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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to identify some logical conditions of Scotus’ formulation and

solution to the problem of individuation. The general conclusion I defend is that there

are four tasks he must accomplish before start thinking about individuation: provide a

conception of individuality, prove metaphysical realism, justify direct realism and come

up with a comprehensive theory of distinctions. Each chapter consists of an analysis and

evaluation of the way Scotus carries these tasks out.

Keywords: individuation, metaphysics, scholastics, Duns Scotus.





Resumo

O objetivo dessa tese é identificar algumas condições lógicas da formulação e também da

solução de Scotus para o problem da individuação. A conclusão geral a ser defendida é

que ele precisa levar a cabo quatro tarefas antes de começar a pensar em individuação:

caracterizar a noção de individualidade, provar um realismo metaf́ısico, justificar um

realismo direto and detalhar uma teoria das distinções. Cada caṕıtulo consiste em uma

análise e avaliação do modo como Scotus executa essas tarefas.

Palavras-chave: individuação, metaf́ısica, escolástica, Duns Scotus.
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Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to identify some logical conditions of Scotus’ formulation and

solution to the problem of individuation. This is meant to entail that not much of that

solution itself will be dealt with. I will have few to say about haecceities, and nothing at

all about the reasons why neither matter, nor existence, nor quantity can play the role

of principle of individuation. What I do intend to present is a (non-exhaustive) list of

what Scotus must prove or detail in order to start working the aforementioned problem

out. To graphically sum up the idea, the ‘foundations’ in the title should be read with a

magnifying glass.

The general conclusion I defend is that there are four tasks Scotus must acomplish

before he can sit down and think about individuation: provide us with a clear and fully

general conception of individuality (chapter 1); prove metaphysical realism about uni-

versals (chapter 2); justify his direct realism (chapter 3); and finally come up with a

comprehensive theory of distinctions (chapter 4).

I assume the need for him to carry the first of those tasks out is trivial enough to

require no justification. The task regarding universals too is of little concern: if there

isn’t anything common among individuals, then the quest for a principle that makes them

individuals loses much of its interest: anything will do, or at least anything essential. At

best the problem of individuation will come down to distinguishing between essential and

accidental properties. At worst not even to this.

The most unexpected task from the list is certainly the need to justify direct realism.

Why would anybody have to prove that we have immediate cognitive contact with real

items, instead of their representations, in order to deal with individuation? The key to

understand the connection lies actually in the first chapter. There I try to show that

Scotus’ characterization of individuality must be conceived in terms of predicability. This

notion is, however, strongly associated with intellectual activity, since to predicate is to

say something of something and only beings endowed with an intellect can do so. Scotus

is thus forced, so as to make predicability useful within metaphysical contexts, to draw a

sharp distinction between predication, proximate predicability and remote predicability.

Employing this last notion, Scotus suggests a characterization of individuality according

to which an individual is what lacks remote predicability towards separable items. Still,

this characterization can only be non-trivial if there are real items which do possess

remote predicability. These real items are Scotus’ common natures. However, if common

natures are remotely predicable, then they must of course be what is predicated, and so

predication must somehow involve a constitutive aspect of reality. But this can only be

if we do have direct cognitive contact with reality, since predicates are only generated

through intellectual activity.
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Finally, Scotus needs to build a theory of distinctions because his specific brand of

realism postulates a non-individual constituent within individuals. He must then explain

how this non-individual constituent is distinct from the principle of individuation – regard-

less of what this principle might be – without compromising the unity of the individual

that results from these two building blocks.

Concerning the structure of the chapters, they were planned to have some sort of

independence towards one another and still keep some kind of unity, so that chapter 3,

for example, could be read separately, if the purpose is just to understand the essentials of

Scotus’ cognitive theory, while chapters 1 and 3 (and probably this introduction) should

be read if the purpose is to understand the role of direct realism in respect to his theory

of individuation.

As to style, I tried to keep the text as simple, concise and direct as possible – simple,

not easy, as the topics themselves woudn’t allow me to. If I achieved these desiderata, then

it’s probably because I also succeeded in following the usual practice that leads to them:

keeping the usage of conceptual, terminological and illustrative resources to a minimum

and of argumentative resources to a maximum.

With respect to methodology, I think it is safe to say that this is not a thesis about

history of philosophy. As it will become clear throughout the text, I think Scotus is

mostly right – and when this is not the case he usually makes the tools available for

things to get fixed. I don’t treat, therefore, his texts as a document which portraits the

status of a question within some more or less determinate period of time. Neither do I

take his thought to be relevant only when placed against the background of a tradition.

Quite the contrary, I think Scotus is only a proeminent member of western philosophical

tradition because his thought is relevant. Tradition is important, though by no means

essential, to reveal the importance of a philosopher, not to make him or her important.

From all this one can gather that in what regards methodology my positions are once

more quite similar to those of Scotus and the scholastics in general. Nevertheless, I hope

such similarities are not interpreted as implying some form of blind allegiance on my part.

I disagree with Scotus on some crucial points and I intend to make these disagreements

apparent in the remainder of this thesis. However, it must be admitted that even when

we disagree I stand on his shoulders.
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1 Individuality

There are no lack of texts in which Scotus either implies or explicitly states how he

characterizes individuality, namely as an incompatibility with being divided into subjec-

tive parts1. The aim of the current chapter is not only to analyze and evaluate this

characterization, but also, and as a consequence, Scotus’ formulation of the problem of

individuation. In order to do so, in the first and second sections it is argued that the char-

acterization of individuality given above must be analyzed in terms of predicability and

separability. Since this thesis has been criticized by two of Scotus’ most influential con-

temporary commentators, in the third and fourth sections their criticisms are responded.

In the fifth section it is shown, through a comparative study, that Scotus’ characterization

is either better or at least as good as the alternative characterizations currently available.

In the sixth and final section the results of the previous sections are summed up.

1.1 Predicability

It is quite easy to demonstrate, in light of textual evidence, that Scotus characterizes

individuality in terms of predicability. As even a critic of this reading concedes2, Scotus

tends to define what a subjective part is in terms of predicability:

For a universal whole, which is divided into individuals and into subjective

parts, is predicated of each of those subjective parts in such a way that each

subjective part is it.3

Hence, a subjective part of a universal is anything such universal can be predicated of.

However, if individuality itself is, as already shown, defined in terms of subjective parts,

and subjective parts are, on their turn, defined in terms of predicability, it is evident

that individuality must be defined in terms of predicability. Perhaps an example can

better ilustrate the relation between the notions of subjective part and predicability. The

content conveyed by the term ‘horse’, for instance, is a subjective part of that conveyed by

‘animal’, since the latter can be (truly) predicated of the former. The content of ‘animal’

is, for the same reason, a subjective part of the content conveyed by the expression ‘living

material substance’.

1 In Met. VII, q. 13, nn. 115–118; Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, nn. 48, 76, 105–111.
2 Cross (2003), p. 48.
3 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 106.
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1.2 Separability

At first it might be supposed that predicability and incompatibility taken together provide

enough conceptual elements to portrait individuality. After all an individual is, according

to a very traditional definition, whatever is incompatible with being predicated of many

subjects. And at the very least everything ordinarily called an individual satisfies this

definition: it’s totally incompatible with Alexander to be predicated of anything but

himself – the same goes for Caligula, Bucephalus, or Incitatus.

For a catholic like Scotus there is at least one case to which this traditional definition

does not apply, though. On the one hand, since there is only one God, the divine nature

must be thus numerically one or, in other words, individual. The dogma of the Holy

Trinity, on the other hand, requires this individual divine nature to be shared by three

persons. From all this it can inferred that these three persons are one and the same

God: the Father is the same God as the Son, which is the same God as the Holy Spirit,

and so forth and so on. Therefore, the problem regarding that traditional definition of

individuality is that there is at least one individual, i.e. God, which is predicable of many

(persons). For even if the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are the same God, they

are not the same person, but three different persons.

The conceptual tool Scotus devises to deal with this exception and at the same time

amend the characterization of individuality in terms of predicability is the notion of

divisibility:

[. . . ] I say that the universal in creatures is divided among its singular in-

stances; but to be divided is a mark of imperfection and so it does not belong

to what is common in God. Rather, the divine essence, which is common to

the three persons, is de se a ‘this’.4

Thus, what distinguishes the divine nature from the created ones is the fact that the

former, despite being common to three items, is not divisible between them. However,

as Richard Cross once noticed5, the notion of divisibility is hard to pin down. My own

suggestion is to map it in terms of separability, which is not only capable of emulating

divisibility’s role as the hallmark of the distinction between divine and created natures,

but also a tried-and-true part of the traditional metaphysics toolkit. This move would

yield the following characterization: an individual is what is incompatible with being

predicated of many separable subjects.

A given item is said to be separable from another if at least one of them can exist

without the other. Alexander’s beard, for instance, is separable from him, as he does not

necessarily die just because his beard is cut. Applying this to a definition of individuality

in terms of predicability renders such definition capable of dealing with divine nature’s

4 Ord. I, d. 1, p. 1, q. 2, n. 44.
5 Cross (2003), p. 48.
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numerical unity. For even though it can be said that the Father is not the same person

as the Son, it is still not true that the Father is separable from the Son or the Holy

Spirit. They are the same God and so none of them can exist without the other two. To

sum up, the divine nature would remain an individual nature because in spite of being

predicable of many subjects, it is not predicable of many separable subjects. What is

ordinarily called an individual would also be covered by this characterization, inasmuch

as anything incompatible with being predicated of many subjects is also incompatible

with being predicated of many separable ones.

1.3 Logic and metaphysics

Despite being so easily proved, the thesis that Scotus conceived the problem of indi-

viduation in terms of predicability can be subject to criticisms of both exegetical and

systematical characters. In the current section and the next I deal with two of these

criticisms and use them as instruments to shed more light on Scotus’ doctrines about

individuality and the problem of individuation.

The first criticism concerns the status of the problem of individuation as a relevant

problem and more specifically as a relevant metaphysical problem – one about real, mind-

independent phenomena. Scotus’ texts strongly suggests this is how he conceived the

whole thing. I take it as self-evident that he does not think the problem is irrelevant.

Besides, he clearly describes, for example, the principle of individuation as a part of the

real structure of individuals6. Yet, according to some this status as a relevant metaphysical

problem is seriously threatened once it is accepted that individuality is defined in terms of

predicability. For predication, i.e. the act of saying something of something, is necessarily

a mind-dependent act. Jorge Gracia summarizes this line of reasoning quite nicely:

Some philosophers hold predication to be a mental relation between concepts

(or words) expressed in judgement. As such predicability is a feature of con-

cepts or words, not of the things for which those concepts and words stand.7

If predication is necessarily a mind-dependent act, so the argument goes, then anything

real is incompatible with being predicated, period. It doesn’t really matter what the

predication is about: one subject or many of them, separable or inseparable ones. With

this the problem of individuation would lose all its relevance. The answer to its central

question – what is the foundation of individuality? – would simply be ‘reality’. Anything

real, insofar as it’s not mind-dependent, would be individual. But maybe ‘reality’ is

not a good answer. Nouns like ‘Alexander’ or ‘God’ are mind-dependent and thus not

real. They are, nevertheless, individual nouns: incompatible with being predicated of

6 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 177.
7 Gracia (1984), p. 29.
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many separable subjects. Also, there are nouns like ‘horse’ and ‘man’ which are not

individual nouns. But in this case the only non-trivial aspect of a solution to the problem

of individuation would have to deal with properties of terms and concepts, and so this

response only saves the problem’s relevance by giving up its metaphysical character. To

recap then, a characterization of individuality in terms of predicability either trivializes

the problem of individuation or displaces it from the domain of metaphysics.

The most obvious way to tackle this criticism is to question whether Scotus really

supports the thesis that predication depends upon intellectual activity. His own texts

leave no much room for doubt, though:

Nothing in reality, according to any unity at all, is such that according to that

precise unity it is in proximate potency to each suppositum by a predication

that says “This is this”. [. . . ] This is possible only for an object, the same in

number, actually considered by the intellect.8

But here I persue a different strategy; one divided in two steps: first, distinguishing a type

of predicability (not predication) which Scotus takes as a feature of real items, instead of

terms or concepts; second, showing that only this type of predicability can be employed

to analyze his characterization of individuality.

Indeed, such a strategy can be developed around a technical expression found within

the very passage just quoted, namely ‘proximate potency’. The scholastics used to trace

a distinction between remote and proximate potency. On the one hand, an item is said

to have proximate potency towards an act when it can be immediately determined by or

to this act. On the other hand, an item is said to have remote potency towards an act

when its determination by or to this act requires some previous determination(s) by or to

other act(s). A just born foal has remote potency towards galloping, as it first needs to

learn how to stand, walk, trot and canter. An adult horse has proximate potency towards

galloping, as it can do so whenever it feels like. Being a term that connotes potentiality,

‘predicability’, i.e. the potency of being predicated, can stand for remote or proximate

predicability. In the extract above Scotus leaves no doubt regarding what he thinks about

proximate predicability: it isn’t a feature of anything real. As such it cannot, of course,

be of any use in metaphysical investigations.

Nonetheless, Scotus says nothing there about remote predicability. For according to

him the nature of an individual is a real item9 with a remote potency towards being

predicated of many subjects:

Therefore, a nature has a remote potency towards the determination of sin-

gularity and towards the indetermination of a universal.10

8 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 37.
9 cf. Ord. II, d. 3, qq. 1–6, n. 64.
10 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 48.
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A nature is basically what makes an individual a member of a certain species. The

nature of Bucephalus is, for example, what makes it a horse. Hence, what Scotus is

concluding in the text just quoted is that this species-membership principle is a kind of

bridge that stands between the constitution of individuals and the mind-dependent realm

of universals, i.e. predicates11. In its real, mind-independent state, it is conjoined to a

principle of individuation and thus constitutes a concrete individual, such as Alexander

or Bucephalus. As a predicate, in its mind-dependent state, it is somehow modified by an

intellect and consititutes a universal, such as the concept of man or horse. The details of

the path that a nature must take in order to be transferred from the real to the intellectual

domain are of no interest here. What must be stressed is simply that, as Scotus himself

admits, it is one and the same item that is in present in these two domains:

[. . . ] it is the same nature which is determinate by being in existence through

a grade of singularity and which is indeterminate by being in the intellect

[. . . ].12

As a consequence, the process of becoming a predicate is not enough to destroy what

constitutes the identity of a nature. If this is so, the remote potency towards becoming

a predicate must be found in a nature even while it is in a real, mind-independent form,

since any remote potency possessed by an item is automatically a constitutive feature

of this item’s identity. A nature may well depend on an intellect to become or to be,

as in proximate potency, on the edge of becoming a predicate. Yet, a nature’s remote

potency towards becoming a predicate remains a feature of it with or without any (finite)

intellectual interference; indeed, whether or not there are any (finite) intellects at all.

Here one of the most important results of the current chapter is attained: remote pred-

icability is a real feature. And it is a real feature because it is a mind-independent feature

of a mind-independent item, namely natures. Being a real feature, remote predicability

can, at least in principle, be a useful conceptual tool in a metaphysical enquire, which is

how Scotus understands the problem of individuation. In fact, even taken in itself, this

result already provides enough elements to formulate a clear answer to Gracia’s quoted

passage.

Let there be recalled how he there concludes that predicability, i.e. the potency towards

being predicated, is a mind-dependent feature simply because predication, or the act of

saying something of something, is a mind-dependent act. It should now be clear that this

is a patent case of non sequitur. A general lesson to be drawn from the lines above is

that the mind-dependency of a proximate potency is irrelevant to decide whether or not a

corresponding remote potency is also mind-dependent. By the same token (and even more

so) the mind-dependency of an act, such as predication, is irrelevant to decide whether

or not a corresponding potency, either proximate or remote, is also mind-dependent.

11 Ord. II, d. 3, qq. 1–6, n. 37.
12 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 59. My italics.
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But even if remote predicability is a real feature and a metaphysically fruitful concept,

the question still remains as to whether this is the type of predicability that should be

used to analyze Scotus’ portrait of individuality. I think it is and the reason why is to be

found in another constitutive notion of that portrait, namely that of incompatibility:

[. . . ] for if from a were merely taken away something which would make it

divisible, still it would not be incompatible with division. That which is de se

incompatible with something remains, if not destroyed, always incompatible.13

According to this passage, there is no way, besides destruction, to remove from an item

a given incompatibility of it. If analyzed in terms of potency, an incompatibility must be

thus equivalent to a lack of a remote potency, since a proximate potency can be removed

or granted without the destruction of its subject – think of how Alexander can lose or gain

a proximate potency to see depending on whether or not there is light where he is. Hence,

an incompatibility with being predicated of many separable subjects is nothing more than

the lack of a remote potency towards being predicated of many separable subjects.

Finally, it is clear why Scotus’ characterization of individuality is not subject to a

criticism like Gracia’s. It can give rise to conception of the problem of individuation which

is both relevant and metaphysical. Metaphysical because it is grounded on the notion of

remote predicability, which is a feature of real items. Relevant because it’s not open to a

trivial answer like ‘reality’, since some real items, like individuals, are incompatible with

being predicated of many separable subjects, while others, like natures, are not.

