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Introduction

Standard histories have long recognized that the three most impor-
tant figures in the philosophy of the HighMiddle Ages were Thomas
Aquinas (1224/5–74), John Duns Scotus (c. 1266–1308), and William
of Ockham (c. 1288–1347).1 Of the three, Aquinas is comparatively
well known to modern readers, whereas Scotus and Ockham largely
remain mere names.
Even Aquinas, however, is more foreign to students than Plato and

Aristotle are, much less Descartes or Hume. Indeed, as Kretzmann
andStumphave observed inTheCambridgeCompanion toAquinas,2

such unfamiliarity is characteristic of all medieval philosophy.3 This
sad fact is partly due to the scarcity of translations but more funda-
mentally to the lack of reliable modern editions of primary texts and
thus of good critical analyses and studies of them in the secondary
literature.
The situation does not arise from any lack of rawmaterials but in-

stead, itmight be argued, from just the opposite. There aremany early
printed editions from the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries
and an enormous number of surviving manuscripts of medieval phi-
losophy and theology. But the early editions are often unreliable,
whereas themanuscripts frequently presentwildly different versions
of the same work. They are written in a highly compressed and ar-
cane system of abbreviation, a kind of shorthand that requires special
training to read; early printed editions often retain the same system.
Frequently the manuscripts are incompletely cataloged or not cata-
loged at all, and thus their contents are discovered only by chance.
In such circumstances, it is a complicated and painstaking busi-

ness to produce a reliable,modern edition of a philosophical text, and
without such editions there can of course be no useful translations or

1

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

2 the cambridge companion to ockham

critical studies. It is no wonder, therefore, that even a major philoso-
pher like Ockham remains largely unknown to modern readers.
Nevertheless, the situation has improved dramatically in recent

decades. New and excellent editions of many works and authors
have appeared. Ockham in particular has benefited, and we are now
in a position to begin to appreciate and assess more confidently his
true place in the history of philosophy. This development was made
possible by the publication, between 1967 and 1988, of the first mo-
dern critical editions of all Ockham’s philosophical and theological
writings. The speedy completion of this enormous task by Gedeon
Gál and his colleagues at the Franciscan Institute is one of the most
impressive achievements of modern textual scholarship.4 Ockham’s
political writings, which occupied him almost without pause from
1328 until his death in 1347, have likewise now all been critically
edited with the exception of Dial., which is in progress.5

With these editions, new and reliable translations have begun to
appear. Although amuch smaller portion ofOckham’swork has been
translated than, say, Aquinas’s, a surprising amount is available in
English, including several works in their entirety.6 Likewise, there
is now enough good secondary literature that curious readers can
get a thorough grounding in all aspects of Ockham’s thought. The
most important secondary literature may be found by consulting
the chapter notes and the Bibliography at the end of this volume, but
the following sources in particular deserve special mention:
(1) For Ockham’s philosophy and theology, with the exception of

ethics and political theory, the indispensable starting point is Adams
1987a. There is no other work that studies a single medieval philoso-
pher in such breadth and depth. Much briefer, but extremely clear
and useful, is Chapter 3 of the introduction toWood 1997. That chap-
ter includes a discussion of Ockham’s ethics as well. Indeed, it offers
readers of the present volume an excellent orientation to Ockham’s
thought generally.
(2) For Ockham’s ethics, Freppert 1988 is a good starting point, as

is Adams 1986. The translation and commentary in Wood 1997 are
superb.
(3) For Ockham’s political philosophy, the best single study is un-

doubtedly McGrade 1974b.
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i. ockham’s life and reputation

Ockham’s life was full of controversy. Although his philosophical
and theological views were not in themselves especially radical,
they generated considerable opposition even while he was still in
his thirties.7 In 1324 he was summoned to the papal court, then in
Avignon, to answer charges of heresy. The pope then, John XXII,
was engaged in controversy with the Franciscan order, to which
Ockham belonged, over the notion of “apostolic poverty” – that is,
over whether Jesus and the apostles owned property and had prop-
erty rights, and therefore over whether the Franciscans’ renuncia-
tion of all property could be regarded as an “imitation of Christ.”
On instructions from Michael of Cesena, the Franciscans’ minister
general, Ockham reviewed the situation and concluded that the pope
was in heresy and so had ipso facto renounced his office.8 In 1328
Ockham fled Avignon with the minister general and ended up in
Munich, living out the rest of his life under the protection of Louis
of Bavaria, the Holy Roman Emperor. It was during this time that
Ockham composed most of his political writings, challenging the
claims of John XXII and his successor, Benedict XII. Ockham died,
excommunicated, in 1347.9 So effective was he as a polemicist that
at one point the pope threatened to burn down the city of Tournai if
it failed to capture him and turn him over!10

After such a contentious life, it is little wonder that the Fran-
ciscans failed to champion his cause, as they did for their confrere
John Duns Scotus, or as the Dominicans did for their own Thomas
Aquinas. There was never an Ockhamist “school” of philosophy as
there was a Thomist or a Scotist school.11 Indeed, well into this
century, Ockham’s name continued to carry the faint odor of disrep-
utability and scandal in certain quarters.
Not surprisingly, this reputation sometimes led toOckham’s being

cast, depending on a particular writer’s sympathies, either in the role
of the great destroyer of the medieval worldview or in the role of a
herald of the new, modern era. David Knowles has summarized the
situation aptly as follows:

Neglected in his turn for centuries, save as a bogy to scare young Thomists,
he was re-discovered as an historical figure by the students of medieval
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thought who, followers as they were of Thomas or Duns, regarded him as
Apollyon, the grand deceiver and destroyer who ruined the fabric of the
golden age of medieval thought. Others again, in more recent years, have
seen in him one of the great creators, one of that group of contemporaries
in whose writings Cartesian philosophy, anti-papal reform, modern science
and the secular state can be seen in embryonic form.12

Fortunately, recent scholarship permits a more realistic assess-
ment of Ockham’s position in medieval thought. Although it is true
that he contributed to, and was part of, the intellectual and social
transformations taking place in fourteenth-century Europe, he did
not originate them, cannot bear sole responsibility for them (whether
credit or blame), and did not even approve of all of them. In fact, the
true situation is farmore complex, as the essays in this volume show.
Beginning in the 1970s, English-speaking philosophers of a broadly

“analytic” training came to regard Ockham as a kindred spirit. This
development was prompted by the realization that Ockham and cer-
tain other medieval thinkers were not only sophisticated logicians
and philosophers of language but had also – like twentieth-century
analytic philosophy – applied their logical techniques and skills to
a wide variety of philosophical problems.13 Medieval philosophy, or
at least certain parts of it, had suddenly become “legitimate.”
No doubt much of Ockham’s thinking is genuinely similar to re-

cent analytic philosophical work; it would be foolish to deny it.14 But
it is equally foolish to view Ockham, or any past philosopher, solely
through a present-day lens.15 That approach, by filtering out what is
unfamiliar, guarantees in advance thatwenever really learn anything
new from the history of philosophy. Ideally, what should happen is
that readers will use what seems already familiar in Ockham as a
pathway to probe more deeply into his thought and into medieval
thought generally, thereby encountering and coming to appreciate
problems, techniques, and perspectives that had perhaps never oc-
curred to them previously or that they had never found reason to
take seriously before.

ii. a conspectus of ockham’s writings

Ockham’s writings are conventionally divided into two groups: aca-
demic and political works. Except for items 33–4 listed in Section
II.1.3, this corresponds to a chronological division intoworkswritten
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before Ockham fled Avignon in 1328 and those written afterwards. I
here list allOckham’sworks,with the best Latin editions and English
translations. (The translations are not always based on the most re-
cent editions.) Earlier translations of some items are listed in Beck-
mann 1992. For each item, the Latin title (and, where appropriate,
the abbreviation used in this volume) is followed by a translation of
that title. Works are listed in the order in which they are printed in
the critical editions.16

II.1. Academic Writings

The academic writings are published in a modern critical Latin edi-
tion, Ockham 1967–88, in two series: Opera theologica (OTh, 10
vols., 1967–86) and Opera philosophica (OPh, 7 vols., 1974–88).

II.1.1. theological works

1. In libros Sententiarum= Sent. (Commentary on the Sentences).
Book I (Scriptum, completed shortly after July 1318). Books II–
IV (Reportatio, 1317–18). Students progressing toward a degree
in theology were required to lecture on the four books of Peter
Lombard’s Sentences, a standard textbook of the time. Ockham’s
lectures survive in two versions. For Book I we possess an or-
dinatio or scriptum – a text corrected, revised, and approved
for dissemination by the author himself. For Books II–IV, we
have only a reportatio. Unlike a scriptum, a reportatio is a tran-
script of actual lectures, taken down by a “reporter.” Such re-
portationes are more reliable than modern-day students’ “lec-
ture notes” but have not had the benefit of the lecturer’s care-
ful revisions and corrections.17 Ockham’s Scriptum is divided
into several “questions” on Lombard’s Prologue and on each of
the “distinctions” into which Book I of Lombard’s Sentences is
divided. The three books of the Reportatio dispense with “dis-
tinctions” (although Lombard has them) and are divided directly
into “questions.” The edition is distributed over OTh I–VII as
follows: OTh I (I. Prol.–1.6); OTh II (I.2.1–3.10); OTh III (I.4.
1–18.1); OTh IV (I.19.1–48.1); OTh V (II); OTh VI (III); OTh VII
(IV). Translations: Boehner 1990, 18–25 (from I.Prol.1); Bosley
and Tweedale 1997, 335–8, 419–25 (from I.2.3); Spade 1994,
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114–231 (I.2.4–8, complete); Boehner 1990, 102–6 (from I.2.9);
MacDonald and Pasnau forthcoming (I.27.3); Hyman and Walsh
1983, 679–86 (from I.30.1); Boehner 1990, 133–5 (from I.38), re-
printed in Schoedinger 1996, 218–19; Adams and Kretzmann
1983, 80–95 (I.38–9, complete), I.38 reprinted in Bosley and
Tweedale 1997, 301–7; Bosley and Tweedale 1997, 78–83 (from
I.42), 83–9 (from I.43.1–2);Wippel andWolter 1969, 447–54 (I.43.2,
complete); Bosley and Tweedale 1997, 89–91 (from I.44); Hyman
and Walsh 1983, 670–9 (from II.12–13),18 689 (from III.4).19 The
passage in Hyman and Walsh 1983, 693–700, described as from
III.12, is in fact from item 18 listed in this section.

Two questions (dates unknown) that may be extracts or adaptations
of parts of the lost Reportatio on Book I of the Sentences:

2. De necessitate caritatis (On the Need for Charity), OTh VIII.
3–27.

3. Utrum anima sit subiectum scientiae (Is the Soul the Subject of
Science?), OTh VIII.28–55.

Three disputed questions, dates unknown:

4. De aeternitate mundi (On the Eternity of the World), OTh VIII.
59–97. Translation: Bosley and Tweedale 1997, 231–44.

5. De causalitate finis = De fine (On Final Causality), OTh VIII.
98–154.

6. De intellectu agente (On the Agent Intellect), OTh VIII.155–91.

Miscellaneous notes, discussions of doubtful points, statements of
views (dates unknown except as noted):

7. De locutione angelorum (On the Speech of Angels), OTh VIII.
195–206. Dated after the Reportatio.

8. Quid totumaddit super partes (What aWholeAdds to the Parts),
OTh VIII.207–19.

9. Discursus de peccato originali (Discourse on Original Sin), OTh
VIII.220–4. Consists of three brief notes, “De peccato originali”
(“OnOriginal Sin”), “De necessitate absoluta gratiae” (“On the
Absolute Need for Grace”), and “De speculo et obiecto” (“On
the Mirror and Its Object”).

10. De peccato originali in Beata Virgine (On Original Sin in the
Blessed Virgin), OTh VIII.224–7.

11. De nugatione (On Nugation), OTh VIII.228–33.
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12. De univocatione entis (On the Univocation of Being), OTh VIII.
233–7.

13. De intellectu possibili secundumAverroem (On the Possible In-
tellect According to Averroes), OTh VIII.237–43. Before Repor-
tatio IV.4.

14. De donis spiritus sancti (On the Gifts of the Holy Spirit), OTh
VIII.243–50.

15. Circa delectationes et dolores (On Pleasures and Pains), OTh
VIII.251–72. After the Reportatio but before item 18.

16. Circa virtutes et vitia (On Virtues and Vices), OTh VIII.272–86.
After the Reportatio but before item 18.

17. Dubitationes addititiae (Additional Doubtful Points), OTh VIII.
286–320. Five discussions: “Utrum caritas habeat aliquam cau-
salitatem respectu actus meritorii” (“Does Charity Have Any
Causality with Respect to a Meritorious Act?”), “Quomodo de
potentia dei absoluta aliquis ex puris naturalibus posset esse
acceptus deo sine aliquo absoluto” (“How, by God’s Absolute
Power, Could Someone on the Basis of His Purely Natural [Po-
wers] BeAccepted byGodWithoutAnythingAbsolute [Added]?”),
“In quo consistit perfecta delectatio et quietatio potentiae bea-
tae” (“What Do the Perfect Delight and Repose of a Blessed
Power Consist in?”), “An dilectio et delectatio distinguantur
(“Are Love and Delight Distinguished?”), “Utrum actus exte-
rior habeat propriam bonitatem” (“Does an Exterior Act Have
Its Own Goodness?”). Probably after item 18.

18. De connexione virtutum = Connex. (On the Connection of the
Virtues), OTh VIII.323–407. Dated 1319.20 Translation: Wood
1997. The translation preserves the line numbers of the edition.

19. Utrum voluntas possit habere actum virtuosum respectu alicui-
us obiecti respectu cuius est error in intellectu = Act. virt. (Can
theWill Have a VirtuousActwithRespect to SomeObject About
Which There Is Error in the Intellect?), OTh VIII.409–50.

Other theological writings:

20. Quodlibeta septem=Quodl. (Seven Quodlibets), OTh IX. Prob-
ably based on disputations held in London 1322–24, but revised
and edited in Avignon 1324–25. Translations: Freddoso and Kelly
1991 (complete);21 Bosley and Tweedale 1997, 425–7 (from IV.35),
427–30 (fromV.10), 430–3 (fromV.12–13), 433–5 (fromV.23), 125–
36 (VII.11 [with parts of III.1], VII.15, VII.17).
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21. Tractatus de quantitate = Quant. (Treatise on Quantity), OTh
X.3–85. Probably 1323–24.

22. De corpore Christi (On the Body of Christ), OTh X.89–234. Prob-
ably 1323–24.

Items 21–2 are sometimes (wrongly) treated as constituting a single
work,De sacramento altaris (On the Sacrament of the Altar). In this
form they are translated in Birch 1930.

II.1.2. philosophical works

23. Summa logicae = SL (Summa of Logic), OPh I. Dated c. 1323.
Divided into three parts, the third with four subparts. Trans-
lations: Loux 1974 (I, complete); Spade 1995 (Wodeham’s Pro-
logue, Ockham’s Preface and I.1–5, 6, 8–13, 26–8, 30–1, 33, 63–6,
70, 72); Bosley and Tweedale 1997, 235–6 (from I.70); Freddoso
and Schuurman 1980 (II, complete); Boehner 1990, 83–4 (from III-
1.1), 92–5 (III-2.27); Kretzmann and Stump 1988, 314–36 (III-3.10–
6); Adams and Kretzmann 1983, 110–14 (from III-3.30); Boehner
1990, 84–8 (III-3.38).22

24. Expositio in libros artis logicae, prooemium et expositio in li-
brum Porphyrii de Praedicabilibus = Prooem. et Porph. (Expo-
sition of the Books of the Art of Logic: Prologue, and Exposition
of Porphyry’s Isagoge), OPh II.3–131. Translation: Kluge 1973–74
(Exposition of Porphyry only).

25. Expositio in librum Praedicamentorum Aristotelis = Expos.
Praed. (Exposition of Aristotle’s Categories), OPh II.135–339.

26. Expositio in librum Perihermenias Aristotelis = Expos. Perih.
(Exposition of Aristotle’s On Interpretation), OPh II.345–504.
Translations: Boehner 1990, 43–5 (from I.Prol.6); Adams and
Kretzmann 1983, 96–109 (I.6.7–15, on On Interpretation 9).

