widely embraced by other theologians. The suggestion, however, goes
only so far. Although it nicely handles the objection that accidents would become
substances, it leaves untouched the real core of the problem: to explain how it is even
logically possible for a dependent entity to take on independent existence. Accidents, as
they were generally conceived in the thirteenth century, just do not seem to be the kind
of thing that could be made to exist in this way."'

To see exactly where the difficulty lies, we might consider Aquinas’s third set of
Quodlibetal Questions (Easter 1270). He begins the series by considering whether God
can make prime matter exist without form. The only argument in favor depends on an
analogy to accidental form: just as God can make an accident exist without a subject, so
God can make matter exist without form. The comparison is in fact quite apt, because
both prime matter and accidental form, as Aquinas conceives of them, lack existence in
their own right. In each case, then, we might wonder how something that lacks
such existence could possibly be made to have it. For prime matter, Aquinas goes on
to argue that this is utterly impossible, on the grounds that for matter to have actual
existence just is for it to have a form. Hence it is an immediate contradiction for prime
matter (matter without form) to have actual existence (§3.1). But since accidents of
course are forms, and so are actual, no such consideration applies. Instead,

An accident depends on a subject for its existence as a cause that sustains it. Since God can
produce all the effects of secondary causes without those secondary causes, God can conserve
an accident in existence without a subject. (ad 1)

Aquinas here takes for granted a view that has already arisen in various other connec-
tions, and that we will consider in some detail later (§24.4): that accidental properties
are caused by their subject. (The whiteness of snow, for instance, is a result of the
nature of snow.) His point, then, is that we can do without a subject for accidents if we
think of God as playing the necessary causal role. Yet although this takes us somewhere,
by showing that there is no immediate contradiction in the notion of an independently
existing accident, it leaves unanswered the hard question of how something like
whiteness can possibly exist on its own. Even if we think of God as taking over the
causal role of sustaining accidents, we still have no explanation of what it would be for
an accident to exist without a subject, and so the suspicion may still remain that some
sort of impossibility lurks here. Indeed, the grounds for such a suspicion lie close at
hand. For on the deflationary account that Aquinas and his contemporaries accept, an
accident’s existence just is the existence in a certain respect of a substance. God certainly
cannot play this role for substance, both because then God would be the subject of

"' For Bonaventure as seemingly the first to appeal to an accident’s natural tendency to inhere, see Bakker, La raison

1:314. Bakker is especially helpful in showing how little is new in Aquinas’s much discussed treatment of the Eucharist:
“En somme, la doctrine de Thomas, loin d’étre une innovation, entre parfaitement dans le consensus des théologiens a
partir d’Alexandre de Hales” (I:316). Given this, one should be cautious in accepting Pini’s conclusion that “it is
nevertheless his [Aquinas’s] way of dealing with the issue that set the agenda for the debates on the status of accidents
in Paris in the last two decades of the thirteenth century” (“Substance, Accident” p. 283). For an interesting later criticism
of the view that even the aptitude to inhere is essential to an accident, see Paul of Venice, In Meta. VII.1.1.2 (in Amerini,
“Alessandro di Alessandria” pp. 233-5). For a still later defense of the thesis that it is, see Fonseca, In Meta. VIL1.1
(I1:199-201).
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accidents (this was out of the question), and because we would then no longer have
what we were after, accidents without a subject. Hence the problem remains: how can
it be even logically possible for an accident to exist on its own?'?

Thirteenth-century authors come closest to answering this question when they
appeal to a change in an accident’s modus essendi. The idea is to draw a distinction
between what is essential to a thing and what is merely its accidental mode of existence.
This sounds modest enough, but its application in this context is nothing short of
audacious, inasmuch as it requires claiming that an accident’s inhering in a subject is
just one mode of existence that it can have, and that it might instead have the sort of
existence characteristic of a substance. The miracle of the Eucharist, then, requires that
God change an accident’s modus essendi, so that what was a dependent being now takes
on an independent mode of existence. This is an especially bold claim to make within
the context of the deflationary approach, because the claim must be not just that
accidents go from inhering to not inhering, but that they change their ontological
status radically: accidents go from being mere ways in which a substance exists to
being subsistent entities in their own right. To gauge the audacity of this move, we
might think in terms of more familiar modern ontological kinds. Imagine, for instance,
an event’s existing as an object, or an abstract object’s taking on a concrete mode of
existence. How can we make any sense, for instance, of the number nine’s existing
concretely? In effect, this is the sort of radical transformation being countenanced in the
case of accidents."”

Still, audacious as this strategy may be, its defenders need to establish only its bare,
logical possibility. Until their opponents can produce an express contradiction in the
notion of a freestanding accident—of the sort Aquinas produces in the case of

'? The heart of Aquinas’s reasoning on the inseparability of matter from form goes as follows: “Videtur quod Deus

possit facere quod materia sit sine forma. Sicut enim materia secundum suum esse dependet a forma, ita accidens a
subiecto. ... Responsio.... [IJdem est dictu, materiam esse in actu et materiam habere formam. Dicere ergo quod
materia sit in actu sine forma est dicere contradictoria esse simul; unde a Deo fieri non potest” (Quod. IIl.1.1). On the
causal story that Aquinas requires to allow the separability of accidents, see Coté, “Siger of Brabant and Thomas
Aquinas.”
3 Bakker, La raison 1:307-10, traces the modus essendi doctrine back to the Franciscan William of Middleton, circa
1250: “Praeterea, inesse non definit proprie loquendo essentiam accidentis, sed prout concernit modum essendi. Unde
cum dicitur ‘accidentis esse est inesse,” hoc verum est secundum quod ‘esse’ dicit modum essendi. Unde, quia modus
essendi est extra rem, non de esse rei simpliciter, ex separatione huius esse non destruitur esse simpliciter” (De sacramentis
1V.6.26, as quoted in Bakker, La raison 1:308 n. 34). The idea later appears in Aquinas, e.g., Sent IV.12.1.1.1 ad 1 and De
substantiis separatis ch. 8 (as quoted in note 8 above). See also Simon of Faversham, In Praed. q. 1, p. 73: “Quodlibet
praedicamentum constituitur ex duobus, scilicet ex re et ex modo essendi sibi superaddito.” It plays a very prominent
role in Giles of Rome, e.g., Theoremata de corpore Christi prop. 27, f. 16vb: “Non tamen est inconveniens, rem unius
praedicamenti habere modum alterius praedicamenti, et universaliter unam rem habere modum alterius, quia licet reale
esse competat rei per suam essentiam et naturam, modus tamen potest rei competere ex eo quod alteri coniungitur, vel
secundum quod ad aliud comparatur”; ibid., prop. 40, f. 27vb: “Non naturaliter ergo, sed miraculose in sacramento altaris
est quantitas per se existens; non tamen propter hoc quantitas illa erit substantia, sed habebit quemdam modum
substantiae: per se enim esse dicit quemdam modum essendi substantiae, sicut inesse dicit modum essendi accidentis. Et
sicut dicebatur superius, potest substantia non per se esse, et tamen non erit accidens, sed habebit quemdam modum
accidentis, quia forma substantialis substantia quaedam est, nec tamen per se est, sed non ideo est accidens; habet tamen
quemdam modum accidentalem et quemdam modum qualem. A simili ergo, si ponitur accidens per se esse, non erit
illud accidens substantia, sed habebit quemdam modum substantiae.” See also Giles, Sent. (Rep. Monacensis) IV.9
(p- 465), and for a study of Giles’s use of this concept, in various contexts, see Trapp, “De doctrina modorum.” Giles himself
seems to adhere to a deflationary account of accidents: “Accidentia autem existunt, non quod habeant per se esse, nec quod
habeant proprium existere, sed quia sunt in existente et existunt per existere subiecti” (Quod. II.2 [Easter 1287], as quoted in
Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of Godfrey p. 211 n. 6). In §12.3, modi essendi will reappear in another context, as a strategy for
distinguishing between the accidental categories. So far as I can see, these two usages are not directly related.
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freestanding prime matter—it is open to suppose that God can make accidents exist on
their own. Hence the appeal to a change in a thing’s modus essendi is an extremely
powerful device for reconciling transubstantiation with a deflationary account of
accidental form. Contrary to what one might naturally suppose, it is by no means
clear that an orthodox theory of the Eucharist requires forms to be independent
entities. Until the modus essendi strategy is proved incoherent, it is open to combine
transubstantiation with even the most deflationary theory of accidents—perhaps even a
theory of accidents as modes—just so long as accidents are not eliminated altogether.'*

Yet even if incoherence was not proved, it was nevertheless widely suspected.
Aristotle, after all, had categorically ruled it “impossible” to separate accidents from
their subjects (Phys. 1.4, 188a10; cf. Meta. XII.5, 1071al-2). Manuscripts survive from a
great many arts faculty lectures in the latter thirteenth century contending that, at least
on philosophical grounds, accidents are inseparable from their subjects. The standard
argument for this conclusion was that actual inherence, rather than mere aptitudinal
inherence, is essential to being an accident. Why one should define an accident in that
way was never made very clear (§11.2), but nevertheless such claims were prominent
enough to be condemned four times over by the condemnations of 1277 in Paris. This
did not seem to have had any decisive effect on the course of the debate, however.
Certainly it did not outside of Paris, which is the only place those condemnations were
formally in effect. Thus Dietrich of Freiberg composed an extended treatise De acci-
dentibus (circa 1280) in support of a deflationary account on which separated accidents
are impossible. Even in Paris, the condemnations seem to have had the effect only of
making arts masters more careful in stating their conclusions. Radulphus Brito, for
instance, writing around the turn of the fourteenth century, acknowledges that “it is
true according to our faith that an accident can exist without a subject.” Still, “I say
according to the intention of the Philosopher that the essence of an accident is to exist
or inhere within a subject” (In Isag. q. 33; ed. Ebbesen, “Termini” p. 85). This is to say
that an accident, as Aristotle conceives of it, is not the kind of thing that can have
independent existence. Although incompatible with Church teachings, this is the
soundest interpretation of Aristotle, Brito holds, and so is what an arts master ought
to teach. Brito does not say that both views are true, nor does he say which view he
himself believes. He claims only that different sets of premises lead to different
conceptions of what an accident is. (This stance sidesteps the condemnations of 1277,
by framing the debate not in terms of what is true according to the faith, but instead in
terms of “the intention of the Philosopher.” In §19.3 we will see how the condemna-
tions of 1347 go farther by condemning not just the teaching of certain views as true,
but even the teaching of them as philosophically defensible.)"”

" If accidents can take on the modus essendi of a substance, then can substance take on the modus essendi of an
accident, and inhere in a subject? Some, like Gabriel Biel, thought consistency required an affirmative answer (Canon lec.
44 H, 11:166), whereas others, like Pedro Fonseca, denied it (In Meta. VII.1.1, 11:200b—201a). Such considerations are
relevant to the question of how to define substance, and would strictly speaking require qualifying the discussion in §6.2,
so that what is essential to the substance is merely the natural tendency to subsist. Aquinas, for one, makes this explicit in
Quod. 1X.3 ad 2.

" Dietrich of Freiberg describes his deflationary account as follows: “accidens dicitur ens per attributionem ad vere
ens, quod est substantia, quia ipsum non est nisi quaedam dispositio veri entis, quod est substantia: et hoc est essentia
eius” (De accidentibus 10.2 [Opera 111:66]); “Igitur nulla virtute vel naturali vel supernaturali potest hoc fieri, ut tale
accidens sit actu sine subiecto” (ibid. 21.4, p. 83). For discussion, see Imbach, “Pourquoi.” For Brito, see also In Phys., as
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Hence, as I remarked earlier, the situation at the close of the thirteenth century was
extremely unstable. The initial and most influential Latin reading of Aristotle on
accidental form had been deflationary, but there was persistent doubt over whether
this could be reconciled with the Church’s most important sacrament. Within the arts
faculty, the result was an unhealthy distinction between the teachings of the faith and
the teachings of philosophy. Among theologians, the result was often an unsatisfying
appeal to the brute mystery of God’s infinite power. Thus, according to Giles of Rome,
writing circa 1275, “just as we know that God exists, but cannot know what God’s
nature is, so we can know that God can conserve an accident in existence apart from a
subject..., but we cannot intellectually grasp...how God conserves an accident in
existence.” Indeed, he adds, given that accidents are by nature the sort of thing that exist
within a subject, we cannot even understand a separated accident at all, without
understanding how they are conserved in existence by God (Theoremata de corpore
Christi prop. 41, f. 28va). In light of this situation, it is easy to see how a very different
understanding of accidental form could have come to seem so persuasive, and could
have led later scholastic thought to develop a radically different conception of what
an accidental form is.

10.4. Toward Real Accidents

I have been speaking in somewhat vague terms of the consensus thirteenth-century
view as “deflationary” so as to generalize over a spectrum of views. Setting aside for a
moment the subtleties of their debates, what I take these deflationary views to have
in common is the denial that accidents have the same sort of being that substances
have. Aristotle’s claim that ‘being’ is equivocal between substances and accidents was

quoted in Donati, “Utrum accidens” p. 596). For a very similar discussion from an anonymous Metaphysics commentary,
perhaps also by Brito, see Ebbesen, “Radulphus Brito” pp. 483—4. See also the similar post-1277 treatment in Giles of
Orleans, In Gen. et cor. 1.14 (pp. 54-7).

Thirteenth-century arts masters who deny that accidents can be separated from their subject include Boethius of
Dacia, In Top. IIL.1 (p. 167) and IIL.6 (pp. 176-8) and anonymous, In Phys. 1.13 (ed. Zimmermann, pp. 23-7). Amerini,
“Utrum inhaerentia” p. 114, concludes that “apart from rare exceptions, the most common trend” within the arts faculty
was to deny that accidents can be separated from their subject, citing additional manuscript sources. It is, however,
difficult to generalize, because authors take a range of views, from concluding that Aristotle denied the separability of
accidents, to concluding that philosophical principles entail the inseparability of accidents, to concluding simply that
accidents are inseparable. For further references and discussion, see Bakker, La raison ch. 4; Donati, “Utrum accidens”;
Imbach, “Le traité de I'eucharistie”; and Pini, “Substance, Accident.” Although this topic has been extensively discussed
in recent years, these studies have failed to recognize just how closely the arts masters are following the standard
theological account of accidental forms. Thus Imbach takes Siger’s account of accidents to be so contrary to that of the
theologians as to make the Eucharistic separability of accident from substance a logical impossibility: “il [Siger] ne
critique nulle part explicitement la thése de la séparabilité. Cette critique serait une conséquence logique de sa conception
de I'accident, mais il faut avouer qu’il ne la formule pas expressis verbis (“Le traité de I'eucharistie” p. 190). This would
come as a surprise to Aquinas, however, whose conception of accidents is very much Siger’s conception, and who of
course regards it as consistent with separability. In part, scholars have missed just how widespread the deflationary
consensus was; in part, they have missed the force of the appeal to a change in modus essendi. On the condemnations of
1277, see Piché nn. 13841 and the discussion in Hissette, Enquéte pp. 287-91: “Quod facere accidens esse sine subiecto
habet rationem impossibilis implicantis contradictionem. Quod Deus non potest facere accidens esse sine subiecto nec
plures dimensiones simul esse. Quod accidens esse sine subiecto non est accidens, nisi aequivoce; et quod impossibile est
quantitatem sive dimensionem esse per se; hoc enim esset ipsam esse substantiam. Quod, cum Deus non comparetur ad
entia in ratione causae materialis vel formalis, non facit accidens esse sine subiecto, de cuius ratione est actu inesse
subiecto.” See too Giles of Rome (?), Errores philosophorum 1.10 and XII.8, which ascribes the error of treating accidents as
inseparable both to Aristotle and to Maimonides (cf. Guide 111.15-16).
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understood as implying a fundamental ontological divide, such that accidents could be
considered beings only in some sort of special sense, distinct from the proper sort of
being that belongs to substances. It is this idea that Scotus attacks at the end of the
thirteenth century. Although he does not wish to eliminate the fundamental Aristote-
lian distinction between substance and accidents, he denies that it marks a distinction
between things that truly exist and things that only derivatively exist. On the contrary,
entities in all ten categories are genuine beings, all existing in the same, univocal sense
of ‘exist.” What marks off accidents from substances are various kinds of priority, such
that substances give rise to accidents, and accidents (ordinarily) inhere in substances.
Yet even if accidents are posterior to substance in various ways, they do not on that
account exist any less, or have any less claim to be counted as beings.