1.4 Universality

A second criticism against my analysis of Scotus’ characterization of individuality stems

from some passages in which he takes numerical unity as a feature of universals:

[. . . ] the universal is a numerically single object of the intellect and is under-

stood by numerically one act of understanding.14

Since Scotus also defines universality as a proximate potency towards being predicated

of many items, something very strange seems to follow from a reading like mine, namely

that a universal is both an individual and not an individual. It is an individual because

it is numerically one. It is not an individual because a universal is, of course, predicable

of many separable subjects.

The solution to this problem, according to some, is to abandon an analysis of individ-

uality in terms of predicability and, therefore, all of Scotus’ texts that support such an

analysis:

13 In Met. VII, q. 13, n. 117.
14 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 21.
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The problem specifically is located in Scotus’ attempts to define what a sub-

jective part is, because the definitions that Scotus offers tend to associate

subjective parts with predicates: [. . . ] But I take it that these claims are

mistakes, perhaps springing from the difficulty of describing the relation of

divisibility.15

Let me say as straightforwardly as possible that I see no problem, at least in principle,

of ascribing a mistake to Scotus regarding his own thought. Conceptual problems are to

be expected in a work as extense as his. What I find extremely worrysome about Cross’

position on the issue is the fact that he is exchanging a clear and traditional thesis for

another which is, at least at first sight, obscure and unorthodox. Nobody quite understand

why Scotus ascribes numerical unity to universals. Peter King doesn’t try to explain the

point at all16 and Todd Bates gives no evidence that he even recognizes it17. Cross is no

exception to this rule:

The significate of the predicate term in a true statement of the form “x is

N” is numerically singular because Aristotle’s account of predication – and,

ultimately, how the term predication is defined – entails this.18

Not quite illuminating, needless to say. Magister dixit is not an explanation; not even

when one is dealing with a scholastic. In conclusion, I think Cross presents no reason for

his preference of a numerical unity of universals over a characterization of individuality

in terms of predicability. Consequently, at least in principle, if something is to be aban-

doned, it is precisely this doctrine about the individuality of universals, not some clear

and traditional relation – one, by the way, which also goes back to Aristotle – between

subjective parts and predicability.

The only contemporary commentator that really comes close to explain why a universal

must have numerical unity is Martin Tweedale – he outrightly confesses his puzzlement

over the point, though:

But what case is there for requiring this numerical unity in the first place?

[. . . ] it seems the nature that is in things is a better candidate for universality

than what Scotus calls the complete universal. On this line of thought Scotus’

way of keeping universality in the realm of the mind-dependent seems badly

misconceived.

My way of defending Scotus here is to make plausible the idea that a

conjunction of predications of the form ‘A is B, and C is B, and D is B,

etc.’, where the subject terms all stand for distinct singular real things, and

15 Cross (2003), p. 48.
16 King (1992).
17 Bates (2010).
18 Cross (2003), p. 47.
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the predicate item B is a single item too, can only be true if B is an ens

objectivum.19

However, there is something lacking here. Assuming Tweedale’s idea is correct, it only

points out that if something numerically one is a universal, then this something must be

an intentional object or, in Scotus’ terminology, an objective being. It doesn’t explain

why a universal must be numerically one.

An obvious way to account for Scotus’ insistence on ascribing numerical unity to

universals is through the distinction between a universal conceived as an intentional object

and as an accident of the soul. This is basically a generalization of the distinction that

can be made between, for instance, a photograph considered as a piece of printed paper

and as the pictorial representation of somebody or something. The scholastics generally

assumed that much like the paper in which a photograph is printed, an intentional object

constituted by the intellect needs a vehicle, which they categorized as an accident of the

soul. Accordingly, when Scotus says that a universal has numerical unity, maybe he is just

pointing out that a universal must, as any accident of an individual soul, be numerically

one accident – think of how the same photograph can be imprinted in many pieces of

paper and have, thus, many, numerically distinct, copies.

But this just won’t do. In most of those passages where Scotus ascribes numerical

unity to the universal it is clear that he is referring to the objective or representational

aspect of the universal, not to its subjective or real being:

For although it is not incompatible with something existing in reality for it to

be in another singularity than the one it is in, nevertheless it cannot be truly

said of each of its inferiors that each one is it. This is only possible for an

object, the same in number, actually considered by the intellect. This object

as understood has also the numerical unity of an object, according to which it

itself, the very same, is predicable of every singular by saying ‘this is this’.20

Thus, a universal is, according to Scotus, numerically one item even when considered

according to its representational character or, in other words, according to the kind of

being it has as an object of the intellect, namely objective being.

My own suggestion is to consider in more detail the way Scotus characterizes univer-

sality. In its most primitive sense, universality is the mode of understanding that imprints

in a given nature a proximate predicability towards many subjects. When it is said that

Alexander is a man, the human nature is being predicated of him under such mode. It

is, however, extremely important to notice that a mode under which something is pred-

icated is not itself predicated of the relevant subject, otherwise it would be possible to

19 Tweedale (1999), p. 648.
20 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 37. My italics.



1.4. Universality 27

pass, based on the transitivity of the copula, from ‘Alexander is a man’ to ‘Alexander is

a universal’. Here is a passage about this point:

But not only is the nature itself indifferent of itself to being in the intellect

and to being particular or singular – and therefore also to being universal

and to being particular or singular. It does not primarily of itself have uni-

versality even when it does have being in the intellect. For even though it

is understood under universality (as under the mode of understanding it),

nevertheless universality is not part of its primary concept [. . . ]. Although

universality is the mode of understanding what is understood, that mode is

not itself understood.21

Therefore, in any predication the content which is predicated must be distinguished from

the mode under which it is predicated. In the example above, the content taken under

universality as a mode is what is primarily called a universal. But why exactly the

universality taken as a mode is not transitively predicated of those things which the

content is predicated of? Simple. Because, as the passage makes clear, universality in

this case is a mode of understanding – not a mode of what is understood – and, as such,

a requirement on the part of the intellect for it to absorb the nature, not a requirement of

the nature for it to be absorbed by the intellect. And only a condition imposed by what

is understood can be transitively predicated of the things which this what is predicated

of.

In another sense, a universal is a concept, and is nothing more than the nature taken

not under, but along universality. Since in this case universality is not a mode under which

the content is taken, but a part of it, one can say from this content that it is universal,

and that is why it is also true to say that the concept of man, for instance, is universal.

But when, the human nature is understood along universality, is this combination also

understood under some mode, like the content of ‘man’ is understood under universality

in ‘Alexander is a man’? And if it is, under what mode exactly?

Yes, when it is said that the concept of man is universal, the content of ‘the concept

of man’ is understood under some mode, namely the mode of singularity or numerical

unity. As singularity is here a mode under which the concept of man is understood, it

cannot of course be predicated of such concept. Here is a passage about the issue:

[. . . ] it is one thing for singularity to be conceived either as an object or as

part of an object, and another thing for singularity to be precisely the mode of

conceiving or that under which the object is conceived. An example: when I

say ‘universal’, the object conceived is a plurality, but the mode of conceiving,

that is, the mode under which it is conceived, is singularity.22

21 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 33.
22 Ord. I, d. 3, p. 1, q. 3, n. 183.
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But what reason there is for such an extravagant thesis? Why should anybody accept

that the content of ‘the concept of man’23 is in any instance understood under singularity?

Once more the answer is simple: the content of ‘the concept of man’ is incompatible with

being predicated of many separable subjects. Nothing besides the concept of man is or

can be a concept of man24. Alexander was a man, but he was not the concept of man.

The concept of animal too is not the concept of man, and the same goes for the concepts

of rational, bipede, laughable etc. Since anything incompatible with being divided into

subjective parts is an individual and numerically one, the concept of man can only be

conceived under the mode of singularity.

In conclusion, there is no contradiction between the ascription of universality and sin-

gularity to universals. For these features are ascribed to different kinds of universals. On

the one hand is called universal that which is understood under the mode of universality

and is therefore in proximate potency towards being predicable of many subjects. This

universal is in no sense numerically one. Its content is not singular and its typical mode

of understanding is not singularity. On the other hand is called universal that which is

understood along with universality. This universal is in some sense numerically one. For

even though its content is not singular, the typical mode of understanding associated with

it is.

In the lines above a good deal of Scotus’ semantics of common terms became clear.

This might make one wonder how he would deal with names. However, just like Scotus, I

have precious little to say about such matter. He clearly imposes some strong restraints on

our ability to cognize individuals. Accordingly, unless he somehow sets apart semantics

from cognitive theory, at least in what regards names – I guess he wouldn’t do that,

though – it is hard to say how names would behave much differently from common terms.

1.5 Alternatives

In this last section I intend to show, through a comparative investigation, that Scotus’

characterization of individuality is capable of yielding a formulation for the problem of

individuation which is at least as fruitful than formulations based on other traditional

characterizations – and actually more fruitful than most of them. In order to do so I use

as a basis a list provided by Jorge Gracia in one of his many texts on the problem of indi-

viduation25. According to such list, individuality can be defined in terms of indivisibility,

distinction, division, identity and non-instantiability.

23 There is something quite tricky here: the content of ‘the concept of man’ is not the same as the
content of the concept of man. The former refers to nature along universality under the mode of
singularity. The latter refers to nature along universality regardless of any mode.

24 This whole issue seems akin to Frege’s famous problem concerning the concept of horse.
25 Gracia (1983).
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Those who define individuality in terms of indivisibility take an individual to be what-

ever can’t be divided in many things of the same nature. A species can be divided among

its members and these members are of course all of the same nature, namely the nature

that determines the very species just mentioned. The horse species is divided among

Bucephalus, Incitatus and other horses, all of which share the same nature: the nature of

a horse. In contrast, Bucephalus himself can’t be divided by any means in many things

of the same nature. Bucephalus leg is the leg of a horse, but is not a horse, and the same

goes for all other of Bucephalus’ parts. It’s because of this fact that Bucephalus is an

individual: it cannot be divided in thigs of the same nature as its own.

This definition has the benefit of keeping the etymology of the word ‘individual’ next

to its logical content. Etymologicaly, ‘individual‘ simply means what is not divided –

and this is probably the reason why Scotus insists on using such terminology in his own

characterization, although in a completely different sense. Nevertheless, a definition of

individuality as indivisibility among things of the same nature can be subject to some

very strong objections. Homogeneous wholes, such as a heap of sand, a pile of rock, a

quantity of water, or a piece of paper, can all be divided in things of the same nature.

It’s quite easy to rip a piece of paper apart or to divide the contents of a single glass of

water between two glasses. Yet, all these things seem to be individual: one heap of sand,

a numerically one pile of rock, an individual piece of paper etc.

A second way of defining individuality is through the notion of distinction. According

to this definition an individual is whatever is numerically distinct from every other item

under the same species. According to this definition Alexander is an individual because

he is distinct from Philip and Caligula, even though they are all human beings and, as

such, members of the same species.

This definition has two main problems. First, it is incapable of dealing with cases

in which there is only one member under a species, since then no numerical distinction

would arise. It is hard to account for the divine nature’s individuality within a framework

that adopts such a definition. God is not under a species, and even if He was, the divine

nature admits no numerical distinction within it – there is only one God. Even leaving

God aside, there is still, from a medieval point of view, the case of the sun and the moon,

which were believed to be uniques under their species. And even leaving all this aside

there is the problem of deciding by fiat whether or not there can be a species with just

a single individual under under them. If every single horse but Bucephalus were killed,

would Bucephalus lose its individuality?

The second problem faced by a characterization of individuality in terms of distinction

is that the former seems to be an intrinsic and monadic property of an item, while the

latter certainly isn’t. The individuality of Alexander seems to be a feature of him quite

independently of what passes to any other human being. Alexander’s distinction towards

Philip, on the other hand, is a relational feature of his, something which Alexander has
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only in relation to Philip. Actually, this seems to imply that distinction within a species

is a feature logically posterior to individuality, since what is relational is posterior to what

is absolute. Consequently, if there is any definitional order between distinction within a

species and individuality, it is the former that must be defined in terms of the latter, not

vice-versa.

Another traditional way of defining individuality springs from the notion of division26.

According to this definition an individual is whatever is capable of dividing and multiply-

ing a species. Hence, Bucephalus and Incitatus are individuals because they multiply or

divide the horse species. But much of the same criticism regarding the definition in terms

of distinction can be applied here. There is no evidence to rule out, at least in principle, a

species which has necessarily just one individual as a member. Besides, dividing a species

can’t be a feature of an individual taken in itself, but only in relation to other individuals,

since an individual cannot single-handedly multiply a species – he needs some help from

at least one other member of the same species.

Identity is also a philosophical concept used to define individuality. If taken with a

temporal connotation, identity is simply the capacity an item has to remain the same

item through a certain ammount of time. Thus, Alexander is an individual because he

can lose some properties and acquire others without leaving existence. The logical concept

of identity, which completely abstracts from time relations, is a very difficult concept to

strictly define or even characterize. Roughly, the identity of something can be thought of

as the set of necessary and sufficient conditions to be this something. With or without

temporal connotation, identity is not a good criteria for individuality, though. For even

non-individual items such as the common natures mentioned in the previous sections can,

in principle, remain the same through time or have sameness conditions. One may try

to cope with this criticism by restricting identity to numerical identity. But in this case

it is obvious that no real elucidation of individuality is offered, since numerical unity or

identity is nothing more than a trivial synonym for individuality.

The last alternative candidate for being a criteria of individuality is non-instantiability.

For an item to be instantiated is basically for it to be exemplified, repeated or multiplied.

According to this definition Alexander is an individual because he cannot be multiplied:

there can be no more than one Alexander. There can be, of course, other people whose

name is ‘Alexander’, but they are not Alexander – even though they are called ‘Alexander’.

Maybe there can also be a clone of Alexander, a perfect copy of him in every aspect. Still,

a clone of Alexander is not him, just like a copy of a document is not the original.

This is one of the most promising attempts at defining individuality. It seems to

be imumne to most of the criticisms directed against the previous definitions. Even

individual homogeneous wholes can’t be instanted. There are many piles of rock around

the world, but none of then taken singularly can be further repeated or multiplied. And

26 cf. Storck (1998), p. 32.
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a division of a given pile of rock does not yield as a result two instances of the same

pile, but two different ones. The problems regarding distinction also does not affect non-

instatiability. First, because even if there is just a single item under a species, this item

still can’t itself be further instantiated, and can be thus classified as an individual. Second,

because non-instatiability is a monadic and intrinsic feature. No matter what happens

with other human beings, Alexander can’t be multiplied. For much the same reason,

non-instantiability is also a better candidate when compared to division. Concerning the

identity criteria, if something is non-instantiable it is automatically also not common. A

common nature can have many instances, can’t it?

Nevertheless, there are also problems with this definition. First, it cannot deal, as it

stands, with the case of the divine nature and the Holy Trinity. The divine nature is both

instantiable by the three persons and, since there is only one God, individual. Some try to

solve this problem distinguishing instantiability from exemplifiability27. This is, of course,

a totally artificial and ad hoc solution, though. Another way out is simply to deny any

relevance to theological objections such as this one. But I think this is a very poor reply.

And the reason why is not my beliefs regarding the Holy Trinity, but simply because

ideally a metaphysical framework should be compatible with any existential assumptions

– any ontology, in other words. Accordingly, even if the the doctrine of the Holy Trinity

eventually proves itself false, it is, at least in our current situation, better to have a

criteria of individuality which is neither committed nor incompatible with such theological

doctrine. I therefore suggest an amendment similar to that Scotus made concerning the

characterization in terms of predicability. Thus, an individual would be not simply what

is non-instantiable, but what is non-instantiable by separable items. This way the divine

nature would be covered and the essence of the definition kept.

But if a definition of individuality in terms of non-instantiability is, as shown, fruitful

enough to provide a solid foundation for the problem of individuation, why Scotus does not

embrace it? Well, according to some he actually does embrace it28. I hope to have shown

otherwise, though. But why then he chooses the characterization in terms predicability?

I think the answer to this question is to be found in Scotus’ aristotelian heritage,

a heritage which explains why within Scotus’ treatment of individuality the notions of

instantiability and, as a consequence, non-instantiability, do not play any proeminent

role. As Todd Bates29 much insists on, within such framework the truth that Alexander

is a man is not fundamentally explained in terms of instantiation, as it would in an

author with a strong platonic vein, but in terms of constitution and notions such as part

and whole. Ultimately, Alexander is a man because he has a human nature, and his

human nature is not something he instantiates, but a constituent of his, a part of him30.

27 Cross (2003), p. 50.
28 Cross (2003), fn. 22; Park (1996), p. 276; Noone (2003), p. 113.
29 Bates (2010), p. 14.
30 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 177.
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Accordingly, Alexander is not an instance of man, the human nature, or humanity. The

isomorphism which grounds the truth that Alexander is a man is simply not that straight.

