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2 Individual Substance: Aristotle, Categories*

Aristotle's approach to the nature of reality is
more robustly down-to-earth than Plato's. He
epts the need to identify something stable
m_:a enduring in a world of constant change; but
he rejects the notion of universal Forms or
essences in the Platonic sense of items with a
reality of their own distinct from particular
instances of things. For Aristotle, the ultimate
being are individual substances - for
a particular man, or a particular

arrives at this view by linking the
ot of a substance with the grammatical
subfect. In the sentence ‘Bucephalus

strong’, Bucephalus (the famous war-horse of
Alexander the Great) is the subject, and ‘strong’
the n._..ma cate: sﬁ may say that strength is predi-
cated of the subject; the quality of strength is to

be found in this horse. The subject, Bucephalus
by :

ontrast, exists in its own right: it does not
exist in something else.

extract that follows, Aristotle points out
substance, numerically one and the

k_ _ A substance — that which is called a
\.4/.__ all - is that which is neither said of a subject nor in a st

.q.mn_:w. is able to receive contraries. For example
an individual man, one and the same, c.u.no_jnmH
pale at one time and dark at another.’ Of course
not all the properties of an individual 25_
change: if a horse sprouted horns and chewed
the cud it would cease to be a horse altogether.
So in addition to the accidental or contingent
properties (like being fat, or healthy, or fast or
lame) that may change from day to day, or year to
i..;.:. substances have essential characteristics
which make them the kinds of thing they are. But
these universal essences, for Aristotle, have no
_:nmn,.w:nm:ﬂ reality in their own right: they simply
S:,ﬂ. in the particular substances of which they
m.ﬂm Instances. So while Plato puts universals
higher in the order of being (particular horses are
but pale copies of the Form of Horse), Aristotle
_‘m..éc_.mmm the order: it is individual substances
(like a particular horse) that exist independently;
rﬁ.::._m properties or ‘predicates’ (for example,
being a quadruped, having a mane, ng strong,
and mc on) cannot exist independently, but only in
a particular subject.

substance most strictly, primarily and most of

ject:' for example, the

individual man, or the individual horse. The species in which the things primaril
, gs arily

called substances

a genus of the species; so these —
substances.
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r example, man

a subject

m what has been said that if something is
necessarily predicated of the subject. F
n, and the name is of course predicated (since

1uton 2
| of a subject, the individual
ou will be predicating man of the individual man), and also the definidon of man
vill be predicated of the individual man (since the individual man is also a man).
is both the name and the definition will be predicated of the subject. But as for
os which are in a subject, in most cases neither the name nor the definidon is
icated of the subject. In some cases there is nothing to prevent the name from

g predicated of the subject, but it is impossible for the definition to be
predicated. For example, white. which is in a subject (the body), is predicated of
the subject; for a body is called white. But the definition of white will never be

ted of the body.

\ll the other things are cither said of the primary substances as subjects or in
.m as subjects. This is clear from an examination of cases. For example, animal
is predicated of man and therefore also of the individual man; for were it
dicated of none of the individual men it would not be predicated of man atall.
in, colour is in body and therefore also in an individual body; for were it not
some individual body it would not be in body at all. Thus all the other things

i

are either said of the primary substances as subjects or in them as subjects. So if

primary substances did not exist it would be impossible for any of the other

1g5 o ¢
Of the secondary substances the species is more a substance than the genus,
ince it is nearer to the primary substance. For if one is to say of the primary
ubstance what it is, it will be more informadve and apt to give the species than
it would be more informative to say of the individual man

the genus. For example,
1t he is an animal (since the one is more distinctive of the

hat he is a man than th:
individual man while the other is more general); and more informative to say of
the individual tree that it is a tree than that it is a plant. Further, it is because the
rimary substances are subjects for all the other things and all the other things are
are in them, that they are called substances most of all. Bur
ecies stands to the

r
pre« cated of them «
15 the primary st
genus: the species is a subject for the genus (tor the genera
e not predicated reciprocally of the genera). Hence for

rances stand to the other things, so the

e predicated of the

species but the species a
chis reason too the spec

But of the species themselves — those which are not genera
.ubstance than another: it is no more apt to say of the individual man that he is a
) than to say of the individual horse that it is a horse. And similarly of the
y substances one is no more a substance than anc sther: the individual man 1s

es is more a substance than the genus.
- one is No more a

I

no more a substance than the individual ox.
o that, after the primary substances, their species and genera