Only when accidents are so conceived can we justly speak of “real accidents” in the
sense that term was used—most often opprobriously—in the seventeenth century.
Although the critics of real accidents did not take much care to define their target
precisely, it is possible in retrospect to say with some precision what was at issue. For an
accident to count as redl, it is neither necessary nor sufficient that it be separable from its
subject. This should not be regarded as necessary, both because not everyone regarded
real qualities as separable from quantity, and because later Protestant scholastics would
defend real accidents and yet reject the separability claims of the “Papists.”'® Separabili-
ty is not sufficient either, given that even highly deflationary theories claimed to allow
the separability of accidents (in virtue of a change in modus essendi, as we have seen).
What does define a real accident is its being a genuine, irreducible entity, existing in its
own right even while inhering in a subject. I do not know whether Scotus was the first
to have conceived of accidents in this way, but in virtue of his prominence he was
surely the principal force behind the new consensus. As I have already indicated,
however, the climate was ripe for this sort of sea change, inasmuch as the prevailing
conception of accidents left transubstantiation at best an utter mystery, and arguably an
outright contradiction. When accidents are reconceived along realistic lines, transub-
stantiation becomes hardly mysterious at all. Although it remains a natural law that
accidents inhere in a subject (and so the Eucharist remains a miracle), that fact of their
inherence becomes, in a sense, more of a puzzle than their ability to exist separately. As
Fabrizio Amerini has put it in an important recent study of Scotus, the Eucharist
becomes “a case that reveals what the real metaphysical order of the actual world is
rather than a case that violates this order” (“Utrum inhaerentia” p. 139). Yet although
the case for accidents as real entities is made in a theological context, the arguments
rest largely on philosophical considerations, and consequently they inspire a thorough-
going philosophical reevaluation of accidental form.

Scotus’s arguments for the reality of accidents can be understood only in light of a
more fine-grained taxonomy of the various deflationary positions. The most radical
such position defended in the thirteenth century held that accidents have no nature

'° Burgersdijk is an example of a Protestant scholastic committed to real accidents—viz., “entia quae a substantia
different reipsa” (Inst. meta. 11.17.3). Still, “Pontificii putant accidens ideo accidens esse non quod revera inhaereat
substantiae, sed quod possit inhaerere. ... Nos contra contendimus, essentiam accidens esse non solum posse inhaerere, sed
actu inhaerere substantiae, ideoque absolute simpliciterque impossibile esse ut accidens aliquod per se sine substantia
existat” (ibid., 11.17.15, original emphasis). See also Crakanthorpe, Intro. in meta. ch. 4, pp. 28-30; Keckermann, Systema
phys. 11.1 (Opera p. 2037); Carpenter, Phil. libera II.1.
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or essence of their own. Both Richard Rufus and Albert the Great seem to say this in
their Metaphysics commentaries (§10.2), both wanting only the substance to have a
nature. This comes perilously close to eliminativism, because if we agree that there are
accidents it then becomes hard to see how we can refrain from ascribing to them some
sort of nature. There must, after all, be some fact of the matter about what a certain
accident is, and that would just seem to be its nature or essence. Accordingly, most
thirteenth-century discussions presuppose that accidents have a nature. Still, to say they
have a nature is not to say they have existence. Here, too, there were various positions.
The most deflationary claim one could make here would be to deny that there is any
such thing as accidental being. On this view, only substances exist, and so the claim
that there are accidents has to be cashed out in terms of the substance’s existing in a
certain way. Giles of Rome takes this view, and we will see Scotus single it out for
attack below. A somewhat less deflationary stance allows accidental being, but treats it
as belonging to the substance rather than to the accident. This is the view Aquinas
seems to take, as when he characterizes the accidents of ordinary (pre-sacramental)
bread and wine as follows: “Such accidents, so long as the substance of the bread and
wine remained, did not themselves have existence (esse), and neither do other accidents.
Instead, their substance had such existence because of them—snow, for instance, is
white because of whiteness” (Summa theol. 3a 77.1 ad 4)."”

None of these views count as embracing real accidents. On my taxonomy, at any
rate, accidents are real only if they have their own proper existence, in the way that
substances do. There is, however, a common thirteenth-century stance that goes part
way toward real accidents, inasmuch as it gives them a kind of diminished existence.
This is how Peter of Auvergne talks in the 1270s: “an accident is said to have the
character of a being—not a being simpliciter, but a diminished being.” The most
prominent version of this sort of view, and the version that most closely approaches
the doctrine of real accidents, is that of Henry of Ghent. In his tenth quodlibetal
question (1287), Ghent explicitly argues for the view that accidents have an existence
distinct from the existence of their subject. His opponent is someone who treats
accidents as mere “modes” of substantial existence, without any existence of their
own. Ghent, however, urges a different understanding of Aristotle’s doctrine that
accidents are beings only because they belong to a being (non dicuntur entia nisi quia
entis [Meta. VII.1, 1028a18]): the claim is true “not because they do not have their own

7 The question of whether an accident has a nature or essence admits of various further complexities. One view,
defended at length by Dietrich of Freiberg and more briefly by Siger of Brabant (In Meta. [Cambr.] V.23, ed. Maurer,
pp. 237-8), treats accidents as having an essence, but only derivatively so, in virtue of their subject. For Dietrich, this is
the root difference between substances and accidents (see esp. De accidentibus 9 [Opera 111:64—6]). It is hard even to state
this view, however, without in the end claiming that having this sort of derivative essence just is the nature of an
accident. In general, it seems to have been widely accepted that accidents must have some sort of nature. See, e.g.,
Radulphus Brito, In Isag. q. 33 (ed. Ebbesen, “Termini” p. 87): “quantumcumque accidens inhaeret subiecto essentialiter,
tamen accidens per suam essentiam est essentia distincta a subiecto.”

Interacting with the question of whether accidents have an essence is the question of whether an accident’s essence is
identical with its esse. Godfrey of Fontaines, for instance, affirms this identity, whereas Giles of Rome denies it (see
Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of Godfrey ch. 5). Klima, “Substance, Accident and Modes,” suggests that the success of the
modus essendi strategy hangs on whether there is such a real distinction between essence and existence. If there is, then,
according to Klima, the modus essendi of an accident need not be part of its essence.

For Giles’s denial that there is any accidental esse over and above the accident and its subject, see Theoremata de esse et
essentia, th. XV, and the discussion in Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of Godfrey pp. 210-12.



10.4. Toward Real Accidents 193

existence and their own essence, but because they do not have their existence and
essence separately, but within the substance and along with that substance’s existence
and essence, and also causally from that substance”™ (Quod. X.8 [Opera XIV:215]).
Accordingly, Ghent treats accidents—or, more precisely, certain kinds of accidents
(§12.3)—as res, things in their own right. Terms for substances, qualities, and quantities
“agree in this, that they signify a res that is a nature and essence to which existence
belongs™ (Quod. V.6 [ed. 1518, :161vO]). But Ghent does not go all the way to
univocity: he holds onto the standard view that substances and accidents exist in a
different sense, just as God and creatures do. Accordingly, substance has a “truer
reality” and a “truer existence” than do accidents, which are beings only “in a qualified
and diminished sense (secundum quid et diminute), because they are not called beings,
nor are they beings, except because they are dispositions of an unqualified being,
a substance” (Quod. XV.5 [ed. 1518, I1:577vG))."®

Ghent’s views are interestingly poised between the prevalent deflationism of his time
and the realism that would later sweep scholastic thought. Since Ghent denies that
accidents exist in the same sense that substances do, he does not count as a proponent
of real accidents, as I use that label. But his insistence that accidents have their own
proper existence, over and above the existence of the substance in which they inhere,
makes it scarcely appropriate to describe his view as deflationary. He is a transitional
case. It is hard to evaluate the merits of this position, or even assess just how realistic or
deflationary it is, because of the obscurity in the idea of a being that is diminished and
less than fully true. It may be that, for Ghent, accidents have diminished existence
simply because their existence (ordinarily) depends on a substance, but it is not clear
why a dependent entity should be regarded as any less of an entity. One can of course
stipulate that entities exist more truly to the extent that their existence is less dependent
on other things, and perhaps this is how Ghent should be understood, but that manner

¥ The view Ghent describes and subsequently criticizes holds that “substantia existit quia ei formaliter competit
existere, quantitas existit quia est mensura existentis, qualitas existit quia est modus quidam existentis secundum se,
relatio existit quia est modus existentis in ordine ad aliud” (Quod. X.8; Opera XIV:199). This gets defended on the grounds
that “per hoc, ut dictum est supra, dicunt salvari analogiam in ente super decem praedicamenta, et aliter non” (ibid.).
Giles of Rome would seem to be Henry'’s target (see the references (at ibid.), XIV:199n.-200n.).

Ghent argues for the equivocity of ‘being’ at Summa 21.2, focusing on the case of God and creatures, but explicitly
applying it to the case of substance and accident as well (ed. 1520, 1:124rF). On this topic, see also Paulus, Henri de Gand
pp. 52-6.

Amerini, speaking of the thirteenth century, claims that “the majority of masters in the Arts Faculty tend to say that
accidents are something on their own other than substances’ modes of being” (“Utrum inhaerentia” p. 107; cf. p. 106
n. 25). It is unclear to me whether this is in fact the majority view among any thirteenth-century group—and we are a
long way from a comprehensive grasp of the surviving manuscripts—but there certainly are a significant number of
authors who take a view like Ghent’s, holding that accidents have some sort of esse on their own. For Peter of Auvergne,
as quoted in the main text, see In Meta. VIL.2 (as quoted in Pini, “Substance, Accident” p. 285n). Compare James of
Viterbo, Quod. 1.1, p. 6: “Accidens enim est ens imperfectum et debile.” For an earlier statement, see Alexander of Hales:
“Respondeo, accidens habet quoddam esse secundum suam essentiam quod non dependent a subiecto, et quoddam a
suo subiecto” (Quaest. disputatae 51.4.3, p. 940). See also Geoffrey of Aspall: “omne accidens est aliquid in se praeter hoc
quod est esse substantiae... ” (In Meta. VIL4, as quoted in Amerini, “Utrum inhaerentia” p. 105 n. 22). Godfrey of
Fontaines might seem to be denying accidents their own esse at Quod. 1.20 (Christmas 1285), p. 43: “Respondeo dicendum
quod, cum ens primo et per se dividatur in ens secundum rationem essendi absolutam dictum ut substantia, et in ens
secundum rationem essendi ad aliud attributum ut accidens, quod est non ens, nisi quia entis quod est substantia
disposita [ed. dispositio].” A year later, however, he expresses himself rather differently: “Ad tertium similiter patet, quia
accidentia non dicuntur esse nisi quia sunt entis propter hoc quod suum proprium esse non possunt habere nisi ut
innixum ipsi esse simpliciter quod est esse substantiale” (Quod. II1.4 [brevis], p. 311).
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of speaking seems unhelpfully to confuse two different things: ontological status and
causal dependence. To some extent, this complaint of obscurity might be lodged
against any of the deflationary accounts we have considered, inasmuch as they all try
to articulate an account that falls in between outright eliminativism and full-fledged
univocal realism. Since most of these discussions lie in the background of the period
officially under study, it seems best not to investigate this thorny problem here. These
same issues will arise again, however, in several different contexts: first in Chapter 13,
where I will attempt to say something more satisfactory about the sense in which
modes have a kind of diminished existence, and then in Chapter 26, where 1 will
consider views on which parts in general—integral and metaphysical—have some sort
of lesser existence.

10.5. Scotus’s Univocal Account

Scotus’s most extensive discussions of the ontological status of accidents come in his
discussions of the question “Whether accidents exist in the Eucharist without a subject”
(Ordinatio IV.12.1). He begins his response to the question by sketching a deflationary
account:

Here it is said that since for a single composite entity there is just a single existence, that
existence belongs consequently and accidentally to any accident belonging to the whole.
Consequently, if an accident is separated from its subject, God gives it a new existence,
because it cannot now have the existence of the whole that it once was the accident of.
(Wadding VIII n. 3)

The view described here is one of the more extreme deflationary theories described
above, associated most closely with Giles of Rome, according to which the only
existence is substantial existence, leaving no room for any distinct accidental existence
at all. On its face, this might seem quite a natural view to take. For it might seem that
either one should endorse accidental forms as metaphysical parts that exist in their own
right, as substances do, or else treat them as merely an aspect (a mode?) of the
substance. In the latter case, however, it would seem odd to say, as Aquinas seems
to, that a substance has multiple existences, substantial and accidental. On a strictly
deflationary view, it would seem better to say that only the substance exists."’
Taking off from strict deflationism, Scotus mounts his own theory of accidents in
two stages, first arguing that accidents must have their own existence, then arguing that
such existence is not in any way derivative or analogical, but must be of the same kind
as substantial existence. The arguments Scotus makes for the first stage are difficult to
evaluate. Some of them are strictly theological, grounded in Eucharistic considerations;
others are philosophical, but trade on obscure questions such as whether an accident
can have a nature without having its own existence, or whether it is better to postulate

' The Wadding edition of 1639 attributes to Aquinas the view under attack by Scotus here in Ord. IV.12.1, that
accidents lack any esse. It has sometimes been suggested that Aquinas does reject any accidental esse over and above
substantial esse, but the consensus view—and certainly the weight of the textual evidence—indicates that he accepts
both. (For discussion and further references see Wippel, Metaphysical Thought of Thomas pp. 253-65.) Giles of Rome is a
much more plausible source for the view.
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a single composite existence or multiple existences for the whole and for its parts. (Itis a
measure of Henry of Ghent’s influence that his arguments get deployed extensively by
Scotus at this stage, before Scotus turns in the second stage to attacking Ghent's view.)** I
will eventually try to say something about how to understand such debates over existence,
in §§26.5-6. Here, however, it will be more illuminating to focus on the second stage of
Scotus’s argument, where the line of argument is clearer and had greater influence.

Suppose we accept the conclusion of the first stage: that accidents have their own
existence. This precludes one sort of deflationary account, but leaves the heart of
deflationism untouched. For although an accident can be said to exist on this view, it
does so only equivocally, in virtue of its subject’s having a certain existence. The first of
four doubts that Scotus raises against his account invokes this sort of ambiguity, and in
particular Aristotle’s comparison between ‘being’ as said of substances and accidents,
and ‘healthy,” as said of an animal and its urine (Meta. IV.2, 1003a33-b10). Just as the
sense in which urine is healthy is completely different from (although derivative on) the
sense in which an animal is healthy, so the sense in which an accident exists is
completely different from the sense in which a substance exists. Scotus, however,
adamantly rejects this reading of Aristotle:

‘Healthy’ is purely equivocal when it is used to denote having health formally and having health as
a sign. On the other hand, ‘being’ is not purely equivocal, as was said elsewhere [Ord. 1.3.1.1-3].
There is something absolute on the part of both substance and accident, on which account each
is formally called a being, even though there is an ordering from one of those absolutes to the
other. (Ordinatio IV.12.1 [Wadding VIII n. 17])

Urine is healthy in a completely derivative way, inasmuch as it serves as a sign for
something that is healthy in the proper sense. A direct application of this metaphor to
the present case would suggest precisely the sort of deflationary account accepted by
earlier authors, according to which an accident exists only insofar as, in virtue of it, a
substance exists in the proper sense. Scotus, however, contends that the analogy “does
not run on four feet” (ibid., n. 16). Although the existence of accidents does differ from
the existence of substances, inasmuch as accidents by nature depend on substances for
their existence (this is the “ordering” of line 4 above), this does not mean that accidents
do not properly exist: “Neither the substance’s causal role with respect to the whole
accident, nor the greater perfection of its being (entitatis), nor the essential ordering of
being shows that an accident is not formally a being (ens)” (In Meta. VIL.1 n. 30). In
effect, Scotus is urging that questions of ontological status be separated from questions
of causal dependence.

Scotus uses ‘formally” (formaliter) here where another writer might use ‘strictly’ or
‘properly.” An animal is formally healthy whereas urine is not, but both substances and
accidents have being formally.?' Of course, it is not a simple matter to define what it is

** For Ghent's version of the arguments against the Giles-like view, see Quod. X.8 (Opera XIV:209-10). Godfrey of
Fontaines also argues against a Giles-like view, and seemingly a year earlier, in 1286 (Quod. II1.4). A reason for thinking
that Scotus gets the argument from Ghent is that, after considering this argument, Scotus immediately turns to attacking
Ghent’s own account of how accidents can exist apart from their substance (Ord. IV.12.1 [Wadding VIII n. 4]).

2! For ‘formaliter,” see Wuellner, Dictionary, “formally”: “1. according to the definition of a thing; in the precise or
proper meaning that describes its specific nature” (p. 110). Scotus is very clear that he is offering not just his own view
regarding accidents, but also a reading of Aristotle. See, e.g., In Meta. VI.4 n. 17: “non sit intentio Philosophi negare
omnem entitatem formaliter ab accidentibus praeter entitatem substantiae actu.” As for Aristotle’s express denial that
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to be a being, or to exist. But whatever we mean when we say that a dog or a cat exists,
that is what we mean when we say that the animal’s color or size exists. So whereas
Aquinas warned against talking about accidental forms in the abstract, as if “whiteness’
picks out a thing (§10.2), Scotus thinks that such abstract terms work in just that way.
Indeed, “it seems that an accident as conceived in the abstract is a more true being than an
accident conceived in the concrete” (In Meta. VII.1 n. 31). How so? Scotus thinks ‘albedo’
(whiteness) picks out a thing, a form, that exists in the truest sense. In contrast, according
to the standard scholastic analysis of a sentence like Albus currit (the white thing runs) or
Hic equus est albus (this horse is white), ‘albus’ picks out not an accidental form, but rather
the thing that is white. As we saw in earlier chapters, however, the white horse is not a
true thing at all, but a per accidens unity, and so counts as less of a true being than does
whiteness. In this way we arrive at the standard scholastic metaphysical scheme for
material substances, as it was generally understood from the fourteenth century forward,
and as it was eventually attacked by corpuscularian philosophers. The thick concrete
substance that is, say, a white horse, is a mere aggregate, a composite of two kinds of more
fundamental entities, a thin metaphysical substance and its various real accidents. That thin
substance is a fundamental entity, an ens per se (§25.5), but is nevertheless further composed
out of prime matter and substantial form. These disparate ingredients—real accidents,
prime matter, and substantial form—are the chief metaphysical parts of scholastic philoso-
phy, each of which would be subject to a withering assault in the seventeenth century.