Scotus is not a partisan of what Barry Smith call a ‘fantology’31. If I’m right, Scotus

does not define individuality as non-instantiability because even items which are clearly

non-individual, such as common natures, are also non-instantiable. But what exactly

distinguishes instantiation from constitution? The explanation above seems to simply

assume that if x is an instance of F , then F is not a part or a constituent of x.

But this assumption can actually be justified by means of two premises. First, that

what is instantiated is wholly extrinsic to what instantiates it. Second, that what is

extrinsic to something cannot constitute this something. The first premise, on its turn,

is a sympton of the equivalence or strict similarity between the notions of instantiation

and (platonic) participation – and Scotus seems to subscribe the contention that what

is participated is extrinsic to what participates when he puts what-is-by-participation

outside the sphere of what-is-by-essence:

Everything which is such and such by participation is derived from some-

thing which is such and such by essence, otherwise what is such and such by

participation would be a primary such and such.32

And even if somebody were to question the first premise and characterize instantiation as

an intrinsic relation, this would be tantamount to transforming instantiation in a kind of

constitution, since there is no way for an item to be intrinsic to another without consti-

tuting it. Accordingly, either instantiation is an extrinsic relation, and thus irrelevant to

Scotus’ treatment of individuality, or it is equivalent to constitution. But here one may

choose to follow this line of argument even further. What is the problem if instantiation

is constitution?

Well, then a characterization of individuality in terms of non-instantiability would

imply that an individual is what cannot constitute many separable items. And this is

also a promising way of characterizing individuality. But one which Scotus and most

scholastics unfortunately cannot embrace. For he holds that the human soul is a singular

and immaterial form which constitutes many separable bodily parts:

By taking the intellective soul (which is in some way an unlimited form),

the organic body corresponds to it as the first perfectible thing, including in

itself many perfectible parts [. . . ]. But because in the parts of this whole

there is an order of origin, either in itself or in having the soul (because the

heart is first, then the other parts, therefore this form does not first – that is

equally immediatelly – perfect the whole, but it thus first perfects the heart

and through its mediation the other parts.33

31 Smith (1997).
32 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 1.
33 Ord. I, d. 28, q. 3, n. 102.
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Accordingly, a characterization of individuality in terms of constitution puts the (ax-

iomatic) individuality of the human soul in serious trouble. For this soul not only consti-

tute many items, but many separable items. Still, even granting the (self-evident) thesis

that the soul perfects separable body parts, here one may object that Scotus only talks

about the soul perfecting these parts, not constituting them. It must be noticed, however,

that he does trace an equivalence between perfecting and constituting within the very

same theoretical context:

[. . . ] because just as if the intellective soul were first to perfect or constitute

the heart in the being of supposit and just as if the animated heart were able,

second, to produce the hand in being of supposit, there would not be anything

distinct in the nature of the animated whole save by their origins [. . . ].34

This doctrine about the constitution of the bodily parts by the soul is grounded on the

immateriality of the soul and its role as a structuring element (a form) in the composition

of material intellectual beings. Since a soul is strictly immaterial, it cannot be extended

throughout the body; it cannot, in other words, be partly here and partly there. As

a form, it must somehow structure the bodily functions, though. Thus, the scholastics

normally concluded that the soul must be holenmeric, i.e. exist entirely wherever it

exists35. This way the soul can structure material parts even if its not spatially divided

between them. However, this is a complex aspect of scholastic and scotistic anthropology

and justifying it in more detail is of course beyond my scope here. Nevertheless, I hope to

have shown that Scotus does subscribe it and thus that he can’t support a characterization

of individuality as an incompatibility with constituting many separable items – whether

or not constitution is equivalent to instantiation.

Finally, it is clear why Scotus embraces a characterization of individuality in terms

of predicability and separability. Alternative traditional characterizations, such as those

based on indivisibility and distinction, have some evident flaws. Unorthodox alternative

criterias, such as non-instantiability, are simply inconsistent with Scotus’ (aristotelian)

metaphysical framework.

1.6 Conclusion

In this chapter I have first tried to show that Scotus’ characterization of individuality

must be analyzed in terms of predicability and separability. According to such char-

acterization, an individual is whatever is incompatible with being predicated of many

separable subjects. This analysis can be subject to two criticisms, though. The first,

raised by Jorge Gracia, points out that the mind-dependency of predication threatens the

34 Ord. I, d. 26, q. un., n. 64. My italics.
35 cf. Pasnau (2011), ch. 16.
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metaphysical character of the problem of individuation. Against this criticism I showed

that the mind-dependency of predication does not entail the mind-dependency of predi-

cability. According to the second criticism, raised by Richard Cross, individuality can’t

be characterized as incompatibility with being predicated of many separable subjects be-

cause universals can be both numerically one and predicable of many separable subjects.

Against this criticism I distinguished two kinds of universal and showed that the kind

of universal which is numerically one, e.g. the content of ‘the concept of man’, is not

predicated of anything.

My second aim in this chapter was to evaluate Scotus’ characterization of individ-

uality. In order to do so I compared it to other characterizations, both orthodox and

unorthodox. Regarding the orthodox ones, such as those based on distinction, indivisi-

bility, division etc., I showed that they all have evident flaws. Regarding the unorthodox

characterizations, such as those based on instantiability and constitution, I showed that

they are incompatible with Scotus’ metaphysical framework.
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2 Metaphysical realism

The aim of the current chapter is to analyze and evaluate Scotus’ solution to what came

to be known as the problem of universals. In order to do so the first section consists

of a brief introduction to the problem itself: what formulation of it is tackled by Scotus

and the scholastics in general and what claims they took for granted or argued about.

In the second section the specific brand of realism embraced by Scotus, as well as his

arguments to support it, are presented. The third section deals with some criticisms of

Scotus’ position. The fourth and last section evaluates what was previously presented

and sums up the results attained.

2.1 The problem of universals

Relations of similarity and causality are pervasive throughout reality. Bucephalus, for

instance, is more similar to Alexander than to a piece of charcoal; and even higher is the

degree of similarity established between Bucephalus and Incitatus. Philip, on its turn,

could generate Alexander; but did not and could not have generated Bucephalus, Incita-

tus, or a piece of charcoal. Finding intuitions that could be integrated in an explanation

of these facts does not appear to be a particularly difficult task. Bucephalus is more

similar to Alexander than to a piece of charcoal because the first two are animals, i.e.

living and sensible beings, while the latter is an inanimate, and thus insensible, being.

By the same token, it is because they are horses that Bucephalus and Incitatus are more

similar to each other than to Alexander, who is (or better was) a man. Finally, Philip

could generate Alexander because they are both human beings; and neither did nor could

have generated Bucephalus because human beings cannot generate horses.

The aristotelian categorial framework lives up to these intuitions. Within such frame-

work, it is through classifications in genus, difference and species that relationships of sim-

ilarity and causality are explained. Bucephalus is somehow similar to Alexander because

they are members of the same genus, namely the animal genus. Philip could generate or

cause the existence of Alexander because they are members of the same species, that is the

human species. As usual with Aristotle, this explanation enjoyed wide acceptance during

the scholastic period. So wide that it has the status of an assumption or pressuposition

in one of, if not the most influential debate about the problem of universals to be found

within the limits of western philosophical tradition, namely that held between Scotus and

Ockham. Indeed, the acceptance of that aristotelian outset ended up bestowing two very

specific features upon the formulation of the problem shared by those two scholastics.
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First, pace Bates1, relations of similarity and causality do not have here, as they

do in other formulations of the problem, the status of explananda. The task is not to

identify the foundation of Alexander’s similarity towards Bucephalus. As it should now

be clear, this similarity is grounded on the generic identity established between these two

individuals. The task is to specify the conditions required to make such identity relations

possible. The real explananda is, therefore, the possibility of two or more individuals

being generically or specifically the same – a possibility which is, of course, completely

objective, i.e. independent of any (finite) intellectual activity. In particular, a solution to

the problem must decide whether the possibility of a specific identity entails the unity of

what is responsible for species-membership. In concrete terms, if the sameness of what

makes Philip and Alexander men is among the conditions required to ground the fact

that they are both men.

Another characteristic of the scholastic formulation of the problem of universals is that

it blocks any explanation of generic and specific identities through relations of similarity

– a move quite popular in contemporary discussions about universals2. This happens for

two reasons. First, as the logical order of the aristotelian explanation assumed by both

parties implies, Philip and Alexander are not men because they are similar. Quite the

contrary, they are similar because they are men. Second, for similarity is not transitive,

while relations of specific and generic identity must be – at least within the categorial

framework shared by the scholastics. According to them, if a is of the same species as b,

and b is of the same species as c, then a is necessarily of the same species as c. However,

if a is similar to b and b is similar to c, not necessarily a is similar to c. Hence, specific

identity cannot be reduced to similarity.

Scotus shall make everything more precise with his subtlety, but as for now a universal

can be roughly characterized as anything capable of simultaneously constituting more

than numerically one item. Accordingly, if the principle that makes Philip a man, i.e. his

nature, is the same as that which makes Alexander a man, then most scholastics would

agree that such principle is a universal. For they raised no doubts regarding the claim

that the nature of a given individual constitutes it or, in other words, is not something

extrinsic or transcendent in relation to it – as a platonic form would. The real question

they faced is only whether there really is something that can be called the human nature,

instead of just a bunch of natures that make what they constitute men but are in no way

one or the same. In other words, the disagreement only comes over the claim that one and

the same nature can constitute more than one individual. According to Scotus the truth

of this claim is a logical consequence of the possibility of specific and generic identities

among individuals. A nominalist like Ockham, however, denies such logical relation, as

well as any other requiring the postulation of universals.

1 Bates (2010), p. 10.
2 cf. Rodriguez-Pereyra (2002).
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2.2 Less than numerical unity

The traditional loci of Scotus’ solution to the problem of universals are his many treatises

on individuation – or the many versions of his treatise on individuation. Each of these

includes a long list of arguments comming down to basically the same point: the nature

of an individual cannot be what individuates it because natures can be shared. However,

a terminological point that must be stressed from the outset is that for Scotus being

able to be shared is not enough to be a universal. For a universal is not only that

which is in many – being thus shared – but that which is in many and also said of

many. Therefore, strictly speaking only predicates or predicables are universals. Two

consequences follow from this. First, that being non-individual is not enough to be a

universal or, in other words, that the sphere of non-individual items includes more than

just universals. Second, that universals are not real or mind-independent items. Only

beings endowed with an intellect are capable of saying something of something and so it

is only through intellectual activity that universals emerge. Once again, though, this is

purely a terminological decision and in no way touches any core-aspect of what came to

be know as the problem of universals, which concerns the existence of mind-independent

items common to more than one individual. Scotus claims that such items do exist. He

prefers to call them common natures instead of universals, though.

The Ordinatio contains a series of four arguments for the existence of common items,

most of them attempts at reducing a strict nominalism to absurd conclusions. Concerning

the last of these arguments, its second premiss, which states that there is a real unity

which is less than numerical, is supported by seven sub-arguments. In what follows all

the attention shall be drawn to this argument, and more specifically to two of its sub-

arguments, as only they seem to offer a real threat to a nominalist stance.

The argument has the form of a modus ponens. According to the first premiss, if a real

less than numerical unity is peculiar to an item, then such item is not of itself numerically

one, that is, not intrinsically an individual. The second premiss states that a real less

than numerical unity is peculiar to some natures. The conclusion is that some natures are

not intrinsically individual or, in general terms, that there are real items whose intrinsical

unity is not numerical.

The first premiss is justified as follows. If less than numerical unity is peculiar to an

item, then such item is of itself less than numerically one – in general terms, peculiarity

implies intrinsicality. Accordingly, if an item whose proper unity is less than numerical

were of itself numerically one, it would possess of itself both a numerical and a less than

numerical unity, which is absurd.

As for the second premiss, Scotus assumes, without further argument, that there is

no other kind of real unity besides the numerical and that which belongs to natures – an

assumption that, it should be noticed, does not prevent the unity that belongs to natures

to be also numerical. As a consequence, if any real item has a non-numerical unity, then
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such item can only be a nature. However – and here is the key claim – (1) some real

items do have a non-numerical unity. These items are, thus, natures. Finally, since only

natures can have and do have a non-numerical unity, this unity is therefore peculiar to

them. Still, the practice of classifying the non-numerical unity peculiar to natures as less

numerical requires a further argumentation. Why less? Why not greater than numerical?

And mainly, where does this gradation come from?

In a sentence, from the fact specific unity is a lesser kind of unity when compared to

numerical unity; a fact which is made plain by the assymetrical relations of entailment

established between these unities. For the former does not entail the latter, while the

latter does entail the former – think of how Alexander and Philip can be both men

without being the same individual, and then how it is impossible for Tully and Cicero

to be the same individual without being the same man. That natures have not only a

non-numerical, but a less than numerical unity is, therefore, just a consequence of their

role as foundations of specific unity, a role they assumes as soon as its unity is shown,

through the argument presented in the last paragraph, to be non-numerical.

Back to our key claim (1), Scotus provides seven sub-arguments in order to justify it.

As already mentioned, here only two of these seven shall be analyzed, namely the third

and sixth. Here is Scotus’ own formulation of the third:

[. . . ] the same, the similar, and the equal are all based on the notion of one,

so that even though a similarity has for its foundation a thing in the genus of

quality, nevertheless such a relation is not real unless it has a real foundation

and a real proximate basis for the founding. Therefore, the unity required in

the foundation of the relation of similarity is a real one. But it is not numerical

unity, since nothing one and the same is similar or equal to itself.3

The argument should present no difficulties for those acquainted with the problem of

universals. To say that “the similar [. . . ] [is] based on the notion of one” is simply to

point out that relations of similarity are dependent upon specific unity. Snow and cotton

can only be similar because their respective colors are specifically one. However, if this

unity on which their similarity is grounded were numerical, then their similarity itself

would be singular and thus incapable of belonging to or, which is the same, relating

numerically distinct items. The aforementioned unity cannot, therefore, be numerical. It

must thus belong to a nature and so it must be less than numerical.

Many commentators4 reveal themselves to be under the impression that the sixth is

the strongest sub-argument among the seven advanced by Scotus. For reasons that shall

be exposed, I do not share this impression, even though I take this sub-argument to be of

great use when exposing the weaknesses of what is assumed by nominalist stances. Here

is its formulation as found in the Ordinatio:

3 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 18.
4 cf. Tweedale (1999), p. 851; Noone (2003), p. 108.
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If every real unity is numerical unity, therefore every real diversity is numerical

diversity. The consequent is false. For every numerical diversity, insofar as it

is numerical, is equal. And so all things would be equally distinct. In that

case, it follows that the intellect could not abstract something common from

Socrates and Plato any more than it can from Socrates and a line. Every

universal would be a pure figment of the intellect.5

Scotus’ words are clear to the point of almost dispensing with further explanation. The

key assumption in the argument is that numerical distinction does not come in degrees. It

is plain nonsense to say that Alexander is more (or less) numerically distinct from Philip

than he is from Bucephalus. However, it is clear that Alexander is not in every way as

distinct from Philip as he is from Bucephalus, since only the first two belong to the same

species. Accordingly, since distinction is opposed to unity, there must be some kind of

unity opposing gradable distinctions. As already shown, this unity cannot be numerical.

It must thus belong to a nature etc.

The theory that emerges from these arguments is one according to which there is a

constituent in individual things, namely their natures, that are not themselves individuals.

An individual is, in other words, at least partially composed out of non-individual items.

The phenomena that requires the non-individuality of these constituents is the possibility

of many individuals to belong to the same species; the fact that there can be many

individuals which are specifically or genercally one. For specifically unity is a kind of

unity and it is not numerical unity.

At first Scotus’ stance may sound as sheer platonism. But unless one is blind to the

distinction between platonic and aristotelian brands of realism, this is not the case. As

already mentioned, natures are supposed by the scholastics to be immanent, and the fact

that they are not individual does devoid them of their immanence regarding individuals.

For Scotus sees no point in defending that a natures can survive the destruction of every

individual it constitutes. The death of every human being is ipso facto the destruction of

humanity – which is just another name for the human nature. Accordingly, natures are

not separable from individuals in the strong sense required by platonism.

2.3 Objections

The theory presented in the last section was subject to severe criticism since Scotus’

first suggested it. In the current section I intend to analyze and answer some of these

criticisms, most of them steming from Ockham’s seminal form of nominalism, but at least

one is entirely born out of contemporary concerns. I start with this one.

According to Scotus, the human nature is not of itself numerically one. But what

exactly does it mean to be numerically one? Well, a good characterization to start with,

5 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 23.
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though by no means the one Scotus takes as the most fundamental, is that something is

numerically one if and only if it can be counted. A consequence of this equivalency is

that numerical unity implies countability. If Bucephalus, for instance, is an individual (or

numerically one) then he can be counted as one horse, just as two men can be counted if

Alexander is grouped with Philip. Scotus seems well aware of this platitude and nothing

in what he says insinuates otherwise. What he fails to appreciate, so the objection goes,

is another conditional that follows from the aforementioned biconditional, namely, that

countability also implies numerical unity. For if Alexander and Philip are two men, then

each of them is numerically one and, more to the point, if humanity in itself and horseness

in itself are two natures, then they are each numerically one, just like black and white are

two colors6.