27. Tractatus de praedestinatione et de praescientia dei respectu fu-
turorum contingentium = Praedest. (Treatise on Predestination
and God’s Foreknowledge with Respect to Future Contingents),
OPh II.507–39. Translation: Adams and Kretzmann 1983.

Items 24–7 were published together under the title Summa aurea
(Golden Summa) in Ockham 1496. Dated 1321–24.

28. Expositio super libros Elenchorum= Expos. Elench. (Exposition
of the Sophistic Refutations), OPh III. After items 24–6, before
item 29.
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29. Expositio in libros PhysicorumAristotelis= Expos. Phys. (Expo-
sition of Aristotle’s Physics), OPh IV (Books I–III); OPh V (Books
IV–VIII). Incomplete. Dated 1322–24. Translation: Boehner 1990,
2–16 (Prol. only).

Parts of item 29 were loosely excerpted by an early scribe and com-
bined into a separate work known as the Tractatus de successivis
(Treatise on Successive [Entities]). Only in this indirect sense is the
latter “authentically” Ockham’s. It is edited, Boehner 1944. Partial
translations: Grant 1974, 229–34 (from III.2.4–6); Hyman and Walsh
1983, 686–8 (from III.2.6).

30. Brevis summa libri Physicorum = Brev. Phys. (Brief Summa of
the Physics), OPh VI.2–134. Dated 1322–23. Translation: Davies
1989.

31. Summula philosophiae naturalis = Phil. nat. (Little Summa of
Natural Philosophy), OPh VI.137–94. Incomplete. Dated 1319–
21.

32. Quaestiones in libros PhysicorumAristotelis=Qq.Phys. (Ques-
tions on Aristotle’s Books of the Physics), OPh VI.397–813. Be-
fore 1324. Translation: Boehner 1990, 115–25 (from qq. 132–6).

II.1.3. doubtful and spurious works

33. Tractatusminor logicae (Lesser Treatise on Logic), OPhVII.3–57.
34. Elementarium logicae (Primer of Logic), OPh VII.61–304.

The authenticity of items 33–4 is suspect; recent opinion leans to-
ward accepting them.23 Both probably from 1340–7.

35. Tractatus de praedicamentis (Treatise on Categories), OPh VII.
307–32. Probably inauthentic. If authentic, probably before 1323.

36. Quaestio de relatione (Question on Relation), OPh VII.335–69.
Spurious.

37. Centiloquium = Centil. (One Hundred Theses), OPh VII.373–
505. Spurious.

38. Tractatus de principiis theologiae (Treatise on the Principles of
Theology), OPh VII.507–639. Spurious. Dated 1328–50.

II.2. Political Writings

With the exception of items 49–50, Ockham’s political writings are
published in critical Latin editions in Ockham 1956–97. Item 53 is a
“special case.”
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II.2.1. authentic works

39. Octo quaestiones de potestate papae=OQ (Eight Questions on
the Power of the Pope), OPol I.13–217. Fall 1340–summer 1341.
Translations: Fairweather 1956, 437–42 (II.1, 7); McGrade and
Kilcullen 1995, 303–33 (III).

40. An princeps pro suo succursu, scilicet guerrae, possit recipere
bona ecclesiarum, etiam invito papa = AP (Can the Ruler Take
the Churches’ Goods to Aid Him inWar, Even If the Pope Is Un-
willing?), OPol I.230–71. Incomplete. August 1338–end of 1339.

41. Consultatio de causa matrimoniali (Advice about a Marriage
Case), OPol. I.278–86. Late 1341–February 1342.

42. Opus nonaginta dierum = OND (The Work of Ninety Days),
OPol I.292–368 (Chapters 1–6), OPol II (Chapters 7–124). Bet-
ween 1332–34. Translation: McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 19–
115 (Chapters 2, 26–8, 65, 88, 93); William of Ockham 1998
(complete).

43. Epistola ad fratres minores = Epist. (Letter to the Friars Minor),
OPol III.6–17. Spring 1334. Translation: McGrade and Kilcullen
1995, 3–15.

44. Tractatus contra Ioannem (Treatise Against [Pope] John [XXII]),
OPol III.29–156. Dated 1335.

45. Tractatus contra Benedictum = CB (Treatise Against [Pope]
Benedict [XII]), OPol III.165–322. Dated 1337–early 1338.

46. Compendium errorum Iohannis papae XXII (Compendium of
the Errors of Pope John XXII), OPol IV.14–77. Late 1337–early
1338. Probably authentic, although there is some doubt.

47. Breviloquium = Brev. (Short Discourse), OPol IV.97–260. Trans-
lation: McGrade and Kilcullen 1992. Between 1341 and 1342.

48. De imperatorum et pontificum potestate = IPP (On the Power
of Emperors and Pontiffs), OPol IV.279–355. Dated 1346–47.

49. Dialogus=Dial. (Dialogue), Goldast 1614, 398–957; the last por-
tion, lacking in Goldast, published in Scholz 1911–44, II.392–5.
An “on-line” critical Latin edition and complete translation are
being prepared in Ockham forthcoming; portions of the project
are being posted on the Internet as they are completed.Dial. has
three parts. Part I (seven books, subdivided into chapters) was
completed before 1335. What now survives as Part II was not
part of the Dial. but instead is item 50. Part III (two tracts, each
in several books, subdivided into chapters) is variously dated
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1338–46. Translations also in Lewis 1954, II.398–402 (from
I.vi.84); McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 121–207 (III-1.ii complete),
207–19 (III-1.iii.8–11), 219–26 (III-1.iv.8–11), 226–9 (III-1.iv.22),
235–81 (III-2.Prol., i.1–17); Lewis 1954, I.302–10 (from III-2.ii.20,
23, 26–8); Lerner and Mahdi 1963, 494–9 (III-2.ii.26–8); McGrade
andKilcullen 1995, 281–98 (III-2.iii.5–7); Lerner andMahdi 1963,
499–505 (III-2.iii.6).

50. De dogmatibus Johannis XXII (On the Teachings of [Pope] John
XXII), Goldast 1614, 740–770. Dated 1334. Treated as Part II of
item 49.

II.2.2. doubtful works

51. Allegationes de potestate imperiali (Dispatches on Imperial Po-
wer), by Ockham and others. OPol IV.367–444. Dated 1338.

52. De electione Caroli quarti (On the Election of Charles IV), OPol
IV.464–86. Probably spurious.

53. Allegationes religiosorum virorum (Dispatches from Religious
Men), Eubel 1898, 388–96. By Ockham and others, 1329. “This
work explicitly names Ockham among its authors, . . . But it has
proved quite impossible to enucleate Ockham’s specific contri-
bution to this collaborative production.”24

iii. the essays in this volume

The essays below touch on all main aspects of Ockham’s life and
thought.
In Chapter 1, William J. Courtenay describes the major events

and influences in Ockham’s career as an academic and as a political
polemicist. It should be emphasized that much of what Courtenay
reports has only recently been uncovered, particularly the details of
the fourteenth-century Franciscan educational system and the per-
sons interacting with Ockham. Courtenay also discusses Ockham’s
influence into the fifteenth century, both in England and on the Con-
tinent.
In Chapter 2, Calvin Normore surveys the main outlines of

Ockham’s logic. He inventories the explicitly logical works, as well
as the nonlogical writings in which the working out of logical issues
is a prominent component. After describing the scope of what
Ockham regards as logic, Normore turns to an account of Ockham’s
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views: his semantics, including signification and supposition; the
theory of truth conditions for simple and more complex proposi-
tions, including their tensed and modal variants; the theory of con-
sequence; his reworking of the theory of topical “middles”; and his
sophisticated treatment of categorical and modal syllogistic.
In Chapter 3, Claude Panaccio further describes Ockham’s seman-

tics and the role “mental language” plays in it. He explainsOckham’s
account of signification, connotation, supposition, truth conditions,
and “exponible” propositions. He then describes how Ockham uses
this machinery in arguing against universals and other entities his
contemporaries favored and concludes that it serves a primarilymeta-
physical role for Ockham and should not be thought of as formu-
lating an ideal “deep structure” of thought, as many scholars have
supposed.
In Chapter 4, David Chalmers takes up the “standard” view that

Ockham rejected synonymy in mental language. He notes that
Ockham’s texts are ambiguous and offers an array of theoretical argu-
ments thatOckham ought to have allowedmental synonymy, even if
he did not. It is striking to find Chalmers, in a paper drafted in 1991,
pushing on largely philosophical grounds toward a view Panaccio
and others have recently reinterpreted Ockham as actually having
held, that there is mental synonymy after all and that synonymy is
forbidden only between simplemental terms.25

In Chapter 5 I set out some main themes of Ockham’s nominalist
metaphysics, concentrating on his so-called “Razor” and his attempt
to reduce ontological commitment by “paraphrasing” away certain
entities. I argue that he remains committed to more than is usually
thought. I claim too that his arguments against universals are not
decisive, although they do weaken the case for realism.
In Chapter 6, Gyula Klima takes up Ockham’s criticism of “old

way” (via antiqua) semantics that he thinks leads to “multiplying
entities according to the multiplication of terms.” Ockham’s alter-
native semantics avoids such a commitment and allows him to re-
duce the number of ontological categories. But Klima argues that
Ockham’s criticisms are misdirected. Via antiqua semantics is quite
capable of avoiding the ontological commitment Ockham objects to.
This suggests that what motivated Ockham was not so much onto-
logical parsimony as it was his semantic project of simplifying the
conceptual basis of all the theoretical sciences.
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In Chapter 7, André Goddu surveys Ockham’s natural philosophy.
He shows that, although Ockhamwas an Aristotelian here, his Aris-
totelianism serves his own agenda. For instance, Ockham’s views
on matter and form are in some respects compatible with atomism.
Again, he was uncomfortable with Aristotle’s theory of final causal-
ity. Goddu goes on to outline Ockham’s views on motion, infinity,
place, void, time, eternity, continuity, and other physical notions.
In Chapter 8, Eleonore Stump examines some important features

of Ockham’s epistemology, using Aquinas’s theory for comparison.
She asks why Ockham felt compelled to reject the theory of sensible
and intelligible “species” in cognition and suggests that the develop-
ment of the notion of “intuitive” and “abstractive” cognition after
Aquinas may have been in part a response to a lingering puzzle for
the species theory. She explores Ockham’s own account of intuitive
and abstractive cognition in this context. Finally, she suggests that
Ockham’s epistemology may not have all the theoretical economy
he claims for it.
In her discussion of Ockham’s theory of intuitive and abstractive

cognition, Stump puts what has become the “standard” reading of
that theory into a historical context, providing what may be part of
the motivation for the theory. It is all the more important, therefore,
that inChapter 9, ElizabethKarger argues that the “standard” reading
is a mistake based on amisunderstanding of key texts. She traces the
origins of this reading through the modern secondary literature and
argues that the texts in fact support a quite different understanding
of Ockham’s theory, according to which abstractive cognition is not
by nature capable of causing false judgments, intuitive cognitions
are not by nature incapable of causing false judgments, and there is
no privileged connection between intuition and evidence.
The opposing views in Chapters 8 and 9 provide a perfect ex-

ample of a current lively debate in Ockham scholarship. Readers
are invited to study these chapters carefully and to form their own
conclusions.
In Chapter 10, Peter King sets out the main features of Ockham’s

ethics. He shows how Ockham combines normative principles from
Christian revelation with a conceptual apparatus derived from
Aristotle. King also discusses Ockham’s views on the moral neu-
trality of exterior acts, the claim that the only intrinsically virtuous
act is loving God, Ockham’s theory of five levels or stages of moral
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action, the role of “right reason” and divine commands, the sense
in which humans are obliged to subordinate their will to God’s, and
Ockham’s theory of the virtues.
In Chapter 11, Marilyn McCord Adams examines Ockham’s con-

troversial doctrine of “liberty of indifference”: that even if it is aware
of decisive reasons for an action, thewill can choose to do it, not to do
it – or even to do the opposite! This is the basis for the criticism that
Ockham cuts morality off from nature, reducing ethics to obeying
an arbitrary God whose choices can be as irrational as ours can. She
defends Ockham against this charge, and along the way compares
his views with those of his predecessors’ – particularly Anselm’s,
Aquinas’s and Scotus’s.
In Chapter 12, A. S.McGrade combines the ethics in Ockham’s

academic writings with the politics in his later works. The question
promptinghis essay is how to reconcile the emphasis in the former on
obeying God’s will, who can command anything whatever, with the
appeal to reason and natural law in the political writings. McGrade
concludes that the shift of emphasis is not a change of mind and that
the two are parts of one unified view.
In Chapter 13, John Kilcullen discusses the political issues and

writings that occupied Ockham’s last twenty years. He explains the
facts and questions surrounding the controversy over “poverty” that
was the kernel of Ockham’s dispute with Pope John XXII. Kilcullen
also surveys Ockham’s views on property, legal and natural rights,
heresy and heretics, the authority of the pope and the Holy Roman
Emperor, the limits on that authority, and the role of women.
In Chapter 14, Alfred J. Freddoso takes upOckham’s views on faith

and reason, contrasting them with those of his predecessors – parti-
cularly Aquinas. Freddoso argues that, although Ockham had a great
admiration for natural reason, especially as represented by Aristotle,
he did not – unlike Aquinas – regard Christian faith as fulfilling clas-
sical pagan metaphysics and ethics according to intellectual stan-
dards accepted by the pagan philosophers themselves. Accordingly,
Freddoso concludes, Ockham was much more willing than Aquinas
to allow irresoluble conflicts between faith and reason.
In Chapter 15, Rega Wood defends Ockham against the frequent

charge that his theology of salvation is in effect a version of the an-
cient heresy known as Pelagianism, which denies the doctrine of
original sin and holds that humans can reach salvation without any
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special divine grace. She argues that Ockham affirmed the neces-
sity of grace for salvation, merit, and divine acceptance but not for
virtue; unlike Saint Augustine, Ockham allowed for genuinely virtu-
ous pagans. Wood further argues that, although Ockhammaintained
that an act of human free will is needed for merit and salvation,
he is not thereby committed even to the more attenuated heresy
of semi-pelagianism, which regards grace as necessary for salvation
but questions the Augustinian doctrine of predestination by hold-
ing that the human will can take the initiative and thereby “con-
trol” God’s grace. For Wood, Ockham’s theology is orthodox here as
well.

notes

All references are given by author and date. Full particulars may be found in
the Bibliography.

1 Copleston 1947–75, for example, devotes eleven chapters to Aquinas, six
to Scotus, and seven to Ockham and Ockhmism. Each is more than is
devoted to any other late-medieval thinker, although Bonaventure with
five chapters is a contender.

2 Kretzmann and Stump 1993, 2–3. Sections II–V of their introduction
(ibid., 2–10) contain much background information useful to readers of
the present volume as well.

3 This is true even though themedieval period is the longest in the history
of Western philosophy. If we include Saint Augustine (354–430), as we
must in any serious account of medieval philosophy, it lasted for more
than a thousand years.

4 The story is told in Gál and Wood 1991. By contrast, the first volume
of the Scotus Commission’s critical edition of John Duns Scotus (Scotus
1950– ) appeared almost fifty years ago and, although the project is ar-
guably more complicated than the Ockham edition, it is still very in-
complete. The critial “Leonine Edition” of Thomas Aquinas (Aquinas
1882– ) is far from complete after more than a century.

5 See Section II.2.1, item 49.
6 See Section II.
7 Courtenay in Chapter 1. For insightful speculation on why Ockham’s
views generated such resistance, see Wood 1997, 12–13.

8 On the issues and personalities involved, see Kilcullen in Chapter 13.
9 Courtenay in Chapter 1. On Ockham’s death, see Gál 1982.

10 Wood 1997, 6.
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11 Boehner 1990, li. This needs to be stated carefully. Boehner explains
(ibid.), “Ockham’s philosophy had an enormous influence. But it seems
that he had few disciples. It is difficult to find an ‘Ockhamist’ school in
the same sense as we encounter a Thomist or Scotist school. Ockham’s
teachings had, rather, a stimulating effect. They awakened many some-
what independent thinkers who were united at least against the realism
of the older scholastics. The ‘Nominales’ (in the mediaeval sense) con-
stituted the via moderna, which was not so much a school as a trend of
thought.” See also Courtenay in Chapter 1, Section V.

12 Knowles, 1962, 318–19.
13 Moody 1935 had already called attention to Ockham’s logical accom-
plishments and some of their applications, as had Boehner 1952, Moody
1953, Bocheński 1961, andKneale andKneale 1962 (although theKneales
were far from sympathetic to Ockham). Real interest among analytic
philosophers in medieval logic and semantics did not emerge, however,
until the publication of Kretzmann 1966 and 1968, and Scott 1966.