With this we have a good picture of how Scotus wants us to understand accidents,
but we have not yet seen Scotus’s reasons for his view. In part, those reasons rest on a
broader metaphysical issue—Scotus’s commitment across the board to the univocity of
being, not just between substances and accidents, but also between God and crea-
tures.”” Elsewhere he defends this doctrine for reasons that focus on the nature of God’s
existence. Here in Ordinatio IV.12, though, he offers an argument that focuses on the
existence of accidents:

Accidents are principles of acting and principles of cognizing substance (according to De anima I
[402b21-25]), and are the per se objects of the senses. But it is ridiculous to say that somethingis a
principle of acting (through either a real action on matter or an intentional action on sense or
intellect) and yet does not have any formal being (entitatem). For so we might say that a chimera
acts or is sensed. It is also ridiculous for something to be per se a state (passionem) of a being,
unless it has some being per se, or to be the endpoint of some change or mutation, unless it has
some being. But all substances, if they have any states, [these states] are accidents. And any
change involving growth, alteration, and location is a change toward an accident, as its
endpoint. (Ordinatio IV.12.1 [Wadding VIII n. 16))

Scotus in effect presents us with a laundry list of the principal roles played by accidental
form in scholastic thought:

accidents can exist apart from a subject, Scotus takes this to follow not from the essential nature of what an accident is,
but from Aristotle’s refusal to allow God to violate the usual causal orders by sustaining an accident supernaturally (see
Ord. IV.12.1 [Wadding VIII n. 10]). For a later instance of the sort of reading of the urine analogy that Scotus wants to
reject, see Eckhart, In Exodum n. 54 (Werke 11:58-9).

* For a good overview of Scotus’s views on the univocity of being, see Dumont, “Univocity.” As remarked in §7.4,
debates over the univocity of ‘being’ for substance and accidents are tied up with debates over the knowability of
substance, with each camp contending that their view saves us from complete skepticism in this domain. Scotus’s views
here are nicely summarized in In De an. q. 21.
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e as principles of acting (e.g., heat makes water hot) [line 1];
e as objects of sense and intellect (e.g., color acts on sight) [lines 1-2];
e as states (or, we might say, properties) of substances (e.g., a certain extension

makes an object square) [lines 5-6];
e as the endpoints of change (e.g., a person grows to be six feet tall) [line 6].

It is, Scotus argues, ridiculous (truffa) to give these roles to accidental form, and at the
same time to insist that such forms do not really (properly, formally) exist. We might
just as well assign these roles to any other non-existent entity, like a chimera (line 4).*
In a way, this is the most important argument we will encounter over the course of
this whole study, because it encapsulates the later scholastic case for the doctrine of real
accidents. Although an assessment of scholastic thought might range over any number
of a vast range of different questions, the central issue is the status of the standard
Aristotelian metaphysical parts. Even if the diversity of scholastic views bears constant
emphasis, there is something right in Descartes’s 1640 remark to Mersenne that

I do not regard the diversity of their views as making the philosophy of the schools at all difficult
to refute. For one can easily overturn all the foundations on which they agree with each other.
Once that has been done, all their particular disputes will seem foolish. (I[:231-2)

The foundations Descartes has in mind are the various metaphysical parts of material
substances. Among these foundations, first and foremost, is the doctrine of real
accidents. As subsequent chapters will make clear, these serve as the fundamental
explanatory principles of natural philosophy and psychology.

Part of what makes Scotus’s argument important is that not only does it attempt to
end one line of thought (deflationary theories of accidental form), but it also sets
another line of thought in motion. For as soon as one accepts the argument’s conclu-
sion, that the various roles played by accidental form require them to have serious
ontological weight as entities in their own right, one is forced to consider very carefully
just what sorts of ontological commitments one wants to make in that regard. Does the
fact that a person grows to be six feet tall commit us to an ontology of heights? Does the
fact that colors are the object of sight commit us to the reality of color? As subsequent
chapters will consider in some detail, many of the most prominent philosophical
disputes of later scholasticism concern the status of these various kinds of accidents.
By treating accidents as real things, Scotus forced subsequent generations to reexamine
just where accidents were needed, and where they could be dispensed with. Earlier
scholastic authors, with their deflationary attitude toward accidents, worried about this
problem almost not at all.**

Scotus’s argument can therefore be regarded as yielding a template to be applied to
specific cases:

If a certain accidental form plays a fundamental explanatory role, then we must regard it as a real,
genuinely existing thing.

? For a rather different reading of Scotus’s argument here, see Cross, Physics of Duns Scotus pp. 95-7.

** For another instance of Scotus’s arguing for real accidents on the basis of causal considerations, see In De an. q. 7 n.
13, where the focus is actions: “Item, impossibile est aliquod creatum fieri de non-agente agens nisi mutetur ad aliquam
formam in eo exsistentem.”
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Applying the inference requires going case by case through the various kinds of
accidents, a project that occupied the scholastics from Ockham all the way through
Sudrez and beyond. Parts IV and V of this study will look in some detail at various
specific applications, where the inference itself is taken for granted, and where the
central question is whether the antecedent holds: do the accidents in question play a
fundamental explanatory role? As remarked in §10.2 above, it would not be until the
seventeenth century that a sustained case was made for the eliminativist answer: that
there are no accidents that play any such role.

What about the inference itself? Could it be challenged? From Scotus’s perspective,
with deflationary accounts foremost in mind, this is the real issue. He assumes that his
opponent will grant the antecedent—that accidental forms play the various roles he
describes—but yet will resist the conclusion that such forms genuinely (univocally,
formally) exist. As an example of this stance, consider again Aquinas’s remark that
“whiteness is said to exist not because it subsists in itself, but because by it something
has existence-as-white” (Quod. 1X.2.2). Accidents do not have existence in their own
right, then, but rather make a substance have accidental esse. Yet Aquinas cannot even
state his deflationary account without making the form itself do some work: the form
makes the substance be white, inasmuch as “by it” the substance has such esse. Aquinas
puts his position in just this way repeatedly, and it does not look as if he can avoid it. He
wants the accident to be real, in some sense, but wants to distinguish it from the esse
that can belong only to the substance. The accident has to be related to that esse,
however; indeed, the presence of the accident must be the proximate explanation of
why the substance is white. But here Scotus’s argument seems to apply directly: how
can the accident do that, without itself genuinely existing? Aquinas seemingly wants to
have it both ways, so that accidents play a robust explanatory role, but yet without
serious ontological standing. It is here, even more than in dealing with the Eucharist,
that thirteenth-century deflationary accounts are most unstable.”’

One way to save a deflationary account, without falling into eliminativism, is to treat
forms abstractly, so that they are explanatory principles of a kind, but not causal
principles (in our modern sense of ‘cause’). So, we might say that the peg will not go
into the round hole because it is square—and that this is a kind of basic explanation—
but not suppose that squareness plays a causal role over and above the corpuscular facts
about the peg. And we might say that one reason he was attracted to her is that she was
tall, but deny that her height played a causal role over and above the facts at the
corpuscular level. There is a tension here, mentioned already (§6.1), and which we will
encounter repeatedly in the chapters to come (esp. §24.3), between two ways of
developing an Aristotelian metaphysics of form. On one line of development, forms
play a concrete, causal role in the physical make-up of reality, so that even the most
fundamental, reductive analysis of the natural world would be incomplete—the equa-
tions, as it were, would not come out right—without accounting for the causal role of
forms. Developed in a different way, forms are abstract principles of analysis, essential

* For Aquinas’s commitment to accidental forms as acting on their subject see also Quaest. de virt. comm. 11c

(translated in the main text earlier): “Sicut enim forma ens dicitur, non quia ipsa sit, si proprie loquamur, sed quia aliquid
ea est; ita et forma fieri dicitur, non quia ipsa fiat, sed quia ea aliquid fit”; Summa theol. 1a2ae 55.4 ad 1: ... accidentia et
formae non subsistentes dicuntur entia non quia ipsa habeant esse, sed quia eis aliquid est....”
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to a complete understanding of the world, but not acting within the world at a
fundamental level. Both of these tendencies can be found in Aristotle, but the scholastic
tendency was to favor the concrete, physical understanding of form. Scotus’s argument
consists in reminding his audience that this is what forms are supposed to do, and then
urging the absurdity of such a stance, when combined with a deflationary ontology.

The following chapter will consider the altered conception of accidental form that
arrives in the wake of Scotus’s arguments.*

¢ Tam not the first to suggest that a new conception of accidents takes hold after Aquinas. Calvin Normore has been
arguing for some years now, in a series of works in progress, that the later scholastic rejection of the equivocity of
accidental being is crucial for understanding accidental forms and modes. I am indebted to this work and to many
conversations with him about these issues. De Rijk, “Buridan’s View,” begins with the remark that “one of the most
striking characteristics of late medieval metaphysics is the upgrading of ‘accidental being.’ The strict opposition between
‘esse per se’ and ‘esse per accidens,” which had been of paramount importance ever since Aristotle, has lost its relevance in
the ontological discussions of the fourteenth century” (p. 41). Other authors have focused on Scotus as the crucial figure.
Muralt highlights Scotus’s acceptance of univocity, especially as it concerns accidents: “L’apparition de cette nouvelle
forme de pensée entraine des conséquences immenses” (L’Enjeu p. xiii). Wald regards Scotus as the crucial influence in
the rise of the scholastic conception of real accidents that is later attacked by Hobbes and others (“Accidens”). Pini
remarks that “Scotus’s mature doctrine of substance and accident is a daring new conception of how things are in the
world” (“Substance, Accident” p. 273). Amerini also recognizes that Scotus plays a role, but Amerini contends that the
shift to real accidents happens earlier: “while the first Aristotelian interpreters regard accidents principally as inhering
modes of being of substances . . ., the majority of theologians and philosophers in the second half of the thirteenth century
regard accidents as absolute beings” (“Utrum inhaerentia” p. 139). Far from showing that this is the majority view, however,
Amerini offers not a single instance of this view prior to Scotus. He seems on firmer ground, however, in saying that by
1320—after Scotus—it was “set in stone” that accidents have their own being and essence (p. 122).
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Inherence

11.1. The Realistic Consensus

The previous chapter described a transformation in scholastic thinking about accidents
around the end of the thirteenth century. Whereas the dominant tendency had been to
think of accidents as aspects of substance, rather than as full-fledged beings in their
own right, scholastic thought after Scotus largely accepts that accidents are real entities
in a univocal sense. The change is apparent in Walter Burley, who in his early Categories
commentary (before 1310) had endorsed the equivocity of ‘being’” over the ten cate-
gories, but in his later work comes to accept univocity.' It becomes especially apparent
in William Ockham, whose attempt to eliminate most kinds of accidents (Chs. 12, 14,
19) is driven by the conviction that if an accident exists it must really exist, as a “true
thing, distinct from substance.” The subsequent dispute over the status of the various
accidental categories presupposes that accidents be understood in the full-bodied, non-
deflationary sense that Scotus had set out at the turn of the century.”

! See Conti, “Ontology in Walter Burley” pp. 151-2, quoting from his unedited In Praed., and then citing In Phys. 1.2.1,

ff. 12vb-13ra. The latter acknowledges univocity only communiter, but that is the sense at issue here, according to which
things are denoted by a single term in virtue of a single concept. Henry of Harclay, circa 1313, also accepts the univocity
of substance and accident (Quaest. ord. 12 nn. 69-100).

2 Alexander of Alexandria, circa 1305, affirms that “accidentia de se habeant aliquam entitatem” (In Meta. VII.1.1), but
denies that “accidentia sint entia simpliciter” (ibid., VII.4.6). His arguments for the first conclusion closely follow Scotus’s
argument from causal role discussed in §10.5. Still, Alexander continues to treat accidents as having an “entitas
diminuta.” More than a century later, Paul of Venice is still using Scotus’s arguments—perhaps following Alexan-
der—for the conclusion that accidents are “ens formaliter” (In Meta. VII.1.1, part 1 concl. 2). Paul goes on (ibid., part
2 concl. 4) to defend the univocity of ‘ens’ over all the categories. (Thanks to Fabrizio Amerini for making available his
forthcoming texts of both of these works.) Bakker has uncovered other cases where fourteenth-century theologians
simply copy Scotus’s conclusions verbatim. See, esp., Michel Aiguani de Bologne (1363) and Nicolas Biceps (1386), as
quoted in Bakker, La raison 11:186-93, I11:259-61.

Ockham accepts the univocity of substance and accident at Summa logicae 1.38, Ord. 1.2.9 (Opera theol. 11:317-18), and In
Isag. 2.10. His remarks have to be interpreted with some care, however, for although he insists that any res, substantial or
accidental, can be described univocally (see, e.g., In Isag. 2.10 [I:44]: “de omnibus rebus potest aliquid univoce
praedicari”), he nevertheless argues that ‘ens” is equivocal over the ten categories, inasmuch as terms in the categories
function in such different ways. For Ockham on the reality of accidents in general, see Rep. IV.8 (Opera theol. VII:141):
“...cum accidens sit res distincta a substantia et vera res, habet vere causam efficientem.” See also Rep. IV.9 (Opera theol.
VII:154): “accidens dependet a subiecto sicut a causa extrinseca,” and In Praed. 14.12 (Opera phil. 11:287): “. . . aliquando
illa res propter quam aliquid dicitur quale est realiter differens ab illo quod est quale, et informans ipsum; sicut homo
dicitur albus et qualis propter albedinem quae realiter distinguitur ab homine et quae est in homine subiective.
Aliquando autem hoc non contingit, sed nulla est talis res in eo quod est quale, sed propter hoc quod ipsa se habet
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The case of John Buridan, around the middle of the fourteenth century, nicely
illustrates this new consensus. Buridan reads Aristotle as holding that only substance
is a being (ens) or thing (aliquid). Although it is tempting to treat accidental terms like
‘whiteness” on a par with substantial terms like ‘horse,” so that they pick out entities of a
certain kind, in fact accidental terms have a much less straightforward meaning: they
refer to a substance’s being a certain way. For Aristotle, there are no such things as
accidents for accidental terms to refer to.” This sort of account would have fit quite
comfortably among the thirteenth-century discussions described in §10.2, but Buridan
neither appeals to this recent history nor feels himself able to defend the approach. So,
after setting out the view in careful detail, he rejects it, without argument: “if we hold
that whiteness subsists by itself, without inhering in any subject, then clearly this
whiteness is genuinely a being and a thing” (In Meta. V1.4, f. 17rb). The thirteenth-
century appeal to a change in modus essendi, designed to circumvent such an inference
(§10.3), is not mentioned as a possibility. Nor is any mention made here of Scotus’s (or
any other) philosophical arguments for real accidents. Instead, the case is grounded
entirely on faith. This shows that, although Scotus’s view had become ascendant, his
arguments were not themselves always influential. For whereas Scotus seemed to think
that the best arguments for real accidents are philosophical rather than theological,
Buridan holds that the theological considerations are decisive, but that there are no
philosophical grounds for departing from a deflationary account. (On how to read such
professions of faith, in the face of the philosophical evidence, see §20.5.)*

By Buridan’s time, the doctrine of real accidents had become the opinio
communis. This is by no means to say that everyone after Scotus defends it. Nicole
Oresme defends a view on which only substances have true existence, leaving accidents
to exist equivocally as modes (§13.2, §19.3). Marsilius of Inghen, too, argues against
the univocity of ‘being’ as applied to substance and accident, inasmuch as accidents
“according to their nature, barring a miracle, in no way have existence of their own.”

aliter quantum ad aliquid extrinsecum et quantum ad partes suas intrinsecas, non quia ipsis tale aliquid extrinsecum
adveniat absolutum quod formaliter inhaereat, sed propter hoc quod aliquid extrinsecum advenit. ... "

Another interesting fourteenth-century case is Durand of St. Pour¢ain, who in effect follows Scotus’s lead with respect
to absolute accidents, but holds onto a deflationary account for relative accidents. See, e.g., Sent. IV.12.1 n. 5, f. 322ra:
“accidens absolutum est quaedam natura in se cui competit aliquis modus essendi. Accidens autem respectivum solum
est modus essendi alterius partis.” Durand takes it to follow that absolute accidents can exist without their subjects,
whereas relative accidents cannot (ibid., n. 6). For further information on Durand’s view, see Ch. 13 note 2.

® Buridan characterizes Aristotle’s position as follows: “Homo enim simpliciter loquendo est aliquid et asinus est
aliquid sed albedo vel nigredo non est aliquid, ut dicebatur, ita quod hoc nomen ‘ens’ vel ‘aliquid’ non dicitur de albedine
vel nigredine secundum rationem simplicem, immo secundum rationem connotativam. Et de terminis diversorum
praedicamentorum dicitur secundum diversas additiones et connotationes: albedo enim est aliquid esse aliquale;
magnitudo autem non sic sed aliquid esse aliquantum. Ideo patet quod accidentia non dicuntur simpliciter entia,
immo entia secundum quid, scilicet cum additione et cum attributione ad substantiam, quia conceptus accidentis
explicatur per conceptum substantiae, cum additione” (In Meta. V1.4, f. 17ra).