As far as I know, Scotus did not consider this objection himself, although the answer

I shall offer here is quite in the spirit of his thought. From the start it’s important to

say that such answer involves neither denying that countability implies numerical unity

nor any other aspect of the equivalency between these two notions. In a sentence, the

objection misses its target because humanity and horseness are not, taken in themselves

and strictly speaking, two natures, but two kinds of nature, just like black and white are

not, taken in themselves and strictly speaking, two colors, but two kinds of color – I grant

that in ordinary language this subtleties might get blur, though. Accordingly, since the

counting of natures depends on the notion of kind (or type, or sort etc.), such counting

depends on what the scholastics called ‘second intentions’, i.e. concepts of a logical

character, used to classify and order those predicable of real items. Roughly, but by no

means exactly, what contemporary philosophers call second-order concepts – ‘color’ is a

second-order concept, but I highly doubt any scholastic would call it a second intention.

Nevertheless, what is essential about these logical concepts, at least as far as this replica

is concerned, is that their contents make reference to intellectual acts employed in their

constitution. As a consequence, any countability grounded on second intentions, such as

the countability exemplified in the objection, is dependent upon intellectual activity and

so harmless to Scotus metaphysical claim regarding the unity of natures.

A great deal of Ockham’s criticisms to Scotus is actually aimed at a tacit assumption

made by the latter within that extensive argument which gives rise to those seven sub-

arguments. For Ockham contends that there is a unity besides the numerical and that

which belongs to nature. In fact, he is even willing to classify it as a real and less than

numerical unity, although, and here is the key claim, this unity does not in any way belong

to a single individual, a nature, or any other item that constitutes a single individual,

but only and immediately to a group of individuals, such as Alexander and Philip, which

are, of course, a pair, not a single, individual. Ockham, therefore, seeks to ground specific

unity on this more parsimonious conception of a real and less than numerical unity and so

6 I thank Guido Imaguire for pointing me out this objection.
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dispense with Scotus’ notion of a common nature and the realism that thereupon emerges.

Here is the relevant passage:

[. . . ] I say there is no unity of the nature existing in this stone unless it is

equally primarilly [sc. immediately] the unity of the stone. Yet, I make a

distinction about unity: in the one sense ‘unity’ is said insofar as it denomi-

nates precisely something one and not several, and not one in comparison to

something else really distinct from it. [. . . ] In another sense ‘unity’ is said

insofar as it denominates several items, or one item in comparison to another

really distinct from it. In this sense, specific unity denominates Socrates and

Plato, and the unity of a genus denominates this man and this ass. It does

not denominate anything in any way distinct from these individuals. Instead,

it immediately denominates the individuals themselves.7

I shall say a lot more about the point Ockham is raising here, but first let me illustrate

how he criticises Scotus’ sixth sub-argument (henceforth ‘the sixth’), and in particular

how he pressuposes his own notion of a less than numerical unity in this criticism.

Most of Ockham’s reply to the sixth comes down to issues way beyond the scope of

the current chapter or, interesting as they might be, technicalities. For example, Ockham

does grant that if every unity is numerical, then every distinction is numerical – as it

should be clear, this conditional presents no difficulties to him. Actually, he even grants

that every distinction is, as a matter of fact, numerical. For in no sense items that differ

do so non-numerically. If Alexander and Bucephalus differ specifically, then they differ

numerically. If Bucephalus and a piece of charcoal differ generically, then they also differ

numerically. Accordingly, there is no way for items to differ without being numerically

distinct, and so every distinction is indeed numerical. The text itself goes as follows:

[. . . ] I grant that every real diversity is numerical in the sense in which every

unity is numerical, because even specific diversity is numerical. [. . . ] whatever

are generically diverse are specifically diverse, and whatever are specifically

diverse are numerically diverse.8

As anyone familiar with discussions about his formal distinction would guess, Scotus

does not take for granted Ockham’s key assumption within this argument, namely that

there are no other real distinctions, horizontally or vertically, besides generic, specific and

numeric. But I won’t develop this aspect of Scotus thought here, so let’s move on to those

interesting technicalities.

In the sixth it is stated that every numerical distinction is, insofar as it is numerical,

equal, i.e. does not admit gradation: a more or a less. Ockham interprets this ‘insofar’ (in

7 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8., n. 129.
8 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 157.
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quantum) with little charity. First, as if Scotus were meaning that numerical distinction is

incompatible with degrees of distinction; as if Philip and Alexander’s numerical difference

were sufficient to annul any kind of unity that might be established between them. I’m

aware that what Ockham says here is based on claims cautiously argued for within his

theory of reduplicatives9. Still, it is quite clear what Scotus meant by the statement into

consideration: that numerical unity cannot solely ground a gradation of distinctions or,

in other words, that it can’t be the reason why distinctions are graded. Even clearer is

how far from this meaning Ockham’s first interpretation is. He sort of leaves it aside,

though, and grants that maybe Scotus was referring only to items between which no

other distinction besides numeric can be established. And at this point technicality is left

behind. I quote:

When it is said that “every numerical diversity, insofar as it is numerical,

is equal”, I say this is absolutely false. For then it would follow that every

diversity would be equal, since ‘insofar as’ is not a destructive determination.

Nevertheless, if the consequent is understood in the sense that all things that

differ only numerically are equally diverse, it can be granted for things that

do not admit more or less or greater and less.10

Eventually, then, Ockham does grant Scotus’ claim: once more, that numerical distinction

can’t ground a gradation of distinctions all by itself, without being at least typified into

generic and specific distinction. True, he does leave items such as colors out of the domain

this claim can be truly applied to – two patches of red can be graded even if they are only

numerically distinct – but that is besides the point, since Scotus’ claim is mainly directed

at what is under the category of substance. What is essential to my purpose regarding

Ockham’s concession is that it implies, taken alongside what was said a couple of lines

earlier in the quote, that he can only provide a plausible answer to the sixth employing

his own conception of a real and less than numerical unity. For he most certainly does

not mean to admit that substantial diversities cannot be graded – he actually uses this

proposition as the absurdum of a reductio found in the quotation above. However, such

absurdum would follow if everything differed only numerically, since “that all things that

differ only numerically are equally diverse [. . . ] can be granted for things that do not

admit a more or less or greater and less”.

Ockham’s reply to the third of Scotus sub-arguments (henceforth ‘the third’) is more

up to the point. The central assumption that similarity requires some sort of a real and

less than numerical unity is granted without much resistance, although Ockham is quick

to remark that the sort described by him is good enough for the job:

9 cf. Bäck (1996).
10 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 158.
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[. . . ] for these relations [e.g. similarity], there is required some “real unity” in

the second sense discussed at the beginning of the solution of this argument

[sc. the more parsimonious conception of a real and less than numerical unity]

a real unity of a sort not required for other relations of any other kind.11

So, there is no much difficulty in establishing that Ockham does need his conception

of a real and less than numerical unity in order to avoid the third. The passage just

quoted itself leaves no room for doubt. However, this does not provide him with enough

elements to avoid all the realist consequences of that sub-argument. For even if similarity’s

requirements regarding specific unity could be met without any commitment to common

natures, the relation as such must still belong to more than one individual and be thus

common. Ockham is well aware of this point:

[. . . ] if one claims similarity is a relation really distinct from its extremes,

then it must be said that there are two similarities here, having two real

foundations, each of which foundations is numerically one.12

There we have it. Within a framework where relations are real, the only way to keep

relations from being common is to multiply them – ironical that the most famous wielder

of the razor ever thought of that. How such relations would be distinguished and how their

multiplication evades realism is a mystery. But Ockham does not really think relations are

real, so there is no much point in trying to understand – assuming, against all evidence,

that there is something intelligible here – how his hypothetical mix between nominalism

about natures and realism about relations would develop.

But how Scotus would answer Ockham’s central objection? How he would eliminate

the possibility of a unity that is neither numerical nor belongs to nature? I have some

suggestions to make about how he would answer, but first it must be noticed that he

didn’t, as far as I know, take any objection like that into consideration. The strategy I

shall employ is quite simple and most probably the oldest realist strategy of all: showing

that Ockham’s notion of a less than numerical unity is either unexplanatory or plainly

inconsistent with his own assumptions. If this is the case, then such notion can be neither

an alternative to Scotus’ primitive unities – the numerical and that which belongs to

nature – nor used to reply the third and the sixth. His realism shall remain unscathed.

The first problem with Ockham’s real and less than numerical unity is that there isn’t

much certainty about what it ammounts to. Is it a relation? Is it more specifically the

similarity relation? Is it a primitive notion, not subject to further analysis? In a sentence:

in what is such unity grounded?

Ockham’s own words are not of much help, and may even be seen as self-defeating.

For he claims that real and less than numerical unity “belongs immediately to the in-

11 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 144.
12 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 141.
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dividuals themselves or (what is the same), to one in comparison (comparatio) with the

other”13. But if a less than numerical unity’s belonging to a group of individual depends

on comparison, I can hardly see how such unity can be, as Ockham himself classifies it,

real. Comparison is a mental act. Things do not compare. Nature does not compare. We

do. Worst, since specific unity is a less than numerical unity, it would also be the result

of a mental act.

A mere poor choice of words, maybe? Never fear! Martin Tweedale – who unsurpris-

ingly sides with Ockham in what regards his nominalist criticisms of Scotus – fixes it and

translates, within the context of that passage, comparatio as relation14. And this is actu-

ally the way he interprets Ockham’s take on the less than numerical unity or, what is the

same, specific and generic unities. In this case, Alexander and Philip would be specifically

one because they are somehow related. Okay, but how exactly are they related? What

relation is this? Tweedale goes back in forth in his explanation. Evidently, it cannot be

numerical identity – Alexander is not the same individual as Philip. It also cannot be

generic or specific identity, because that would be of course entirely unexplanatory and

tantamount to interpreting Ockham’s less than numerical unity as a theoretical black box

– we can describe what work it is supposed to do but we cannot describe how it carries

such job out. What is left? Similarity. And Tweedale does grant that Ockham probably

let specific and generic unities “collapse down into mere similarities”15.

The similarity reading has some textual support16 But is the most clearly inconsistent

reading of all. Ockham says over and over again that similarity requires specific unity.

And he shows no evidence whatsoever of being ready to give up the transitivity of specific

and generic identities – this would indeed sound just crazy to an aristotelian. Therefore,

I hope Ockham did not mean to ground specific unity on similarity relations; and this for

his own sake.

But maybe I did not consider the black box reading with due care. What is the problem

of assuming primitives? Every theory has them. Well, surprisingly enough the problem

is the razor. For it commands us to choose, between theories with the same explanatory

power, that which postulates less or less strange entities. However, if Ockham’s theory

becomes incapable of explaining specific unity – it is already, much like Scotus, incapable

of explaining species-membership – then of course its parsimony is no longer a reason to

choose it, while, by the same token, the explanatory power of Scotus’ becomes an even

more attractive trait.

Is there any reading left? Yes, there is. And the most powerful one. According to

this reading, Ockham’s take on specific unity is neither grounded on some relation nor a

primitive primitive fact. It is actually easily explainable through the species-membership

13 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 131. My italics.
14 Tweedale (1999), p. 366.
15 Tweedale (1999), p. 871.
16 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 160.
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of each individual that belongs to a species with many members. Accordingly, Philip and

Alexander are specifically one because they are both men, and they are both men because

Alexander is a man and Philip is a man. All one has to grant is the primitiveness of the

facts that Alexander is a man and that Philip is a man – the species-membership of each

of them. Once this primitive facts are granted, their specific unity immediately follows.

Such specific unity can, in other words, be grounded on those primitive facts. No relations

required, nothing relevant left unexplained.

This is the reading Claude Panaccio develops in one of his many writings on Ockham’s

thought17. Here is some textual evidence of it:

[. . . ] I say [. . . ] that from the very fact Socrates and Plato differ by themselves

only numerically, and Socrates is most similar in substance to Plato, even dis-

regarding everything else, it follows that the intellect can abstract something

common to Socrates and Plato that will not be common to Socrates and to a

whiteness. One does not have to look for any other cause of this than because

Socrates is Socrates and Plato is Plato and each is a man.18

Nevertheless, I think this reading, although the correct reading of Ockham – it is certainly

the most charitable – eventually fails when looked upon from a systematical perspective.

And the key to understand how it fails lies in modalization, which is a general maneuver

Scotus makes use of over and over again throughout his work: in his proof of God’s

existence, in his account of free will and so forth and so on.

Scotus himself certainly never took into consideration an alternative explanation of

specific and generic unities such as that just presented. Nevertheless, let me remember

that the formulation of the problem of universals I offered a couple of sections above, a

formulation which stems from Scotus’ own regarding the problem of individuation, asks

what makes specific unity possible; why there can be many individual items which are

specifically one. This is an objective possibility – its actuality is proof enough of that –

and calls for explanation. I don’t think species-membership can explain it, though. It

would be weird to claim that there can be many men because Alexander is a man and

Philip is a man – even if Alexander and Philip were the only men alive. Actually, it

seems as if the fact that there can be many men is a logical condition which is prior to

the actual existence of this or that man. For only what is possible happens, and not

everything which is possible do happen.

One can avoid this objection by modalizing the explanation based on species-membership

just I modalized the problem. In this case, the fact that there can be many men is

grounded on the primitive facts that it is possible that Philip is a man, that it is possible

that Alexander is man and so forth and so on for every possible individual men – the list

17 Panaccio (1991), p. 266.
18 Ord., d. 2, qq. 4–8, n. 160.
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must include every possible men because there is no more reason to include these than

those. But unless one assumes that all possible men are actual, this reply will require

the postulation of merely possible individuals, and I highly doubt a nominalist would

comfortably grant anything of the sort.

But what if he would? Ockham, for instance, seems to assume merely possible in-

dividuals in his explanation of the meaning of general terms. Well, then a whole lot of

other problems can be brought to light. First, it is not clear that the number of pos-

sible men is finite – Scotus argues they are not. If they are not, this theory would be

neither metaphysically nor conceptually parsimonious. Metaphysically because it would

postulate merely possible individuals. Conceptually because the operator of conjunction

deployed on common propositional logic, which would be the most intuitive choice in a

hypothetical formalization of such a theory, is not infinitary. In other words, that opera-

tor won’t allow for something like the formula bellow to go on and on all the way up to

infinity:

(P 1 ∧ P 2 ∧ P 3 . . .)

So, wouldn’t such a brand of nominalism be a little bit too lavish?

In the end, if all the bullets are bitten, there is a last attempt to bring a nominalist, or

at least an aristotelian nominalist, to his senses. Let me start with a harmless assumption:

items are members of a species because they possess the causal capacities which are

typical of that species. Alexander is a man because he is rational. Bucephalus can only

be a horse if he neighs. Now, these causal capacities are, of course, either essential,

as Alexander’s rationality, or at least grounded on an essence, like Bucephalus’ ability

to neigh. Essences, however, govern every modal feature of what they constitute, such

that anything essential and anything required by an essential feature must be logically

irreducible to the placement of an item under a corresponding species, just like rationality

or sensibility are each logically irreducible to humanity. Accordingly, if there were some

essential causal capacity possessed by an item that required specific unity, such unity

would immediately become unexplainable in terms of species-membership.

But that’s all too especulative. Ordinary essential operations such as rationality do

not seem to make the point. It would be extremely strange to deny that Alexander would

be able to think even if all other human beings died. So, there isn’t really any essential

operation that requires specific unity – or, is there? Well, generation is an essential

operation of any living species. And it does require, in order to be carried out, specific

unity or, in other words, a plurality of individuals which are specifically one. For in most

cases the generation of an offspring requires the existence of more than one specimen –

a male and a female. Modalizing this point, one has that the possibility of a man, for

instance, being generated requires the possibility of the existence of at least two human

beings. Accordingly, since an individual can only be a man if it can generate other

men, and an individual can only generate other men if there can be many men, ergo,



2.4. Conclusion 47

an individual can only be a men if there can be many men. Thus, even the possibility

of Philip being a man requires the possibility of the existence of individuals with which

Philip is specifically one. If per impossibile many people could not exist, then none could.

It must be noticed, however, that this argument, if correct, only shows that specific unity

is not reducible to species-membership – it does not establish any priority of specific unity

over species-membership. Scotus’ theory is in line with this irreducibility. For although

species-membership and specific unity are both grounded on the common nature, the first

is grounded on the causal capacities the nature vehicles, while the latter is grounded on

its community.

And even though I grant that the argument above might sound very unconvincing to

the contemporary (darwinian) ear, since it is not clear nowadays what the conditions for

specific unity are or if such unity is really a requirement for generation, I highly doubt an

aristotelian would question that generation (or its possibility) does require specific unity

(or its possibility) – and Ockham was an aristotelian. In this case, of course, I don’t

know how he could avoid yielding: there can only be this man if there can be many men.

Far-fetched, isn’t it? But nevertheless true.