14 For a good example of the fruitfulness of reflection from a modern point
of view on issues raised by Ockham, see Chalmers in Chapter 4.

15 Freddoso stresses this point in Chapter 14.
16 Some of the chapters in this volume give dates other than those given
here. I have taken my own dating from discussions in the critical edi-
tions, but these matters are not yet fully settled.

17 Wood 1997, x–xi.
18 Described in Hyman and Walsh as II.15.
19 Described ibid. as II.26.
20 See Wood 1997, x, “Ockham’s Connex. was his Quaestio Biblica, a for-
mal academic exercise that a met a degree requirement in theology for a
public lecture or lectures on a biblical topic.”

21 The translation includes page references to the Latin edition.
22 Listed as III-3.36 in Boehner 1990.
23 See the introduction to Wood 1997, 10–11, n. 22.
24 OPol IV.x.
25 Since I have been party to this dispute, I should report that I do not
find the textual support for this as compelling as Panaccio and others
do, although I agree with both Panaccio and Chalmers that it makes the
best overall sense out of the evidence.
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william j. courtenay

1 The Academic and Intellectual
Worlds of Ockham

William of Ockhamhas long been considered one of the foremost fig-
ures in the history of medieval philosophy and theology. As such his
thought is often contrasted with that of the other seminal thinkers
of High Scholasticism: Thomas Aquinas, Henry of Ghent, Giles of
Rome, and John Duns Scotus, as if those were the appropriate and
sufficient voices of debate within which Ockham’s thought was de-
veloped. The completion of the critical edition of Ockham’s philo-
sophical and theological writings has, on one level, confirmed that
picture and revealed Scotus as the single most important figure on
Ockham’s intellectual horizon. The editors, however, along with
scholars working on lesser-known figures in the early fourteenth
century, have at the same time uncovered a more complex picture
of intellectual exchange in which Ockham’s immediate contempo-
raries – those active between 1305 and 1325 – exercised a profound
impact on his thought, and he on theirs.
Other contributions of recent scholarship that change or at least

refine the way Ockham is viewed today are a more extensive know-
ledge of the lives of those with whom he interacted, the educational
system of the Franciscan order that determined the physical settings
in which Ockham was active, and the structure and intellectual ac-
tivity at universities and other studia in England and on the Conti-
nent. These allow a fresh examination – a more nuanced picture –
of Ockham’s intellectual heritage and the influence his thought had
on subsequent generations.

17
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i. the formative years, 1305−16

William of Ockham was born around 1288 at the rural village of
Ockham in Surrey, a day’s ride southwest of London. Nothing is
known of his family or social background and thus whether his na-
tive language was French or Middle English. Having joined or, more
likely, been given to the Franciscan order as a young boy before the
age of fourteen, Latin quickly became his language of conversation
and writing. When he later went to Avignon, visited Italy, and lived
the last twenty years of his life in Germany, it was probably through
Latin that he communicated with those among whom he lived.
No Franciscan convent existed in the region of Ockham’s birth,

although the Dominicans maintained a convent at the nearby town
of Guildford. Ockham’s earliest education before entering the
Franciscan order was more likely obtained through the local parish
priest or perhaps at the house of Austin Canons at Newark.1 His
grammatical and philosophical training, however, was received from
the Franciscans in the opening years of the fourteenth century, prob-
ably at Greyfriars2 in London, whichmay also have been his “home”
convent.
The London convent was the principal teaching center for the

London custody, one of the seven administrative units intowhich the
English province of the order was divided. Alongside Oxford, London
had the largest Franciscan convent in England, which was situated
on the northwest edge of the old city at Newgate with around 100 fri-
ars usually in residence.3 Its size was needed to facilitate its mission
to the largest city in England and to take advantage of proximity to
the royal court and episcopal residences that lay along the Thames
between the city and Westminster. London Greyfriars was also the
principal residence of the Franciscan provincial minister for England
when he was not abroad on business of the order.
In addition to lectors appointed for instruction in logic, natural

philosophy, and theology, the London convent profited intellectu-
ally from a flow of students, masters, and officials moving between
Oxford and Paris. Throughout the English phase of Ockham’s life,
that is, before he left England for Avignon in 1324 never to return,
English secular andmendicant students crossed the Channel to Paris
for study in arts and theology, bringing back with them ideas and
texts, just asOxford learning through the same connectionsmigrated
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across to the classrooms and libraries of Paris. Thus, in looking at the
intellectual environment that Ockham experienced at the London
convent, onemust look not only at the personnel and resources of the
convent itself but at the influences of Oxford and Paris that passed
through it in the first two decades of the fourteenth century.
What those influences were depends very much on knowing the

years in which Ockham was probably resident in London. We know
that he was in London in February 1306, when he was ordained
subdeacon at Southwark by Robert Winchelsey, archbishop of
Canterbury.4 Because there is no indication that he received a dis-
pensation for being younger than the minimum canonical age for
that minor order, nor any reason to believe his superiors would have
delayed his first ordination much beyond the canonical minimum,
it has been assumed he was eighteen at the time, from which the
approximate date of his birth is conjectured.5 According to that rea-
soning, he would have been twenty-nine when he began reading the
Sentences in 1317–18, approximately the normal age for that aca-
demic exercise.
Howmuch earlier than the academic year 1305–06Ockhamwas at

the London convent is unknown. He was already in the order before
1302 and probably also at London by that date, as training in logic
and natural philosophy usually began around fourteen years of age,
and it is the most likely convent for his reception into the order. He
would have completed his training in philosophy between 1308 and
1310 and then advanced to the study of theology either at London or
Oxford.
No information has survived on who might have been lecturing

in philosophy at London during these years. Henry de Sutton was
Guardian (that is, principal administrative officer) of the convent
from 1303 to 1309.6 Adam of Lincoln, Oxford D.Th. (c. 1293) and
provincial minister for England from 1303 to 1310, would have been
at the convent frequently. JohnDuns Scotusmight have resided there
or at Oxford during his exile from Paris between June 1303 and April
1304. In fact, at one time or another most of the leading English
Franciscan theologians of this period would have visited London on
business of the order.
By 1310 Ockham had advanced to the study of theology. Because

there was no strict sequence of courses that marked the stages of the
internal Franciscan educational program before the baccalaureate,
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young friars probably availed themselves of whatever lectures were
being given so long as there were places in the classroom and the stu-
dent had sufficient training to understand the material and analysis.
Ockham would have begun his studies in theology either at the cus-
todial school in London or at the provincial studium generale with
which the London custody was affiliated, namely Oxford.
The decision regarding the studium to which Ockham was sent

lay with the provincial minister and the provincial chapter. They
were also the ones who chose from among the many students who
had completed two or three years of theological study those few (ap-
proximately six to eight per decade) who would be sent to Paris for
the second half (another four or five years) of the theological train-
ing necessary for being appointed a lector in a convent or custodial
school. The opportunity for Parisian study was reserved for those
who were thought capable ultimately of advancing to the baccalau-
reate at one of the three universities with a faculty of theology: Paris,
Oxford, or Cambridge. The order supported two students at Paris
from each province, and the province could send an additional stu-
dent at its own expense, which the English province usually did.
Selection depended on merit, as determined by the provincial lead-
ership and on the timing of vacancies opened by students return-
ing to England. Roger Marston, John Crombe, William of Alnwick,
and probably John Duns Scotus were among those who had been
chosen for the lectorate program at Paris. A few English students of
Ockham’s academic generation would also have been sent. Was
Ockham among those few?
Wehave no evidence that linksOckham toParis during the years in

which he would have been eligible for consideration, approximately
1312–16. Ockham’s Reportatio on the Sentences does not reflect any
first-hand knowledge of theologians active at Paris at that time. His
familiarity with some of Peter Auriol’s views, presented at Paris in
1316–17, was apparently acquired through reports or notes of others.
Although it is unlikely that Ockham had any direct personal con-
tact with Parisian classrooms, he certainly had access to texts and
accounts that came back to England.
The selection of Ockham for advancement to the baccalaureate

at Oxford would have been at the direction of Richard Conington,
provincial minister in England from 1310 to 1316, with the agree-
ment or consent of the provincial chapter. Conington was himself
a former regent master in theology at Oxford whose opinions, as
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expressed in his first Quodlibet, were discussed by Ockham in his
Sent. I.Prol.5. Conington belonged to that generation of English
Franciscans who were more influenced by Henry of Ghent than by
Scotus. Yet Conington remained one of the important contemporary
theologians whose ideas were discussed into the 1340s.7

The Oxford to which Ockham was sent for the baccalaureate pro-
vided an exciting intellectual environment for the young Franciscan.
Henry of Harclay, a secular theologian who had studied at Paris be-
fore returning to Oxford, was elected chancellor of the university in
1312. In the previous decade at Paris, Harclay had been deeply influ-
enced by Scotus and had participated in the editing of Scotus’s work
and in the discussions that created the first generation of Scotists
at Paris.8 With his return to Oxford, however, Harclay moved in a
different direction and, alongside Richard Campsall, began to criti-
cize assumptions of Scotus in metaphysics and natural philosophy.
Harclay formulated positions on the question of universals and the
Aristotelian categories that anticipated elements in Ockham’s
thought as expressed a few years later in the latter’s Oxford lectures
on the Sentences.9

Others active at Oxford between 1310 and 1316 were the secu-
lar theologians Robert of Kykeley (Kigheley), from whom we have
a series of quodlibetal questions, Antony Bek (future chancellor of
Lincoln and later bishop ofNorwich), Simon ofMepham (future arch-
bishop of Canterbury), and Richard Campsall. Of these Campsall
was by far the most important. He was a fellow of Merton College
and a master of arts by 1308, at which time he was probably begin-
ning his studies in theology. He was a bachelor of theology by July
1317, probably having read the Sentences in the previous academic
year. Although in many ways a more traditional mind than his near
contemporary Ockham, Campsall applied terminist logic, particu-
larly supposition theory, to the analysis of theological problems – a
method that can also be found in Ockham.
After a dispute with the university over the theological curricu-

lum, the Dominicans resumed teaching at Oxford in 1314–15 with
Nicholas Trevet as regent master in theology. Although Trevet has
been described as a Thomist, strict support of Aquinas’s thought was
already on the wane among younger Dominicans at Oxford and Paris
by 1310.10 By contrast, before 1314 Scotism had not established firm
roots among the Franciscans atOxford. RobertCowton,who lectured
on the Sentences at Oxford sometime between 1304 and 1311 and
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who may have remained in residence at Greyfriars, favored Henry
of Ghent, as did Richard Conington. The same may be true for the
less-studied William of Nottingham, who lectured on the Sentences
at Oxford shortly before Cowton and who succeeded Conington as
provincial minister in 1316. Thus Ockham’s presentential training
in theology coincided with a time of weakening interest in Aquinas
among English Dominicans, little evidence of supporters of Giles
of Rome among English Austin Friars, and only modest support for
Scotus among Franciscans.
That began to change by 1314, but only in regard to Scotus. The

anonymous Franciscan sententiarius at Oxford in 1314–15 was not
only influenced by Scotus but carried Scotus’s theory of “priorities”
(signa) in the Godhead into a discussion of whether God the Father
could have produced creatures before begetting the Son – a discussion
that led to the condemnation of eight of his propositions in February
1315.11 John of Reading, who was the Franciscan sententiarius at
Oxford in 1315–16 or 1316–17, was a thoroughgoing Scotist and was
later described by Ockham’s socius, Adam Wodeham, as Scotus’s
“disciple and most noted follower.”12 Reading probably remained
at Greyfriars until 1322 and was appointed lector at that convent
around 1320. Ockham cited Reading in his Sent.I.Prol.3, and, when
Reading revised his lectures on the Sentences, he entered into a de-
tailed critique ofOckham’s lectures, relying first onOckham’s initial
version (his Reportatio) and then on the revised version (Ockham’s
Ordinatio). Finally, William of Alnwick, the disciple and redactor
of Duns Scotus, returned to Oxford and became regent master (lec-
tor) of the convent – probably in 1316. Although Alnwick’s regency
lasted only a year, he probably remained in England, most likely at
Oxford, until he went as a delegate to the general chapter of the
order at Assisi in June 1322 and stayed in Italy and southern France
until his death in March 1333. Thus, Scotism was well established
at Oxford Greyfriars on the eve of Ockham’s advancement to the
baccalaureate.

ii. oxford and london, 1317−24

In the autumn term of 1317, Ockham began his lectures on the Sen-
tences at Oxford, which occupied his attention across the biennium
1317–19.13 Only his Reportatio on Books II–IV and the citations by
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John of Reading from thefirst three distinctions ofOckham’s lectures
on Book I remain from what he presented there. If there is some
uncertainty as to whether he only read at Oxford or read first at
London (1317–18) and then at Oxford (1318–19 or 1318–20), there
is no room for dispute regarding the dates. Ockham’s Reportatio
shows he knew William of Alnwick’s Quodlibeta (1316–17) and
Peter Auriol’s Parisian Scriptum I (1316–17) but was not yet aware
that Auriol had incepted as a master of theology (by October 1318).14

Ockham was principally concerned with the leading minds of the
previous academic generation: Henry of Ghent, Giles of Rome, and
John Duns Scotus. Yet Ockham also cited his immediate contempo-
raries, John of Reading, who read the Sentences at Oxford a year or
two earlier, William of Alnwick, who may still have been lector at
Oxford in the autumn of 1317, and Peter Auriol, who read the Sen-
tences at Paris in 1316–18. Knowledge of the latter would have come
back to London and Oxford through English Franciscans returning
from the Paris convent.
Around 1321 Ockham was appointed lecturer in philosophy at

one of the Franciscan schools in England, probably at the London
convent.15 By this time he was a “formed bachelor” awaiting an op-
portunity to be selected to proceed to the doctorate at Oxford. At the
same convent Ockham lived in the company ofWalter Chatton, who
was lecturer in theology, and AdamWodeham, a student in theology
who also acted as Ockham’s socius or assistant. This was the most
productive writing period of Ockham’s career. Between 1321 and
1324 Ockham produced his commentaries on the beginning books
of logic, namely his expositions of Porphyry and Aristotle’s Cate-
gories, On Interpretation, and Sophistical Refutations. In the same
period Ockham wrote his textbook on logic (Summa logicae), his
commentary and questions on Aristotle’s Physics, his treatise on
predestination and future contingents, the first five groups of his
quodlibetal disputations, and probably his treatises on the Eucharist
(Tractatus de quantitate and De corpore Christi).
It was also in this period that some of Ockham’s opinions came

under attack. John of Reading, who was regent master at Oxford
Greyfriars around 1320–21, frequently attackedOckham in the redac-
tion of his own lectures on the Sentences that was revised between
1318 and 1322. Similarly, Walter Chatton, who was lecturing on the
Sentences in the same convent as Ockham between 1321 and 1323,
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attacked Ockham onmany points, including the status of universals
(leading Ockham to alter his opinion), the relation of grace to justifi-
cation, the status of quantity and relation, and Eucharistic doctrine.
In fact, thewritings ofOckhamandChatton in this period showa sur-
prising degree of interdependence and dialogue.16 Similarly, a work
on logic written in England in this period and incorrectly attributed
to Richard Campsall also attacked Ockham’s views on supposition,
universals, and the Aristotelian categories.17 Among the numerous
points of debate between Ockham and his contemporaries in this
period, the principal ones that were emerging were Ockham’s posi-
tion on universals, his belief that only substances and qualities are
real entities (and thus his interpretation of the other Aristotelian
categories), his belief that one could have an intuitive cognition of
a nonexistent, his adoption of Scotus’s theory of divine acceptation
in the doctrine of grace and justification, and his interpretation of
transubstantiation.
It was probably a result of this mounting criticism that Ockham

was asked to explain his position on relation and the other Aristote-
lian categories at a provincial chapter of the order in England in
1323.18No information regarding his response or any action taken by
the chapter has survived. Within that same year, however, someone,
possibly John of Reading, who went to Avignon in 1322, brought
charges at the papal court against Ockham for false and heretical
teaching.19 Around May 1324, Ockham left England for Avignon,
where he took up residence at the Franciscan convent for the next
four years.