* Buridan invokes the faith in these terms: “Nunc videndum est quomodo respondendum est ad quaestionem motam
ponendo ea quae posuimus ex fide. Dico ergo quod nos tenemus ex fide quod per potentiam dei accidentia possunt
separari a substantiis et separatim conservari sine substantia sibi subiecta; unde dicimus quod sic sine subiecto subsistant
in sacramento altaris. Si igitur ponamus quod albedo sic per se subsistat absque hoc quod alicui subiecto inhaereat, tunc
manifestum est quod illa albedo manifeste est ens et vere est aliquid et etiam ex hoc manifestum est quod conceptus a
quo sumitur hoc nomen ‘albedo’ est ita simplex sine aliqua connotatione sicut ‘deus’ vel aliquis terminus [ed. terminis]
substantialis” (ibid., f. 17rab). For further discussion, see Bakker, “Aristotelian Metaphysics”; de Rijk, “On Buridan’s
View.” Buridan argues in greater detail against this sort of reductive conception of accidents at In De an. IIL.11, as
discussed in Ch. 19.
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Even so, both Marsilius and Oresme acknowledge the univocity doctrine as “the
common view.” Peter of Ailly wants at least to consider the view that accidents are
not things distinct from substances. The view should not be regarded as heretical, he
says, but he himself declines to affirm it, on the grounds that to do so “would fall
outside the common philosophy, which posits that accidents are things (res) distinct
from their subjects, as whiteness is distinct from the thing that is white” (Sent. IV.6 art. 3,
f. D51b).”

The most prominent opponent of real accidents is John Wyclif. Although Wyclif is
generally a realist in metaphysics, and insists in particular on the irreducible reality of
accidents in each of the nine accidental categories (Ch. 12 note 22), he combines that
view with a staunchly deflationary conception of what accidents are. The claim that
accidents exist in substances is true only in an analogical sense, he holds, and he
blames “modern” confusions over accidents on an equivocation in what it means for
substances and accidents to exist. Whereas the essence of a substance is to exist per se,
“accidents do not have existence unless they inhere, since all accidents are modes of
substances” (De ente praedicamentali ch. 5, p. 38). Indeed, “every accident is a substance’s
accidentally so standing (se habere)” (ibid., p. 42). But whereas thirteenth-century
deflationists had combined such claims with one or another strategy for allowing the
separability of accidents from their subjects (§10.3), Wyclif chose to defy Church
authority and insist that not even God could separate accidents, so conceived, from
their subject. Given that an accident is “nothing other than a substance’s accidentally
existing in some mode” (De eucharistia ch. 3, p. 63), they are simply not the sorts
of things that can exist on their own. For accidents to exist apart from a substance, as
required by the doctrine of transubstantiation, one would need to postulate that
inhering in substances there are some further absolute entities—real accidents—over
and above the substance’s so-and-so standing. Wyclif regards this both as absurdly
redundant and as undermining our knowledge of the substance itself (§7.4).°

° Oresme notes the common view regarding quality at In Phys. 1.13: “uno modo accipitur ‘ens’ pro aliqua re
demonstrata vere existente, sicut est homo, animal et albedo secundum communem viam.” Marsilius of Inghen rejects
this approach at In Meta. IV.5: “Quibus premissis, sit secunda conclusio haec: quod nullus est conceptus univocus et
absolutus substantiae et accidentis.... Correlarium responsale ad quaesitum est: iste terminus ‘ens’ non significat
univoce substantiam et accidentia.” (See Bakker, “Aristotelian Metaphysics,” for discussion and for lengthy excerpts from
this unedited text.) In characterizing univocity as the opinio communis, Marsilius cites “multi theologi” and adds “et est
bonae memoriae magistri Iohannis Biridani.” Then he adds, quite remarkably, “quamvis non credam quod in fine vitae
fuerit illius opinionis”—implying that Buridan eventually took a deflationary view more like the one he ascribed to
Aristotle, and indeed more like Marsilius’s own (see Bakker, “Aristotelian Metaphysics” p. 258 n. 25). Another interesting
defense of equivocity from this period is that of pseudo-Marsilius of Inghen, In Phys. 1.7. Among later scholastics, the
doctrine of equivocity can most readily be found among Thomists—e.g., De Soto, In Praed. IV.1, p. 131AB: “Tertia
conclusio, ens non univoce, sed analogice, significat substantiam et accidentia. ... Confirmatur ex modo concipiendi:
quia re vera solas substantias apud homines censentur esse entia, nec duo lapides existimantur plura quam duo entia,
licet multa sint illic accidentia.”

¢ Wiyclif rejects the univocity of existence between accidents and substances as follows: “Et patet quod contentio de
quidditate formarum accidentalium stat pro magna parte in equivocationibus terminorum. Unde quando homines
inceperunt philosophari, aliqui negarunt accidentia . . . ; aliqui dubitaverunt si accidentia sunt entia . . . Sed post, subtilius
philosophantes, invenerunt quod ens dicitur analogice de substantia et accidente.... Unde opiniones modernas pro
magna parte reor stare in equivocationibus terminorum. Unde unus dicit quod nullum accidens est ens, quia statuit sibi
saltem verbaliter quod ens significat solum illud quod potest per se esse” (De materia et forma ch. 1, pp. 167-8). For good
discussions of his view, see Kenny, Wyclif ch. 7 and Conti, “Wyclif's Logic and Metaphysics” pp. 103-13. As Conti
discusses, a full treatment of Wyclif's theory of accidents needs to distinguish between inherent accidents, which is my
subject here, and accidents considered absolutely, where Wyclif’s realism applies. For the broader context of Wyclif's
theological thought, see Levy, John Wyclif, and Penn, “Wyclif and the Sacraments.”
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Predictably, Wyclif's views were declared heretical, and his association with
a deflationary theory of accidents must have discredited even further the sort of
deflationism championed by classical thirteenth-century authors. From the fourteenth
century forward, debate continued over the merits of Scotus’s univocal theory of being,
but even so there was never any doubt that accidents are genuine entities in a very
strong sense. Thomists continued to insist that the being of accidents is not the same
as the being of substances, making the two uses of ‘existence’ analogical, but their
views are never deflationary in anything like the pervasive thirteenth-century sense. In
general, for later scholastic authors, deflationism was as far out of bounds as was
the denial of accidents altogether (§19.5). This state of affairs would endure until the
Reformation made it possible, at least in some parts of Europe, to challenge Church
authority with impunity (§20.4).

The doctrine of real accidents immediately gives rise to the question of what it is for
an accident to inhere in a subject. What makes it the case, for instance, that a certain
color is the color of this dog, rather than of another dog, or indeed of nothing at all?
Locke would memorably express his doubts regarding the meaningfulness of talk about
inherence:

But were the Latin words Inhaerentia and Substantia put into the plain English ones that answer
them, and were called Sticking on and Under-propping, they would better discover to us the
very great clearness there is in the doctrine of Substance and Accidents, and show of what use they
are in deciding of questions in philosophy. (Essay I1.13.20)

Although the Essay is concerned more with substance than with accidents, Locke here
takes aim at the latter as well, and treats the notion of inherence as part of the problem.
Locke does not in fact do away with accidents (§23.4), no more than he does away with
substance (§9.1), but one manifestation of his skepticism concerning our grasp of
substance and accident is his skepticism over whether we know what it means for an
accident to inhere in a substance. It is perhaps natural to react to this passage by
complaining that Locke simply does not understand Aristotelian philosophy, and that if
he did he would see just what inherence amounts to. This inclination has to be resisted.
The quest for the one genuine Aristotelian theory of inherence is just as illusory as the
quest for the one genuine Aristotelian theory of form (§10.1). Instead of one canonical
theory there are many, wildly divergent theories. In fact, as an historical matter,

7 Capreolus’s version of a Thomistic theory of accidents is particularly instructive for the way it tries to secure
the realist credentials of such a theory, while retaining the theory’s distinctive core, which is that accidents by nature are
the kind of thing that give esse to a subject, rather than have esse of their own. To do this, he makes heavy use of the
distinction between esse and essence, so that the claims that [accidens] “habet entitatem realiter distinctam ab aliis
entitatibus” and “accidens. . . est realitas vel entitas terminata” come out true in virtue of accidents having their own
essence, but not their own esse. Echoing the terminology we will see Auriol use in §11.4, Capreolus holds that “sic ergo
[accidens] est entitas terminata termino propriae essentiae, licet non termino propriae exsistentiae” (Defensiones 11.18.1.3,
IV:150b).

For other late scholastic accounts of being as analogous between substance and accident see Fonseca, In Meta. IV.2.1;
Suarez, Disp. meta. 32.2; Scheibler, Metaphys. 11.1.2.3 (pp. 427-31). For all three authors it is clear that accidents have their
own proper being, just as much as substances do. (Similarly, creatures have their own proper being, just as much as God
does, even if ‘being’ should be understood analogically between God and creatures.) Fonseca cites Giles of Rome as a
proponent of the stronger deflationary view that denies accidents any proper being, and remarks “absurdam illam
sententiam, Accidentia non habere propriam existentiam, sed per solam existentiam substantiae existere” (In Meta.
IV.2.1.7, L:706B).
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Locke’s remark is completely apt. Scholastic talk of forms inhering in a subject just is a
way of saying that forms stick on or belong to or are associated with their subject. The
impressively Latinate ‘inherence’ is just another word for talking about the completely
familiar but metaphysically opaque relationship that a thing stands in to its properties,
and the scholastics no more shared a theory of how that happens than do philosophers
today.

Advocates of a deflationary account may not need a theory of inherence at all.
If accidents have no existence in their own right, but exist as aspects (or modes, or
dispositions) of their subject, then there are not really two things there at all, and so talk of
inherence would hardly seem appropriate. Of course, such a view may raise puzzles of its
own, such as what an aspect (mode, disposition) is, and how a thing’s aspects stand
relative to the thing itself. But such questions do not seem to be questions about
inherence. Accordingly, scholastics from the fourteenth century on, with their anti-
deflationary commitments, worry about inherence in a way that earlier generations do
not. Nicholas of Autrecourt, for instance, complains that we do not know what it means
when we say that an accident inheres in a subject, and Autrecourt himself is almost
unique among scholastic authors in arguing for the elimination of accidents entirely
(§19.4). Wyclif argues in some detail against the coherence of the idea that one independent
thing could inhere in another, in support of his own deflationary account.® Autrecourt
and Wydlif, however, are outliers. Most later scholastic authors are committed to
embracing some sort of theory of inherence. In what follows I consider first a general
question regarding inherence, and then two different kinds of approaches: Scotus’s
attempt to connect subject and accident by introducing a third, intermediary thing, and
Peter Auriol’s attempt to explain inherence without recourse to any such intermediary.

11.2. Must Accidents Inhere?

Thirteenth-century arts masters who argued against the separability of accidents almost
always did so on the grounds that inhering in a subject is essential to an accident. The
question of whether this is so should be distinguished from the debate between realist
and deflationary theories. Although it is natural to associate deflationism with the claim
that inherence is essential, we saw in the previous chapter that many theologians were
prepared to defend the first but not the second. Moreover, one might be a realist about
accidents—in the sense of treating accidents as genuine entities in their own right—and
yet think that such entities essentially inhere in something else. We will in fact see that
Peter Auriol defends this kind of view. Accordingly, as stressed in §10.4, a real accident
should be defined not in terms of separability, but in terms of real existence.

® For Wyclif, see De actibus animae 114, p. 122 and De eucharistia ch. 3, p. 64: ... et per consequens oportet dare

informationem quae sit vinculum quo substantia et tale accidens colligantur. ...”

Autrecourt’s doubts about inherence are evident in these remarks: “non est apparens quid intelligendum sit per hunc
sermonem: accidens inhaeret subiecto” (Tractatus first prol., p. 194); “nec apparet modus inhaerentiae quia non sicut
pellis inhaeret ossibus poterat poni, et circa hoc contingebant multae difficultates ut an inhaerentia sit de substantia
accidentis” (ch. 1, p. 204).

Nathanael Carpenter can be seen as a transitional figure in discussions of inherence, for although he accepts real
qualities (Phil. libera 1.1), he denies that they should be said to “inhere” in their subject, and instead offers a causal analysis
of the relationship between substances and qualities (Phil. libera II1.8).
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The thirteenth-century debate over whether inherence is essential to accidents is not
for the most part an argument-rich terrain. On one side one finds, unsupported
by argument, the Bonaventurean claim that actual inherence is not essential, and that
only the tendency to inhere is essential (§10.3). On the other side one finds the equally
unsupported claim that actual inherence is essential.” How one is supposed to distin-
guish between what belongs to a thing’s essence, and what belongs merely to its
accidental modus essendi, is unclear. To some extent, this impasse reflects the divide
between the arts masters, who were not responsible for explaining transubstantiation,
even if they had to accept it, and the theologians, who were expected not just to accept
transubstantiation but also to explain it. Almost all the theologians (except, as we will
see, for Auriol) agree that transubstantiation requires that inherence not be essential to
accidents. This conclusion is not very satisfying intellectually, however, if the best
philosophical arguments favor the conclusion that accidents essentially inhere.

Once again Scotus is particularly interesting, inasmuch as he has philosophical
arguments for the separability of accidents. His best argument for this conclusion
(one that seems likely to have been inspired by Henry of Ghent)'® is extremely difficult
but well worth the trouble of unpacking. (Readers already feeling overwhelmed by the
scholastic subtleties might proceed directly to Chapter 12 at this point.)

[1] There is no absolutely necessary dependence of an absolute accident on something else that [a]
does not belong to its essence but is only an extrinsic cause—unless [b] on the absolutely first
extrinsic cause, God. But [2a] a subject does not belong to the essence of an accident, because if it
did then a white man would not be a being per accidens, which is contrary to the Philosopher.. ..
For by adding to a thing something belonging to its essence, the result is not a being per
accidens. ... [2b] Nor is a subject the absolutely first extrinsic cause; rather, God alone is a
cause of this sort, and God is not the subject of an accident. [3] Therefore the dependence of an
absolute accident on a subject is not absolutely (simpliciter) necessary—where what is “absolutely
necessary” is that whose opposite involves a contradiction. (Ord. IV.12.1; Wadding VIII n. 9)

The argument’s focus is an “absolute accident” (line 1), by which Scotus means a non-
relational accident. For such an accident, the conclusion holds, there is no “absolutely
necessary” dependence on a subject (line 8), by which he means there is no logical
necessity, even if there is natural necessity. The structure of the argument is simpler
than it initially appears. Premise (1) contends that an absolute accident will be abso-
lutely necessarily dependent on some subject only if either (a) that subject is part of its
essence or (b) that subject is God. Premise (2) shows that neither (a) nor (b) is the case:
first that the subject of accidents is not part of the essence of the accident, and then
that the subject is of course not God. From these premises, the intended conclusion
(3) clearly follows.

The (b) case obviously need not detain us. We might wonder, though, why that
leaves (a) as the only remaining option. This is to wonder what supports premise (1).

° John of Jandun offers a notably strong fourteenth-century statement of the view that accidents are essentially
inherent, at least “secundum mentem Aristotelis et Commentatoris” (In Meta. VIL.1; ff. 87v—88v). So far as I have found,
however, Jandun does not contest the full-fledged being of accidents.

1% See Ghent, Quod. X.8 (Opera XIV:205), which makes this argument for the conclusion that accidents have their own
proper existence: “Et similiter in composito per accidens ex substantia et accidente, quotquot sunt in eo essentiae
diversae substantiae et accidentis, tot sunt in eo esse utroque modo. Si enim accidens non haberet esse proprium in
subiecto, sed solum esse subiecti, nullo modo compositum esset unum ens per accidens.”
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Scotus immediately goes on to argue for (1) as follows: “The major is proved, because
the first cause can completely supply the causality of any extrinsic cause, with respect to
any effect whatsoever. This is because it has in itself all such causality more eminently
than does a secondary cause” (ibid.). In effect, Scotus reasons as follows. In cases where
an absolute (non-relational) accident is dependent on a cause that is extrinsic to that
accident, that dependence will be absolute only if the cause in question is God, because
God can always take the place of any other extrinsic cause, and so allow the accident
to exist apart from that cause. If, to take the most obvious case, one supposes that the
accident is dependent on its subject—whiteness on the man—then God can play the
causal role of the subject. (We saw in §10.3 how this was a standard move among earlier
authors.) If, on the other hand, an absolute accident is dependent upon something
intrinsic to that accident, then that cause must be part of the accident’s essence, or
otherwise the dependency would of course not be essential, and so inherence would
not be absolutely necessary. Hence, as (1) asserts, the only relevant cases are (a) and (b).
Now although the (b) case is obviously a non-starter, the (a) case is indeed a very
natural way to think about accidents. Consider a color. Philosophers today tend to
think of colors as either physical states, mental states, or dispositions. In any of those
cases, however, a definition of what a color is—which is to say, an account of its
essence—would ineliminably refer to the kind of thing that is the subject of the state or
disposition: to a surface, say, or perhaps to a perceiver’s mind. This is to say, more
generally, that states and dispositions—as well as functions, aspects, and attributes—are
all most naturally conceived of in such a way that a description of their essence makes
reference to a subject. The idea that there is something incoherent about an accident
(or property, etc.) without a subject arises not because the subject is required as a cause
of the accident, but because having a subject is part of what it is to be an accident. This is
the view Scotus must refute.