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter I analyzed and critically evaluated Scotus’ solution to the problem of

universals. In the first section I briefly presented how the scholastics in general understood

that problem and the restrictions imposed upon such understanding by the assumptions

they shared: that causality and similarity must be explained in terms of specific and

generic identities, that these identities have a transitive character etc.

In the second section I presented, focusing on Scotus’ arguments, the most essential

aspects of his specific brand of realism, one according to which the principle that makes

an individual a member of a species, i.e. its nature, is shared by all the members of that

species and lacks any kind of numerical unity, being therefore a kind of non-quantifiable

item. As I stressed, though, such nature is not transcendent to the members of its

corresponding species, since it is a constituent of them and would be destroyed if these

members also were.

In the third section I answered objections to Scotus’ realism, most of them rooted on

some sort of nominalism, but at least one not comitted to any specific view on the problem

of universals. As I tried to show, a great deal of Scotus’ solution stands or falls according

to how seriously a modal approach to the aforementioned problem is taken. For if the

problem of universals merely requires an explanation for facts such as actual specific unity,

it is hard to see how Scotus would avoid a nominalist criticism. If, however, the problem

requires an explanation of how specific unity is possible, then my suggestion is that things

start to get a little better for him. The nominalist will find himself entangled in a swamp
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where all sorts of strange things grow: merely possible individuals, unorthodox conceptual

requirements, such as infinitary conjunction, non-transitive (generic and specific) unities

or identities etc.
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3 Direct realism

Scotus’ theory of cognition is heavily based on the notion of objective being, which can

be characterized as the being an item is endowed with insofar as it is the object of a

cognitive act. Such characterization, however, gives rise to the following question: if the

being possessed by the object of a cognitive act is dependent upon this act, is it legitimate

to infer that the object in question somehow mediates the contact between intellect and

reality, i.e. the domain that includes everything and only that whose intrinsic being is

independent of finite cognitive acts?

The aim of current chapter is to provide elements for an answer to this question

through a detailed analysis of some central aspects of Scotus’ psychology and metaphysics.

Such analysis is restricted to cognitive acts of an intellectual character, though. The

conclusion argued for is that the objects of these acts should not be classified as some

kind of representational veil, since their characteristic being, the objective being, involves

a constituent, the common nature, whose relation with certain real beings is one of real

identity. Accordingly, objects of intellectual cognitive acts do not mediate the contact

between intellect and reality because reality is already included in the constitution of

these objects. If this is so, Scotus would therefore champion some sort of what came to

be known as direct realism.

In order to achieve the aforementioned conclusion, the chapter is structured as follows.

In the first section, the genesis of the notion of objective being as Scotus portraits it is

reconstituted against the backgroung of a discussion about intelligible species. The second

section is a brief exposition about Scotus’ theory of common natures, textually classified as

objects of the intellect1. In the third section the relation between abstractive congnition,

intentionality and universalization of the common nature is analyzed. In the fourth and

last section some points from the previous sections are articulated and Scotus’ direct

realism is thus demonstrated.

3.1 Objective being

A great deal of the principles operating within the aristotelian psychology find their roots

in a physical framework to which the notions of form and matter, primarily conceived as

explanatory of change and movement, play a proeminent role. In such physics the form

is resposible for the features a given subject can acquire or lose, while the matter assures

something remains amid this come-and-go of features and forms. The combined use of

these notions justifies the basic intuition that things change; that they don’t appear or

1 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n.32.
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disappear out of nothing. Among these two, the most important for the aristotelian psy-

chology is certainly the notion of form, mainly because of the way Aristotle comprehends

human cognition, namely as the result attained when the “knower becomes the known”2

If in order to know something it is necessary to know its features and also to know is to

become what is known, then a knower must, in some sense, assume the feature(s) of the

known. Since the form is what determines which features an item posesses, it follows that

a knower must assume the form(s) of the known.

The details of this aristotelian doctrine were objects of much discussion among the

schoolmen. However, the agreement of many authors concerning some central aspects of

it brought about a more or less paradigmatic framework, one according to which cog-

nition occurs through the interaction between sensibility and intellect, being the former

constituted by the external senses and imagination, while the latter comprises the agent

and possible intellects. The data provided by the five senses when affected by mind-

independent items is processed by the imagination, thus originating the phantasma. On

this term operates the agent intellect, making it universal and imprinting it in the possi-

ble intellect as an intelligible species, i.e. the form of the known in the knower. Aquinas,

for instance, is one of those who accepted this general framework – an important fact to

understand its paradigmatism – but many were also those who didn’t follow him on this

regard.

Among the schoolmen that preceded Scotus, Henry of Ghent is most certainly his

major interlocutor. Many are the discussions in which they take diametrically opposed

stances. Apart from those about univocity and analogy, one of the most representative of

these discussions surrounds the notion of intelligible species3. Henry defended the abandon

of such notion using two arguments. The first, based on the principle of theoretical

parsimony, held so dearly by the nominalists that would follow him less than a century

ahead, tries to show that all phenomena allegedly explained by three of the traditional

itens composing the aristotelian psychological toolkit – phantasma, agent intellect and

species – could just as well be accounted for using only the first two. The second argument

denies that the species, taken as a form inherent to the soul, is capable of explaining one of

the things it should, namely the unequivocal intentional character of intellectual cognitive

acts. Since this last argument is at the dialectical outset of Scotus’ main usage of the

notion of objective being, in what follows I analyze it in some more detail. Here is Scotus’

own formulation of it:

Furthermore, if the intelligible species were in the intellect, it would inform

the intellect as an accident informs its subject; therefore, the intellect would

suffer a real passion of its object and consequently not an intentional passion.4

2 De Anima III, c. 4.
3 As this chapter is restricted to the analysis of intellectual cognitive acts, species here is, if not explicitly

specified, intelligible species.
4 Rep. d. 3, q. 4, n. 86.
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The passage is clear enough: the presence of a species in a mind is nothing more than

the determination of a subject (the mind) by a form (the species itself), that is, a real

change in this subject. However, real changes are not enough to cause cognitive changes.

For the former kind of change is involved even in situations concerning itens which are

not capable of intentional acts, such as plants and even inanimate beings. Indeed, as

it is painted yellow – being thus informed by the accidental form corresponding to such

color – a piece of wood realizes no intentional act whatsoever. It does not represent or is

somehow about yellow, even though it undoubtedly suffers a real change.

A historical note about this argument. Generally speaking, it was not interpreted

as above, viz. as an argument that merely points out the explanatory insuficiency of a

real change relative to intentionality, but as a kind of reductio. For within the physics of

Aristotle, to acquire a given feature is the same as taking in the form corresponding to such

feature. Hence, in the example above that piece of wood became yellow because it assumed

the form of such color. Thus interpreted, Henry’s objection points out not the theoretical

dispensability, but the absurd entailed by accepting that forms (species) corresponding to

things like the yellow color or gold could be present in the human intellect: that would

require an intellect which were both yellow and made of atoms of gold. However, this

reading has some flaws that don’t affect the previous and more modest one.

In order to acquire the features associated with a given form, an intellect must first

satisfy all the logical and metaphysical conditions of such transformation. Yet, being

immaterial, the intellect could never satisfy the conditions for the assumption of material

forms or features, be it the form of yellow, gold or any other. Therefore, contrarywise

to the conclusion envisaged by the stronger reading listed above, it is plainly possible for

some forms to be present in the intellect without passing on their features to it. Still,

the critique contained in the weaker reading of Henry’s argument is not touched by this

reply. For even if the presence of forms (species) in the intellect does not yield absurds,

such presence is not yet sufficient to ground the reference of our cognitive acts to the

items from which those species were extracted. Why would the mere presence of the form

of yellow in Alexander’s intellect be sufficient for his thought to be about yellow? Once

again, the presence of this same form in a piece of wood certainly doesn’t make this item

representative of that color.

The text below, which is Scotus’ reply to the argument previously quoted, is of great

importance to understand both the genesis and content of his notion of objective being.

[. . . ] the intellect is recipient of a double impression. First, it receives the

species really [. . . ] and when this occurs, it follows an intentional impression

of what can be known, when the intellect reacts to the object in the species

intentionally [. . . ].5

5 Rep. d. 3, q. 4, n. 119.
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According to the passage, the agent intellect operates in two ways. First, it imprints,

in a real or subjective way, the species in the possible intellect, which is thus informed

by such species. Then the agent intellect operates on the content of the species – “the

object in the species” – and imprints, in a intentional way, the term of this operation

once more in the possible intellect. Only then it is constituted something endowed with

objective being; only when the content of the species is intentionally imprinted in the

possible intellect. For only in this moment it is offered to the intellect its object. The

solution, therefore, is to grant Henry that the presence of a form is not sufficient for the

occurrence of a cognitive act without granting him that the notion of species should be

given up: it is still necessary for cognition. There is a price to be paid, though, and the

sum includes a new operation of the agent intellect and, as a consequence, a new kind of

presence in the intellect.

Its success in showing how to safeguard the role of the species notwithstanding, the

fact is that the quotation above raises more questions than it answers. First, (i) why

exactly it must be accepted that the species is necessary? Wouldn’t a more parsimonious

theory have the same explanatory power, one according to which the intentional imprint

is made directly out of the phantasma and thus without the mediation of the species?

Furthermore, (ii) what is the difference between the content of the species and the species

itself? Lastly, (iii) what is the nature of the operation that results in a bearer of objective

being, the operation that the agent intellect carries out on the already mentioned content?

Question (i) is strictly related to the first of those critiques advanced by Henry – that

based on the principle of theoretical parsimony. Indeed, what is there argued for is that

species must be given up precisely because they are not necessary. However, a more

thorough inquiry into this aspect of the discussion is beyond the scope of the current

chapter, whose aim is only to demarcate the essential aspects of the notion of objective

being and its consequences to (direct) realism. Questions (ii) and (iii), on their turn, are

treated in the next two sections.

3.2 Lesser being

Scotus develops his solution to the problem of universals around the notion of common

nature, i.e. the element responsible for unifying a group of individuals under the same

natural species. According to him, if the nature is a principle of specific unity, then it is

also a principle of specific identity and so – here is the key inference – of an identity which

is both real and non-numerical, since numerically distinct individuals can be members of

the same species. But not only this metaphysical burden rests upon the shoulders of the

common nature. For, as said in the introduction, these items play also the psychologi-

cal role of being objects of the intellect. It is therefore sufficiently clear that a precise

characterization objective being – the kind of being possessed by objects of the intellect
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– is strictly dependent of a precise characterization of the common nature – the object

of the intellect. Hence, the purpose of this section is to investigate aspects of the notion

of common nature which are relevant to understand what objective being is. Special

attention is to be given to the characterization of the common nature’s intrinsic unity as

a unity less than numerical, since this is key to comprehend one of Scotus’ most obscure

statements about objective being, namely, that it is a lesser kind of being6. Here it seems

appropriate to start with a brief introduction not only to the notion of common nature

but also to the reasons for classifying these items as objects the intellect.

As already mentioned, the primary context of the common nature is the problem

of universals. The medieval formulation of this problem is as following: if reality is

objectively divided into species, genus and differences, is it possible for the principles

grounding such division to be individual principles, or is it necessary for them to be

common to more than one individual? At first, since distinct individuals can belong to

the same species, it seems as if the principle that makes them members of this one species

must be the same to all of them and thus not an individual principle.

Scotus is a realist about universals. According to him the division of the world in cat-

egories indeed requires the presence, within this same world, of non-individual principles.

These principles are unified under the label of common nature, which is, once more, the

item responsible for determining the species of an individual. Many are the arguments

available in Scotus’ texts designed to demonstrate the necessity of assuming the existence

of common natures. As this is not the main goal of the current chapter, only one of these

arguments is here analyzed. The choice is based on this argument’s usage of the notion

of numerical unity, which is of great importance for the development of the notion of a

less than numerical unity and thus for a precise characterization of what objective being

is. In the Ordinatio one finds the following formulation of it:

Furthermore, what one opposite belongs to of itself, the other opposite is of

itself incompatible with it. Therefore, if a nature is of itself numerically one,

then numerical multitude is incompatible with it.7

Based thus on the assumption that the nature is, by definition, a principle of specific

unity, Scotus carries out a reductio of the thesis that this principle is essentially and

intrinsically individual or, in other words, is of itself numerically one. If this were the

case, the common nature would essentially and intrinsically reject numerical plurality, as

it is contrary to numerical unity, and so there could be no more than one member under

a given nature or species. In concrete terms, the simultaneous existence of more than one

human, such as Socrates and Plato or Peter and Paul would be impossible – absurd.

Here is tempting to conclude that Scotus takes the common nature to be a universal,

since he denies that such nature is individual. This is not the case, though. However,

6 Rep. d. 3, q. 4, n. 105.
7 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 4.
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for the time being what is most important is to analyze the way Scotus characterizes the

intrinsic unity of the common nature relatively to other kinds of unity, namely, as a unity

which is both real and less than numerical. That its unity is real follows immediately from

the fact that the nature is supposed to ground the world’s division in species and genera,

a division which is both real and objective. The idea here is quite simple: it is impossible

that something real is really grounded on something without some degree of reality. The

justification for treating this unity as less than numerical is a bit harder to identify. A

hypothesis should be advanced, then. Since a numerical unity is, in any natural case,

capable of grounding a specific unity – the kind of unity grounded on the common nature

– but a specific unity is not always, not even in every natural case, capable of grounding a

numerical unity, it is therefore safe to say that the latter is a stronger kind of unity when

compared to the former. For if Tuly and Cicero are the same individual, then they are

of course members of the same species. But even if Bucephalus and Incitatus are both

members of the same species, this still does not mean that they are the same individual.

To understand how the metaphysical theses presented in the last two paragraphs

contribute to a more precise depiction of the psychological notion of objective being, two

other additional theses are necessary. First, that for Scotus the common nature must

have a being – if it is real, as already shown, it must have some being – which is a lesser

kind of being when compared to the being of what is endowed with numerical unity.

For anything with less unity than an item must also have less being than such item.

This proposal seems to follow from a principle accepted not only by Scotus, but also by

most scholastics, namely the coextensive character of transcendentals. Being and unity

are transcendentals; thus, coextensive. Accordingly, more being means more unity; less

unity less being, and so forth and so on. The second important thesis to more precisely

characterize the notion of objective being is the one according to which the common

nature is the object of the intellect. Roughly, it’s a basic aspect of the aristotelian and

scholastic theories of science that there can be no science of the individual taken as such.

Being the intellect an appropriate tool to produce science, it follows that its object cannot

be something individual. Furthermore, the aristotelian scientific paradigm is based on a

theory of definition in terms of genus and specific difference. Its is then clear why Scotus

chooses the common nature to fill the role of object of the intellect. This item brings

together two fundamental features required by the post: it is not individual and at the

same time determines the definitions and scientific classifications such as genera and

species, classifications under which individuals are then placed.

Combined, the three theses developed above make much more clear Scotus’ statement

that objective being is a lesser being. If objective being is, by definition, the being

possessed by the objects of the intellect, if the object of the intellect is the common

nature and, lastly, the common nature is endowed with a lesser being, ergo it must be

assumed that the objective being is a lesser or diminished being.
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One can, however, criticise the line of interpretation offered above denying the premise

that the common nature is the object of the intellect. For Scotus is, after all, a radical

adept of the idea that being as such is the object of the intellect; radical to the point of

insistently quarreling against Aquinas’ position, which ascribes this role to the quiddities

of material things. Being as such, however, includes itens other than common natures –

individuals, for instance – so that taking them to be the objects of the intellect implies a

restriction to such faculty that are not in agreement with Scotus’ general framework.

This critique forces a nice clarification. Scotus famously distinguished two operations

within our intellect: the abstractive and the intuitive. And it is only through the joint

effort of these two operations that being as such becomes the object of the faculty they

constitute. The whole issue of objective being, however, is restricted to the abstractive

operation. And regarding this operation it can be said without further ado that its object

is the common nature. The analysis here offered, therefore, concerns only the abstractive

usage of the intellect, and so any occurrence of the expression ‘object of the intellect’

must be read accordingly.

The notion of common nature is also important to understand a second aspect of

Scotus’ psychology, one which concerns the process that yields the item endowed with

objective being. As described in the second section, the agent intellect’s intentional

operation takes as its object only that which was called content of the species, not the

species as a whole. This distinction reflects another that can be traced between vehicle

and content. A painting, for instance, can be thought of as the representation of something

or as a piece of wood and cotton. What is represented is its content, while the material

constitution of the painting is the vehicle of such content. Much like a painting is a

vehicle of sensible content, a species is a vehicle of cognitive content. As a vehicle, it is

an accident of the soul in which it inheres. As a content it is representational of some

feature possessed by an item. Since every feature of an item must come from some nature

that constitutes it, here it can be inferred that the common nature is the content of the

species. However, it must be remembered that according to Scotus the agent intellect’s

intentional operation reacts only to this content, which he calls the object in the species.

The features the species has as a vehicle are therefore not codified during the process of

intentional imprint. This is why a species can, at least in principle, represent an essential

feature of an item even though the species taken as a vehicle is always an accident of the

mind.