iii. avignon, 1324−28

The normal route from London to Avignon would have taken
Ockham through Paris, which was probably his first direct contact
with that university city and convent. Parisian theologians were also
very much in evidence at Avignon, which was the center of Church
life. Although subsequent events shifted Ockham’s attention away
from philosophy and theology, Avignon was his first exposure to
an international community of scholars, many of whom had been
trained in the more diverse intellectual environment of Paris. The
time that was not taken upwith responding to his inquisitors, which
must have occupied very little of his four years at Avignon, allowed
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him access to disputations, sermons, and discussions with other
scholars, secular and mendicant. Among the Franciscans who vis-
ited or resided at Avignon during these years were John of Reading,
Francis Mayronis, Francis of Marchia, Guiral Ot, Elias of Nabinali,
William of Rubione, Pastor de Serrescuderio, and of course Michael
of Cesena, who, in addition to earlier visits, was in residence from
December 1327 until May 1328.
All of those appointed to serve on the commission to examine

Ockham’s orthodoxy were, save one, Parisian doctors of theology.
Two of them were Dominicans whose training dated to a period
in which Thomism was obligatory in that order: Raymond Béguin,
Patriarch of Jerusalem, and Dominique Grenier, lector at the Sacred
Palace and bishop elect of Pamiers. Thomism was also the preferred
doctrine of the only non-Parisian theologian on the commission:
John Lutterell, former chancellor of Oxford. Two others belonged to
the Augustinian Hermits and presumably had been schooled in the
thought of Giles of Rome:Gregory of Lucca, bishop of Belluno-Feltre,
and John Paignote, a more recent doctor of Paris. The only member
of the commission who was not wedded to late thirteenth-century
realism and who was somewhat sympathetic to Scotistic theology
was Durand of St. Pourçain, a Dominican theologian and bishop of
Meaux whose un-Thomistic views had earlier brought him into con-
flict with theologians in his order. With the exception of Durand,
the commission favored the views of Thomas and Giles of Rome. At
the same time, all were doctors of theology from Paris or Oxford and
were thus familiar with the types of discourse or scholastic analysis
of university classrooms.20

The only works of Ockham that were under review at Avignon
were his lectures on the Sentences, specifically his Ordinatio on
Book I and the Reportatio on Books II–IV. Even before the appoint-
ment of the commission, Lutterell was assigned the task of going
through the text of Ockham’s questions on the Sentences that the
latter had broughtwith himand presented to the pope. In all probabil-
ity Lutterell’s antagonism towardOckhambegan at Avignon andwas
not among the issues that led to Lutterell’s dismissal as chancellor
nor the reason for his departure from England to Avignon. Ockham
was only a bachelor of theology at the beginning of Lutterell’s tenure
as chancellor, and Ockham never came up for examination or licens-
ing and was probably not resident at Oxford after 1321. Lutterell’s
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conflict with the regent masters in arts and theology at Oxford was
personal and probably had to dowith theway he exercised the powers
of his office. And his move to Avignon was for career advancement,
as the letter of invitation from Stephen Kettelbergh shows.21 His
libellus against Ockham, written at Avignon, was both the sincere
reaction of a committed Thomist and a means of proving himself
useful to the papal curia.22

Although the list of propositions initially identified by Lutterell
as censurable contained philosophical as well as theological state-
ments, the commission restricted the investigation to theological
propositions and a reduced number of philosophical statements that
had implications for theology. Most of the propositions were taken
from the beginning part of the Ordinatio and from Books III and IV
of the Reportatio. Many of the propositions extracted were not con-
cerned with statements about the way the orders of nature and grace
actually work but were taken from statements made de potentia ab-
soluta, that is, whether a relationship or combination of qualities,
such as the relationship of merit and reward, grace and justification,
Christ’s human nature and the inability to sin, are absolutely neces-
sary or only contingently necessary, and whether their counterparts
are absolutely impossible or only because God so ordained.

iv. munich, 1329−47

On the night of 26May 1328 Ockham fled Avignon in the company
ofMichael of Cesena, Bonagratia of Bergamo, and Francis ofMarchia,
going first to Italy, where they joined the court of Louis of Bavaria,
and then to Munich, where Ockham remained for the rest of his
life. Apart from the attraction of the imperial court, which brought
some scholars to Munich on diplomatic service, or the presence of
the group of dissidents resident there, such as the Franciscans who
had fled Avignon or the secular master Marsilius of Padua, Munich
was not a center of learning for any of themendicant orders. Without
some knowledge of German, which we have no reason to believe he
possessed, Ockham was more isolated than he had been at Avignon.
Latin remained his language of communication both in writing and
conversation, but the religious and scholarly community to which it
was limited was small. Ockham probably did not spend all his time
in Munich. He may well have attended provincial chapters of the
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southern German (Strasbourg) province of the order, such as were
held at Basel in 1340, where he may have renewed contact with John
of Rodington and Adam Wodeham.23

These years of exile in southern Germany (1329–47) were dedi-
cated to writing political treatises against John XXII and Benedict
XII because of Ockham’s conviction that they had fallen into heresy
on the issue of apostolic poverty and, in the case of Pope John, on
the doctrine of the beatific vision. Among the most important of
the books and treatises he wrote in this period were OND and Dial.
In these writings Ockham examined the meanings of lordship (do-
minium), the relationship of ownership and use, and the ideas of legal
and natural rights. He also addressed the question of authoritywithin
the Church: the role of the pope, scripture and tradition, a general
council, and the place of secular monarchs in ecclesiastical affairs.
Although Ockham’s political writings have often been associated
with Marsilius of Padua’s Defensor pacis (1324), some of Ockham’s
argumentation on the authority of a council and on the authority of
the pope was aimed against Marsilius. Ockham remained a stronger
believer in papal authority in the Church and in the determination of
doctrine even while acknowledging the possibility (for him a reality)
of a pope’s falling into error.24

v. ockham’s heritage

Although Ockham’s political writings played an important role in
discussions of the relation of Church and state alongsideMarsilius of
Padua’sDefensor pacis fromOckham’s century until today, themost
influential parts of his thought from the fourteenth to sixteenth cen-
turies were his philosophy and theology. The traditional picture of
Ockham’s influence claimed him to be the initiator, the “venerable
inceptor,” of a new school of thought in late medieval Europe: nomi-
nalism. It supposedly dominated intellectual life atOxford for almost
a half century, until the advent of John Wyclif. Similarly at Paris; af-
ter an initial reaction against Ockham’s thought in 1339 and 1340,
he has been credited with carrying Paris into a nominalistic current
that had no serious competitors until challenged by Thomism and
Albertism in the early fifteenth century.
That picture has undergone considerable revision in recent decades.

In EnglandOckhamwas among a group of fourteenth-century authors
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who continued to be cited until the end of that century, yet even
his closest followers, such as Adam Wodeham, were critical of
Ockham on several issues – particularly in the area of epistemology.
Ockham’s removal of sensible and intelligible species in his expla-
nation of the acquisition of knowledge was rejected by most of his
English contemporaries, as was his definition of the object of know-
ledge.25 Ockham is better seen not as the leader or center of a move-
ment but as one of many contemporary authors whose opinions
werewidely discussed, sometimes accepted, and sometimes rejected.
He became less influential at Oxford in the 1340s because of two
countercurrents. One of these was Augustinianism as espoused by
Thomas Bradwardine, who attacked Ockham’s views on grace and
justification as being Pelagian.26 The other current was realism,
which reappeared at Oxford in the late 1340s. Ockham was still ad-
mired by some, such as an anonymous Oxford author writing around
1350who tookOckham’s Sentences commentary as themodel for his
own.27 Yet many of Ockham’s presuppositions in logic, natural phi-
losophy, and theology were discarded or opposed by such figures as
Ralph Strode, Richard Brinkley, Nicholas Aston, and John Wyclif.28

The situation at Paris was somewhat different. Ockham’s philo-
sophical writings, principally SL, were known at Paris in the late
1320s, and by the mid-1330s Ockham’s natural philosophy had at-
tracted a following in the arts faculty. After a relatively brief attempt
to suppress Ockham’s writings and thought at Paris between 1339
and 1342, opposition weakened in the face of a large influx of English
philosophical and theological texts that came into Paris in the early
1340s. Ockham’s natural philosophy was generally adopted by the
Augustinian theologians Gregory of Rimini and Hugolino of Orvieto
in the 1340s, although they were critical of Ockham in other areas.
By the mid-fourteenth century Ockhamwas an important source for
Parisian scholars, and his influence can be seen in Henry Totting of
Oyta (directly and by way of Adam Wodeham), and more especially
in Pierre d’Ailly. Much depended on the specific issue, and most
Scholastics of this period chose their positions and arguments with-
out attention to one school of thought. Despite similarities in the
thought of Ockham and Jean Buridan, the latter represents a differ-
ent form of terminist logic that was influential on Albert of Saxony
and Marsilius of Inghen.29

The situation changed in the fifteenth century with the reemer-
gence of schools of thought and the division in faculties of arts
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between a philosophical preparation based on the Aristotelian com-
mentaries of Albert, Thomas, and Giles on the one side (the via an-
tiqua) and a preparation based on the commentaries of Ockham,
Buridan, Marsilius of Inghen, and other fourteenth-century authors
(the via moderna). Ockham became textually wedded to the
“modern” approach and an important authority for the Nominal-
istae at Paris and universities in Germany. By the end of the fif-
teenth century Ockham’s name had become identified with a school
of thought, and “Ockhamist” took its place alongside “Thomist,”
“Albertist,” and “Scotist.”30

TheMiddle Ages ended with Ockhamism as one school of thought
more or less on a par with others. Its reception in more recent times
is the topic for another study.

notes

1 On the possibility of Ockham’s contact with Newark Abbey, see Bramp-
ton 1963.
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3 Kingsford 1915, 62.
4 Graham 1952, 981.
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1879–81, II.1140 (= Clem. I.vi.3).
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7 On Conington, see Doucet 1937; Brown 1966; Cova 1993.
8 Balić 1956 and 1959.
9 Pelster 1924; Gál 1971.
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12 Adam Wodeham, Lectura Oxon. I.1.12 (MS Vat. lat. 955, fol. 70v). On
Reading, see Courtenay 1978, 62–3; Longpré 1924.

13 Gedeon Gál has argued that Ockham lectured on the Sentences at
London (1317–18) before lecturing a second time at Oxford (1318–19)
(OTh VII.14*–18*). Although possible, there is no firm evidence that the
requirement of reading the Sentences at a lesser studium before doing
so at a university, codified by Benedict XII in 1336, was already prac-
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Ockham was in residence at the Oxford convent by June 1318, when he
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was licensed to hear confessions in the diocese of Lincoln (Emden 1957–
59, 1384). Had he lectured at London in 1317–18, it is unlikely that he
would have gone to Oxford before September 1318.

14 John XXII instructed the chancellor at Paris, Thomas de Bailly, on July
14, 1318 to grant the license to Auriol, and we know Auriol was regent
at Paris in 1318–19 (Denifle and Chatelain 1889–97, II.225 [= §772], 227
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tures on the Sentences, see OTh I.34*–36*.

15 Although the original reason for assuming that Chatton and Ockham
were not resident at Oxford at this time has been called into question,
the references in Ockham’s SL to London suggest, as Gedeon Gál argued,
that London was the place of composition and therefore residence (OPh
I.47*–56*; Courtenay 1990). Ockham also determined quodlibetal dis-
putations during this period, which at Oxford were permitted only to
regent masters.

16 Brown 1985. See alsoGál’s introduction toOPh I, andWey’s introduction
of OTh IX.

17 Campsall 1982.
18 Etzkorn 1990.
19 No summons has survived, but in his letter to the Franciscans gathered at
the general chapter of the order at Assisi in 1334 (= Epist.) Ockham said
he remained at Avignon for almost four years until he fled in May 1328.
George Knysh has argued that Ockham went to Avignon for nonjudicial
reasons and only later came under suspicion while resident there (Knysh
1986 and 1994). The weight of scholarly opinion, however, supports the
traditional view. See Miethke 1994.

20 Brampton 1964.
21 Salter 1924, 303–4.
22 Hoffmann 1959.
23 OnWodeham’s and Rodington’s visits to Basel, see Glassberger 1887–97,
II.177–8, III.637.

24 Tierney 1954; 1988, 205–38. McGrade 1974b; McGrade and Kilcullen
1995; Miethke 1992.

25 Tachau 1988.
26 Leff 1957; Oberman 1957; Genest 1979 and 1992; Dolnikowski 1995.
For a defense of Ockham against the charge of Pelagianism, see Wood in
Chapter 15.

27 Etzkorn 1987.
28 For further discussion, see Courtenay 1987a; Courtenay 1987b, 193–355.
29 For a more extensive discussion of the early stages of the introduction of
Ockham’s thought into Paris, see Courtenay 1984 and 1997.

30 Kal�uża 1988; Hoenen 1993.
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2 Some Aspects of
Ockham’s Logic

Medieval logic begins for most purposes with the work of Boethius,
who attempted a Latin rendering of the standard late-antique Greek
logic course. As the Boethian treatises began to be more widely stu-
died in the ninth and tenth centuries, an indigenous Latin tradi-
tion in logic developed that reached its zenith during the twelfth
century in the work of figures like Peter Abelard. It was within
this indigenous tradition that the major developments in the me-
dieval theory of inference took place and that the foundations of later
pictures of meaning were laid. As the work of the Byzantine gram-
marian Priscian became known in Western Europe, the grammati-
cal and semantic theory embodied in it fused with the indigenous
tradition. The resulting picture was then transformed by a flood of
new translations of texts of Aristotle, of Greek commentaries, and of
Islamic commentaries and treatises. The thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries saw the digestion of this material and its integration into
the already existing tradition. Some consequences of this were new
theories of the semantic properties of terms (including theories of
the analysis of sentences), the development of propositional logic
more or less as we know it today, the working out of the theory
of the categorical syllogism (including its modal extensions), the
flowering of modal logic generally, and the development of a gen-
eral theory of inference. By the mid-fourteenth century these de-
velopments were more or less complete. William Ockham is one
of the greatest of the figures who completed them. He is in some
ways an idiosyncratic logician, but his importance can hardly be
overestimated.