It is sO1
should be the only other things called (secondary) substances. For only they, of
ings predicated, reveal the primary substance. For if one is to say of the
individual man what he is, it will be in place to give the species or the genus
nal); but to give any of the other

re informative to give man
| be out of place - for example, to say ‘white’ or ‘runs’ or anything like
the only other rhings called

things woulc
that. So it is reasonable that these should b
.ubstances. Further, it is because the primary substances are subjects for every-




ed substances most strictly. But as the primary
ances stand to cverything else, so the species and genera of the primary
ubstances stand to all the rest: all the rest are predicated of these. For if you will
call the individual man grammatical it follows that you will call both a man and an
nimal grammatical; and similarly in other cases.

[t is a characteristic common to every substance not to be in a subject. For a
primary substance is neither said of a subject nor in a subject. And as for secondary
substances, it is obvious at once that they are not in a subject. For man is said of
the individual man as subject but is not in a subject: man is not i the individual
man. Similarly, animal also is said of the individual man as subject but animal is
not iz the individual man. Further, while there is nothing to prevent the name of
what is in a subject from being sometimes predicated of the subject, it is
impossible for the definition to be predicated. But the definition of the secondary
substances, as well as the name, is predicated of the subject: you will predicate the
definition of man of the individual man, and also that of animal. No substance,
therefore, is in a subject.

This is not, however, peculiar to substance; the differentia also is not in a
subject. For footed and two-footed are said of man as subject but are not in a
subject; neither two-footed nor footed is in man. Moreover, the definition of the
fferentia is predicated of that f which the differentia is said. For example, if
footed is said of man the definition of footed will also be predicated of man; for
man is footed.

We need not be disturbed by any fear that we may be forced to say that the parts
of a substance, being in a subject (the whole substance), are not substances. For
when we spoke of things /i a subject we did not mean things belonging in
something as parts.

[t is a characteristic of substances and differentiae that all things called from
them are so called synonymously. For all the predicates from them are predicated
either of the individuals or of the species. (For from a primary substance there is
no predicate, since it is said of no subject; and as for secondary substances, the
species is predicated of the individual, the genus both of the species and of the
individual. Similarly, differentiae too are predicated both of the species and of the
individuals.) And the primary substances admit the definition of the species and of
the genera, and the species admits that of the genus; for everything said of what is
predicated will be said of the subject also. Similarly, both the species and the
individuals admit the definition of the differentae. But synonymous things were
precisely those with both the name in common and the same definition. Hence all
the things called from substances and differentiae are so called synonymously.

Every substance seems to signify a certain ‘this’. As regards the primary
substances, it is indisputably true that each of them signifies a certain ‘this’; for the
thing revealed is individual and numer ically one. But as regards the secondary
substances, though it appears from the form of the name — when one speaks of
man or animal — that a secondary substance likewise signifies a certain ‘this’, this
s not really true; rather, it signifies a certain qualification, for the subject is not, as
the primary substance is, one, but man and animal are said of many things.

However, it does not signify simply a certain qualification, as white does. White
ignifies nothing but a qualification, whereas the species and the genus mark off

p—

ws a wider boundary with the genus than with the species, for in speaking
one takes in more than in speaking of man.)

Another characteristic of substances is that there is nothing contrary to them.
‘or what would be contrary to a primary substance? For example, there is nothing
ontrary to an individual man, nor yet is there anything contrary to man or to
mal. This, however, is not peculiar to substance but holds of many other things
so, for example, of quantity. For there is nothing contrary to four foot or to ten
r to anything of this kind — unless someone were to say that many is contrary to
ew rge to small; but still there is nothing contrary to any definite quantity.