Now it’s necessary to understand precisely what the intellect carries out in its inten-

tional operation and if the content of the species already satisfies the conditions to be

a universal content and/or possesses objective being. These are the aspects of Scotus’

theory of intentionality analyzed in the next section.
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3.3 Intentionality

Despite appearances, being common is not enough, according to Scotus’ terminology, to

be universal. For his definition of universal includes a condition that the common nature

taken as such, just as any other real item, cannot satisfy, namely being in proximate

potency to be predicated of many subjects. On this point Scotus certainly distances

himself from many of his scholastic peers. Indeed, while many medieval thinkers employ

a disjunctive definition of universal – a universal is what is said of many or what is

present in many – Scotus advances a conjunctive one: universal is what is said of many

and present in many8. This distinction between universality and community is of great

importance to understand the agent intellect’s intentional operation and why the content

of the species is neither universal nor endowed with objective being. But let me first

present Scotus’ reasons to defend that mind-independent beings, such as the common

nature taken in itself, are incapable of satisfying the condition of proximate predicability

included in the definition of universal.

Just as the common nature is situated, in a scale of degrees of unity, under individuals,

the universal is situated, in this same scale, under the common nature. As already seen,

the common nature is, in most natural cases, incapable of grounding numerical identities,

which is why it is classified as an item with a less than numerical unity. This incapacity

stems from an indetermination that is constitutive of the common nature: since it can

be individuated by this or that principle of individuation, the common nature is not

intrinsically determined to neither of them, being thus incapable of yielding, through

itself, the numerical unity that comes from these individuators. Hence, in the chain of

reasons here analyzed, the aforementioned indetermination justifies the common nature’s

incapacity of grounding numerical identities, an incapacity which, on its turn, justifies the

ascription of a less than numerical unity to the common nature. The chain that places

universality under community in a scale of unities is quite similar. As a principle of

specific unity, the common nature also grounds a series of real relations between different

species, such as relations of similarity and contrariety, which is a characteristic notion of

the aristelian physics applied when a relation of corruption is established between two

physical phenomena. The most traditional example are those of heat and cold, black

and white. Thus, because there is a relation of contrariety not only among singular

occurrences of heat and cold, but between the species of heat and cold themselves, the

common natures of heat and cold are then responsible for grounding such relation. The

same goes for common natures that determine relations of similarity: as every dog is more

like a fox than like an aligator, the common nature typical of dogs itself must ground this

similarity between dogs and foxes. A universal, however, by definition something in

proximate potency to be predicated, is absolutely incapable of grounding relations such

8 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 37.
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as similarity and contrariety. For even though foxes are similar to dogs, the concept of

fox is just as similar to that of dog as it is to that of stone; and the concept of heat

corrupts that of cold just as much as it corrupts that of God or Antichrist – it doesn’t

at all. Accordingly, it is because a predicable or, in other words, a universal, is incapable

of grounding real relations that nothing real can be a universal. Furthermore, this same

incapacity is what explains the low place universality occupies in the scale of unities:

just as the incapacity of grounding numerical identity places the common nature under

individuals, the incapacity of grounding relations of similarity places universality under

community and thus universals under common natures9.

Just like the common nature owns its lesser unity to its intrinsic indetermination,

universality’s minimal unity also comes from an indetermination, and one of a higher

degree when compared to the common nature’s. Three consequences follow from this

point. First, the similarity between the chains of reasons grounding the lesser unities that

belong to the common nature and the universal, both of which start from some degree of

indetermination. Second, that the intentional imprint must involve an operation trough

which the content of the species, i.e. the nature, suffers some kind of indetermination, thus

losing its capacity of grounding real relations such as similarity and contrariety. The third

conclusion requires a bit more attention, but it can, just like the two previous ones, be

extracted from what was presented above. It is already known that the agent intellect’s

intentional operation must have something endowed with objective being – something

immediately predicable or universal – as its term. It is also known that the object of this

operation is the content of the species, which was previously identified as the common

nature. Taken together these two points entail that the operation of the agent intellect on

the common nature included in the species must impart to this item (its object) that which

distinguishes it from what is endowed with objective being (its term) i.e. the universal.

However, as already shown, the nature and the universal are distinguished through their

degrees of indetermination. The third and last of the aforementioned consequences is,

thus, that the agent intellect’s operation on the common nature consists in a process of

indetermination through which this nature becomes incapable of grounding real relations

and, at the same time, capable of being immediately predicable of a given group of

subjects.

Here the problem that moves the current chapter once more arises. If that which is

immediately predicable and endowed with objective being depends, to assume such status,

on an operation of the agent intellect that grants it the required degree of indetermination,

it seems as if anything that becomes an object of the intellect loses, as it acquires objective

being, its independence from the intellect and therefore its reality. In the end, thus, it

appears that Scotus is indeed committed to an impassable veil of representations placed

between intellect and reality. The aim of the next section is to integrate the points

9 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 49.
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presented up until now in order to avoid this verdict.

3.4 Conclusion

As stated in the introduction of this chapter, the most important element to demonstrate

how Scotus is not committed to an indirect realism is the thesis that there is a constituent

of what is endowed with objective being that is identical to something present in reality,

i.e. the domain of what is mind-independent. This one element that participates in both

realms is, of course, the common nature. But this can only be the case if the nature

does not lose what is essential to it when the agent intellect operates on it and yields

the universal; if this process is not enough to deprive the nature from its identity and its

essential degree of reality, which would be thus kept even when the nature were present

to the intellect in the manner of an object, i.e. while endowed with objective being. And

according to Scotus this is exactly what happens. The passage bellow leaves no room for

doubt that it is one the same nature that is present both in the intellect and in reality:

Thus a universal can be in things in such a way that it is the same nature

which is determinate by being in existence through a grade of singularity and

which is indeterminate by being in the intellect [. . . ].10

As already shown, the agent intellect’s operation on the common nature results in a

certain degree of indetermination and also in the proximate predicability of the term of

such operation. At first it might be supposed that this operation deprives the common

nature of an essential feature of it and so that neither the nature nor its reality are present

in the resulting universal. This is, however, not the case. The degree of determination

possessed by the nature in its mind-independent state is an accident of it, even though

aper se kind of accident. This last claim is puzzling: how is it possible for something to

be deprived of a per se feature of it without being thereby deprived of its own essence

and identity?

Scotus is not very clear about the issue, but there is textual support available for at

least one hypothesis. In one of the many passages that characterize the relation between

the common nature and its intrinsic (comm)unity, Scotus tries to avoid assuming that

the latter is essential to the former by stating that “this unity is a proper attribute of

the nature”11. A proper attribute is an extension of the aristotelian concept of proper

accident, i.e. a feature that flows from an essence without being either identical or a part

of it, and whose modification or destruction by extrinsic circumstances does not imply a

change in this essence. The classical example of proper accident is the human ability to

laugh. Since only human beings are able to laugh, it can be said that the ability to laugh

10 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 59. My italics.
11 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 34.
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flows from the human essence. However, if by extrinsic circumstances – the loss of jaws

and vocal cords through a terrible accident, for instance – a man loses its ability to laugh,

this in no way affects his human essence or the personal identity there founded. Hence,

the distinction between essential and proper attributes allows Scotus to say that certain

features are per se or intrinsic and yet accidental, being thus irrelevant to determine if an

item remains or not the same. This, of course, would be the case of the common nature’s

intrinsic unity and indetermination, as the extract bellow seems to imply:

Therefore, a nature has a remote potency toward the determination of singu-

larity and toward the indetermination of a universal. And just as it is joined

to singularity by its producer, so it is joined to universality by the thing as an

agent in conjunction with an agent intellect.12

With this the most important of the conclusions mentioned in the introduction is achieved:

it’s a mistake to think of what is endowed with objective being as a veil placed between

intellect and reality because reality, in the form of the common nature, is a constituent of

the item that has objective being, an item which is nothing more than the combination

of the common nature and a mode of conceiving characteristic of the intellect, viz. the

universality in its indetermination. It is important, however, to notice two things about

universality: first, that it is an accident of the common nature and thus not part of the

predicable content employed in a judgment; second, that universality is an accident of the

common nature because it is not only a condition of any intellectual act, but a condition

imposed by the intellect, not by its object – the common nature. The following passage

confirms this:

But not only is the nature itself indifferent of itself to being in the intellect

and to being particular or singular – and therefore also to being universal

and to being particular or singular. It does not primarily of itself have uni-

versality even when it does have being in the intellect. For even though it

is understood under universality (as under the mode of understanding it),

nevertheless universality is not part of its primary concept [. . . ]. Although

universality is the mode of understanding what is understood, that mode is

not itself understood.13

Thus, besides not being sufficient to deprive the common nature from its proper degree

of reality, the indetermination carried out by the intellect during the process that yields

the universal is not even part of the the predicable content of such universal. With this

move Scotus avoids some serious trouble. For if universality were part of the predicable

content, then when “man” were predicated of “Alexander” universality would also be –

and Alexander is not (or better was not) a universal.

12 In Met. VII, q. 18, n. 48.
13 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 33.
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Finally it is clear why Scotus may well have achieved with his psychology a synthesis

of elements long thought to be conflicting. A theory that (a) depicts mental contents as

having a certain degree of independence from reality, since they are present to the intellect

under a mode – universality – which is exclusive to it, and (b) prevents these contents from

being classified as some kind of representational veil that mediate the access to reality,

since they already include a part of this reality within them. To deny the reasoning within

(b) is tantamount to claim that sombody that handed you a present did not gave it to

you directly just because the present came in a box.
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4 Distinction

My aim in this chapter is to analyze and evaluate the application of Scotus’ qualified

distinctions to the relation between a principle of individuation (or haecceity) and its cor-

responding specific nature. In the Scotistic milieu, a qualified distinction is traditionally

viewed as any distinction that implies or requires inseparability between its distinguenda,

while an unqualified distinction is commonly seen as requiring the opposite – separability.

Two items are said to be separable when at least one of them can exist without the other.

Scotus tends to call only the unqualified distinction a real distinction, but I refrain from

that practice because I believe it to be misleading.

The conclusion I argument for is that the only qualified distinction suitable to be

applied to the haecceity/nature case is the adequate distinction. The other two qualified

distinctions available, the formal and modal distinctions, are not suitable because the

relevant aspects of the haecceity/nature relation in no way conform to their definitions.

In order to achieve my aim, the chapter is structured as follows. In the first section

I briefly introduce the notions of nature and haecceity, focusing only on the features

of these notions that are important to my goals. In the second section I analyze and

evaluate Scotus’ own choice to explain the relation between nature and haecceity, namely

the formal distinction. I argue that this is a bad choice and that even Martin Tweedale’s

appeal to what Scotus calls ‘distinctive individuals’ is of no avail. In the third section

I show that the modal distinction, defended by Peter King as a suitable alternative to

the formal one, is also unfit for this job – and maybe for any job at all. In the fourth

section I demonstrate how the adequate distinction can avoid not only the criticisms

directed against the other two qualified distinctions, but also some other criticisms that

I direct against it. In the fifth and last section I restate the conclusion mentioned above

and recap the most important points developed in the previous sections. I also pose an

aporetic question regarding the need of qualified distinctions within the nature/haecceity

context.

4.1 Nature and haecceity

From a logical point of view, Scotus’ theory of individuation can be viewed as a vast

disjunctive syllogism almost entirely built upon traditional notions taken from a common

scholastic framework; notions such as nature, negation, existence, quantity and matter.

The process can be broadly described as a systematical rejection of each and everyone of

these traditional notions on the basis that they do not meet some of the requirements for

the role of principle of individuation. In the end, as none of the candidates that constitute

the common framework mentioned above is good enough, Scotus feels free to postulate
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what he sometimes calls ‘haecceity’1, i.e. something suitable to act as a principle of

individuation but foreign to this common framework. As there are plenty of texts which

deeply analyze this huge argumentative process, I don’t go into details about it2. Instead,

I just focus on its general results and use them as a mean to trace back the main features

of the notions of nature and haecceity – two of the most important ones concerning my

aim in the present text.

A nature is, in its most basic sense, a principle of specific unity. The nature of Bu-

cephalus, for instance, is what makes it a horse, instead of a dog or a fly. According to

Scotus’ questions on individuation, the nature is not suitable to play the role of principle

of individuation because it is intrinsically divisible, which means that many really distinct

individuals share the same nature3. In other words, not only Bucephalus, but also Inci-

tatus has equinity or a equine nature; and, what is more, they not only have a equine

nature, they share one and the same – though, it’s worth saying, not numerically one and

the same4.

As already mentioned, haecceity is a notion that Scotus postulates with the sole pur-

pose of explaining individuation. It is thus something like a functionally-defined principle;

something that by definition satisfies all the conditions to individualize. But three of these

conditions are of special interest here: indivisibility, actuality regarding nature, and sim-

plicity. That a haecceity must be indivisible is easily inferred from something said in the

last paragraph: a nature can’t individuate precisely because it is divisible. Hence, what-

ever individuates must be indivisible. Haecceity’s actuality regarding nature, on the other

hand, is grounded on deeper commitments of the Aristotelian metaphysics; more precisely

on the thesis that what determines and distinguishes is actual in relation to what is de-

termined5. Since a haecceity is indivisible, it can’t be shared. It is then, in some sense,

a mark of distinction – what makes Alexander the very individual he is can’t be shared

by anybody else and so is something which distinguishes him from other human beings.

But a haecceity is also a determination of a nature: Alexander’s individuality is what

makes him a determinate man, while Bucephalus’ individuality makes it a determinate

horse. Therefore, if haecceity distinguishes and at the same time determines nature, then

according to the Aristotelian principle above the former is actual regarding the latter.

Finally, haecceity’s simplicity can be deduced from its postulative nature, the fact that

it has a sole explanatory role and an Aristotelian principle concerning composition and

the act/potency pair. Like any explanatory postulate, haecceity’s characterization should

include nothing more than what is necessary to fulfill its explanatory purpose. Since its

purpose is only the grounding of individuality, its characterization should include nothing

1 In Met. VII, q. 13, n. 61.
2 cf. Tweedale (1999).
3 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 64.
4 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 30.
5 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 60.
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more than what is necessary to explain individuation. Now, it is already known that in

order to ground individuality a haecceity must include some actuality, namely, an actual-

ity regarding nature. Also, an Aristotelian principle dictates that any kind of complexity

implies at least a combination between act and potency. So, if a haecceity is complex, it

must include some potentiality in addition to its actuality. But there is no explanatory

role to be done by a potentiality intrinsic to haecceity, for such a potentiality would not

be of any help in grounding individuality, and, once more, grounding individuality is the

sole explanatory purpose of haecceity. Therefore, according to the principle regarding

postulates formulated above, haecceity should include no potentiality in addition to its

actuality regarding nature. It is, thus, simple.

From all that it is easy to hint that Scotus’ overall scheme distinguishes two con-

stituents within a given individual: his nature and his haecceity. However, it is not quite

easy to explain how these two are distinct, or, more precisely, what kind of distinction is

suitable to underpin their combination. For (i) how can divisible and indivisible items

be anything but fully independent things, capable of composing nothing more than a

mere heap of stuff? But some would say that this question is not even worth answering,

since a combination between nature and haecceity is inevitably doomed to absurdity. For

(ii) how can divisible and indivisible items in any plausible sense cooperate and compose

something? And worst, (iii) assuming they somehow do, how can they yield something

which is not at the same time divisible and indivisible – in other words, a full-fledged

contradictory thing?

The previous paragraphs have already worked out an answer for question (ii): haec-

ceity and nature cooperate respectively as act and potency. But this answer can only

be taken as tenable when put against the background of a solution to problem (i), and

that is the aim of the following sections. Question (ii) presents what is sometimes called

‘Ockham’s Problem’6, and is a much discussed aspect of Scotus’ solutions to the problems

of universals and individuation – though I confess not being entirely satisfied with any of

its solutions, or at least with any of those presented by contemporary interpreters. Still,

I don’t tackle it here.

4.2 Formal distinction

Scotus makes heavy usage of what he calls ‘formal distinction’, applying it to a wide variety

of contexts: trinitarian, transcendental, anthropological, and logical7. The definition of

this distinction is, however, rather straightforward, being composed by just two very

simple conditions. Accordingly, x and y are formally distinct if and only if: (a) x can’t

exist without y and vice-versa; (b) the ratio of x does not include the ratio of y and vice-

6 King (1992), p. 51.
7 cf. Grajewski (1944).
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versa. I henceforth designate (a) the inseparability condition and (b) the definitional-

independence condition.

Some marginal notes. First, it is not very easy to explain what the schoolmen meant

by ratio, but broadly speaking the ratio of a is what is defined if a can be defined; the

intelligible content of a. Second, according to Scotus’ terminology if a pair of items is not

formally distinct, this does not necessarily imply that they are formally identical. To be

formally identical two items must meet (a) but not (b). If a pair does not meet (a) they

are outside the formal “sphere”: they are neither formally distinct nor formally identical.