31
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i. works

Ockham’s explicitly logical writings consist of two distinct bodies
of work. The first is a cycle of commentaries on parts of the stan-
dard logic curriculum of his time. This includes commentaries on
Porphyry’s Isagoge andAristotle’sCategories,OnInterpretation, and
Sophistic Refutations. It was probably written in this order probably
between 1319 and 1322 while he was lecturing on the material at
one of the Franciscan houses of study. The second consists of a sin-
gle large work, Summa of Logic (SL). It is now widely thought that
this work was made available in parts and that it was completed
around 1323, though none of this is very certain. Given the short
period in which all of this work was done, it is not surprising that
Ockham seems to have revised his views significantly in only a few
areas between the commentary cycle and SL and between parts of
the latter. In several of Ockham’s theological and quasi-theological
works, logical issues also figure prominently. Some of hisQuodlibets
deal with logical and semantic issues, and hisOn Predestination has
a number of important arguments that turn on issues in tense and
modal logic.

ii. the scope of logic

We can glean the scope of what Ockham is prepared to call logic
from the structure of SL. The work is divided into three parts. Part I
deals with terms, Part II with sentences, and Part III with arguments
of various kinds. Part I begins with a division of language into writ-
ten, spoken, and mental and proceeds to lay out a theory of terms,
including a theory of signification. A discussion of the major top-
ics in Porphyry’s Isagoge and in Aristotle’s Categories follows with
consideration of how these are to be handled semantically. The last
chapters of Part I develop the theory of supposition of terms in both
subject and predicate position.
Part II begins with an account of truth conditions: first for asser-

toric categorical sentences and then for modal and tensed categorical
sentences and more complex categorical forms as well as for mole-
cular (hypothetical) sentences.
Part III is itself divided into four parts. The first of these is a treatise

on syllogisms in the sense of Aristotle’s Prior Analytics. The asser-
toric categorical syllogism was well understood by Ockham’s time,
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and he treats it deftly, completely, and fairly briefly. The bulk of his
discussion of the syllogism is devoted to the modal syllogism. He
works out the complete theory of the categorical modal syllogism
for all the combinations of premises and conclusions that are modal
in the divided or the composite sense or are assertoric. This seems
to be novel; the (inauthentic) Questions on the Prior Analytics at-
tributed to Scotus1 works out the modal syllogism for combinations
of assertoric and divided sense modal sentences but does not treat
the composite sense.
The second part of Part III is a treatise on demonstrative syllogisms

covering some of the ground of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics.
The structure of the third part of Part III is quite complex. Ockham

begins with what he calls the general rules governing consequences.
Governing such consequences aremetalinguistic rules laying out the
patterns of acceptable inference. Many of these are formal, like the
rules of the truth functional propositional calculus (which Ockham
states), but others are rules that depend on nonformal semantic re-
lations among terms like the rule that what holds of every member
of a genus will hold of every member of a species of that genus.
Ockham considers these as rules governing the use of terms taken
in personal supposition. He then turns to rules governing the use of
terms taken in simple and material supposition – notably the pred-
icables treated by Porphyry, but in the unusual order of accident,
genus, and proprium followed by a discussion of definition and then
treatment of species and differentia. This is in turn followed by a
treatise on induction in the Aristotelian sense, a discussion of the
“art” of obligatio, and finally a short chapter on the Liar Paradox.
The fourth part of Part III is a treatise on fallacies and corresponds

to Aristotle’s Sophistic Refutations.
I now turn to the exposition of Ockham’s picture of some of the

central parts of logic. In so doing I will not follow his order of pre-
sentation nor lay emphasis where I think he would have laid it. My
aim is to give some sense of his logical achievement.

iii. ockham’s semantics in the
twinkling of an eye

In Ockham’s view logic is a scientia sermocinalis, a science con-
cerned with discourse,2 and one especially concerned with syllo-
gisms, broadly understood to include arguments of all sorts, and
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their parts. The immediate parts of syllogisms are sentences (proposi-
tiones), and these are resolved into what Ockham in the first chapter
of SL calls “terms.” Terms, broadly speaking, come in two sorts: cat-
egorematic and syncategorematic. A categorematic term is one that
has signification. A syncategorematic term has no signification by it-
self. Ockham says that a syncategorematic term is one that alters the
signification of, or “exercises some other function with respect to”
categorematic terms,3 but that account is narrower than his practice,
which is to admit that syncategorematic terms can not only combine
with other terms but combine sentences (as do ‘and,’ ‘or,’ ‘because,’
and the like) and affect other syncategorematic terms (as ‘not’ affects
words like ‘all’). Syncategorematic terms seem to be “logical words”
in a sense akin to, but broader than, the current notion of logical
constant.
Categorematic terms have a “fixed and definite signification.”4

Ockhamexplains that, in the narrow sense, a term signifieswhatever
it is “verified” of. A term is verified of a thing if it can be truly pre-
dicated of a proper name or demonstrative pronoun picking out that
thing in a singular affirmative categorical sentence with the present
tense and unmodified copula ‘is’ (est). Thus ‘human’ signifies, in the
narrow sense, Socrates if and only if ‘Socrates is human’ is true. This
is not a definition of signification, and ‘signification’ is not a term
Ockham attempts to define. Indeed he gives the truth conditions
for singular sentences in ways that rely on signification. In SL I.33,
Ockham presents another, “wider” sense of signification in which a
term signifies a thing if it can be truly predicated of a proper name
or demonstrative pronoun picking out that thing in an affirmative
singular sentence with the copula ‘can be’ (potest). In this wide sense
the term ‘green’ can be said to signify even the White House if that
building can be green. It is often suggested that, in introducing this
wider sense of signification, Ockham commits himself to an onto-
logy of possibilia.5 It should be remembered, though, that Ockham
does not regard signification as a real relation. (Indeed it is not clear
that he thinks of it as a relation, properly speaking, at all). Moreover,
Ockham is very reluctant to use present-tensed assertoric sentences
to talk about significates in the wide sense. These significates will
be, were, or can be. Ockham does not attempt to reduce tensed and
modal talk to present-tensed assertoric talk about a wider range of
entities as twentieth-centurymodal and tense logicians typically do,
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and it is far from clear that he would take such tensed andmodal talk
as ontologically committing.
The signification relation connects language to the world, and

Ockham suggests that the signification of mental categorematic
terms is natural. We encounter objects in the world, and these en-
counters produce (absolute and, if there are any, simple connotative)
mental terms. Thus we acquire these terms but do not learn them
in any sense requiring that we have already represented the world.
But the signification relation does not enter directly into the truth
conditions for sentences. For that we need another relation – that of
supposition.
Supposition is a relation a term has to things when that term is a

term strictly speaking, that is, when it is the subject or predicate of
a sentence. Ockham’s official doctrine is that only whole subjects or
predicates have supposition, but in practice he often assigns suppo-
sition to parts of subjects or predicates. Ockham distinguishes three
basic kinds of supposition: personal, simple, and material. A term
has personal supposition when it stands in a sentence for what it sig-
nifies. Personal supposition is in many ways the default supposition
for Ockham; for example, predicates (as contrasted with subjects)
always have personal supposition. A term has simple supposition
when it stands in a sentence for the mental term to which it is sub-
ordinated. Ockham thinks genera and species are mental terms, and
thus he thinks that in a sentence like ‘(The) Donkey is a species,’
‘donkey’ stands for the concept of donkey. A term has material sup-
position when it stands in a sentence for itself or a related term. The
device of quotation was just being invented in Ockham’s time, and
material supposition does much of the same work. There are differ-
ences though; for example, it is the same term (and not a name of
that term) that has material supposition as has personal, and there
is no way of iterating material supposition as there is of iterating
quotation marks.
If we take signification as a primitive relation in Ockham’s seman-

tics we could, perhaps, define supposition using no other semantic
relation. Personal supposition can be defined in terms of significa-
tion, but simple and material cannot be directly so defined. When a
term supposits simply or materially it supposits for something but
does not signify it. We might say, however, that a term supposits
simply when it stands for that to which it is subordinated – and
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then define subordination in terms of signification – and we might
say that a term supposits materially when it stands for itself or a
suitably grammatically related form.
Whereas Ockham does not distinguish types of simple or mate-

rial supposition, he provides a complex and slightly idiosyncratic
account of the ways a term may supposit personally. Some cate-
gorematic terms, namely the discrete terms, when used as subject
or predicate of a sentence supposit discretely – that is, so that as a
semantic matter they supposit for exactly one thing. Other categore-
matic terms are common terms and supposit commonly. A term
suppositing commonly may happen to supposit for just one thing
(even as a matter of the nature of the thing, as medievals thought
‘phoenix’ did), but there is nothing about the semantic features of
the term that guarantees that. There are several ways in which a
term may supposit commonly, and in which way it does depends
on the sentential context in which the term appears. The simplest
categorical sentences consist of two categorematic terms joined by a
copula (e.g., ‘Socrates is human,’ ‘Possums are found in Australia’).
The predicates of such sentences always have common supposition.
Among sentences of this form there are examples in which the sub-
jects have any of simple, material, discrete personal, or common
personal supposition. If we restrict ourselves to the case in which
the subject too has common personal supposition (as in ‘Humans
are [not] animals’), Ockham claims that both subject and predicate
have determinate supposition.
Amongmanywriters in an earlier period (and perhaps among some

writers in Ockham’s time), a term with determinate supposition
stood for just one thing. (Consider the temptation to think that ‘a
horse’ stands for just one horse in ‘There is a horse in the paddock;
bring it to me.’)
Ockham rejects this picture. In his view any term with common

personal supposition stands for everything it signifies. What dis-
tinguishes determinate supposition from other kinds is the type of
descent and ascent it supports. Ockham claims that if a term has de-
terminate supposition one can infer from the sentence containing it
to a disjunction of sentences otherwise the same (allowing for slight
variation to preserve grammaticality) in each of which that term is
replaced by a name of, or demonstrative pronoun picking out, one of
the things the terms stands for. Thus, if Alfie, Bruce, and Corinne are
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all the possums, we can infer from ‘Possums are found in Australia’
to ‘Either Alfie is found in Australia, or Bruce is found in Australia,
or Corinne is found in Australia.’ Moreover, Ockham claims, we
can infer from any one of these disjuncts to ‘Possums are found in
Australia.’ The combination of these descent and ascent conditions
characterizes determinate supposition. Terms have determinate sup-
position in categorical sentences with no syncategorematic terms
other than a copula and also, for example, in categorical sentences in
which the subject or the predicate term is prefixed by ‘some’ (aliquis).
If a common term standing personally does not have determinate
supposition it has confused supposition. This in turn comes in two
flavors characterized by ascent and descent conditions.
If one can descend under a term in the way described in the pre-

ceding paragraphs from a sentence to a conjunction of instances but
cannot ascend from any one conjunct, the term is said to have con-
fused and distributive supposition. Thus, in ‘All humans are ani-
mals,’ ‘human’ has confused and distributive supposition because, if
Alfie, Bruce, and Corinne are all the humans, one can infer ‘Alfie is
an animal, and Bruce is an animal, and Corinne is an animal,’ but
one cannot infer ‘All humans are animals’ from any one of those
conjuncts. If a term has confused supposition but not confused and
distributive supposition, Ockham will say it has merely confused
(confuse tantum) supposition.
Although (or because?) the theory of the types ormodes of personal

supposition has probably received more attention from twentieth-
century scholars than anyother part ofOckham’s logic, it is one of the
most mysterious parts of his logic. For one thing, what phenomenon
it is a theory of and what, if anything, it is for remain unclear. It
has been proposed that this theory is an analogue of quantification
theory and more recently that it describes a phenomenon that mod-
ern logic parcels out between quantifiers and scope indicators. Some
commentators have suggested that the function of Ockham’s theory
of the modes of personal supposition is to describe how sentences
containing quantifier expressions (like ‘all’ and ‘some’) are related
to singular sentences. More recently, it has been proposed that the
theory serves to classify inferences and provide tools for detecting
fallacies. None of these proposals is unproblematic.
The view that the modes of personal supposition “cash out” quan-

tified sentences in terms of singulars has to be reconciled with
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the fact that in some cases the collection of sentences to which
Ockham permits descent from a given sentence is not equivalent to
the original sentence. (Consider ‘Some human is not an animal’). Ei-
ther Ockham (and several figures who followed him) simplymade an
elementary logical mistake or the process of ascent and descent was
never meant to provide equivalences. On the other hand, not only
does Ockham not make any systematic use of the theory of modes
in his account of fallacies, but had he done so it is very hard to see
how the theory could have helped in any but the most elementary
cases. The mystery remains.

iv. the theory of truth conditions

Whatever the theory of the modes of personal supposition may be
for, the term “supposition” itself figures prominently in Ockham’s
account of truth conditions for sentences. Ockham’s fundamental di-
vision of sentences is into categorical and molecular (hypothetica).
In SL II.1, he explains that a categorical sentence is one that “has a
subject and a predicate and a copula and does not include more than
one such [categorical] sentence.” A molecular sentence is one com-
posed of more than one categorical sentence. Ockham’s remark that
a categorical sentence has a subject, a predicate, and a copula sug-
gests that he thinks of a sentence as having at least three fundamental
parts, and his practice is to act as though this is so. But he sometimes
speaks as if he thinks of a sentence as always consisting of a name
and a verb. Quite possibly this reflects a tension between Aristotle’s
explicit description of a sentence in On Interpretation and the de-
mands of syllogistic, which requires that every sentence have two
categorematic terms and a copula around which these terms may be
converted. If so, it is a tension Ockham never explicitly addresses.
The simplest categorical sentence has a discrete term as subject, a

common term as predicate, and ‘is’ as copula. Ockham says that such
a sentence is true if “the subject and predicate supposit for (a) same
thing.” That is, the sentence is true if the predicate supposits (inter
alia) for the thing the subject supposits for. This model is extended
to the other types of simple categorical sentences that appear in syl-
logisms. Thus, particular affirmative sentences (e.g., ‘Some human
is an animal’) are true if the subject and predicate have at least one
suppositum in common, and universal affirmative sentences (‘Every
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human is an animal’) are true if the predicate supposits for everything
for which the subject does.
Ockham does not treat negation as a sentential operator. Rather he

distinguishes twokinds of copulas – affirmative and negative –which
he treats as equally fundamental logically. Sentences formedwith an
affirmative copula are false if their subject terms have no supposita,
and sentences formed with a negative copula are true if the subject
term has no supposita. The truth conditions given in the preceding
paragraph are stated affirmatively and so “build in” this existential
requirement. Particular negative sentences like ‘Some humans are
not Inuit’ are true if the subject and predicate have no supposita in
common – and this is automatically satisfied if one of them has no
supposita at all. Universal negative sentences are true if the predicate
does not supposit for everything for which the subject supposits –
and this is automatically satisfied if either has no supposita. Taking
affirmative sentences to have existential import, and negatives not
to, preserves the traditional square of opposition without restricting
the theory to nonempty terms.
Not all categorical sentences are as simple as these. Some, like

those that include qua-clauses (e.g., ‘Socrates, insofar as he is human,
is an animal’) or exceptives (‘Every human except Socrates is asleep’)
are categorical in grammatical structure but semantically equivalent
to molecular sentences and so have the truth conditions the corre-
sponding molecular sentences have. Others, particularly explicitly
tensed or modal sentences, require extensions of the basic semantic
picture.
Like most of his contemporaries, Ockham thought that most ex-

plicitly tensed sentences and sentences with a modal copula (sen-
tences like ‘Some white thing will be black’ or ‘Some white thing
can be black’) are ambiguous “in the third way.” A sentence like
‘Some white thing will be black’ has two readings. In both readings
the supposition of the predicate term ‘black’ is displaced so that it
stands not for the things that are now black (which iswhat it signifies
in the narrow sense) but for the things that will be at any future time
black. In one (I shall call it the “default” reading), the subject term
is treated as outside the scope of the tense indicator and continues
to supposit for its (narrow) significates – that is, for the things that
are now white. In the other (I shall call it the “displaced” reading),
the supposition of the subject term is also altered so that it stands
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not for what is now white but for what will be at any future time
white. This “displacement” causes the term to supposit for what
it does not signify in the narrow sense but leaves it suppositing for
things it signifies in the wide sense Ockham discussed in SL I.33.
Ockham’s understanding of this displaced reading seems somewhat
idiosyncratic. His contemporaries, like Jean Buridan and Buridan’s
followers, thought an explicitly tensed or modal copula could am-
pliate the supposition of the subject term so that it would stand, in
the example, for both what is now white and what will be white.
Ockham does not have this ampliated reading.
There is one exceptional kind of sentence forwhichOckhamthinks
there are not two readings. It is a sentence with a tensed or modal
copula and a discrete subject term – a subject term that is a proper
name or demonstrative pronoun used alone. Because such terms are
semantically fitted to signify exactly one thing (or in the case of
the demonstrative just one thing on each occasion of use), even in
the wide sense, Ockham thinks the mode of the copula can have
no effect on their supposition. As we shall see, such sentences pro-
vide him with a tool for exploring the relations among other
sentences.
Once we take into account the effect the tense or modal auxi-

liary in the copula has on the supposition of the terms in the sen-
tence, there is nothing unusual about the way truth conditions for
sentences with such copulas are given. Just as in the basic cases,
a particular affirmative sentence is true just in case its subject and
predicate terms have at least one suppositum in common; a universal
negative is true just in case its terms have no supposita in common,
and so on. Thus modal and tensed copulas affect the suppositions of
terms but not the relations among sentences. We shall see that this
simplifies a significant part of Ockham’s modal syllogistic.
So far I have discussed explicitly tensed sentences and what

Ockham calls modal sentences without a dictum (i.e., without the
analogue of an English ‘that’ clause). He contrasts these modal sen-
tences with modal sentences with a dictum – sentences of the form
‘It is possible (necessary, contingent, etc.) that p’ or ‘That p is possi-
ble (necessary, contingent, etc.),’ where ‘that p’ is a dictum formed
from an assertoric sentence.
One might wonder why Ockham thinks sentences like this are

categorical rather than molecular. The answer is that they do not,
strictly speaking, contain an embedded sentence. Latin has two
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natural ways of forming a dictum. One is structurally just as in En-
glish, namely with ‘quod’ (= ‘that’) followed by what looks just like a
sentence. The other is by a construction that puts the subject of the
clause in the accusative case and uses an infinitive form of the verb.
This accusative-infinitive construction (as in the English ‘I believe
her to be a great leader’) is the more common in Latin, does not
look much like a sentence, and seems to have influenced theorists
to avoid the thought that the ‘quod’ clause contained an embedded
sentence. Thus dicta were not considered sentences.
Ockham thinks sentences with a dictum have two senses. In the

“sense of division” they are equivalent to the corresponding sen-
tence without a dictum. Thus, ‘It is possible that some white things
be black,’ read in the sense of division, is equivalent to ‘Some white
things can be black,’ and can be treated in exactly the same way. For
this reason medieval writers and modern commentators often in-
differently describe both sentences without a dictum and sentences
with a dictum but read in the divided sense simply as sentences
in the divided sense. There is an alternative terminology that calls
them “sentences de re.”
The other sense in which sentences with a dictum can be read

Ockham and the tradition call “the composite sense” (the alterna-
tive terminology speaks of “sentences de dicto”). Some writers in
Ockham’s time (Walter Burley, for example) refuse to consider such
sentences as properly modal at all on the grounds that, from a logical
standpoint, they are just assertoric singular sentences with a dictum
as one term and a modal predicate as the other. Ockham is aware
of these views but takes a different tack. He, following Aristotle he
says,6 classifies modal sentences in the composite sense as singular,
particular, or indefinite on the basis of the structure of the embedded
dictum.
Ockham does not admit tensed sentences in the composite sense.