We can now see, then, that the crux of the argument is the (a) case. To rule it out
(lines 3-6), Scotus makes a very interesting appeal to a doctrine introduced in §6.1: that
the conjunction of substance and accidents does not yield an ens per se, but only a thing
that exists per accidens. This was a standard part of the scholastic case in favor of the
substance-accident distinction in general, the idea being that the whole, thick aggregate
of a thing together with its accidents is not a unity in the full sense. Rather, what is truly
one thing is the substance that lies beneath the accidents, the thin metaphysical
substance constituted out of form and matter. Scotus here argues that if we take that
line of thought seriously, we are forced to conceive of accidents as separable from their
subjects. It is by no means perfectly obvious why this is so, but consider the standard
Aristotelian example that Scotus adduces, a white man. Whiteness of course does not
belong to the essence of the man (call him Socrates), but on the account in question the
subject, Socrates, would belong to the essence of whiteness. One might suppose that
we have a merely per accidens unity here because Socrates can endure with or without
the whiteness, but Scotus insists that this is not enough. Thus at lines 5-6 he invokes the
plausible premise that when two things are joined, if one is part of the essence of the
other, then their union is not per accidens. This is the crucial premise of the argument.

Ultimately, the argument turns on two ways of understanding the sense in which
the thick concrete substance is an ens per accidens. On a weak reading of that doctrine,
the thick substance is an ens per se because the thin substance can endure without the
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accidents: that is, because the accidents fluctuate, whereas the thin substance itself
endures. This is a dubious claim, however, because it would seem that even the thin
substance can fluctuate, inasmuch as it can gain and lose integral parts. This is an issue
that will become extremely important in Chapter 29. We can set it aside for now,
though, because Scotus offers a different reason for rejecting the weak reading. His
claim, in effect, is that we should treat the thick substance as an ens per accidens in a
stronger sense: not just because it is a thing that may change its parts over time, but
because it is a thing that, at each instant, given the accidents it has, lacks essential unity.
His opponents’ account requires the accidents that a subject has at an instant to be
essentially united to that subject. What Scotus insists, with the crucial premise of lines
5-6, is that this kind of union would make the whole thick composite into an ens per se.
Effectively, then, the claim that accidents necessarily inhere in a subject undermines a
core principle of Aristotelian metaphysics.

Once the argument comes clearly into focus, however, a weakness stands out. The
crucial premise holds that “by adding to a thing something belonging to its essence, the
result is not a being per accidens” (lines 5-6 above). Here there looks to be a dangerous
slide from the claim that an accident essentially has some subject (whiteness must inhere
in a surface) to the claim that an accident essentially has this subject (whiteness must
inhere in Socrates). Scotus seems to need the second of these for his argument to go
through, whereas his opponent seems to need only the first. Yet although Scotus does
not consider this objection, he perhaps has a reply available. Inasmuch as Scotus’s
opponents wish to block the possibility only of an accident’s floating free from any
subject, they need think of accidents as essentially inhering only in some subject. But this
is not all his opponents wish to deny. They also wish to block the possibility of an
accident’s migrating from subject to subject. To make their case here, they need more
than essential inherence in some subject or another; they need the claim that this
accident inheres essentially in this subject. Otherwise, Scotus can run the very same
argument as above, appealing again to divine power, to show that nothing prevents
whiteness from inhering in something other than Socrates. So it would seem plausible,
after all, that to block migration one really must turn the composite of Socrates and
whiteness into an ens per se, not an ens per accidens. Whether Scotus’s argument would
work against an opponent who concedes the possibility of migration and denies merely
the possibility of free-floating accidents is less clear. But I know of no one during our
four centuries who took such a stance, which is to say that Scotus’s argument may have
been effective enough against his actual opponents.''

' Although I will not enter into the details, it is worth comparing Scotus’s Ord. IV.12.1 (Wadding VIII n. 9) with the

similar argument at Rep. IV.12.1 (Wadding XI.1 n. 3). For a different reading of the Ordinatio argument, see Cross, Physics
of Duns Scotus pp. 100-3. Cross also holds (ibid. p. 101) that, for Scotus, accidents can migrate from subject to subject by
divine power, relying on Ord. IV.12.6 (Wadding VIII n. 12). Here Scotus seems to allow that, after the sacrament, a
numerically different but qualitatively similar bread and wine will return as the subject of the same accidents that have
endured through transubstantiation. What matters for the argument presented in the main text, however, is the natural
impossibility of migration, which Scotus clearly asserts at Ord. 11.3.1.4 n. 118 (Vat. VII n. 118).

The Ordinatio goes on to extend the argument to an objection often considered by earlier writers in similar contexts:
that although God can replace any efficient cause, God cannot take the place of the material cause sustaining the
accident. Scotus, however, can wield against this the same argument as in the main text, that to treat an accident’s
subject as its material cause is to make the substance—accident composite an ens per se. Here he seems on even firmer
ground than in the argument considered in the main text, inasmuch as treating homo albus as an ens per accidens surely
entails that accidents are not related to their subjects as form to matter. That form of composition, after all, is precisely
what gives rise to an ens per se.
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The present argument complements and extends Scotus’s argument from the end of
the previous chapter, inasmuch as we now have the conclusion that accidents both
really (univocally, formally) exist, and that they are separable from their subjects. The
arguments also share several important similarities. First, they have force only against
an opponent already committed to certain Aristotelian presuppositions. The crucial
assumption of that earlier argument concerned the explanatory role played by forms.
Here, the crucial assumption is the substance—accident distinction, and in particular the
doctrine that the thick concrete substance exists only per accidens. No doubt this claim
would have been widely accepted at the time, and in Chapter 29 we will see how the
thick-thin distinction plays an important role in some scholastic accounts of identity
over time. Even so, one might worry that Scotus simply begs the question by insisting
that the thick substance be merely an ens per accidens in just the way he specifies.

A second similarity is that this argument, like the earlier one, can be viewed both
retrospectively and prospectively. Retrospectively, it shows that thirteenth-century
authors were committed to a metaphysical distinction between substance and accident
that presupposes accidents have a certain independence. Prospectively, it points toward
a line of argument regarding accidents (and other putative entities) that would be
employed continuously among scholastic authors from the fourteenth century onward:
the argument that two (created) things are really distinct if and only if they are
separable. This is not a line of thought that one commonly finds among authors
prior to Scotus. By and large, however, it would come to be taken for granted that
the crucial test for being a genuine thing—a res—is separability. As we will see
repeatedly in the chapters to follow, this Scotistic strategy would be crucial in shaping
the scholastic dispute over the status of various kinds of accidental forms. Yet, as we
will also see (esp. §13.6, §14.3), it is extremely difficult to determine just what sort of
separability ultimately matters.

11.3. Glue-and-Paste Theories

When accidents are thought of in Scotus’s terms, as real things distinct from substances,
ordinarily but not necessarily inhering in those substances, it becomes obvious that one
needs an account of what makes one thing inhere in another. The most obvious sort of
account—at least from the perspective of scholastic authors already up to their necks in
metaphysical parts—was to appeal to yet further metaphysical parts to explain inher-
ence. Kenelm Digby’s Two Treatises (1644) mocks scholastic authors for making acci-
dents into substances and then having “to look for the glue and paste to join these
entities unto the substance they accompany: which they find with the same facility, by
imagining a new entity whose nature it is to do that which they have need of” (treat.
I concl,, p. 345). This looks on its face as if it must surely be a caricature, but in fact
Digby describes quite precisely the most common scholastic approach to the problem.

Yet again, it is useful to focus on Scotus. In a brief but interesting passage from his
early Lectura (circa 1298), he shows himself to be keenly aware of the problem of
inherence, but uncertain of how to solve it.

I believe that ‘unity’ is one of the more difficult words in philosophy. For there are in
things many hidden (occultae) unities that are obscure to us. There was a period when I often
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considered how man-white makes one thing more truly than if they were separate. For
whiteness’s inherence in a man does not produce any added reality, and yet when whiteness
is in a man, then the man-white is one, and not when they are separate. (Lec. 1.17.2.4; Vato XVII
n. 239)

Instead of “white man” (homo albus), Scotus speaks here of “man—white” (homo album),
so that not even grammatical agreement is allowed to smooth over the deeply
problematic question of what unites subject and accident. He offers no account here
of how to explain that union, only ruling out an account on which inherence would
“produce” (facit) some further realitas (line 4). One can see why Scotus might have
wanted to resist that sort of glue-and-paste theory (to adopt Digby’s phrase), but he
eventually decided that some such account is the only viable solution. His reason for
thinking this draws on the conclusion of the previous section: that it is not necessary for
an accident to inhere in a subject. Just as it is possible (by divine power) for an accident
to exist after its subject has gone out of existence, so it is possible for an accident and
its subject to continue existing, but separately, without inherence. This shows that
inherence must be something more than just the bare existence of the subject and an
accident.'?

What more could inherence be? From a strict mechanistic—corpuscularian point of
view, the only obvious way to relate two beings is to appeal to their spatiotemporal
relationships. (Any account of unity, endurance, causality, belonging-to, etc. would
seemingly have to be cashed out in this way, which is why seventeenth-century
philosophers find it so difficult to remain within the bounds of this sort of thoroughgo-
ingly reductive account.) Scotus does not even bother to consider whether inherence
might be explained in terms of some sort of spatial relationship—namely, in terms of
being next to or, better, overlapping each other. Perhaps one reason this seems not
worth discussing is that it does nothing to explain why accidents have a natural
tendency to inhere in a particular subject. If inherence were merely a matter of spatial
location, then it would seem that giving a substance a good enough shake might knock
off its accidents, so that a color, say, might fall from one substance and float onto
another. (Shaking off an accident would be quite different, of course, from the ordinary
case where a piece [an integral part] of a thing is broken off.) In general, the “sticking
on” of metaphysical parts—as we saw Locke put it earlier—can scarcely be explained
with corpuscularian tools.

Scotus’s solution is to introduce further metaphysical parts: specifically, he argues
that inherence is a kind of relational accident. Inherence must be relational rather than
something absolute, he argues, because it is not independent in the way that absolute
accidents are. As we saw in the previous section, Scotus’s absolute accidents do not
essentially inhere, or essentially depend on anything other than God. Inherence, in
contrast, like all relations, essentially depends on other things: in this case, an absolute
accident to do the inhering, and a subject for that absolute accident to inhere in. But
although this shows that inherence is not an absolute accident, inasmuch as it is not
separable in the proper way, Scotus nevertheless takes inherence to be a genuine entity,

'2 For other expressions of Scotus’s puzzlement over the difference between two things as united and as separated,
see In Meta. VIL.1 (Opera phil. IV n. 22) and In Meta. VIIL.4 nn. 2-3, 16, 54, 56, and the related discussion in §25.5.
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really distinct from both accident and subject, inasmuch as there is a kind of separability
here. For although inherence requires an absolute accident, that absolute accident can,
as we have seen, exist without inherence. And where one thing can exist without
another, a real distinction between those two things must obtain (see §13.6 for various
complicating details). The general scheme in place here, therefore, which will be
considered more closely in the next two chapters, is that absolute accidents are
separable from their subject in both directions (the accident can exist without the
subject, and vice versa), whereas relational accidents are separable in only one direction
(inasmuch as the subject can exist without them, but not vice versa). Scotus’s specific
conclusion regarding inherence is that it falls into the category of either Action or
Passion, depending on whether one focuses on the form’s acting on the subject or the
subject’s being acted on by the form. (Just as each of two white things has the relational
property of being like the other, so Scotus seems to think there is an inherence
relationship in both subject and accident, as a passion and an action, respectively.)'?
This way of handling inherence may seem so abstrusely metaphysical as to be
entirely unsatisfactory. One way to respond to this sort of complaint is to stress the
cogency of Scotus’s argument at every step of the way. If you accept that accidental
forms are genuine explanatory principles, and if you accept the substance—accident
distinction, then you need a theory of inherence, and it is hard to see how that will be
framed if not in terms of still further metaphysical parts. In other words, as soon as one
begins to make use of metaphysical parts at all, one has to follow that road where it
leads, even if in the end one must postulate many more metaphysical parts than one
originally wanted. A sense of dissatisfaction, however, may arise less from worries over
the cogency of Scotus’s arguments, and more from a sense that nothing of any
explanatory value has been achieved by all this philosophizing. Of course, that is the
timeless complaint made of all philosophy, and perhaps the most that can be said here is
that the charge is no more apt in the present case than in others. To be sure, to say that
whiteness inheres in snow in virtue of the snow’s standing in a being-acted-on relation
to the whiteness does not offer the sort of explanation that we expect today from

' For Scotus’s argument from separability to inherence as a third thing, see In Meta. VIL1 nn. 18-20, Lec. 11.1.4-5

(Vat. XVIII n. 191), Ord. IV.12.1 (Wadding VIII n. 6): “Et si quaeras, ad quod genus pertinet illud quod per se significat
hoc quod est accidens vel inhaerens? Respondeo, ad genus aliquod respectus extrinsecus advenientis. Patet enim quod
dicit respectum: quia non potest intelligi ratio eius ad se. Non autem dicit respectum intrinsecus advenientem, quia non
necessario consequentem positionem extremorum, quia sicut patebit in ultima conclusione fundamentum eius et
terminus possunt manere sine isto respectu. Si quaeras ad quod genus, vide si forte ad genus passionis, ut sic passio
dicat non tantum respectum passi ad agens, sed ad formam; vel si forte ad genus actionis, ut sic actio dicat non tantum
respectum agentis ad patiens, sed formae informantis ad illud quod informatur. Sed utroque modo erit respectus
extrinsecus adveniens.” See also ibid., n. 21, and Rep. IV.12.1 (Wadding XI.2 n. 7). For other discussions of Scotus on
inherence, see Amerini, “Utrum Inhaerentia,” Pini, “Substance, Accident,” Menn, “Sudrez and Modes” pp. 232-5, though I
would dissent from Menn’s charge that “Scotus is trapped” in a contradiction in his strategy for dealing with the regress
argument (p. 234). His criticism there loses sight of the fact, which Menn himself stresses elsewhere (e.g., p. 233), that a
real distinction for Scotus requires only one-way separability. The main text suppresses a complication made explicit in
the passage just quoted: that inherence is an extrinsic rather than an intrinsic relation. Intrinsic relations fall into the
category of Relation, whereas extrinsic relations cover the remaining six categories. For the difference between them, see
e.g. Rep. IV.12.1 (Wadding XI.2 n. 7): ... posito solo fundamenta non sequitur respectus intrinsecus adveniens necesse,
sed ipso et termino positis, oritur ex natura extremorum; respectus autem extrinsecus adveniens tantum contingenter
consequitur extrema posita in esse.” For further discussion of Scotus’s theory of relations, see the following two chapters,
as well as Adams. William Ockham 1:215-76. Cross, Physics pp. 107-15. Henninger, Relations ch. 5.
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physics. But Scotus was not trying to offer that kind of explanation. If he were, then his
answer would have been quite different: he would have said that snow is white because
it has a certain mixture of the primary qualities (Ch. 21). The scholastics were
convinced, however, that side by side with such physical answers there are metaphysi-
cal answers couched in hylomorphic terms. It is useful to know, Scotus thinks, not just
that whiteness arises from a certain mix of Hot, Cold, Wet, and Dry, but also that
whiteness is an accidental form, and so a real being, and that its inherence in another
real being can be given an analysis along the same lines that we give when we speak
of one thing’s acting and another thing’s being acted on. By appealing to accidents in
the categories of Action and Passion, Scotus is in effect suggesting that a metaphysics of
inherence will take the same general form as an analysis of action. If that metaphysical
project can be explanatory, then Scotus’s may be as well.

Scotus’s discussion of inherence takes on further interest, moreover, because of the
way it can be generalized as an approach to problems concerning unity. Since Scotus
regards accidents as real beings, he regards the inherence of accidental forms in their
subjects as just a special case of the general problem of how to explain the unity of
distinct things. Indeed, he stresses in his discussion of inherence that his approach here
applies generally: “every union of one absolute thing to another is an extrinsic relation”
(Ord. 1V.12.1; Wadding VIII n. 21). This is to say that the problems of unifying
substantial form with prime matter, or soul with body, or integral parts with one
another as a complete substance, will all require this same sort of solution: appealing to
a further relational entity to account for the fact that these things altogether make one
thing—a single substance—whereas these things together with that make one thing only
in some lesser sense. Hence the fact that a white dog is one thing per accidens follows
from the character of the action/passion that is inherence, whereas the fact that a soul
and its body is one thing per se follows from the sort of relationship that obtains in that
case. As we will see when we consider these matters further (§25.5), Scotus is ultimately
skeptical about whether we can give very deep explanations here, but insofar as any
explanation is possible, it must advance along these lines.