Third, I’m aware that some commentators do not believe separability plays the proeminent

role I ascribe to it when it comes to Scotus’ theory of distinctions8. Nevertheless, as I

already mentioned in the introduction, I believe this is the most traditional position

regarding the matter and I just assume it here. For those with a more unorthodox

position this chapter can at least be seen as the logical exercise of pushing to its limits a

Scotistic theory of distinctions heavily based on the notion of separability.

Scotus also tries to apply the formal distinction to the case of nature and haecceity9.

His purpose in doing so is, as may be expected, to provide an answer to question (i) of

the previous section, determining in which way nature and haecceity are distinct, and

so in which way they can be said to compose an individual. But it may be a little

difficult to see how the formal distinction can be correctly applied to this case, for at

first it may appear as if this application can render contradictory results regarding the

inseparability condition. On one hand, it is plain that in some sense a nature can exist

without a haecceity, as the entire horse species (or equine nature) was not extinguished

just because Bucephalus or Incitatus died – while it seems fairly reasonable to assume

that their respective haecceities were both destroyed with their passing away. On the

other hand, it is just as obvious that somehow a nature cannot exist without a haecceity,

since one does not see equinity all alone neighing and eating grass – one sees individual

horses doing so. Also, it seems that in some sense Bucephalus’ nature did die with it,

because with its death no nature could remain Bucephalus ’ nature.

Here some distinctions may clear things up. A nature can be taken in two ways:

as such – i.e., in itself – or as found in a given individual. In the first case only those

features that are essential for a nature’s existence are taken into account. In the second

case something more enters the picture, namely, the conditions required for a nature not

only to exist, but also for it to constitute a given individual. It is only the equine nature as

such that is separable from Bucephalus’ haecceity, for only in this case can the first remain

in existence while the latter is destroyed. Equinity as found in Bucephalus, on the other

hand, seems to be fully inseparable from Bucephalus’ haecceity, since the destruction of

either of them seems to entail the destruction of the other – more on this elsewhere. A

8 Vos (2006), pp. 259–261; Blander (2014), pp. 83–84.
9 Lec. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 171; Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 188.
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similar distinction can be applied to the case of haecceity or individuality, which can be

taken as such or as found in a given individual.

These distinctions allow for much more precise conclusions concerning the application

of the formal distinction to the relation between nature and haecceity. As a preliminary

step towards such conclusions, I would like to treat the two defining conditions of the

formal distinction as tests that a pair of items must pass in order to be adequately qualified

as formally distinct. I begin by evaluating which pairs succeed in what I call, following the

terminology above, the inseparability test. I turn later on to the definitional-independence

test.

The first pair is a nature as such and individuality as found in a given individual. As

one of the paragraphs above makes clear, this pair does not pass the test. If these two

were inseparable, then the corruption of a given individual’s individuality would entail the

corruption of its corresponding nature taken as such. Since in most cases a nature is not

only shared by many individuals, but is also an essential constituent of these individuals,

its destruction would entail the destruction of all those individuals sharing it. In such a

scenario the death of Bucephalus, for instance, would entail, through the destruction of

equinity, the death of all other horses – a consequence which is quite clearly unacceptable.

It is based on the failure of this first pair in passing the test that some of Scotus’

commentators look somewhere else for suitable options to apply the formal distinction

to. Martin Tweedale suggests a way out involving what is sometimes called ‘distinctive

individuals’, which is basically a nature as found in a given individual10. The point here

is to adapt to the nature/haecceity case a strategy used by Scotus in one of his logical

applications of the formal distinction, more precisely the application within the context

of the distinction between genus and specific difference. By a similar reasoning as that of

the previous paragraph, it is evidently incorrect to think that a genus as such is formally

distinct, and thus inseparable, from one of its specific differences either taken as such

or as found in a individual. It is not inseparable from this specific difference as such

because otherwise the destruction of the latter (and so of a whole species) would entail

the destruction of the former and consequently of all other species under it. In concrete

terms this means that the extinction of the aurochs would have implied the destruction

of the whole animal genus, something which is most clearly false. A genus as such is also

not inseparable from one of its specific differences as found in a given individual, for if not

even the extinction of a whole species implies the extinction of a genus, then even more

so the death of a mere individual will not imply this. Scotus’ solution here is to apply the

formal distinction not to a genus as such, but to both a genus and a specific difference as

found in a given individual. Hence, what is formally distinct in this case is not rationality

as such and animality as such, but, say, Alexander’s rationality and Alexander’s animality.

In this case there is no much room left for doubts concerning the inseparability of the

10 Ord. I, d. 8, p. 1, q. 3, n. 148; Tweedale (1999), p. 556.



66 Chapter 4. Distinction

pair. If Alexander’s rationality is destroyed, an essential aspect of Alexander is destroyed

and so is Alexander himself. If Alexander is destroyed, one of the conditions for animality

to constitute Alexander – Alexander’s existence – can no longer be met and so animality

as found in Alexander is also destroyed. I take it as self-evident that the same reasoning

holds in the converse direction: if Alexander’s animality is destroyed, so is his rationality.

Therefore, following the strategy presented above, the second pair to be tested is a

nature and individuality both as found in a given individual11. And here it is clear that

inseparability is achieved. If equinity as found in Bucephalus is destroyed, then of course

individuality as found in Bucephalus (its haecceity) will be just as like destroyed. And the

reason for that is once more that equinity is essential to Bucephalus. It cannot survive

without its nature and so neither can individuality as found in it, granted that one of the

conditions for individuality to be found in it is its existence. The converse conditional also

holds, for if individuality as found in Bucephalus (again, its haecceity) is destroyed, then

so is Bucephalus – it can’t of course remain the same individual without its individuality

– and if Bucephalus is destroyed, then it is already known that the same goes for equinity

as found in it, because, again, one of the conditions for equinity to be found in Bucephalus

is Bucephalus’ existence.

The third pair is a nature and individuality both taken as such. It is easy to prove

that a nature as such cannot exist without individuality as such, because if that was

possible, a nature would be able to exist without being found in any individual. But

that is not really possible, since in most cases (all natural cases anyway) a nature cannot

exercise some of its essential causal interactions, such as generation, without being found

in a individual, and of course it cannot exist without the possibility of exercising these

essential causal interactions. It is a little bit harder to prove that individuality as such

cannot exist without a nature as such. Although Scotus does not offer any argument in

this direction, his conceptual apparatus is enough to demonstrate at least that nothing

finite can be an individual without being constituted by some nature, and so that it is

impossible for finite individuality as such to exist without a nature as such. In order to

do so it is first necessary to keep in mind that a haecceity is always simple – it has no

intrinsic complexity; involves no intrinsic act and potency combination. Plus, provided

that something is infinite if and only if it is pure act, it must also be assumed that in an

act and potency combination the role of potency is that of limiting act. Given all that,

if a haecceity is not associated with any nature, then there is no limitation coming to it

“from the outside” through a nature’s potency. Also there is no limitation or potency

coming “from the inside”, because a haecceity is always actual and simple. A haecceity

without a nature would be, thus, simple and limitless (infinite).

The fourth and last pair, viz. a nature as found in a given individual and individuality

11 For textual evidence that this is the pair Scotus himself was aiming at, cf. In Met. VII, q. 13, n.
136.
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as such, is one more to fail the test. For although a nature as found in a given individual

cannot exist without individuality as such, since it cannot exist without the existence of

some individual, individuality as such, on the other hand, can clearly exist without a

nature as found in a given individual – there can be some individuals even if, for example,

Bucephalus and Incitatus are dead and equinity is not found in them anymore.

In the end, just two pairs made it through the inseparability test and so are halfway of

being formally distinct: a nature and individuality both as found in a given individual and

a nature and individuality both taken as such. The next step is to apply the definitional-

independence test to these two.

The first pair, i.e. individuality and a nature both as found in a given individual, do not

pass this second test. For even admitting that equinity and individuality both as found

in Bucephalus are inseparable, it is plain that they cannot have independent rationes.

Granted, individuality as found in Bucephalus can, given its simplicity and indivisibility,

have a ratio that does not include equinity as found in Bucephalus, but there is no way of

defining or even remotely characterizing equinity as found in Bucephalus without recurring

to his individuality – actually, it is not clear at all that one can even unambiguously talk

about Bucephalus without making at least some implicit reference to his individuality.

In general terms this simply means that it is impossible to define a nature as found in

a given individual without making reference to the individuality of such individual – a

point which borders on the self-evident.

As already exposed, Martin Tweedale advocates that the pair considered in the last

paragraph is the most suitable to apply the formal distinction to; and he does so based

on a strategy Scotus develops in the context of the distinction between genus and specific

difference. Given all that, it should be clarified why this strategy cannot be, as Tweedale

wants, adapted to the case of nature and haecceity. The most fundamental difference is

that in the case of genus and specific difference the members of the pair can be inde-

pendently defined even though a common element – the haecceity of a given individual

– is present in both of them. This is so because this common element’s ratio does not

include that of any of the members of the pair. In concrete terms, to define animality

as found in Alexander all that is needed is Alexander’s haecceity plus animality as such,

and something similar occurs in the case of Alexander’s rationality. But the ratio of the

only common element of this two definitions, which is Alexander’s haecceity, includes the

ratio of neither animality nor rationality, for as proved above, a haecceity is always simple

and indivisible, while animality and rationality are both, either taken as such or as found

in a given individual, divisible. In result the definitional-independence condition is not

disrespected, because the definition of animality as found in Alexander does not include

the definition of rationality as found in Alexander, but only a part of it, namely, Alexan-

der’s individuality. Mutatis mutandis, the same goes in the converse direction. In the

case of nature and haecceity the situation is different, for as showed above the definition
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of a nature as found in a given individual does not contain only a part of the relevant

haecceity’s ratio – a haecceity has no parts – but the whole of it. And here of course the

definitional-independence condition is disrespected.

The second pair, which is a nature and individuality both taken as such, seems to pass

the test. According to Scotus there is no need to include individuality or any other kind

of unity in the definition of a nature as such and I take this thesis as a plausible one. Here

of course he just assumes that individuality is a kind of unity, but I don’t find this point

problematic either, given that individuality is what gives an item numerical unity and thus

what enables such item to be counted as one among others. It is hard to see what role

individuality as such would play in the definition of a nature as such, for to define, e.g.,

humanity as such, it looks as if all that is needed is animality and rationality both taken

as such, and individuality as such also does not appear to be included in the ratio of either

of these definitional parts. But even granting that this pair is successful in passing both

tests for the formal distinction, there is a problem of exegetical order here: with his use

of the formal distinction within the context of the relation between nature and haecceity

Scotus was mosts certainly not aiming at individuality as such, which he classifies as an

‘indeterminate unity’12. The reason why he uses this designation is that individuality as

such is not the individuality of any determinate or given individual, but just a general way

of referring to some individuality or other, though a general way of referring that does

not imply the existence of a corresponding shared nature of individuality. In fact, like

any transcendental, i.e. anything that transcends the categories and is thus indifferent to

infinitude or finitude, the generality of individuality taken as such is not grounded on a

shared nature because individuality itself does not confer any kind of specific operation

or causal power to an item, being indeed a totally general condition for any operation or

causal interaction.

In conclusion, it can be said that Scotus’ choice of the formal distinction as the key

to explain how nature and haecceity compose an individual is an ill-conceived one. Three

of the four levels of this relation do not meet all the conditions for the formal distinction

and the only one which maybe does, viz. nature and individuality both taken as such,

was in no way the level Scotus intended to account for.

4.3 Modal distinction

I’m not entirely alone in my belief that the formal distinction is of no much use when

dealing with the relation between nature and haecceity. Back in the 90’s Peter King made

essentially the same claim in a paper devoted to defend the essential aspects of Scotus’

theory of universals and individuation against one of Ockham’s criticisms. The way he

12 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 76.
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arguments there for our common claim is, however, neither detailed nor very convincing.

Here is how he sums up his position about the issue:

It [sc. the formal distinction] is not the appropriate theoretical tool to do so

[sc. explain how nature and haecceity are combined], since by definition a

formal distinction explains how things are different, not how they are unified

in combination.13

As I said, even though I’m happy to accept its conclusion about how fruitless is the

formal distinction within the relevant context, I don’t find the argument just quoted very

convincing. It strikes me as very plausible that in order to know how a set of items

combine one must first know how they differ, since, as already mentioned, distinction is a

necessary condition for combination and composition – if a and b in any interesting sense

combine to compose something, then they must be somehow distinct. Indeed, as King

champions the modal distinction throughout the remainder of his text, it seems safe to

say that not even he is very serious about the point of the extract above. Nevertheless,

setting aside this problem with the negative part of King’s proposal, I think it is worth

evaluating in more detail if the complementary positive part, i.e. appealing to the modal

distinction, can be of any avail for a Scotistic solution to problem (i).

Scotus makes much less explicit use of his modal distinction than of his formal one.

Yet, there are at least two contexts in which this use is unequivocal: the relation between

being and infinitude (or finitude), and that between a qualitative accident and its grade.

However, I think in both these contexts Scotus’ texts are clear enough to establish whether

or not his doctrine of the modal distinction can be extended to explain the relation between

nature and haecceity. In fact, I even think one can formulate a more or less precise

definition of intrinsic modes (and so of the modal distinction) based almost entirely on

those texts. Accordingly, x is an intrinsic mode of y if and only if: (c) x is a grade

(degree, intensity etc.) of y; (d) the ratio of y includes the ratio of x. A consequence of

this last condition is that (e) a concept of y that does not include mention to x is not

proper to y.

Some marginal notes. First, a concept proper to y is a concept that refer to y and

nothing more along the same level of generality as y, although it can be used to refer to

items under or above y. The concept of humanity, for instance, is proper to the human

nature, for this concept cannot refer to equinity or any other specific nature. Still, the

concept of humanity implicitly refers to what is above and at the same time included in

the human nature’s ratio, like animality, and can also be used to refer to what is under

the human nature, like Alexander or Caligula. Second, condition (d) may sound strange

to those familiar with Scotus’ texts on intrinsic modes, since he in no way mentions the

notion of ratio there. In spite of it, I think my formulation can be deduced from what

13 King (1992), p. 61.
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Scotus do say somewhere else about rationes, not to mention the fact that its terminology

is more evidently integrated with that used in the my previous definition of the formal

distinction. Here are some relevant lines on the matter:

If, however, there were in fact only the distinction in re as [that] of a reality

and its intrinsic mode, then the intellect could not have a proper concept of

that reality and not have the concept of the intrinsic mode of the thing [. . . ].14

Basically, Scotus seems to be saying that the concept of a given reality includes, if proper,

mention to the intrinsic mode of such reality. All I’m supposing in the formulation above

is that if a concept is proper to x, then its content either is or includes the ratio of x. In

other words, I’m assuming an implication from proper concept to ratio. Since I charac-

terized ratio as the inteligible content of an item, this assumption seems quite plausible.

Nevertheless, it must be stressed that I’m not committed to a full equivalence between ra-

tio and proper concept, for some items, e.g., any given haecceity, have a ratio but cannot

have a corresponding proper concept – a haecceity is always simple and conceptualization

requires abstraction, which on its turn requires some degree of complexity. Third, one

may wonder if the modal distinction also implies inseparability, as its definition does not

directly touch this point. And I think it does. On one hand, if the ratio of something

that can be gradated includes one of its possible grades, then of course the former cannot

exist without the latter. On the other hand it seems highly plausible that a grade cannot

exist without the subject of its gradation.

One of Scotus’ textual example of an intrinsic mode is a grade of white. Like any other

color, white can be present in a surface more or less intensely. The white of a ceiling,

for example, can be more or less intense than the white of a piece of cloth. But it may

look difficult to reconcile Scotus’ example with (e), for in a sense it is clearly possible to

have a concept proper to any color without having the concept of a corresponding grade.

One can possess, for instance, a concept that refer to whiteness and not to red, blue etc.

without possessing the concept of, say, the 8th grade of white. Another textual example

of an intrinsic mode is infinity in relation to being. But here basically the same problem

reappears, for one can clearly have a concept proper to being without having the concept

of infinity.

Like before, the solution here once more involves some distinctions; but this time

concerning what Scotus’ calls ‘reality’. Just like a nature, a given reality can be taken as

such or as found in a given individual. And as implied by a simple adaptation of some

arguments from the last section, it is only as found in a given individual that a reality’s

ratio includes that of a corresponding intrinsic mode, for although the ratio of whiteness

as such cannnot include that of, say, whiteness’ 8th grade, since the former can be defined

14 Ord. I, d. 8, p. 1, q. 3, n. 140.
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without the latter, the ratio of whiteness as found in the ceiling of Alexander’s palace

certainly can.

As already mentioned, King’s strategy is to apply the modal distinction to the na-

ture/haecceity case and in this way explain with a Scotistic tool something that Scotus

could not satisfactorily explain himself. The basic idea is that a haecceity is an intrinsic

mode of its corresponding nature, as if, for example, Bucephalus’ individuality were an

intrinsic mode of the equine nature as found in it. King aduces a list of seven reasons to

support this claim – none of them conclusive.