Modal sentences read in the composite sense are true, says he, when
the sentence picked out by the embedded dictum is as the modal
predicate would have it – that is, is “necessary or contingent, or
true, or impossible or known or unknown or believed and so on”7

– a list that shows his readiness to consider epistemic as well as
alethic modalities. Unfortunately he has almost nothing to say in
detail explicitly about these truth conditions.
He does say that for a claim like ‘That God exists is necessary’

to be true, it is not required that the sentence ‘God exists’ be itself
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necessary. A sentence with a dictum does not contain an embedded
sentence, but Burley is right to think that if we treated the dictum
as a term it would have to supposit for a sentence. Because a typi-
cal modal sentence with a dictum is affirmative, this raises issues
of existential import about sentences. Ockham treats the issue by
suggesting that for a necessity claim in the composite sense to be
true it is not required that the sentence picked out by the dictum
be a necessary object, or even that it always exist, but only that it
be true whenever it does exist. This leaves his account vulnerable
to the problems Buridan raises at the beginning of his Sophismata,
Chapter VIII. The sentence ‘No sentence is negative’ is false when-
ever formed. Yet it seems possible that no sentence be negative –
indeed that no sentence be at all!
Ockham is also interested in the relations between universal and

particular modal sentences taken in the composite sense and their
instances – that is, the sentences involved in the descent or ascent
conditions for the supposition of their terms. This issue interacts for
him with the logic of future contingents. Although Ockham himself
is resolutely committed to bivalence, he thinks that Aristotle held
that singular contingent sentences about the future are neither true
nor false. He also thinks that Aristotle made no such exception for
general sentences about the future. Thus, he thinks, Aristotle is com-
mitted to the view that a general sentence about the future may be
true (or false) even though not one of its instances has a truth value.
This issue has a shadow in Ockham’s own logic in the question of
the relation between a sentence like (1) ‘That every true future con-
tingent is true is necessary’ and its instances. Ockham thinks (1) is
true even though (1′) ‘That this is true is necessary,’ pointing to some
future contingent sentence, is simply false. Of course all this would
be grist for the mill of someone, like Burley, who wanted to deny
that sentences like (1) are really universal at all.
One way to approach the truth conditions for molecular sentences

is through the question of whether we find in Ockham the truth
functional sentential calculus so central to twentieth-century log-
ics. I have already suggested Ockham does not think of negation in
general as a sentential operator. He does have the notion of the con-
tradictory of a sentence and seems to think the contradictory of an
affirmative sentencewill be a negative sentence and vice versa.More-
over, the contradictory of a singular affirmative sentence is formed
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simply by replacing the affirmative copula with a negative copula.
But the contradictory of the negative singular sentence is formed
not by adding another negation but by replacing the negative cop-
ula with the affirmative. Thus, although Ockham’s negation is truth
functional in that the contradictory of a sentence is in some sense
its negation and is true just when that sentence is false, it behaves
syntactically a little differently from our own.
Ockham does have the familiar truth functional accounts of con-

junction and disjunction, and he does state principles like “the con-
tradictory opposite of a conjunction is a disjunction formed of the
contradictories of the parts of the conjunction.”8 So although he does
not quite discuss the sentential calculus in the twentieth-century
sense, he does seem to have the fragment of it that does not re-
quire iterated negations. This fragment of the sentential calculus is
only a fragment of his language of molecular sentences, however. He
also discusses the truth conditions for molecular sentences joined by
causal particles (like ‘because’), temporal particles (like ‘while’), and
‘spatial’ particles (like ‘where’) and takes up the issue of conditionals
but postpones it on the ground that the truth conditions for a condi-
tional are the same as the validity conditions for the corresponding
argument (consequentia) and so are better discussed there. It is there
that I too now turn.

v. consequences

Ockham postpones treatment of the truth conditions for conditional
sentences with the remark that because a given conditional is true
just in case the corresponding argument or consequence is valid, the
topic is best taken up in discussion of consequences. This remark by
itself shows both thatOckhamdoes not simply assimilate condition-
als and consequences and that he accepts a version of what is now
called the Deduction Theorem. Both points are worth noting, the
first because there has been some debate in the scholarly literature
about whether consequences are themselves sentences that have a
truth value, and the second because his acceptance marks him off
from some earlier figures, like Abelard, who denied the Deduction
Theorem.
Next to the theory of supposition, it is probably on the charac-

terization of his consequence relation that most of the twentieth-
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century ink devoted to Ockham’s logic has been spilt. Ockham
begins his discussion of consequences in general in SL by dividing
them into those that are good as of now (ut nunc) and those that are
good simply (simpliciter). He uses both temporal andmodal language
in characterizing both. A consequence is good as of now, he says, if
it is not possible as of now for its antecedent to be true without its
consequent being true, but it will be possible. A consequence is good
simply if it never was, is, nor will be possible for its antecedent to
be true without its consequent being true.
We can make sense of these remarks if we take modality to be

tensed. What is possible changes over time. Ockham accepts the
necessity of the present and the thesis that if something is really a
given way and can be otherwise then it can change from the first way
to the second. Thus, he has the conceptual resources to distinguish
between what is possible, holding constant the way things now are,
and what was, is, or will be possible at any time.
There has been (and is) much discussion of whether Ockham’s as-

of-nowconsequences are good just in case the correspondingmaterial
conditional (in the twentieth-century sense) is true. This discussion
has been fueled by interest in whether Ockham has a conception
of material implication, and that in turn by interest in how much
of our own “classical” sentential calculus he accepts. It is uncon-
troversial that Ockham thinks valid consequence preserves truth –
there are no acceptable consequences whose antecedents are true
and consequents not true – but, I suggest, this necessary condition
is not a sufficient condition even for valid consequence as of now.
Ockham’s language in dealing with all types of consequence is in-
variablymodal, and if we attend to it we can find cases in which even
the as-of-now consequenceswould be falsewhilematerial condition-
als in the twentieth-century sense would be true. Counterexamples
would come from situations in which, although a sentence is true
as of now, it can be false as of now. Future contingent sentences pro-
vide such cases. Consider the consequence ‘Mother Teresa has died;
therefore, the Antichrist will come.’ The antecedent is true and so, if
the usual interpretations of Christian scripture are to be believed, is
the consequent. Hence, the material conditional formed from them
is true. But the antecedent is really (secundum rem) about the present
or past and so is necessary as of now. The consequent, however, is
really about the future and so, although true, is contingent as of
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now. If Ockham means the modalities in his account of as-of-now
consequence, one would expect him to reject consequences like my
example on the ground that even as of now it is possible for the
antecedent to be true and the consequent false.
For Ockham, a consequence is simply valid if at no time will it

be possible for its antecedent to be true and its consequent false.
One might understand this to be a loose way of saying an inference
is simply valid if it neither was, is, nor will be possible for its an-
tecedent to be true without its consequent being true. But Ockham’s
explicit use of the future tense in his explanation of simple conse-
quence is backed up by his acceptance (in SL III-3.6) as simply valid
of inferences in which the antecedent never could have been false
but the consequent could have been false, though it no longer can
be or become false. These strongly suggest that Ockham thinks an
inference simply valid if it is now impossible for its consequent to
be or become false while its antecedent remains true.
Ockham takes true sentences really about the (actual) present and

the past to express what is necessary in his strongest and most ba-
sic sense. But there is a distinction between the immutability of
what now makes a sentence true and the immutable truth of that
sentence. The same sentence may describe different situations at
different times and, if some of the situations it comes to describe
do not obtain as it describes them to obtain, then the sentence may
become false even though what it described earlier may have been
and be immutably so. Consider, for example, ‘The Antichrist has
not existed.’ This is a true sentence about the past and what it now
claims is now unpreventable. But after the Antichrist comes to be,
that sentence will be false. Of course it will not be that what the
sentence now claims will have ceased to be so but rather that the
sentence will then make a different claim that includes more time,
and that stronger claim will be false. Ockham, I suggest, would ad-
mit ‘God exists; therefore, the Antichrist has not existed’ as a good
consequence as of now because what the consequent claims is as of
now just as necessary as God’s existence. But whereas the sentence
‘God exists’ will be necessarily true whenever it is formed, the sen-
tence ‘The Antichrist has not existed’ will not. Hence the inference
is not simply valid.
Among simply valid consequencesOckhamdistinguishes between

those that are formally valid and those that are materially valid.
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These are valid in the same sense of ‘valid,’ and the very existence of
materially valid inferences in that sense shows that Ockham’s logic
is not (merely?) a formal logic. Nevertheless formally valid infer-
ences are by far the most important class of simply valid inferences
from a logician’s perspective. The distinction between the form and
thematter of sentences was a traditional one by Ockham’s time. The
matter of a sentence is its categorematic terms; the form is the ma-
trix of syncategoremata (including the copula) in which these terms
are embedded. Traditionally, a consequence would be formally valid
if its validity could be determined from the forms of its sentences no
matter what categorematic terms were involved. It would be materi-
ally valid if its validity depended upon semantic relationships among
the terms that were not indicated in the formal structure of the sen-
tences. This is, for example how we find the distinction in figures
like Buridan and Albert of Saxony. In Ockham, however, matters are
complicated by what in the current state of our knowledge seems to
be one of his more idiosyncratic logical projects: his reworking of the
theory of topical “middles” (media).
Ockham divides consequences into those that hold through ex-

trinsic middles and those that hold through intrinsic middles. As
I understand his cryptic remarks in SL III-3.1, he is claiming that
material consequences hold because of features of the categorematic
terms of the individual sentences involved that give those sentences
the truth values and themodal status they have. Ockham’s examples
of material consequences are always cases in which the antecedent
is impossible or the consequent necessary, and in SL III-3.38 he ex-
plicitly says that the rules ‘From the impossible anything follows’
and ‘The necessary follows from anything’ yield consequences that
are not formal. Formal consequences, on the other hand, hold im-
mediately or mediately through a general rule. They hold mediately
through a general rule if they hold because of some implicit rela-
tionship among the terms that has to be made explicit in order for
a general rule to apply. Ockham’s favorite example is ‘Socrates does
not run; therefore, a human does not run.’ What needs to be made
explicit here is that Socrates is a human. Once that is made explicit,
we have an expository syllogism governed by the general rules of the
expository syllogism.
Formal consequences that hold immediately through a general rule

are as perfect as inferences get. Ockham suggests9 all syllogisms hold
through such general rules. There was a continuing debate among
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medieval logicians about whether syllogisms require justification by
some rule. In Ockham’s own time, Richard Campsall held that they
do not and Walter Burley seems to have held that they do. Ockham,
I think, implicitly sides with Burley.
Ockham insists that when the subject of a modal sentence is a

discrete term, the divided-sense reading and the composite-sense
reading of the sentence are equivalent. He uses this basic fact to
establish other relationships. For example, he argues that from an
indefinite sentence de possibili (that is, with ‘can be’ as the cop-
ula) in the composite sense to the corresponding indefinite sentence
in the divided sense is a valid consequence if the subject of the
divided-sense sentence has displaced supposition.10 His procedure
is to take as an arbitrary example the sentence ‘This is possible:
a white thing is sweet.’ He then claims that if this is true, then
so are ‘This is possible: That is a white thing’ and ‘This is possi-
ble: That is a sweet thing’ where ‘that’ picks out the same thing
in both cases. But then so are these true: ‘That can be white’ and
‘That can be sweet’ where ‘that’ picks out the same thing in both
cases. But from these it follows ‘A white thing can be sweet.’ We
have to read the subject of this last sentence with displaced supposi-
tion because there is no guarantee that what is picked out by ‘that’
in the intermediate singular sentences is something that actually
exists.
Ockham’s syllogistic for modal sentences in the composite sense

is generated by applying general rules of modal consequence to as-
sertoric syllogisms, and it is in the context of modal syllogistic that
he states the basic rules he needs as follows:

(1) If the premises of a valid argument are necessary, so is the
conclusion.11

(2) If the premises of a valid argument are possible and compossi-
ble, then the conclusion is possible.12

(3) If the premises of a valid argument are contingent and compossi-
ble, then the conclusion is contingent.13

In his discussion of modal consequences more generally he also
states the crucial ‘weakening’ rules for modalities as follows:

(4) A necessary sentence, whether in the composite or the divided
sense, always entails the corresponding assertoric sentence.14

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

48 the cambridge companion to ockham

(5) An assertoric sentence entails the corresponding possible
sentence.15

He explicitly combines these rules to conclude that a necessary sen-
tence entails the corresponding possible sentence.16

vi. syllogisms

By far the most important class of formally valid inferences in
Ockham’s eyes are the syllogistic inferences. In making syllogisms
central to his account of formally valid inference, he is distinguished
from, for example, Walter Burley. In SL, Ockham spends on general
nonsyllogistic inference about as much space as Burley spends in
his On the Purity of the Art of Logic (probably written in reply) on
syllogistic inference; Burley spends twelve lines.
The logic of the assertoric syllogism was well understood by

Ockham’s time and, although his presentation is not always stan-
dard, I know of nothing important he adds to it. Modal syllogistic
was, however, still a subject under rapid development, and Ockham
advances it considerably.
As we saw in Section IV, Ockham distinguishes sharply between

modal sentences in the composite and in the divided sense. Some
authors in his own time and some earlier had argued that only one of
thesewas properly speaking the province ofmodal logic, butOckham
thinks otherwise. He classifies and examines the entire set of syllo-
gisms that can be formedwhen premises and conclusion are all taken
in one of the two ways and a collection of mixed syllogisms in which
one premise or neither is taken in the same sense as the conclusion.
Thenumber of such syllogisms is staggering, and althoughOckham

does consider a large number of cases his analysis seems to rest on
a relatively small number of central ideas. It is on these I will focus
here.
As we saw in Section IV, a modal sentence in the divided sense

is equivocal. It has one reading in which its subject term stands for
whatever it would stand for if the copula were not modal, and an-
other reading inwhich the subject term is affected by themode of the
copula so that if a is the subject term and m the modality involved
in the copula, the subject terms stands for what ism-ly a. The pred-
icate term is always affected by the mode of the copula in this way.
Now there are formal relations among modally affected terms. All
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things that are necessarily a are a and all a are possibly a. All things
that are contingently a are a. The converses do not hold. Again all
things that are contingently a are contingently non-a, and the con-
verse does hold.
If I understand correctly Ockham’s analysis of the syllogistic with

all sentences in the divided sense, it can be obtained by treating ‘a,’
‘things that are necessarily a,’ ‘things that are contingently a,’ and
‘things that are possibly a’ as distinct terms related by the logical
relations just cataloged and treating a modal sentence in the divided
sense as an assertoric sentence with the appropriately modal predi-
cate term and the appropriate subject term. Once the sentences have
been transformed in this way, the entire modal syllogistic in the di-
vided sense reduces to the ordinary assertoric syllogistic using these
special terms and drawing such immediate inferences as the relations
among these terms allow.
The logic of the uniform composite sensemodal syllogistic is simi-

larly straightforward. It is obtained by taking the standard assertoric
syllogistic and applying to each of its valid syllogisms the general
rules of modal consequence sketched at the end of Section V.
The theory of modal syllogisms with one premise taken in each

sense, or with a conclusion taken in a different sense from the premi-
ses, is more complex. Ockham relies on two basic techniques. One is
to see if the syllogism in question can be obtained by strengthening
a premise or weakening the conclusion of a uniform syllogism and
using one of the rules relatingmodal sentences in the two senses. The
other is to analyze the truth conditions of the sentences in terms of
singulars and determine validity in the way illustrated in Section V.
There has been considerable twentieth-century debate aboutwhich

modal system comes closest to capturing the structure of Ockham’s
modal theory. We saw that Ockham accepts the principle that if the
premises of a valid argument are necessary so is the conclusion, and
the principle that if a sentence is necessary, then it is true. He also ac-
cepts the view that the principles of nonmodal logic are themselves
necessarily true. If we suppose that he has a full sentential calculus,
we have then attributed to him all that is required for the modern
system T.
Ockham’s modal syllogistic is a remarkable accomplishment. But

modal syllogistic is only a first degree fragment of amodal logic in the
twentieth-century sense. Ockham does not consider cases in which
modalities are embedded inside others, nor cases in which copulas
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are both tensed and modal. Consideration of his explicit theory of
modal inference thus leaves unanswered some of the basic questions
about his conception of modality. To answer these we must look at
the interaction between time and modality in Ockham’s picture.
Ockham thinks the past necessary.17Moreover, he thinks that hav-

ing in its consequent a claim about the past (and so necessary in
the way the past is necessary) makes a consequence simply valid.18