One risk that this kind of analysis runs is that we will end up not just up to our necks
in metaphysical parts, but positively drowning—that once we begin to postulate such
entities, we will be forced to postulate infinitely many more. That risk has perhaps been
obvious for some time with respect to glue-and-paste theories. If one thing inheres in
a second in virtue of some third thing, we would seem to need some further account
of that third thing’s inherence, and that fourth thing will in turn require a fifth, ad
infinitum. This objection is almost omnipresent in discussions of inherence, beginning
with the commentaries of thirteenth-century arts masters.'* These texts most often
appeal to the threat of a regress as a way of arguing that an accident’s inherence cannot

' For a brief contemporary version of the regress argument, see Anonymous Matritensis, In Praed. quest. 34 (pp. 164—

5): “Ad hoc dicendum quod dependentia qua dependet accidens ad subiectum idem est in esse cum accidente; quia si
accidens dependet ad subiectum, non per suam essentiam sed per aliquid aliud accidens sibi additum, tunc quaeritur de
illo ulterio accidente per quid dependeret ad subiectum. Si diceres quod per suam essentiam, eadem ratione fuit standum
in primo. Et si diceres quod per aliquid additum, tunc quaerendum est de illo, et sic in infinitum. Ex hiis dico quod
dependere accidentis sit qualitas, et illa dependentia erit qualitas. Sed dependentia accidentis quae est relatio non est ad
subiectum, sed ad terminum.” For other versions, see Olivi, Summa 11.54 (Il:261); Scotus, In Meta. VIL.1 nn. 6, 36; Ord.
IV.12.1 (Wadding VIII n. 12); Francis of Marchia, In Meta. V.4 (in Amerini, “Utrum inhaerentia” p. 127 n. 77); Auriol, Sent.
IV.12.1.1 (II1:109bDE, 110aAB); Jandun, In Meta. VIL.1 (f. 88rvHI); Fonseca, In Meta. VIL.1.1 (IIl:198aA).
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be something added to it, and so must be essential to an accident. Here, for instance, is
Radulphus Brito, around the turn of the fourteenth century:

Inhering in a subject either belongs to an accident’s essence or it is a [further] accident added on.
If it belongs to the accident’s essence then I have my conclusion. If it is something added to the
accident’s essence, then it is certainly an accident of the accident, because what is added is
something additional, and so is either a substance or an accident. What is added is not a
substance, because nothing inheres formally through a substance, but the accident does inhere
through it. Therefore what is added is an accident, and therefore it inheres, because every
accident inheres. Therefore the inherence of what is added either belongs to its essence or is
instead something added on. If it belongs to its essence, then for the same reason we should
have stopped with the first, namely that inherence belongs to an accident’s essence. If it does not
belong to its essence, then it is something added. Therefore what is added is either a substance
or an accident. It is not a substance, as before; therefore it is an accident, and if it is an accident,
then it inheres, because inherence, even given that it does not belong to an accident’s essence,
still cannot be separated from it. Therefore it inheres either through its essence or is instead
something added on. And in this way the same problem always returns. Therefore either
there will have to be an infinite regress or it will have to be granted that inhering belongs to an
accident’s essence. (In Isag. q. 33 [ed. Ebbesen, “Termini” p. 86))

Brito spells things out so carefully that the argument needs no further elaboration. The
regress he identifies seems thoroughly vicious, in the sense that an infinity of such
metaphysical entities is entirely unacceptable. There are, moreover, only a few places
where one can potentially escape Brito’s line of argument. First, of course, one can
reject glue-and-paste theories altogether, and so not treat inherence as something
“added on” (line 1). We will consider theories of this sort shortly. If inherence is
something new added on, then one might deny that it is an accident (lines 2-4).
To be sure, it does not seem plausible to treat inherence as a substance, since this
would make it the sort of thing that could naturally exist on its own. Brito assumes that
ifinherence is not a substance, then it is an accident, but here is another place one might
try to escape. Sudrez, three hundred years later, would treat modes as entities falling in
between substances and real accidents, and offer inherence as a particular clear example
of why modes must be postulated (§13.3). Since modes are the sort of thing that inhere
of their own nature, the regress stops at this second level. Brito, however, does not
consider the possibility that accidents might come in two types.

If inherence is a further accident, then it does seem, as Brito twice claims (lines 6,
11-13), that it must itself inhere. As remarked earlier, ‘inherence’ is just a technical term
for a form’s attaching to its subject, however that happens. Hence there is no point in
trying to argue that inherence is the kind of form that does not itself inhere in anything.
This leaves just one final way out: that we stop at this second level down, and hold that
inherence here does belong to the accident’s essence. This is how Scotus handles the
threat of regress. He claims that, at the second level down, the inherence, of inherence,
is not really distinct from inherence, (using subscripts to mark the different levels). Why
stop the regress here, and not (as Brito says at line 9) at the first level? Recall that
Scotus’s reason for distinguishing inherence; from the accident was that the accident
and the subject can exist without inherence,. Hence, he reasoned, inherence must be
a third thing. In the present case, however, Scotus thinks it an outright contradiction
to have inherence, without inherence,. As he puts it, “it is a contradiction for the
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inherencer,; of whiteness in a surface to exist actually, and for that inherence;; not to
inhere actually, or not to have inherencep,;” (Ord. 1IV.12.1; Wadding VIII n. 17). This
seems right, inasmuch as inherence, presupposes that form and subject are actually
attached to one another, all the way down. If some lower-level inherence were missing,
inherence,; would be missing too. But then, Scotus argues, making his characteristic
appeal to separability, if it is absolutely impossible both for a to exist without b, and for b
to exist without 4, then it must be the case that a and b are not really distinct. Since that
is the case here, inherence, must be the same as inherence,, and the regress stops."’

11.4. Inherence without the Glue: Auriol

Treating inherence as a thing in its own right, above and beyond the accident and the
subject, has not been shown to be incoherent. Still, it requires a proliferation of entities
that, other things being equal, might best be avoided. Deflationary accounts can readily
avoid this route, inasmuch as an accident’s existence, on that view, at least presupposes
(if it is not equivalent to) the subject’s being in a certain state. Hence it is easy for the
late-thirteenth-century arts master Martin of Dacia to dismiss the idea that inherence is
a relation between accident and subject. Instead, “this dependence is not any thing (res)
and so will be in no category. For whatever is in a category will be a thing. Instead, it is
merely a mode of understanding, and so merely a thing of reason (res rationis)” (In
Praed. q. 47, p. 209). Because Dacia is not thinking of accidents in realistic terms, he can
be dismissive of inherence. But can a realist about accidents leave out the glue in this
way?

Perhaps the most striking effort along these lines is that of Peter Auriol.'® Writing
circa 1316 on the same distinction from Lombard’s Sentences as Scotus, Auriol stresses
repeatedly that he is committed to the reality of accidents, in the sense that accidents
are genuine beings. Hence, he describes an accident as a “true res,” in opposition to “the
ancients who say that an accident is not a reality outside the soul” (Sent. IV.12.1.1,
I11:109aC). (Both the atomists and the Eleatic monists are often mentioned in this
connection.) Again, an accident is “a thing that is not the substance itself” and “has a
reality that is not its substance” (ibid.). For that conclusion he offers this brief argument,
appealing to the reality of change in the same sort of way that Scotus had (§10.5):

So I say, then, that an accident is distinct from its substance. For change above all else makes one
know the distinctness of realities. But a substance is changed from accident to accident.
Therefore, etc. (Ibid., III:111bE)

* Marchia takes a generally Scotistic line with respect both to Scotus’s realism and to his account of inherence, but
with some interesting modifications (see Amerini, “Utrum inhaerentia” and Bakker, La raison 1:400-4). Another interesting
example of a glue-and-paste theory is that of Buridan, who calls it a dispositio. Although he never goes into the details of
what this dispositio is, he does try to avoid the regress argument along lines very much like Scotus’s (In Meta. V.8 ad 2,
f. 33ra). Most interesting, perhaps, is that Buridan expressly rejects the idea that inherence might be merely a matter of
spatial proximity. Relying on theological examples, Buridan claims that an accident can exist where a substance is,
without informing that substance—e.g., as the accidents of the host do not inform the body of Christ (f. 32vb).

'% There is no modern secondary literature on Auriol’s theory of inherence. My translation of Sent. IV.12.1.1, based
on a corrected version of the nearly unintelligible 1605 edition, is available at www.peterauriol.net. An electronic version
of the entire 1596-1605 edition is available on my Provisionalia website.


www.peterauriol.net
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In contrast to the commonplace thirteenth-century appeal to the equivocity of ‘exists,’
Auriol acknowledges that “being is predicated of an accident in recto and per se” (ibid.,
III:111bF). He even criticizes those “moderns” who characterize accidents as having
“being that is weak and in need of support” (ibid., III:109bA). On Auriol’s view,
accidents have full and unqualified existence.'”

Yet Auriol thinks it possible to endorse fully the separate reality of accidents without
treating inherence as anything above and beyond subject plus accident. Thus, after
expressing his commitment to realism, he adds:

Nevertheless, it is not a bounded and complete thing without its substance. Thus it has a reality
that is not its substance, and yet it is not a thing that is divided (divisa) from its substance.
Consequently, it is a thing that is absolutely undivided in its own right, but not divided
relationally from the substance that is its subject. (Ibid., I11:109aC)

Auriol wants to distinguish the question of whether an accident has real existence of its
own from the question of whether it is—as he variously puts it—"bounded,” “com-
plete,” and “divided” (from other things). An accident is “absolutely undivided in its
own right,” which is to say that it has the sort of unity that is a prerequisite for being a
genuine entity, but at the same time it is an incomplete and attached entity, in the sense
that its existence presupposes (at least by nature) a subject to inhere in. Auriol devotes a
long and dense article to establishing this conclusion. To reach it, he needs to show that
although substances and accidents are distinct things, they are not distinct complete
things of the sort that must be joined by some further relation. So, “from the whiteness
and the surface there comes about one thing: not through their being linked together in
the way one complete thing is linked together with another complete thing” (III:109aE).
So how are a subject and an accident attached? In answering this question, Auriol
appeals to the strategy we have seen so often used in the thirteenth century, that of
treating an accident as simply a mode or state of its subject. Thus, “color is nothing
other than the coloration itself and a state (affectio) that belongs intrinsically to another”
(Sent. 1V.12.1.2, IlI:112aC). Likewise, when talking about shapes it is more appropriate
to use ‘figuration’ (figuratio) than “figure’ (figura), because “figure’ implies a thing with its
own independent existence, whereas figuration’ implies a thing bounded by another
(Sent. 1V.12.1.2, III:112aEF). Auriol expressly rejects the view on which quantity is
nothing beyond substance, expressly insisting that “when I speak of a [body’s] part I am
speaking of two things—namely, the substance itself with its matter, and its divisibili-
ty—and these are not one and the same.” Even so, “quantity just is the divisibility of a
thing’s parts.” Hence this divisibility (literally, partibility) is not a complete distinct
thing, but an incomplete, unbounded thing. Accordingly, “this divisibility is not added
to that wood through a mediating relation” (Sent. IV.12.1.1, III:111aBC). (On the
relationship between quantity, divisibility, and having parts, in the context of the debate
over the reality of quantity, see Ch. 14.)

17 Like so many thirteenth-century authors, Auriol invokes the Aristotelian slogan (Meta. 1028a18) that the accident is
not ens but entis: “Intentio Philosophi est quod accidens, eo quod non est ens, sed entis, non sit res terminata, sed res in
adiacentia, immo ipsa adiacentia ad alterum. Unde proprius figura exprimitur per hoc nomen figuratio quam per hoc
nomen figura, quia figura rem suam importat per modum cuiusdam terminati, figuratio vero per modum adiacentis”
(Sent. IV.12.1.2, 1II:112aEF).
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Auriol repeatedly tries to explain his view by analogy to how a line stands to
its endpoint. If we were to imagine the two as detached, distinct things, “then each
would be bounded (terminata) without the other....The point would not be the
boundary of that line, but would be something impressing that boundary” (Sent.
IV.12.1.1, [I:110aB). In fact, however, the endpoint’s relation to the line is much
more intimate than that—the two are in a certain sense bound together. The analogy
has a certain appeal, inasmuch as it suggests the sort of mutual dependence that Auriol
sees in the case of subject and accident. Of course, the analogy also has its limits—in
particular, because it suggests treating inherence on the unhelpful model of a spatial
relationship.

Perhaps more helpful than any analogy is to consider Auriol in the context of the
evolving scholastic debate. What Auriol is really after is a way of combining realism
about accidents—that they really exist—with the standard thirteenth-century view that
an accident just is a state (mode, disposition) of its subject. In the wake of Scotus, Auriol
could no longer ignore the tendency of deflationary theories to slide toward anti-
realism. What gives his account such interest, then, is the way it tries to maintain an
expressly realist position while still treating accidents as, in effect, modes. Suarez,
looking back at Auriol’s view, seems to see that this was the project, but he finds
it unintelligible, because he takes modes by their very nature to be the sorts of things
that are not really distinct from their subject. Thus he writes, “it is hardly intelligible
what this means, unless perhaps he [Auriol] thought that no accident is a thing
distinct in reality from the being of the substance, but only a mode” (Disp. meta.
16.1.2). What Auriol was after, however, is a theory on which accidents are both
mode-like entities and genuine things, really distinct from substances. Setting aside
(until Ch. 13) the question of whether ‘mode’ is the appropriate term to use for this
conception of accident (and it is not Auriol’s own term), still the project is clearly an
important one.

Auriol offers five complex arguments in favor of the conclusion that accidents
are incomplete, unbounded entities. Each turns on the advantage of letting accidents
be immediately united to their subjects, so that inherence is not a third, intervening
thing. The simplest of the five, the second, revisits Scotus’s appeal to the nature of
substance—accident unity (§11.2), but reaches a very different conclusion:

When several things make one thing with a unity that is a positive relation, rather than with a
unity that is the negation of a relational division, then it is necessary that their unity be the unity
of a heap. (The proof is that this is how the Philosopher argues in Metaphysics VIII [ch. 6].) But
an accident and a subject are not one in the way that a heap is. Therefore their union is not a
relation, but a relational indivisibility, or the negation of division. (Sent. IV.12.1.1, IlI:110aD)

Whereas Scotus had contrasted the unity of substance and accident with the per se unity
of form and matter, Auriol contrasts the unity of substance and accident with the per
accidens unity of a heap. Scotus had warned that to bind accidents too tightly to
their substance is to do away with the distinction between the thin metaphysical
substance and its peripheral accidents. Auriol argues that if substance and accident
are not immediately joined, their union will become too weak, like that of a pile of
stones. Of course, there are a great many differences between a pile of stones and a
thick concrete substance like a white dog, and so there would be considerable room
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here for Scotistic subtlety in replying to Auriol. But, setting the details aside, the basic
disagreement here is illuminating. Given Scotus’s full-blown realism, there is a sense in
which a thick substance, a substance—accident composite, is a heap-like entity. To be
sure, accidents are not substances, and so a thick substance will not be a heap in quite
the way that a pile of stones is. But inasmuch as Scotus makes accidents into things that
are very much like substances, he cannot escape the result that a thick substance comes
to look more like a heap than like a tightly unified ens per se. Indeed, Scotus wants that
result, inasmuch as he insists on distinguishing the thin substance from the thick
substance that is, like the heap, an ens per accidens. Auriol, in contrast, in his relatively
brief discussion of this argument, does not even acknowledge the familiar thought that
a substance-accident composite is one thing only per accidens. On the contrary, he
accepts (and does not think it necessary to argue for) the minor premise that a thick
substance and a heap are not one thing in the same way (lines 3—4). Ultimately, he even
asserts that a substance—accident composite is a per se unity, something Scotus would of
course stoutly deny. The reason behind this disagreement is that Auriol wants to treat
all cases of hylomorphic composition alike. Hence he takes Aristotle’s often quoted
comments from the end of Metaphysics Eta—What is the cause of unity? The difficulty
disappears if we say one is matter, the other is form (§25.5)—to apply both to
the composition of substantial form with prime matter and to the composition of
an accident with its subject. Elsewhere, in fact, Auriol offers an extended analysis
of substantial form that is exactly parallel to the account he offers here of accidental
form. In each case, then, we have a per se unity. Obviously, the disagreement between
Scotus and Auriol on this point runs very deep.'®

The showpiece of Auriol’s whole discussion is the long, first argument (the first of
the five) for the conclusion that accidents are incomplete, unbounded entities. It begins
like this:

Form and formal effect are the same reality (formalitas). But the formal effect of an accident is
not a thing divided from its subject; instead, the subject and the formal effect are one through
their being internally indivisible. Therefore the form or accident and its subject are not divided
things, but are one through their being indivisible in every way. (Ibid., IIl:109bAB)

The crucial concept in this desperately difficult argument is that of a formal effect. The
idea is that a form is a kind of cause, a formal cause, so that for any form there is an
associated effect that it has on its subject. The concept of a formal effect is roughly
the same as the concept of inherence, inasmuch as to ask whether a form inheres in a
subject just is to ask whether its formal effect is at work on the subject. In Aquinas’s
terms (§10.2), the formal effect would be the accidental esse of the subject that the
accidental form brings about; in Scotus’s terms, the formal effect would be the action or
passion that is the form’s inhering in its subject (§11.3). Auriol, in contrast, denies that
the formal effect is anything other than the form itself (premise 1). But since the formal

¥ Auriol’s views on substantial form are intriguing and, so far as I know, also unstudied. Whereas his broadly
deflationary conception of accidental form has many precedents, a deflationary conception of substantial form is quite
unusual. The key text is Sent. I1.12.2.1, which asks “Utrum forma substantialis sit aliqua determinata entitas in actu in
materia, vel sit tantummodo actu actio ipsius materiae, et communicatio sive communicabilia, pro quanto ipsa cum
forma integrant rationem unius simplicis naturae” (Il:174a). His view is the second.
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effect is incomplete and indivisible from its subject (premise 2), the form is likewise
incomplete (conclusion).