I must say that have no qualms with the aspiration involved here – solving Scotus’

problems with tools made available by himself – but I got the impression that the modal

distinction is not the best mean to carry it out. Even if one is prepared to disregard

Scotus’ textual classification of haecceities as realities and/or his distinction between

realities and intrinsic modes15, there is still another more serious problem to deal with:

not every haecceity can, in a reasonable sense, be a grade of its nature16. Granted, a single

patch of white must be a grade of white, as the fire in Alexander’s military camp must have

some degree of heat, but there is no reasonable sense in which Alexander’s individuality

can be a grade, degree, intensity or anything of the sort regarding his human nature. The

reason is quite simple: figures of speech aside, Alexander is not more or less human than

Caligula or any other human being. But if King’s claim was true, this would certainly

follow. For if Alexander’s and Caligula’s individualities were degrees of humanity, then

they are either the same or distinct. If they were the same, Alexander and Caligula would

be the same individual – absurd. If they were distinct, then either Alexander would be

literally more human than Caligula or vice-versa – again, absurd – for degrees of the same

reality are only distinct if one is more or less intense than the other.

King could try to avoid this objection accusing me of proposing a biased definition.

After all, Scotus does not provide a precise definition of what an intrinsic mode is, and

the examples he gives involving grades are just this: examples. Maybe if (c) had a wider

scope, using the notion of non-quididative item instead of that of degree, things would

work out for King’s proposal. In this case it would be open for some non-quididative items,

such as haecceities17, to be intrinsic modes even though they are not degrees. But no. I

can only see two ways of further developing this reply: first, taking only those items which

are capable of grounding in quid predication as quiddities; second, reversing a conditional

present in Scotus’ texts18 and taking anything communicable to be a quiddity. According

to the first way, rationality, for instance, would not be a quiddity – like any difference,

the content conveyed by ‘rational’ is not predicated in quid, but only in quale – and thus

would have to be an intrinsic mode of humanity, as the ratio of humanity includes that of

15 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 189; also fn. 14 above.
16 I thank Markos Klemz and Andreas Speer for pointing out to me this problem in King’s proposal.
17 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, qq. 1–6, n. 192.
18 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 7, n. 227.
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rationality. However, even King is unwilling to extend the modal distinction to the case

of rationality:

Modalization is neither a relation of instantiation nor differentiation [. . . ].

There is no formal element in whiteness that is affected by different grades

of intensity. [. . . ] The relation between a reality, as Scotus terms it, and its

intrinsic mode is not a matter of formal differentiation.19

Now, if rationality were an intrinsic mode of humanity, then of course there would be

a formal element of humanity affected by its intrinsic mode. According to the second

way, rationality would be ruled out – it is communicable – but so would any grade of

whiteness or degree of heat, for these are divisible and thus communicable: the ceiling of

Alexander’s palace and his tunic can be both white in the same degree, and I assume a

similar example could be constructed in the case of heat as well.

Hence, as I don’t see any way for King’s proposal to escape this single and, as I see

it, fatal objection – once more, not all individualities can be taken as degrees of their

corresponding natures – and at the same time I share in his aspiration to solve Scotus’

problems from within Scotus’ framework, I must seek for a solution to (i) somewhere else.

Actually, even apart from its application to the nature/haecceity case there appears

to be something wrong with the modal distinction, no matter how much one restricts

oneself to the contexts Scotus unequivocally wanted to apply this distinction to. If my

interpretation is correct, then the y in the definition above must be replaced by, say, white

as found in Alexander’s tunic, not white as such – as already known, if y were replaced

by white as such, there would be no way to meet (e), a condition to which Scotus himself

refers20. But here things start to get a little weird. According to (c) x is supposed to be a

grade of y. It is of course unproblematic to think of something as a degree of white. But

what could be a degree of white as found in Alexander’s tunic? The white of Alexander’s

tunic is already a grade of white, it cannot suffer further gradation.

Maybe this problem could be solved by relaxing a little bit the meaning of the expres-

sion ‘a reality as found in a given individual’. Alexander’s tunic can have many different

degrees of white; it can indeed even change between them. Thus, maybe a concept that

can indeterminately refer to the many degrees of white that can be found in Alexander’s

tunic would be enough for Scotus’ purposes regarding the modal distinction. In this case y

would be replaced by white not as it is (in a given moment t) found in Alexander’s tunic,

but as it can be found there. On its turn, x would be replaced by a set or disjunction of

all such gradations of white.

But I don’t think the prospects are good here. Broadly speaking, the problem with

my own interpration is that a grade is made available but the correspondent reality – e.g.,

19 King (1992), p. 61.
20 See fn. 14 above.
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white as it is found in Alexander’s tunic – cannot be further gradated. In the alternative

solution above a suitable subject for gradation is made available – white as it can be

found in Alexander’s tunic – but the corresponding intrinsic mode is not a grade. For

although the 8th, 9th, and 10th grade of white are all grades of white, a set or disjunction

constituted by them is not. In the end it seems that none of these alternatives can make

the modal distinction meet its most basic condition, namely (c).

At this point I must admit that I have no solution, although this general problem

has no bearing on my (much more restrict) point regarding the application of the modal

distinction to the haecceity/nature case. If anything it provides additional support to my

claim, since it renders the modal distinction kind of uninteligible.

4.4 Adequate distinction

My own suggestion is to make use of what Scotus calls ‘adequate distinction’21. When

compared to the formal distinction, this one plays an even minor role in Scotus’ thought

than the modal distinction, being explicitly used by him in, at least to my knowledge,

only one context: that of the relation between a genus and a species22. Its definition is

also quite simple, requiring just two conditions and being very similar to, though still

different from, that of the formal distinction. Accordingly, x is adequately distinct from

y if and only if: (a) x cannot exist without y and vice-versa; (g) the ratio of x includes

the ratio of y or vice-versa.

Some marginal notes. First, the ‘or’ in (g) is an exclusive disjunction. Hence, there

are two ways of not meeting this condition: satisfying neither of the disjuncts or both.

Second, one may wonder if (a) is not a redundant condition in what regards the adequate

distinction, since (g) itself seems to automatically entail inseparability. This is not the

case. It is possible that a pair of rationes overlap and yet one remain in existence without

the other, just like it is possible for the animal genus to remain even when one of its

species is destroyed. What is not possible, of course, is a pair of rationes to coincide

while remaining separable. And this leads me to the third note. Just like with the

formal distinction, if a pair is not adequately distinct, this does not necessarily imply

they are adequately identical. Adequate identity requires inseparability and satisfaction

of both disjuncts in (g) – in other words, not only definitional-overlap, but definitional-

coincidence. If neither inseparability nor either of the disjuncts in (g) are met, then the

relevant pair is just outside the adequational “sphere”. Also, as a last note, it should be

stressed that anything inside the adequational sphere is automatically formally identical.

When applied to the nature/haecceity case, it is easy to see how the adequate distinc-

tion does not fall prey to any of the previous objections against the formal and modal

21 I thank Richard Cross for pointing out this solution to me.
22 Rep. I, d. 33, q. 2, n. 64–65.
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distinctions. As already known, the problem of the formal distinction is that it does not

explain what Scotus intended to explain – the distinction between a nature and a deter-

minate individuality – and what it does explain Scotus did not intend to explain – the

distinction between a nature and indeterminate individuality. The adequate distinction

does not have this problem. It is suitable to be applied to the distinction between equinity

and individuality both as found in Bucephalus because it allows for (actually, requires)

ratio overlap, which was precisely the problem of this pair regarding condition (b) of the

formal distinction. It is also not subject to the criticisms regarding the modal distinction,

as it does not require a relation of gradation between its distinguenda.

But one may wonder if the adequate distinction is strong enough to be the answer

of question (i). Granted, if this distinction can, in some relevant sense, underpin a

composition, then certainly the resulting composite will not be a mere heap of stuff –

inseparability and definitional-overlap seems more than enough here. The “if” above may

prove itself a big one, though. For it is highly doubtful that the adequate distinction can,

when applied to the haecceity/nature case, ground anything that qualify as composition.

As I already mentioned, composition requires distinction. And not only distinction be-

tween the items that compose, but also between the resulting composite and each of these

composing items – it would be nonsense to say that a is composed by a and something

else. Now, on one hand it is clear that Bucephalus and individuality as found in it are

not identical, as the former includes an intrinsic item that the latter does not: the equine

nature. On the other hand, though, it is not quite clear what is the difference between

Bucephalus and equinity as found in it, for what is Bucephalus if not its haecceity plus

equinity as such? And what is equinity as found in Bucephalus if not that as well?

Yet, there remains a difference between these two. No matter how taken, either as

such or as found in a given individual, a nature is always divisible. Equinity as found in

Bucephalus, for instance, can be still at the same time found in Incitatus or any other

horse. The only condition the expression ‘as found in Bucephalus’ puts upon equinity

is that it must be found in Bucephalus; it neither forbids nor implies the constitution

of other horses by this nature, being nevertheless fully compatible with such a scenario.

Bucephalus itself, on the other hand, is totally indivisible and thus ultimately incapable

of constituting any other horses.

Another problem worth noticing regards the consequences of extending of the use

of the adequate distinction envisaged here – and also the use of the other distinctions

envisaged by Scotus and King – to the case of accidental natures. Not only substances

(horses, men etc.), but also accidents (qualities, quantities etc.) belong to species and

thus have natures. And yet it is clear that accidents and substances are separable – it

is beyond doubt that a substance can remain when one of its accidents leaves existence.

On the other hand, if my thesis about the adequate distinction is fully general, i.e. if any

nature as found in a given individual is adequately distinct from the haecceity of such
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individual, then of course the accidental natures of this same individual (as found in it)

are not separable from it.

There are two ways of solving this problem. First, to give up the generality mentioned

above restricting my thesis to the cases of the distinction between haecceities and substan-

tial natures – and I must admit that I favor this solution. In this case accidental natures

would be, either as such or as individualized, fully separable from any corresponding haec-

ceity. The second solution is to keep the generality and cut the italicised “the” above,

or, in other words, to postulate, beyond a substantial haecceity, exclusive haecceities for

accidents. In this case, Alexander would have, beyond a haecceity corresponding to his

human nature, a haecceity corresponding to each and everyone of his accidents. If one of

these accidents passes away, so does its corresponding haecceity – Alexander’s substantial

haecceity would, of course, remain. This solution seems a little bit far-fetched to me, but I

admit that I have no arguments against it, apart from, maybe, considerations concerning

parsimony. Scotus seems to endorse it23, though his reasons probably steem from other

kind of reflection.

Anyway, from all that was said above I take it that the adequate distinction is really

the only qualified distinction available within Scotus’ framework that can ground the

tight kind of composition that holds between a haecceity and its (substantial) nature.

It renders these two constituents inseparable and definitionally-dependend, hence tightly

unified, without making them fully identical and thus useless to underpin something that

deserves to be called a composition.

4.5 Conclusion

As I showed in the second section, one of the first questions that pops out from Scotus

theory of individuation is (i): how can divisible (nature) and indivisible (haecceity) items

be anything but fully independent things, capable of composing nothing more than a mere

heap of stuff? Throughout the three following sections I tried to demonstrate that, amid

what Scotus classifies as qualified distinctions, only the adequate distinction is able to

ground an answer to this question. The formal distinction cannot do so because none of

the relevant levels of the haecceity/nature relation conform to its definition. The modal

distinction, on its turn, also cannot do so, since it requires something not present in all

cases of the relation between a haecceity and its nature, i.e. gradation.

But I’d like to conclude by proposing a question whose answer goes beyond the scope

of this text: is it necessary to appeal to qualified distinctions in order to answer (i), or

would the unqualified distinction do as well? For it is worth noticing that even though

I offered a possible solution to (i), in no way I intended to put this solution as the only

possible one in general. Granted, I did argue that my solution is the only tenable option

23 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 1–6, n. 87.
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involving a qualified distinction, but this of course does not imply that I take it to be

the only option in general, as a solution involving only the unqualified distinction may,

in principle, be just as good.

The point I’d like to stress here is that even my solution, which is centered around a

qualified distinction, already requires, in order to work, an unqualified distinction between

nature as such and a given haecceity. Let me recall that according to this solution, the

adequate distinction should be applied to (a) the nature as found in a given individual

and (b) a given haecceity. However, (a) is already the result of a composition – nature

as such plus a given haecceity – and a composition between a pair that, as showed in

the third section and conceded by Scotus himself24, is separable and thus unqualifiedly

distinct.

Hence, the question is: if the only way to solve (i) using a qualified distinction already

presupposes an unqualified distinction, why should anybody worry about appealing to

qualified distinctions in this context anyway? Isn’t it better to stick just with unqualified

distinctions?

At first one may be inclined to say that only with qualified distinctions can the (near)

simplicity of the composition between nature and haecceity be kept25. But this won’t do.

If the unqualified distinction is enough to destroy simplicity, then an qualified distinction

that is based on a unqualified one also is. One may also try deny that a nature as

found in a given individual is the result of a composition. Maybe a nature as found in

a given individual is prior to this same nature taken as such. But this also won’t do.

Scotus himself acknowledges the priority of nature as such over nature as found in a

given individual26; and on very good grounds. As already shown, a nature as such can

survive without being found in a given individual – though not without being found in

any individual, of course. On the other hand, a nature as found in a given individual

cannot exist without this same nature taken as such. Now, if a can exist without b, but

b cannot exist without a, then it is evident that a is prior to b.

And at this point I must admit once more that I have no solution. I hope, though,

to have showed that even if there is some role to be played by a qualified distinction in

what regards question (i), this is a role that cannot be played by any of the qualified

distinctions favoured up until now by those sticking to an Scotistic perspective, not even

by Scotus himself.

24 See fn. 11 above.
25 Blander (2014), p. 36.
26 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 1–6, n 32.
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Conclusion

In the (not so) many pages that are now behind us I tried to analyze and evaluate aspects

of Scotus’ thought that are located at the very foundations of his formulation and solution

to the problem of individuation. I shall now sum up my results.

In the first chapter I offered a conceptual reduction of Scotus’ characterization of indi-

viduality in terms of predicability and separability, one accordingly to which an individual

should be portrayed as anything incompatible with being predicated of many separable

items. As I tried to show, at least two influential comentators are not in agreement with

me in this regard, and even those who are27 care little in making explict how Scotus’

notion of predicability could be part of a metaphysical toolkit. It is also worth noticing

how I managed to employ the concept of separability in order to line Scotus’ notion of

individuality with the (putative) individuality of the divine nature.

In the second chapter I defended Scotus’ realism from some nominalist objections.

There I showed that no real problem emerges from the claim that natures are not quan-

tifiable – due to their lack of real unity – and how Ockham’s criticism of Scotus can be

replied. In order to carry this last task out I had to modalize the formulation of the prob-

lem of universals and then demonstrate how Ockham’s alternative and more parsimonious

theory, effective as it might prove itself when applied to non-modal formulations, is, as a

shown by a host of arguments I developed using Scotus’ framework, either innefective or

inconsistent when modified to be applied to modal formulations.

In the third chapter I argued that Scotus’ notion of objective being does not commit

him with any kind of representacionalism or even indirect realism. In order to do so I

analyzed this notion using that of common nature, a move which allowed me to account

for Scotus’ famously obscure claim that objective being is a diminished kind of being.

In the end I showed that an objective being is nothing more than a nature taken under

universality, which is a mode of conceiving – though not of what is conceived – and so

how objective being is not a threat to our direct cognitive contact with reality, since it

includes an aspect of reality within it.

In the fourth and last chapter I analyzed how the relation between nature and haec-

ceity, i.e. the principle of individuation, could be grounded on some of Scotus’ many

kinds of qualified distinction. There I argued that Scotus’ own choice is ill-fated, since

haecceity and nature do not satisfy the canonical conditions of the formal distinction – no

matter how taken, these principles are either separable or not definitionally independent.

I then proceeded to consider the modal distinction, just like an influential comentator

had done before me. My conclusions were diametrically opposed to his, though. The

modal distinction would imply an absurd gradation within substantial species and is thus

27 Tweedale (1999), p. 661.
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inapplicable to the most fundamental sphere in which the relation between haecceity and

nature is established. Furthermore, I argued that the modal distinction might prove it-

self even uninteligible when caustiously analyzed. Finally, I claimed that the adequate

distinction is the way to go, as its application is not subject to any of the criticisms de-

veloped against the previous attempts to characterize the distinction between nature and

haecceity. I raised some concerns about the very need of a qualified distinction within

that context, though, showing that even the adequate distinction is, when circumscribed

to the haecceity/nature relation, dependent on a previous unqualified distinction.
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et al.

Scotus, John Duns. 1997. Opera Philosophica. New York: Franciscan Institute. ed. T.

Noone et al.





81

Secondary Sources

Bates, T. (2010). Duns Scotus and the Problem of Universals. Continuum, London.

Blander, J. (2014). Dependence, Separability, and Theories of Identity and Distinction in

Late Medieval Philosophy: Case Studies from Scotus and Ockham. Ph.D. dissertation,

UCLA.
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