Thus, the kind of necessity the past has is the kind involved in the
account of simple consequence. What is past changes over time.
Hence, what is necessary in the way the past is necessary changes
over time. The past changes by addition. What was past remains
past, but new items become past. Thus, as time passes, there are
new necessities and the foreclosure of old possibilities. Hence, the
fact that something is possible does not guarantee that it will con-
tinue to be possible. We cannot attribute to Ockham the view that
if something is possible it is necessarily possible, the characteristic
axiom of the modal system S5. What of the principle that what is
necessary is necessarily necessary? Once a singular or particular af-
firmative sentence about the past has been true, it stays true (though
the subject of the particular may have to be understood with its dis-
placed rather than its default supposition). Its negation becomes and
stays impossible. The same is not true for universal sentences. If
something which was, was white, then nothing can undo that. But
even if nothing was white, the next thing may be, and if it is, then
forever after that something will have been white. Thus, we can-
not attribute the principle that if a sentence is necessarily true it
is necessarily necessarily true to Ockham in an unrestricted way.
But the difference here between Ockham and the modern advocates
of S4 has nothing much to do with their views on modality. It is
because Ockham’s basic categorical sentences are tensed and can
take different truth values at different times that Ockham cannot
accept the usual statement of the necessary necessity of the neces-
sary. I suggest that Ockham’s modal conception is in the S4 family
but think much more work will be required to spell it out with any
precision.

vii. conclusion

Ockhamdid not do his logical work in a vacuum.Hewas the heir to a
strong tradition of thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century English
logic. His great older contemporary Walter Burley peeks out from
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many pages of his work, and some of Ockham’s discussions only
make sense against the background of Burley.19

But Ockham was a great logician. His consistent development of
his semantics, his working out of the modal conception of conse-
quence in a tensed framework, his discussion of future contingents,
and especially his development of what may be the most compre-
hensive modal syllogistic of the Middle Ages all manifest his acu-
men and skill. Ockham was a great logician but not always a careful
or a clear one. The sheer volume of his technical writing between
1319 and 1324 attests to his working very quickly indeed. It is no
surprise, then, that he left unresolved several problems that later
writers took very seriously. Many of these concerned his semantic
program, and there was much later work indebted to his discussion
of basic semantic relations like supposition. Some others concerned
just what it was that modal sentences in the composite sense were
about. Ockham talks as though these are claims about the modal
status sentences would have if they were formed. But he has no ac-
count of the conditional used in that very formulation, and it does
not on the face of it seem very plausible. His successors divided into
strict inscriptionalists like Buridan and those, like AdamWodeham,
who introduced unusual ways in which dicta signified – ways that
seductively invited reification as abstract objects. Some of Ockham’s
other loose ends concerned the nature and structure of consequence
itself. His complex overlapping divisions of the consequence rela-
tion invited restructuring, his casual development of general rules of
consequence in the context of his syllogistic invited a more elegant
presentation, and his emphasis on syllogistic was already beginning
to seem a bit old-fashioned in his own time. Perhaps it was in part be-
cause his work combined intellectual power with a certain stylistic
looseness that it was well suited to be central to a research program.
And central it was. There are over sixty-five manuscripts of SL, and
it was edited at Oxford as late at 1675. One still finds the echoes
of Ockham’s semantics at the beginning of Hobbes’s Leviathan. We
still have much to learn from Ockham’s discussions of time and of
modality and from his articulation of the view that consequence it-
self is wider than our formal reconstructions of it.

notes

1 Scotus 1639, 1.273–341.
2 SL I.3.
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3 SL I.4.
4 Ibid.
5 See, for example, Panaccio in Chap. 3, Secs. I and III, and Spade in
Chap. 5.

6 SL II.9.
7 Ibid.
8 SL II.32.
9 SL III-3.1.

10 SL III-3.10 (633–4).
11 SL III-1.20 (412–3).
12 SL III-1.23 (419).
13 SL III-1.26.
14 SL III-3.11.
15 Ibid.
16 SL III-3.12.
17 For example, Quodl. II.5.
18 SL III-3.6 (608).
19 For example, that of the Liar Paradox at SL III-3.46.
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3 Semantics
and Mental Language

At the outset of SL, Ockham endorses Boethius’s old distinction bet-
ween three sorts of discourse: written, spoken, and mental. The first
two, he explains, are physically perceptible, whether by the eye or by
the ear, and are made up of conventional signs. The units of mental
language, by contrast, are concepts. They are internal to thinking
minds, and their signification is natural rather than conventional.
Being mental, they are not directly perceptible – at least not in this
world – to anybody but the person who internally produces them in
the course of his or her private thinking. But being originally acquired
as the result of a natural process, they are nevertheless strongly sim-
ilar – and identically organized – from one human being to another.
Although it is not a public medium of communication, mental lan-
guage is potentially common to all. Mental language is prior to, and
underlies, every reasonable speech utterance and provides it with
meaning. Ockham’s semantical theory, as presented in SL and else-
where, is primarily an explication of the various ways in which the
natural conceptual signs that constitute the language of thought are
linked with their external referents; and secondarily, of the ways in
which conventional discourse is derived from this mental language.
The theory of signification and other semantical properties such as

connotation or supposition thus turn out to be essential, inOckham’s
framework, to understanding the intellectual working of the mind.
They are expected to provide a detailed account of how concepts,
as natural signs, can be legitimately assembled into mental proposi-
tions describing the world, which are the direct objects of belief and
knowledge and the basic units of human reasoning.
In conformity with the requirements of nominalism, the theory is

supposed to admit nothing but singular entities, whether in themind
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Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

54 the cambridge companion to ockham

itself or out there in the external world. This is, actually, the most
salient feature ofOckham’s semantics. Themain problem for a nomi-
nalist like Ockham, who wanted to avoid ontological commitment
to real universals in the world, is to account in detail for generality
in thought and language without accepting at any point anything
but irreducibly singular beings. Ockham intended to achieve just
that by founding external language on mental language and then by
explaining the representational capacities of the latter exclusively in
terms of various meaning relations linking certain singular entities
in the mind – the concepts – with their singular referents.

i. primary signification

Some of the semantical properties called upon in this endeavor are
attributed by Ockham to single terms in themselves prior to their
being inserted into propositions, whereas another property is said
to characterize terms only when they occur as parts of propositions.
The former are the basic ones: primary signification and connotation
(or secondary signification), whereas the latter, called ‘supposition,’
is derived and context-dependent.
Signification, here, is themain notion. At variance with the termi-

nology of most of his predecessors, Ockham does not treat significa-
tion as a relation between spokenwords and the underlying concepts.
Signification, for him, first and foremost, belongs to the component
units ofmental language: it is the relation that holds between natural
signs within a particularmind and the outer things they represent for
that mind. Spoken and written words receive their signification only
derivatively through the following process: a certain spoken sound is
conventionally associated with – “subordinated to,” Ockham says –
a given concept by a particular speaker or group of speakers, and as a
result, it thereafter starts conventionally signifying for these speak-
ers whatever it is the concept naturally signifies.1 The spoken word
‘horse,’ for example, will not be said to signify the corresponding
concept, as Aristotle had proposed in On Interpretation 1.16a3–4,
nor, of course, a common nature, because nothing of the sort ex-
ists for Ockham, but the external singular horses themselves, just
as the concept did: through being conventionally subordinated to a
mental term, the spoken sound inherits the latter’s significates.Mu-
tatis mutandis the process is iterated from spoken to written words.
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Figure 3.1. Natural and conventional signification.

Ultimately, the conventional significations of all external words are
made to rest on the natural signification of conceptual tokens.
Not all mental terms, though, are endowed with signification in

the proper sense. Ockham sees mental language as displaying a fine-
grained grammatical structure very similar to that of spoken
languages with not only names and verbs in it but also adverbs, con-
junctions, and prepositions.2 There are, in particular, mental equi-
valents for such words as ‘every,’ ‘no,’ ‘from,’ ‘except,’ ‘insofar as,’
and so forth, that do not by themselves represent any distinct real-
ity but are used in propositional contexts to determine the modes of
reference of names and verbs and the logical structure of the propo-
sitions. These purely functional units are called syncategorematic
terms, and the others – terms like ‘horse,’ ‘white,’ ‘whiteness,’ ‘to
run,’ and so on – are the categorematic ones, the dividing line be-
ing precisely that the latter do signify distinct things by themselves,
whereas the former do not.3

Categorematic concepts constitute the basic blocks of mental lan-
guage.What Ockham calls their primary signification simply is their
relation to every distinct object they are true of. ‘Horse,’ for exam-
ple, primarily signifies every single horse; ‘white’ primarily signifies
every single white thing; ‘whiteness’ primarily signifies every single
whiteness (Ockham admits singular qualities in his ontology); and
the verb ‘to run’ primarily signifies everything that runs. In short,
the primary significates of a mental categorematic term are all the
singular things that this term represents in the mind in such a way
that it can stand for them in a mental proposition. In the case of
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general terms, primary signification is a one-many relation between
a certain conceptual token and several individuals in the world; it
is closely akin to what modern philosophers have called “multiple
denotation” or “plural reference.”
Ockham further distinguishes between primary signification in

the strictest sense and primary signification in a wider sense.4 In the
narrow sense, a given term is said to signify primarily only entities
that actually exist at the time of utterance: only actual and presently
existing horses, for example, in the case of ‘horse.’ In the wider sense,
however, it is admissible to say the term primarily signifies past,
future, and evenmerely possible individuals as well: ‘horse’ can thus
be said to signify primarily in the wide sense not only presently
existing horses but also all past, future, and merely possible horses.
Through the acceptance of this wider relation, Ockham turns out to
be committed to attributing a certain ontological status to past and
future beings, and even tomere possibilia.5 This does not run counter
to his nominalism, though, for the extra ontological commitment
still extends to nothing but individuals.

ii. connotation

Among categorematic terms, some have only a primary significa-
tion, whereas others, in addition, have a secondary signification,
or connotation.6 The former Ockham calls absolute terms. They
correspond, in modern philosophical terminology, to natural kind
terms, such as ‘man,’ ‘horse,’ ‘animal,’ ‘tulip,’ ‘flower,’ and so forth.
What characterizes them is that each one signifies all its significates
in exactly the sameway and can indifferently stand for any of them in
propositions. Consider ‘horse,’ for example. According to Ockham,
it signifies nothing but horses; and every horse it signifies equally:
it can stand for any of them in propositions such as ‘Every horse is a
mammal,’ ‘Some horses are white,’ or ‘Bucephalus is a horse.’
A connotative term, by contrast, has at least two series of signi-

ficates. Like absolute terms, it has primary significates such as red
things in the case of ‘red’ and horsemen in the case of ‘horseman’;
but in addition it also refers the mind, in virtue of its very meaning,
to some other singular beings in the world, for which it normally
will not stand in propositions (e.g., rednesses in the case of ‘red’ and
horses in the case of ‘horseman’). Those are said to be its secondary
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significates or connotata. In mental as well as in spoken languages,
the class of connotative terms is very extensive for Ockham – much
more than that of absolute ones. It includes all concrete qualitative
terms such as ‘red,’ all relational terms (‘father,’ for instance, prima-
rily signifies all fathers and connotes their children), many psycho-
logical, semantical, and moral terms such as ‘intellect,’ ‘will,’ ‘true,’
‘good,’ and so forth, all quantitative and dimensional terms such as
‘figure,’ ‘length,’ ‘solid,’ and so on, and generally, Ockham says, “all
the expressions in the categories other than substance and quality.”7

One salient difference between absolute and connotative terms
in Ockham’s view is that the former can never be completely de-
fined, whereas the latter can. Because absolute terms refer equally
to whatever it is they signify, their meaning cannot adequately be
broken into ordered sequences of other terms. For any connotative
termC, on the contrary, there is in the same language a unique com-
plex expression E such that E is a complete nominal definition of
C. ‘White,’ for example, is defined as ‘something having a white-
ness’ and ‘cause’ as ‘something upon the existence of which another
thing follows.’8 In such definitions, Ockham explains, the secondary
significates of the defined connotative term are normally referred
to by some grammatical complements; whitenesses, for example,
are explicitly referred to by the term ‘whiteness,’ which occurs as a
grammatical complement in the definition of ‘white’ as ‘something
having a whiteness.’
In view of this special feature, it has often been doubted whether

connotative terms as such should be accepted in mental as well as
in spoken language in Ockham’s best doctrine.9 Because there is no
synonymy in Mentalese for him,10 can it not be concluded that all
connotative terms should be represented in the mind by their ex-
plicit nominal definitions? The consequences of this would be far-
reaching: the only categorematic terms in the natural language of
thought would be absolute, and all the rest could be considered logi-
cal constructions out of these. But this, in fact, is not what Ockham
says. The distinction between absolute and connotative simple terms
is registered by him among those that are present in mental as well
as in conventional language,11 and more than once does he expli-
citly refer to simple connotative concepts in the mind.12 The type of
synonymy Ockham wants to exclude from mental language is only
synonymy between simple terms; he has no objection – quite to the
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contrary – to the coexistence in Mentalese of a simple connotative
term with its complex nominal definition.
The philosophical role of Ockham’s distinction between primary

and secondary signification is to rarefy the ontology, not the men-
tal apparatus for knowledge. Ockham’s project is to explicate all se-
mantical and epistemological features – truth values, for instance –
in terms of relations between sign-tokens and singular objects of the
world.Nothing preventsmore than one such relation frombeing con-
sidered basic in the process. The duality of primary and secondary
signification allows, in fact, for the admittance of a wide array of
nonsynonymous concepts, while avoiding the reification of univer-
sals and other abstract entities. To borrow Quine’s famous example,
‘renate’ (defined as ‘animal with a kidney’) and ‘cordate’ (defined as
‘animal with a heart’) can be admitted as two distinct, nonsynony-
mous simple concepts even though their primary significates are the
same (supposing every renate is a cordate, and conversely); this can
be done without recourse to special abstract properties of renateness
or cordateness simply because the secondary significates of ‘renate’
and ‘cordate’ are not the same: ‘renate’ connotes kidneys; ‘cordate’
connotes hearts. Relational and quantitative concepts, being conno-
tative, can be accepted in the same way without having to enrich the
ontologywith special entities such as relations or quantities. Because
a relational term like ‘father,’ for example, is described as primarily
signifying fathers and secondarily signifying their children, no extra
entity is needed in its explication besides the relata. Connotation
in Ockham’s hands turns out to be a highly effective device in the
service of ontological economy.

iii. supposition

When a categorematic term, whether absolute or connotative, is in-
serted in a proposition as subject or predicate, it thereby acquires a
new semantical property called “supposition,” which is the particu-
lar referential function it receives in the context of this proposition.13