Each of Auriol’s premises is supported by a version of a regress argument, of just the
sort we looked at earlier (§11.3). Since we have already seen how Scotus can reply to
that sort of move, it seems better to focus on a different kind of argument that Auriol
offers for the crucial first premise:

The formal effect of a form and act is to form and actuate matter. Then I ask: Is the form the
actualization itself, or is the actualization something deposited (derelictum) by the form in the
subject? The second cannot be maintained, since what is deposited would be either [a]
something absolute or [b] something relational. If [a] it were something absolute (as one doctor
imagines), then quantity would deposit some sort of extension and redness would deposit
reddening (rubicundatio). If so, then it follows that something can be actualized without the act,
and formed without the form, because, as a result of its being absolute, God can through his
power separate the thing deposited [from the form that deposited it]. Further, the form is then
not a formal cause, but an efficient cause, for the form would in this way impress its effect in
matter just as would an efficient cause. Nor [b] can that which is deposited be something
relational, for if it were a relation then to be actualized and formed will be to be related. (Ibid.,
[11:109bBD)

This is a powerful line of thought. If form and its formal effect are distinct, then the role
of a form will be to “deposit” some further thing in the subject (line 2). If so, then we
would have to say that the accidental form of quantity would deposit extension, or
some such thing, and the form of redness would deposit reddening. Auriol plainly
intends for this to look unattractive on its face, but he thinks that when we consider the
possibilities for what might be deposited, we will realize that the account is entirely
implausible. The deposit will be either something relational or something absolute
(line 4). If it is relational, then we would be committed to the view that every case
of a thing’s being made actual or informed consists in its being related somehow (line
11). This does not seem plausible. If, on the other hand, the deposit is something
absolute, then Auriol sees two other implausible consequences. First, for every acci-
dental form it would be possible to distinguish two absolute things: the form itself and
its deposit. But where there are two absolute things, it is logically possible for one to
exist without the other. Hence it is possible, at least by the power of God, for a thing to
undergo reddening without the form of redness, and so on in other cases (lines 6-8).
This seems absurd—how could a thing become red without taking on the form of red?
Second, if an accidental form acts as a cause by impressing something on the effect, then
it is hard to see what distinguishes formal causality from efficient causality. The
distinction seems to collapse (lines 8-10). Auriol similarly goes on to criticize Scotus’s
view that inherence falls into the category of Action or Passion, remarking that “then
the causality of form will not be distinct from the causality of an agent” (ibid.,
111:109bD).

Scotus would have to grant some of these consequences. First, it just is his view that
all cases of an absolute accident’s informing a subject are relational. Given that, for
Scotus, there are two absolute things there, it must follow for him that they are united
in virtue of some kind of further relational entity. As we have seen already, forms
understood along Scotus’s lines involve more metaphysical entities than one might
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have supposed. Although one can sympathize with Auriol’s desire to avoid this, it is not
clear that he has thereby shown Scotus’s account to be flatly unacceptable. Second,
Scotus would have to acknowledge that an accidental form is a kind of agent. After all, if
inherence is an action (or a passion), then it is hard to escape the conclusion that an
accidental form acts on its subject. Hence formal causality is more like efficient causality
than one might have supposed. Yet Scotus need not embrace this to the extent Auriol
imagines, because Scotus is not committed to an accidental form’s depositing “some-
thing absolute” in the subject. His view is rather that for a subject to have an accident is
just for that accident to stand in a certain relationship to its subject. So we can speak of
an accidental form’s acting on a subject, and this action is itself a third thing in addition
to the subject and the accident, but there is no fourth thing that gets “deposited” by the
accident. Hence Scotus is not committed to the most absurd consequence of all here,
that there could be a reddening without the form of redness (lines 6-8).

Unsurprisingly, then, Auriol’'s arguments do not prove decisive against a sophisticat-
ed opponent like Scotus. To be sure, Auriol does hold a dramatic advantage with regard
to parsimony. Against that, however, is the worry that Auriol’s theory cannot account
for one of the chief desiderata of any theory of accidents during this era: separability.
Given that Auriol does not share Scotus’s concern with treating the thick substance as
an ens per accidens, he would not have been impressed by the philosophical argument
considered earlier in favor of treating accidents as separable from their subjects. Yet on
theological grounds—to account for transubstantiation—there was no escaping the
absolute requirement that accidents be separable. Auriol’s later readers tend to reject
his account on that basis. John Capreolus, a Thomist writing a century after Auriol,
labels the view “false and pernicious with respect to the faith” (Defensiones 11.18.1.3,
IV:152b). Suarez, after charging that Auriol wants to turn accidents into modes,
continues that such a view is “repugnant and incompatible in many ways with the
truths of the faith” (Disp. meta. 16.1.2). Just as there can be no sitting without a sitter, so
in general modes cannot exist without a subject (ibid., n. 21)."

'? Suéarez makes it clear that he does not have Auriol’s text, but is relying on Capreolus’s lengthy verbatim report. He
goes on to consider whether Auriol might be denying not that accidents have being, but rather this: “Fortasse tamen non
fuit hic sensus illius auctoris, sed quod accidens, sive sit res distincta a subiecto sive non, in re non distinguatur ab actione
seu inhaerentia in subiecto” (Disp. meta. 16.1.2). This clearly is part of Auriol’s view. Even this much, for Suarez, amounts
to treating accidents as modes, inasmuch as Suarez takes precisely this to be a distinctive feature of modes: “haec
accidentia, cum non sint res distinctae, sed modi tantum, non afficiunt subiecta mediante aliquo modo unionis ab ipsis
distincto ex natura rei, per quem eis uniantur, sed seipsis immediate coniunguntur. . .. Unde fit, in his formis modalibus
causam ipsam formalem non distingui a sua causalitate actuali, quia causalitas formae, ut saepe dixi, non est aliud ab
unione actuali formae ad subiectum” (16.1.22).

Suarez’s own line on inherence is similar to Scotus’s, but still more complex. According to him, inherence is a mode of an
accident essentially including a relation of the accident to the subject. This means that inherence is both absolute and
relational, and it gives Sudrez the results that (a) the accident can endure without inherence; (b) inherence cannot endure
without the accident; (c) inherence entails the subject’s being informed by the accident. Unlike Scotus, the relation is
“transcendental” in the sense that it is not in any category. See Disp. meta. 16.1.9, and the further discussion of Suarez in §13.3.

What about Ockham? Since he accepts that there are some real, Scotus-style accidents, one might expect him to
embrace inherence as a kind of relation. On the other hand, given Ockham’s rejection of relational accidents, one might
expect him to take an account more like Auriol’s. Officially, he does neither, and as a result his view seems unhappily
conflicted. He clearly does not treat real qualities as mode-like (§19.2), and so Auriol’s strategy is not open to him. On the
other hand, there are texts where he seems to commit himself to inherence. According to Adams, who lays out the
evidence, Ockham treats inherence as “a thing really distinct from Socrates and his whiteness,” while yet at the same
time, “Ockham does not acknowledge this consequence” (William Ockham 1:275). On Adams’s view, it is not that
Ockham is inconsistent, but that he hides behind the qualification that inherence is an extra-categorial relation. This
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To be sure, Auriol digs himself a deep hole in this regard. Repeatedly, he charac-
terizes subject and accident as “indivisible,” remarking for instance, in the conclusion to
an argument quoted earlier, that “the form or accident and its subject are not divided
things, but are one through their being indivisible in every way” (Sent. IV.12.1.1,
II1:109bB). Noting later that “many make a great difficulty here over whether inherence
is the essence of an accident,” he declares that “inherence is the accident itself” (ibid.,
[I1:110bBC). But if the color of the bread, as it inheres, just is that inherence, then how
can it continue to exist without inhering? The standard thirteenth-century deflationary
move, at this juncture, was an appeal to a miraculous change in the accident’s modus
essendi (§10.3). But Auriol rebuffs this strategy, insisting that the miracle of the Eucharist
does not involve God’s making accidents into independent, bounded things. Quite
plausibly, he holds that this would be to turn accidents into substances, and so would
not be a way of preserving the accidents of the host at all. Accidents are essentially
unbounded and incomplete, in their own right, and so cannot fail to be such (Sent.
IV.12.2.1, 1II:113aBC). What room does this then leave Auriol? Ultimately, he must
appeal to the mystery of God’s infinite power. God can cause accidents to exist on their
own despite their incompleteness. Auriol concedes that we cannot conceive of how this
is possible. Accidents are so dependent on their subject that, to us, it seems impossible
for them to exist on their own. But Auriol denies that our intuitions are any guide to
possibility: “God through his power can do more than our intellect can reveal or intuit”
(ibid., II1:113bC). To the objection that, on this account, “God could make straightness
without a line, and roughness and lightness in weight without parts,” Auriol just hugs
the monster: “Show me the reason why God can do whatever does not imply a
contradiction, yet cannot do these things” (Sent. IV.12.2.2, III:115bC).

With this remark, Auriol usefully reminds the reader of something we saw in the
previous chapter: that when it comes to divine omnipotence, the burden of proof lies
with those who would circumscribe it. Unless an explicit contradiction can be found in
Auriol’s account, the assumption should be that God can separate accidents from their
subjects, even when accidents are so conceived. Rational intuition or conceivability
may count as positive evidence for what is possible, but inconceivability is no guide to
impossibility, inasmuch as God can do things that are inconceivable to us. (Aquinas had
made just this claim at a similar juncture.)’® So whereas Scotus’s account makes the
Eucharist hardly mysterious at all—at least with respect to the endurance of accidents
without a subject—Auriol, for better or worse, restores the doctrine to its full obscurity.
Yet whereas in the previous chapter I was optimistic that appeal to a change in modus
essendi leaves open a window of possibility in this domain, in the present case I am not
so sure. After all, even if we accept that the showing of a contradiction is required to

seems an unhappy result, however, because it saves the parsimony of Ockham’s categorial scheme only by introducing
unexplained entities outside that scheme. To get a happier outcome, one would need to contend that Ockham is not
committed to the reality of inherence, a view he takes, for instance, in Summa logicae 1.51. This, however, would leave
him with no story at all about what inherence is. For other perspectives, see Henninger, Relations p. 142 and Menn,
“Suarez and Modes” pp. 235-8.

20 For the idea that inconceivability does not entail impossibility, see, e.g., Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles IV.65.4018:
“manifestum est autem quod plus potest Deus in operando quam intellectus in apprehendo”; Giles of Rome, Theoremata
de corpore Christi prop. 41 (f. 29ra): “ ... multa sunt deo possibilia, quae intelligere non possumus; facit enim deus accidens
sine subiecto esse, quod intelligere non possumus, non intellecto subiecto.”
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establish metaphysical impossibility, Auriol might seem to furnish us with the material
to show just that. Consider the whiteness that inheres in the bread. Auriol holds that
this accident is identical with its inherence in the bread—the inherence is not some
further thing. But now let it cease to inhere. How can the accident continue to exist?
The logic of identity is perhaps obscure enough that, even here, more work would be
needed to show an express contradiction. But the consensus among later scholastics
was that a view such as Auriol’s could not be made to work, and that—on theological if
not on philosophical grounds—a fully realistic theory of accidents had to be maintained,
at least for some kinds of accidents.
The differences in kind among accidents is our next subject.
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Categories

12.1. The Significance of the Categories

Reflection on language is enough all by itself to suggest the distinction between
substance and accident. Does language suggest further basic distinctions among kinds
of accidents? Perhaps comparison of Socrates is ugly to Socrates is married suggests the
distinction between monadic and polyadic predicates, and hence a distinction between
properties and relations. Setting aside relations, however, can one go any further in
drawing fundamental distinctions between kinds of monadic properties? It has been the
recurrent dream of philosophers that some such further categorization could be made.
The Stoics proposed a rather modest distinction between Substrate, Quality, Disposi-
tion, and Relation. Decidedly un-modest attempts to develop an ideal language—such
as al-Farabi’s tenth-century Book of Letters or John Wilkins's Essay Towards a Real
Character and a Philosophical Language (1668)—began by putting things in the world
into their proper categories, and then structuring language accordingly. Immanuel Kant
offered his own categorial scheme, and similar efforts continue to this day.l

The most influential theory of the categories was of course Aristotle’s, whose treatise
by that name counts as one of the few philosophical works to have been studied almost
continuously in Christian Europe through antiquity into the Middle Ages. Once Latin
authors had access to the full Aristotelian corpus, in the thirteenth century, it became
important to understand just where the Categories fits into Aristotle’s larger system.
Since hardly anyone proposed a developmental reading, there was little discussion of
Aristotle’s having outgrown the doctrines of the Categories. Still, there was the thought
that it is a work for beginners, and so not the place to find answers to the deepest
metaphysical questions. Thus Godfrey of Fontaines speaks of it as “the Philosopher’s
first book, read by boys just starting out” (Quod. 1.20, p. 44). Tellingly, Thomas Aquinas
wrote commentaries on twelve of Aristotle’s works, covering all the most significant

! For the Stoic categories, see Long and Sedley, Hellenistic Philosophers 1:162—79. For doubts over whether this should

be regarded as a category theory at all, see Barnes, “Les categories” pp. 24-6. For al-Farabi, see Khalidi, Medieval Islamic
Writings. For Wilkins, see Real Character pt. II, and the remarks of Rutherford, “Universal Language” sec. 2. For Kant, see
Critique of Pure Reason A64/B89-A83/B116. For modern versions, see e.g. Chisholm, Realistic Theory, Westerhoff,
Ontological Categories, and Thomasson, “Categories.”
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philosophical treatises—all except the Categories.” Beginning in the early fourteenth
century, however, and throughout the late scholastic era, questions about the status of
the ten categories become central topics of metaphysical inquiry. This new tendency is
vividly on display throughout Ockham’s work, which is full of lengthy discussions that
traverse the various categories seriatim. It remains a constant feature of late scholastic
thought all the way through Sudrez’s philosophical masterpiece, his Disputationes
metaphysicae, roughly a quarter of which is devoted to working one by one through
all ten categories. It is scarcely possible to understand any area of philosophy during our
four centuries without coming to grips with the status of the Aristotelian categories.
The task is not easy, however, because as usual there is no one dominant theory—on
the contrary, the scholastics hold a bewildering variety of views regarding how to
understand the categorial scheme.’

The previous two chapters have suggested an explanation for why the theory of
categories became so important to later scholastic authors. When accidents are con-
ceived of in deflationary terms, as entities whose existence is identified with a sub-
stance’s existing in a certain way, then the project of categorizing accidents will not
seem like a fundamental issue. To know what exists, one counts substances, not
accidents. In contrast, once the doctrine of real accidents becomes the opinio communis
in the fourteenth century, the list of ten categories—Substance, Quantity, Quality,
Relation, Where, When, Action, Passion (= Being Acted On), Position, and Having—
begins to look like an inventory of the kinds of things there are. That is, the Categories
now comes to look like Aristotle’s fundamental metaphysical text.

The importance of the Categories for later scholastic thought was not lost on
seventeenth-century critics. Consider this florid passage from Pierre Gassendi:

There is no one unaware of how celebrated this distribution of categories, predicaments, or
highest genera has always been among Aristotelians. It is the whole apparatus from which the
Lyceum was built, or rather, it is the treasure house in which the Peripatetics have piled up all
their riches. Hence it is that they fight so constantly for these ten categories that if someone
were to take one away, they would think their palladium to have been carried off. Indeed, these
are as it were the ten ramparts and towers on which the well-being of Philosophy depends, so
much so that they must be fought over no less zealously than hearth and home. One should not
be surprised, then, if they use hardly any other word as often as ‘category.” (Exercitationes I1.3.1,

p. 311)

? Scholastic authors have varying suggestions about the place of the Categories within Aristotle’s corpus. Buridan
describes it as tending to follow received views, rather than as offering Aristotle’s own considered account (Summulae
1I1.3.2). Zabarella describes it as a kind of metaphysical prolegomenon to the logical works, offering logicians a rough
guide to the kinds of things in the world that need to be handled by a logical theory. Still, according to Zabarella, it is not
properly a metaphysical work, because it does not offer a detailed, contemplative scientific treatment of res, but merely
one gratia operandi—hence its superficial character (De natura logicae 11.2, I1.5-6). For an unusual developmental reading,
drawing on Simplicius, according to which Aristotle wrote the Categories when he was young, see the anonymous text
quoted by Ebbesen, “Catégories au Moyen Age” p. 248.