Substance, it seems, does not admit of a more and a less. I do not mean that one
ance is not more a substance than another (we have said that it 1s), but that
iy given substance is not called more, or less, that which it is. For example, if this
stance is a man, it will not be more a man or less a man either than itself or
than another man. For one man is not more a man than another, as one pale thing
is more pale than another and one beautiful thing more beautiful than another.
ain, a thing is called more, or less, such-and-such than itself: for example, the
ody that is pale is called more pale now than before, and the one that is hot is
called more, or less, hot. Substance, however, is not spoken of thus. For a man is
not called more a man now than before, nor is anything else that is a substance.
['hus substance does not admit of a more and a less.

[t seems most distinctive of substance that what is numerically one and the same
¢ to receive contraries. In no other case could one bring forward anything,
numerically one, which is able to receive contraries. For example, a colour which
is numerically one and the same will not be black and white, nor will numerically
ne and the same action be bad and good; and similarly with everything else that
s not substance. A substance, however, numerically one and the same, is able to
eceive contraries. For example, an individual man — one and the same — becomes
ale at one time and dark at another, and hot and cold, and bad and good.
Nothing like this is to be seen in any other case.

But perhaps someone might object and say that statements and beliefs are like
this. For the same statement seems to be both true and false. Suppose, for
xample, that the statement that somebody is sitting is true; after he has got up
this same statement will be false, Similarly with beliefs. Suppose you believe truly
hat somebody is sitting; after he has got up you will believe falsely if you hold the
¢ belief about him. However, even if we were to grant this, there is stll a

ence in the way contraries are received. For in the case of substances it is by
themselves changing that they are able to receive contraries. For what has become
cold instead of hot, or dark instead of pale, or good instead of bad, has changed
(has altered); similarly in other cases too it is by itself undergoing change that each
g is able to receive contraries. Statements and beliefs, on the other hand.
themselves remain completely unchangeable in every way; it is because the acrual
ping changes that the contrary comes to belong to them. For the statement that
nebody is sitting remains the same; it is because of a change in the actual thing
that it comes to be true at one time and false at another. Similarly with beliefs.
Hence at least the way in which it is able to receive contraries — through a change
n itself — would be distinctive of substance, even if we were to grant that beliefs

istolle




e able to receive contraries. However, this is not true. F

use they themselves receive anything that statements and beliefs
to recei ies, but because of what has happened to something
. For it is because the actual thing exists or does not exist that the statement is
1 to be true or false, not because it is able itself to receive contraries. No
ement or belief is changed at all by anything. So since nothing happens in
them, they are not able to receive contraries. A substance, on the other hand, is
said to be able to receive contraries, because it itself receive contraries. For it
ceceives sickness and health, and paleness and darkness; and because it itself
receives the various things of this kind it is said to be able to receives contraries.
[t is therefore, distinctive of substance that what is numerically one and the same
is able to receive contraries, This brings to an end our discussion of substance.

e

e need instead to adopt a mathematical
ich. What matters for explanation in phys-
e not differences in 'kind’ but a quantitative
sis, expressible in terms of strict mathe-
's. Hence we find, in place of the
ditional plurality of individual substances
wlonging to various natural kinds, just one
isential kind of matter: the whole universe is
imposed of a single ‘extended stuff’, and all
henomena are to be explained quantitatively, in
:rms of the size, shape and motion of its par-
icles.
Jescartes's account of the world thus con-
elves of matter as a single extended body,
definitely modifiable as to its dimensions, and

ame Being and Created Things: Descartes

dependent only on the supreme substance, God,
for its existence and the movement of its parts.
Finally, to complete the picture, there are, in
addition to the creator and the physical world,
created minds or souls: individual centres of
consciousness, whose existence, Descartes
maintains, does not require anything material
(for more on this notion of the immaterial mind,
compare Part lll, extract 3, below). Descartes's
ontology thus gives us three categories of sub-
stance: first, substance in the strict sense - the
independent, self-sufficient creator, God; sec-
ond, extended substance, or matter; and third
‘thinking substance' - the category to which
created minds belong.