® Scheibler’s Metaphysica is another illustration of the importance of the categorial scheme for late scholastic
metaphysics. Its entire second half, some 400 pages, is structured around the ten categories, beginning with substance
in most detail, and then devoting gradually less attention to each of the subsequent genera.

The importance of the Categories for later scholastic thought is widely appreciated among recent scholars. See, e.g.,
Kaluza, “Les catégories” p. 123: “Elle [la question des catégories] a été posée parce que, au XIVe siécle, la réponse qu’elle
peut obtienir montre immeédiatement le caractere globale de la philosophie qui soutienne et la porte.” Among the many
recent studies, see these collections: Biard and Rosier-Catach, La tradition médiévale; Bruun and Corti, Les Catégories;
Gorman and Sanford, Categories; Newton, Medieval Commentaries.
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When scholastic authors speak of categories, according to Gassendi, they refer to
“certain classes and receptacles, as it were, to which absolutely all things are referred
distinctly and in order” (ibid.). This then leads Gassendi to question whether there
really are exactly ten such classes of things, no more and no less, and he has an easy
time finding fault with Aristotle’s list, both for being non-exhaustive and for being
redundant. When the Aristotelian project is so conceived, it becomes an easy target of
ridicule. But did the scholastics actually conceive of the ten categories as ten classes
of things? As we will see, along the wide spectrum of scholastic views, some authors
come close to satisfying Gassendi’s description whereas others are as skeptical of the
categorial scheme as Gassendi himself is.*

One generally accepted reason for rejecting Gassendi’s characterization of the debate
is that not all beings are included in the ten categories. This was thought to be true
above all for God, who was typically said to lie outside the genera of the categories.
Indeed, the thesis that God belongs to some genus of being was condemned at Oxford
in 1277.” Other entities were sometimes said to fall outside the categories as well. Prime
matter, for instance, was often judged to be a substance, but in some kind of extra-
categorial sense.’ The thick substance-accident composite likewise does not fall into any
category. John Wyclif lists among non-categorial entities not just accidental aggregates
but also privations, hypothetical truths, and truths concerning past, future, and possible
states of affairs. It is not clear how much of a realist Wyclif wants to be about such entia.
He seems to indicate that they are mind-dependent, inasmuch as he says that they are
accidents having merely esse intelligibile. Still, according to Wyclif, these count as beings,
even if not ones that belong to any category. Wyclif’s remarks here do not seem to have
been particularly eccentric. Walter Burley, earlier in the fourteenth century, similarly
restricts his claim of all-inclusiveness: “Every non-complex term signifying a created
thing outside the soul that is one per se signifies either substance or quality, etc.” (In art.

* For other seventeenth-century critiques of scholastic category theory, see, e.g., Digby, Two Treatises tr. 1 concl.,
p- 344: “Upon this occasion, I think it not amiss to touch how the latter sectators or rather pretenders of Aristotle (for
truly they have not his way) have introduced a model of doctrine (or rather of ignorance) out of his words which he
never so much as dreamed of; howbeit they allege texts out of him to confirm what they say, as heretics do out of
scripture to prove their assertions: for whereas he called certain collections or positions of things by certain common
names (as the art of logic requires), terming some of them qualities, others actions, others places, or habits, or relatives, or
the like, these his latter followers have conceited that these names did not design a concurrence of sundry things, or a
diverse disposition of the parts of any thing, out of which some effect resulted, which the understanding considering all
together has expressed the notion of it by one name; but have imagined that every one of these names had
correspondent unto it some real positive entity or thing, separated (in its own nature) from the main thing or substance
in which it was.” Also Arnauld and Nicole, La logique p. 51: “Voila les dix catégories d’Aristote, dont on fait tant de
mysteres, quoique a dire le vrai, ce soit une chose de soi trés-peu utile, et qui non-seulement ne sert guére a former le
jugement, ce qui est le but de la vraie logique, mais qui souvent y nuit beaucoup....” As usual, Leibniz is more
sympathetic: “. . .ich auch in der bisherigen Logick viel gutes und niitzliches finde. . . . Die groste lust empfand ich an den
so genantem praedicamenten, so mir vorsam als eine Muster-Rolle aller Dinge der Welt” (to Wagner [1696], Phil. Schriften
VIL:516; tr. Loemker pp. 463—4).

> On God as not falling into the category of substance, see, e.g., Albert the Great, In Praed. 1.7, 1:103b and Ch. 6 note 7.
More generally see Tabarroni, “Utrum Deus,” who shows that although this was the thirteenth-century consensus, shared
by fourteenth-century authors as heterodox as Auriol and Ockham, some amount of dissent develops, most prominently
in Gregory of Rimini, Sent. 1.8, and also among arts masters in Paris and Italy. Still, God’s exclusion from the categories
remained the opinio communis throughout the scholastic era, a point that Descartes reflects when he remarks that “atque
ideo nomen substantiae non convenit Deo et illis univoce, ut dici solet in Scholis” (Principles 1.51).

¢ For prime matter as a substance outside the category of Substance, see Alexander of Alexandria, In Meta. VIL.3.4,
Paul of Venice, In Meta. VIL.1.2. For further discussion of the sense in which prime matter and substantial form count as
substances, see §26.1 and Ch. 26 note 15.
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vet. [In Praed.] f. dira). The claim must be limited to simple linguistic expressions,
because a complex expression—a sentence—might be said to signify a proposition or
state of affairs, which would not be in any category. The claim must also be limited to
creatures, to exclude God, and to per se unities, to exclude thick concrete substances,
heaps, and the like. Finally, Burley limits the claim to things outside the soul, presum-
ably so as to exclude the sort of beings of reason (entia rationis) that Wyclif lists. (Burley
surely does not mean to exclude all mental items, given that knowledge and virtue are
paradigmatic qualities [cf. Cat. 8].) Of course, the more beings that get counted as extra-
categorial, the more cause one has to wonder just what the point of the categorial
scheme is. Burley attempts to delimit precisely the range of Aristotle’s category theory,
but his various qualifications hardly induce confidence in the soundness of the project.
Still, in what follows I will set aside worries of this sort. For present purposes, we might
begin by thinking of the ten categories as a classification of the basic (non-composite)
physical (extra-mental) entities. This, at least roughly, is what the category realist
thinks.”

12.2. Category Nominalism: Ockham and Buridan

Not all scholastic authors were category realists. According to one prominent line of
thought, the categories do not divide things at all, but instead divide language or
concepts. Despite the perils of nominalism’ as a classificatory label (§5.3), there is a tight
enough connection here that it is appropriate to label views on which the categorial
scheme is purely linguistic or conceptual as category nominalism. For purposes of this
chapter, then, ‘nominalism’ means category nominalism. The most prominent nomi-
nalist was the venerable inceptor himself, Ockham:

These categories are not things outside the soul, really distinct among themselves. To be sure,
human being and whiteness are two things (res) outside the soul, totally distinct, so that nothing
that is one of these or part of one of these is the other or an essential part of the other. But it
should not be imagined that it is this way for Substance, Quantity, Relation, and so on—namely,
that a substance and a relation are two really distinct things, so that nothing that is a substance
or part of a substance is a quantity or a part of a quantity or relation, and that conversely

7 On Burley’s commitment to propositions see Cesalli, “Le réalisme propositionnel” and Conti, “Ontology in Walter
Burley” pp. 126-36. Wyclif's remarks on entities that transcend the categories run as follows: “Istis suppositis patet quod
restringendo ens praedicamentale ad illud quod per se est in aliquo decem praedicamentorum, sunt quotlibet entia
quorum nullum est formaliter ens praedicamentale, ut patet de Deo, unitate et puncto....Secundo patet idem de
quotlibet privationibus. ... Tertio patet idem de aggregatis per accidens, de multitudinibus et multis similibus, quae
oportet omnem loquentem ponere, ut patet tam de artificialibus quam naturalibus. Quarto patet idem de praeteritio-
nibus, futuritionibus, potentiis et negationibus, quae, quamvis dicerentur accidentia vel posteriora ipsis subiectis
secundum esse intelligibile, tamen non possunt dici accidere alicui substantiae secundum esse existere” (De ente
praedicamentali ch. 1, p. 5). See also Robert Alyngton’s similar remarks, at In Praed. p. 249: “Per hoc ergo quod
[Aristoteles] dicit quod ‘secundum nullam complexionem dicuntur’ [1b25] excludit aggregata per accidens, et veritates
negativas, ac veritates de possibili, de praeterito et futuro—quae veritates nec sunt substantiae nec accidentia, sed entia
rationis.” Much the same exceptions are made by Eustachius a Sancto Paulo, Summa 1.1.3b.1.3 (I:48), even though just a
few pages earlier he had remarked that “nihil enim est in tota hac rerum universitate, sive substantiale sive accidentale,
quod ad unum horum [categoriarum] non pertineat” (I:45). Here Eustachius, in place of ‘praedicamenta,” adopts the
Hellenic ‘categoriae,” a term that goes back to the influential pseudo-Augustinian Categoriae decem, but which rarely
appears in scholastic authors, even as late as Sudrez. This is a typical instance of the influence of Renaissance humanism
on late scholastic philosophical vocabulary. For some typical remarks in this vein, see Valla, Retractatio 1.1.2.
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quantity is a single thing really and totally distinct from substance, relation, and quality, and that
substance, quantity, relation, action and so on are so many things really and totally distinct from
one another. Instead, what should be imagined is that these are distinct words and distinct
intentions or concepts in the soul, signifying external things. And it should not be said that as
these intentions are distinct from one another (no one of which is another), so too the
corresponding things are distinct. For distinctions among signifying words or intentions in the
soul do not always line up with distinctions among the things that are signified. (In Praed. 7.1,
Opera phil. 11:158)

This passage is worthy of attention in various respects. First, it provides a clear
statement of Ockham’s commitment to real accidents in the sense described by the
previous two chapters. In cases where accidents exist—always in the category of
Quality, according to Ockham—accident and substance are two res, “totally distinct”
(lines 1-3). (As in earlier chapters, I leave “res” untranslated when it serves as a technical
term for entities that have independent existence in a very strong sense—the requisite
strength varying from author to author.) Second, it makes explicit Ockham’s commit-
ment to the substance-accident distinction, according to which the substance, strictly
speaking, is the thin metaphysical substance, shorn of its accidents (§6.1). For in cases
where we have a real accident, “totally distinct” from its substance, the accident is not
the substance or even a “part” of the substance (lines 2-3, 5-6). The substance—accident
distinction is exclusive and non-overlapping.

The third noteworthy feature of the passage is of course its insistence that the
categories carve up language and concepts, not external reality. The passage can in
fact be read as making a kind of argument for that conclusion, as follows:

1. If accidents exist, they really exist, as things “totally distinct” from their subjects.
2. No accidents outside the category of Quality really exist.
". 3. The categories are not a guide to what exists (but merely to our ways of talking and thinking
about what exists).

The difficulty with this sort of argument is that it depends on a long and contentious
discussion of the various accidental categories, by way of establishing premise (2).
Rather than depend on the results of that discussion, Ockham offers various more direct
arguments for the conclusion stated in (3). (With that conclusion in hand, he can then
take up the various accidental categories without having constantly to fend off the
objection that such accidents must exist, because they are found on Aristotle’s list.) Most
of these arguments turn on textual details from the Categories, and so focus on
Aristotle’s intentions rather than on the philosophical issue. Ockham does, however,
offer one sort of general philosophical argument for his conclusion. This argument rests
on an issue that has arisen several times already in earlier chapters, regarding the status
of determinable properties (§3.3, §§4.3—4). Ockham notes that each category seems to
contain accidents at different levels of generality. Category realism would therefore
seem to entail a hierarchy of increasingly general accidents, so that, for instance,
“belonging to the essence of this whiteness are, at a minimum, whiteness in general,
color in general, and quality, which is the most common genus” (ibid., 11:159). It is,
however, “impossible” to be a realist about such determinable qualities, because there
is no good account of what would hold such a hierarchy together. It is not the case, for
instance, that they are linked by one’s inhering in another, as if they were related as
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matter to form. But if they are not somehow linked together, then the absurdity
threatens that a thing could go from having this whiteness to having this blackness
and yet still have the determinable accident of whiteness in general. No doubt one
might reply to this argument by constructing some new machinery for linking together
determinate and determinable accidental forms, something that goes beyond the
familiar Aristotelian appeal to inherence. Alternatively, one might simply deny that
category realism requires embracing the whole hierarchy of determinate and determin-
able forms. But Ockham’s argument at least shows just how problematic a naive
embrace of category realism would be. A manageable theory requires saying that
some of the items described in Aristotle’s Categories are really just manners of speaking.

For Ockham, manners of speaking (or conceiving) are the only items cataloged by the
categorial scheme. As it happens, those manners of speaking do have ontological
import in the categories of Substance and Quality. In every other case, however, the
linguistic—conceptual items that fall into the categories pick out not a distinctive kind of
thing, but merely substance and quality in some oblique way. Thus ‘sitting,” from the
category of Position, picks out not a distinct form but simply a substance with its parts
suitably organized. (I capitalize when referring to the categories themselves; and use
lowercase when referring to the entities contained in the categories.) Ockham runs
through the various categories carefully, showing how in each case there is no need for
anything beyond an ontology of substances and qualities.® Later we will look closely at
his arguments for the most controversial of cases, that of Quantity (§14.3), and also at
why Ockham continues to accept that there are real accidents in the category of Quality
(§19.2). For now, though, consider a general difficulty that a view of Ockham’s sort
faces in maintaining the categorial scheme. Whereas a realist can of course pin
categorial differences on differences in reality, the nominalist must somehow find
those differences within language. And it is hard to see how language by itself can be
made to give rise to this sort of ten-fold division. (Or how concepts could do so. Given
the symmetry that scholastic authors generally accept between words and concepts,
I will not distinguish sharply between these two positions.) One crude criticism of
nominalism was that, on such a view, there can be only one category, since spoken
words are sensible qualities. (See, e.g., Burley, In art. vet. [In Praed.] f. c6vb. One might
just as well argue that all such linguistic items should all go into the category of
Quantity [cf. Cat. 6, 4b24-35].) This simply begs the question against the nominalist,
by assuming precisely what the nominalist denies: that it is things that get categorized.
But the objection serves to highlight the difficulty of finding seams in language that will
match up with those that Aristotle describes.

Ockham’s solution is to divide the categories according to the different interrogatives
that can be applied to a thing. Thus, when one asks of a thing What is it?, the answers to
such a question—'human being,” ‘animal,” ‘stone,” etc—fall into the category of
Substance. When one asks How much? (Quantum?), the answers fall into the category

® Ockham’s austere ontology comes with a significant qualification. For although he thinks that there are no
philosophical arguments for entities outside the categories of Substance and Quality, he concedes that relations are
necessary to account for the Trinity and Incarnation. (As Ch. 11 note 19 discusses, he may also have to allow inherence as
a real relation.) Still, he is able to insist that there are no entities corresponding to the category of Relation, because all
such relations are extracategorial. For excellent discussions of this issue, see Adams, William Ockham 1:267-76 and
Henninger, Relations pp. 140-5. Hereafter, I will ignore this complication.
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of Quantity. Thus it is linguistic considerations that divide up the categories, and
linguistic (or conceptual) entities that get categorized. This is, however, not an easy
view to defend. Ockham has to concede that Latin does not have distinct interrogatives
for each of the ten categories (no more than does Greek or English). In place of a
distinct interrogative for Position, for instance, one has to ask a question like Is he sitting
or lying down? In the face of this difficulty, Ockham calmly remarks that “sometimes we
lack interrogative terms that ought to exist, because they have not been introduced” (In
Praed. 16.2, Opera phil. 11:303). Hence the categories arise not from the interrogatives
actually present in language, but from the interrogatives that “ought” to be present. Yet
this should lead one to wonder about the basis for concluding that there ought to be
exactly ten different interrogatives in any language. The most obvious basis would be
the shape of reality itself: that, in view of that reality, there are ten different basic kinds
of questions to be asked of things. But then we are back to the view that the categories
reflect a divide at the level of external reality.’

John Buridan, writing a generation later, attempts to refine Ockham’s general
approach. The categories are not distinguished by external things, he says, inasmuch
as there certainly are not ten different kinds of things corresponding to the ten
categories. But neither are the categories distinguished simply by language, “because
different languages do not require a change in the number of categories, which
philosophers generally agree on. Also, words are given whatever signification we
like. Hence the categories would be multiplied whenever we like, which is absurd”
(In Praed. q. 3, pp. 17-18). Buridan’s solution is to appeal to our distinctive predicative
intentions, the idea being that behind the variety of natural languages lies a common
conceptual framework. Although there are infinitely many possible patterns of predi-
cation, these can all be reduced to ten basic kinds, as determined not by any structural
feature of language, but by the way we conceptualize reality. Buridan seems well aware
that the gerrymandered character of Aristotle’s categories makes this view look just as
implausible as does category realism. He softens the blow, however, in two ways. First,
he argues that there is no systematic method for deriving the categories, as if the
number ten could be made to fall out a priori from some more basic division. “Many
have labored in vain” who sought to construct such a scheme, he argues (ibid., p. 19).
The only possible method for establishing the number of categories, he argues, is the
empirical method of finding language being used in a way that cannot be reduced to
any other predicative form. Second, Buridan leaves open the possibility that such
inquiry could yield a number larger than ten.