3 Supreme Being and Created Things: René Descartes,

Principles of Philosophy*

The notion of a substance played a key role in
the metaphysical thought of the Middle Ages. As
have seen, Aristotie conceived of a substance
as an individual subject enduring through
change, and having independent existence. In
the thirteenth century, the celebrated philo-
sopher and theologian St Thomas Aquinas, tak-
ing his cue from Aristotle, defined a substance
an ens per se existens - an ‘entity existing
through itself' (independently, or in its own
right).* But if the idea of an independent being is
construed in the strongest possible sense, as
something whose existence is entirely self-suffi-
slent, then one might conclude that the term
bstance' should strictly speaking be reserved
for God alone (since according to standard Chris-
tian doctrine, He alone is the eternal source of
being, and the existence of everything else is
dependent on Him). And this is precisely the line
taken several centuries later by René Descartes,
= start of the following extract from the
ciples of Philosophy (Principia Philosophiae,
published in Latin in 1644),

God, according to Descartes, is the sole sub

T

=

* René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy [Principia Philosophiae, 1644, Part

54, 63; Part Il, articles 1, 2, 3, 4, 21,

22, 23, 36, 64. Trans. J. Cottingham, R. Stc
D. Murdach, The Philesophical Writings of Descartes, vol. | (Cambridge: Cambridge Un

stance in the strict sense; created things can
count as substances only in a secondary sense.
But in his account of created things, Descartes
makes a striking departure from the framework
for understanding reality which Aristotle had
offered. The Cartesian® framework for explaining
the physical world offers a radically new ‘onto-
logy' — a radically new conception of what there
is. As we saw in the previous extract, Aristotle
grouped individual substances together as
belonging to natural kinds (species and genera);
and among ‘scholastic’ medieval philosophers
(those who followed a broadly Aristotelian
approach), a great deal of energy was spent in
classifying natural phenomena, and explaining
the way things behaved in terms of the essential
characteristics of the natural kind to which they
were taken to belong. (The traditional classifica-
tory scheme involved four principal elements,
earth, water, air and f each made up of
different combinations of the four qu
Wet, Dry and Hot.) Ushering in the scientific
revolution of the seventeenth century, Descartes
argues that to nd natural phenomena

articles 51, 52,
thoff and
ty Press,

1985), pp. 210-11, 215, 223-5, 232, 240, 247.

Thomas Aquinas, Sententia super Metaphy
Cartesian: belonging to Descartes (from 'C

V. 1, 540-3.
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hat is meant by ‘substance’ - a term which does not apply univocally
to God and his creatures.

In the case of those items which e regard as things or modes of things, it is
vorthwhile examining each of them separately. By substance we can understand
hing other than a thing which exists in such a way as to depend on no other
ing for its existence. And there is only one substance which can be understood
to depend on no other thing whatsoever, namely God. In the case of all other
ubstances, we perceive that they can exist only with the help of God’s con-
rrence. Hence the term ‘substance’ does not apply wnivocally, as they say in the
100ls, to God and to other things; that is, there is no distinctly intelligible
neaning of the term which is common to God and his creatures. In the case of
reated things, some are of such a nature that they cannot exist withour other
ings, while some need only the ordinary concurrence of God in order to exist.'
e make this distinction by calling the latter ‘substances’ and the former
lities” or ‘attributes’ of those substances,

[he term ‘substance’ applies univocally to mind and ro body.
How a substance itself is known.

but as for corporeal substance and mind (or created thinking substance), these can
derstood to fall under this common concept: things that need only the
oncurrence of God in order to exist. However, we cannot initially become aware
ibstance merely through its being an existing thing, since this alone does not

f itself have any effect on us. We can, however, easily come to know a substance
by one of its attributes, in virtue of the common notion that nothingness possesses
no attributes, that is to say, no properties or qualities. Thus, if we perceive the
resence of some attribute, we can infer that there must also be present an existing
ing or substance to which it may be attributed.

Concurrence: the continuous conserving power of God necessary to keep

Lo