Ockham inherited this doctrine from the thirteenth-century termi-
nist logicians but exploited it in his own way by entrusting it with
a central role in the semantical machinery of his nominalistic sys-
tem. The core intuition here is that the propositional surrounding al-
ways affects, in some way, the reference of the subject and predicate.
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Taking as input the semantical import of the termconsidered in itself
– its signification (primary and secondary) – the propositional con-
text determines the exact set of referents for which the term stands
in this particular proposition and the special way it stands for them.
Ockham’s theory of these phenomena has striking consequences for
ontology and epistemology.
There are three main varieties of supposition for him, and all three

are found inmental aswell as in spoken andwritten languages.14 The
most basic one is personal supposition. It corresponds to the normal
use of a subject or predicate term (whether simple or complex) as
standing for its primary significates. Thus, ‘horse’ is taken in per-
sonal supposition as standing for horses and nothing but horses in
propositions such as ‘All horses are animals,’ ‘Some horses are black,’
‘Some animals are horses,’ ‘No horse is a human,’ and so on. In all
such cases – even when it is accompanied by ‘some’ or ‘no’ – the
categorematic term stands for the same significates but in different
ways according to the logical form of the proposition and the place of
the term in it. Various subdivisions of personal supposition (distribu-
tive, determinate, confused . . . ) are thus identified, and their logical
impact is described in some detail.15 The important point here is
that, all across its various modes, personal supposition remains a
referential connection holding, in the context of an actual linguistic
or mental occurrence, between a token of some categorematic term
and the singular beings that term is true of.
It sometimes happens, however, that a term is not used significa-

tively and does not stand for its significates at all. This is the case
when the term is taken in one of the other two main varieties of
supposition: material or simple. If ‘Horse is an English noun’ is to be
accepted as true, for example, ‘horse’ must be taken in this proposi-
tion as standing not for real horses but for spoken or written tokens
of the word ‘horse.’ This is material supposition. When the term
stands nonsignificatively but for natural mental signs rather than
spoken or written ones, as ‘horse’ in ‘Horse is a concept,’ it is said
to be taken in simple supposition. In both cases, the referents are
different from the significates, but they are no less singular, namely
written, spoken, or mental occurrences of signs.
Supposita, then, are always irreducibly singular. This is not to say

they are all actual and presently existing. If the main verb of the
proposition is in the past tense, Ockham holds, the subject and
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predicate terms may supposit (personally or otherwise) for past indi-
viduals that do not exist anymore: in ‘All horses were running,’ the
subject term ‘horses’ may, in one admissible interpretation, be taken
to stand for past horses, some of which might not exist at the time
of utterance.16 The same is true, mutatis mutandis, of propositions
with a future-tense verb (in ‘All horses will run,’ ‘horses’ can – in
one admissible interpretation of the sentence – supposit for future
horses), and even of propositions with amodal auxiliary such as ‘can’
(in ‘All horses can run,’ ‘horses’ can legitimately be interpreted as
standing for all possible horses). Ontologically, it follows from this,
as from Ockham’s theory of signification in the wide sense, that an
ontological status is attributed to past, future, and merely possible
beings, for they all can be referred to in actual propositions, whether
mental, spoken, or written.
As for epistemology, Ockham’s theory of supposition conveys an

intriguing – and far-reaching – picture of how the language of thought
is supposed to work. The distinction between signification and sup-
position; the division of the latter into personal, simple, andmaterial;
the further subdivision of personal supposition into many branches
– all of this is taken to apply to mental as well as to conventional
language. It follows, in particular, that Mentalese is liable in prin-
ciple to certain sorts of semantical ambiguities.17 Ockham in effect
formulates a number of precise rules for determining the supposi-
tion of terms in given propositional contexts – whether it should
be personal, material, or simple, for instance, or whether the term
stands for past, future, or possible individuals in a given occasion. But
these rules crucially leave open some ambiguities. Ockham holds,
for example, that any proposition with an ordinary nonmetalinguis-
tic subject and a metalinguistic predicate (such as ‘Horse is a name,’
‘Horse is a concept,’ or even ‘Horse is a species’) is semantically am-
biguous according to whether the subject term is taken to be in per-
sonal, material, or simple supposition.18 And a similar phenomenon
touches all propositions with a past- or future-tense verb or with
a modal auxiliary19: ‘All white things were white yesterday’ might
mean that everything that is now white was white yesterday (which
is probably false) or that everything that was white yesterday was
then white (which is trivially true). One must conclude that the lan-
guage of thought, for Ockham, is not by itself semantically pure.
Interestingly enough, this seems to invite acknowledgement that a
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person may be confused, on certain occasions, as to what exactly he
or she is actually thinking, but Ockham never developed the point.20

iv. truth conditions

The main function of supposition theory within Ockham’s seman-
tical system is to provide a bridge between signification and truth
value. Signification, as we have seen, is a property of terms consid-
ered in themselves. A proposition as a whole does not signify any-
thing, properly speaking. Ockham refuses to admit special objects in
the world as significates for propositions. The distinctive semantical
property of propositions, instead, is that they are true or false; and
truth and falsity, as Ockham endeavors to show in some detail in
SL II, can be accounted for without enriching the ontology further.
For each basic kind of elementary proposition, truth conditions are
given that solely rest, for ontological import, on the supposition of
their component terms. The process is then extended to complex
propositions such as disjunctions, conjunctions, and so on.
Thus, a necessary and sufficient condition for the truth of a singu-

lar affirmative proposition, such as ‘Bucephalus is a horse,’ Ockham
explains, is that its predicate supposits for what its subject sup-
posits for.21 Similar rules are given for elementary general propo-
sitions from the usual Aristotelian foursome: universal affirmative
(‘All horses run’), universal negative (‘No horse runs’), particular af-
firmative (‘Some horse runs’), and particular negative (‘Some horse
does not run’).22 A universal and negative proposition, for example,
is counted true if and only if its predicate supposits for nothing its
subject supposits for. A particular and affirmative proposition is true
if and only if its predicate supposits for some of the things its subject
supposits for. And so on. An interesting consequence of this set of
rules,which, as amatter of fact,Ockham repeatedly acknowledges, is
that if the subject or predicate supposits for nothing, the proposition
is always false when affirmative, and true when negative, indepen-
dently of whether it is universal, particular, or singular23: ‘A unicorn
is an animal’ comes out as false in this system, and ‘Santa Claus is
not bearded’ as true.
Formulations of this type for truth conditions obviously cannot

have been intended as explications for syncategorematic terms such
as negations and quantifiers (‘no,’ ‘all,’ ‘some,’ etc.) because these
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are freely used byOckham in themetalinguistic wording of the truth
conditions. Their role, instead, is to account for the systematical and
compositional organization of thought and language without further
ontological complication other than what was required for the se-
mantical analysis of single categorematic terms.
Detailed attention is given by Ockham in this context to the truth

conditions for modal propositions, two varieties of which he distin-
guishes according to whether they are taken in the sense of com-
position or in the sense of division.24 A modal proposition, in this
vocabulary, is said to be taken in the sense of composition when the
modality is attributed to the proposition as a whole: ‘It is necessary
that p,’ in this sense, really means ‘That p is necessarily true.’ Once
it is recognized that the subject ‘that p,’ in such cases, hasmaterial or
simple supposition and that it stands, therefore, for certain proposi-
tional tokens, the usual truth conditions are seen to apply to all these
cases without undesirable ontological commitment. In modal sen-
tences taken in the sense of division, on the other hand, themodality
is best expressed, according to Ockham, by an adverb accompanying
the copula, as in ‘Horses necessarily are animals.’ Such a proposition
is said to be true if and only if each singular proposition of the form
‘This horse is an animal’ is necessarily true. Talk about modalities
is ultimately reduced in this case as well as in the preceding, albeit
indirectly, to metalinguistic discourse about certain propositional
tokens.
As for complex propositions – which Ockham collectively calls

“hypothetical” – they are subdivided into species: conditional, con-
junctive, disjunctive, causal, temporal, and local, each being built
out of a plurality of more elementary propositions through the use of
such connectors as ‘if,’ ‘and,’ ‘because,’ and so forth. Their truth con-
ditions are givenmetalinguistically byOckham: conjunctions, for in-
stance, are said to be true if and only if each one of their component
parts is true.25We find in Ockham no attempt, though, to reduce the
whole array of these complex propositions to extensional truth func-
tions, as in today’s standard propositional calculus. A conditional
proposition, for instance, is said by him to be true if and only if its
consequent follows from its antecedent,26 which leaves unreduced
the notion of a proposition “following from” another one. Similarly
the truth conditions for causal propositions leave unreduced the
notion of a causal relation itself, and those of temporal propositions
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leave unreduced the ideas of simultaneity and temporal priority, and
so on.27 But Ockhamwanted tomaintain that causality, temporality,
and place are not needed as independent objects in the process for
all that. Indeed, he dedicated a remarkably large number of pages,
mainly in the context of his physical treatises, to showing, precisely,
that none of these is a thing in itself, but that statements such as
‘A caused B,’ or ‘A is prior to B’ can nevertheless be determinately
true or false.28 The whole structure of propositional discourse is ul-
timately brought to rest, for its truth and falsity, upon the ways in
which the various singular beings of the world are arranged with re-
gard to each other along certain ordered series, such as the causal,
the temporal, and the local ones. The orderings themselves, though,
are denied any independent reality.

v. exponible propositions

Special truth conditions are given – sometimes in detail – by
Ockham for a certain subclass of elementary propositions: those
equivalent to complex propositions (especially conjunctions) despite
having the form of elementary ones (subject+ copula+ predicate).29

These propositions cover a wide variety of interesting cases, includ-
ing, for example, reduplicative propositions (such as ‘All horses qua
horses are animals’), exceptive propositions (‘All horses run except
Bucephalus’), exclusive propositions (‘Only Bucephalus runs’), and
propositions with some special verbs such as ‘to begin,’ ‘to cease,’
and ‘to become.’ Above all, this subclass of elementary propositions
includes all propositions with a connotative subject or predicate,
among which are counted all those that have a negative or fictitious
term in them, such as ‘immaterial’ or ‘unicorn,’ and even more im-
portantly all relational propositions (‘Ais similar to B,’ ‘A caused B,’
‘A gave B to C,’ and so forth). In all such cases, the truth conditions
for the proposition under analysis are given by those of its complex
equivalent.
When the complex equivalent is a conjunction – as in virtually all

of Ockham’s examples – the truth conditions of the original propo-
sition come down to those of the elementary components of this
conjunction. These are then said to be its ‘exponentes.’ Thus, ‘All
horses run except Bucephalus’ is broken into two exponentes: ‘All
horses other than Bucephalus run’ and ‘Bucephalus does not run’30;
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‘A white thing runs’ (where ‘white thing’ is a connotative term de-
fined as ‘something having a whiteness’) is broken into ‘Something
runs’ and ‘This thing has a whiteness’31; ‘Socrates is blind’ (where
‘blind’ is a disguised negative term) is broken into ‘Socrates exists,’
‘Socrates should have sight,’ and ‘Socrates does not have sight.’32

And so on. In each of these cases, the original sentence will be true
if and only if all its exponentes are.
What exactly was the point of such analyses is not an obvious

matter. One attractive answer is that they were meant to reveal the
true logical structure of mental discourse by contrast with that of a
spoken or written utterances. It is very tempting, indeed, for mod-
ern philosophers to view Ockham’s mental language as a semanti-
cally ideal deep structure, in which, among other features, the “ex-
ponible” propositions are explicitly represented by the conjunctions
of their exponentes. But it was not so for the Venerabilis Inceptor
himself. Remember, all propositionswith connotative terms in them
are counted by Ockham among those equivalent to complex ones,
and, accordingly, are broken into exponentes. But, as we have seen
earlier, there are simple connotative terms in Ockham’s mental lan-
guage, and theremust be, therefore, distinct elementary propositions
featuring them as subject or predicate. Even in the internal language
of thought, these are not to be identified with the complex proposi-
tions they are equivalent to in truth conditions.
Actually, the main job of the exponentes in Ockham’s semantics,

to be judged from the numerous examples he gives, is to render con-
spicuous the ontological import of the propositions under analysis,
whether these are mental, spoken, or written. The theory of “ex-
ponible” propositions, in his hands, is a means for ontological, not
psychological, exploration. Take ‘Socrates is white,’ for instance. Its
truth conditions, Ockham says, are given by ‘Socrates exists’ and
‘Socrates has a whiteness.’ The point here is not to eliminate ‘white’
from the basic vocabulary of the language of thought but to provide
for a well-chosen equivalent of the sentence under analysis, an equi-
valent in which everything that is required to exist for this sentence
to be true is explicitly referred to by the new subject and predicate
terms: ‘Socrates’ and ‘whiteness’ in the alleged example.33 ‘All horses
run except Bucephalus,’ to recall another example, is explicated into
‘All horses other than Bucephalus are running’ and ‘Bucephalus is
not running.’ Here the suppositing subjects and predicates within

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Semantics and Mental Language 65

the exponentes are ‘Bucephalus,’ ‘running,’ and the complex term
‘horse other than Bucephalus’; the ontological import of the original
proposition will correspond to whatever has to be supposited for by
any one of these three terms in order for both exponentes to be true.
Such truth conditions, then, are means for clarifying the ontological
commitment associated with exponible propositions: this is done by
looking at the supposition needed for the subjects and predicates of
their exponentes. In the end, the operation is expected to show that
no extra entities besides the singular referents of ordinary categore-
matic terms are required for an adequate understanding of any of
these cases.

vi. universals

From the signification of terms to the truth conditions of proposi-
tions, the whole semantical apparatus we have described so far can
be seen as a sophisticated analyticalmachinery for alleviating the on-
tological commitments of true discourse. It was so used by Ockham,
in fact, in the discussion of a wide array of issues in metaphysics
and philosophy of nature. What he would strive to do in these fields,
characteristically, was to submit the relevant philosophical theses
to close semantical scrutiny and to provide, with the help of his the-
ory of signification and supposition, new readings of well-accepted
Aristotelian or Christian dicta, readings that render them more in-
nocuous for ontology than realist philosophers would have taken
them to be.
Themost salient case is the famous problemof universals, raised by

Porphyry at the outset of his treatiseOn the Predicables (= Isagoge).
Given that there are species and genera, such asman or animal,What
are they? Porphyry asked. Do they exist by themselves out there in
the world or are they mere creatures of the mind? Ockham’s answer
is unequivocal: species and genera are concepts. Which is to say they
are but natural signs within the mind.34 Their generality does not
amount to a special ontological feature they have but to a seman-
tical one: a general concept, after all, is simply a singular mental
occurrence that signifies several other singular entities.
Accordingly, such sentences as ‘Man is a species’ or ‘Animal is a

genus,’ which are standardly accepted as true within the Aristotelian
framework, are interpreted as being about nothing but signs. With

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

66 the cambridge companion to ockham

the technical help of supposition theory, they are read as metalin-
guistic statements about mental discourse. ‘Man is a species’ is true
indeed, Ockham says, but only if the subject term ‘man’ is taken
in simple supposition.35 If ‘man’ were in personal supposition in-
stead, it would stand for singular men; but none of these, of course,
is a species, and hence the adage would turn out to be false. It is
saved, however, by ‘man’ being given simple supposition, for the
term then stands not for men themselves but for (occurrences of) the
mental sign ‘man.’ The predicate term ‘species,’ on the other hand,
is counted by Ockham among names of second intention, which he
defines as names signifying mental signs.36 What the sentence ‘Man
is a species’ should be taken to mean is something like ‘The mental
signman is a sortal concept.’ And that is true.
This is what the American nominalist philosopher Wilfrid Sell-

ars saw as a “major breakthrough” in philosophy due to Ockham:
statements about universals were reinterpreted, thanks to semanti-
cal analysis, as metalinguistic in character.37

There are recalcitrant cases, of course. Ockham’s opponents would
typically mention the following, for example: ‘Man is the most dig-
nified creature.’ Here, they would say, ‘man’ cannot supposit for sin-
gular men because it cannot be true of each man that he is the most
dignified creature. But, on the other hand, ‘man’ cannot be taken
metalinguistically either as suppositing for certain conceptual to-
kens, for it is certainly not true of any conceptual token that it is
the most dignified creature in the world. The only possibility left,
the objector would conclude, is that it supposits for a common na-
ture, and common natures, therefore, should be admitted among the
external referents of mental concepts. Ockham’s strategy in reply
is twofold.38 First, he concedes that the sentence ‘man is the most
dignified creature’ is literally false, for it turns out false whether the
subject term is taken in personal, simple, or material supposition.
But second, he proposes to save it nevertheless by seeing it as a con-
veniently simplified, nonliteral way of speaking: what those who
use the dictum really mean – or should mean – is something more
complicated and cumbersome such as ‘Any man is a more dignified
creature than any creature that is not a man,’ the truth of which does
not require the existence of anything but singular creatures.
In this example, the proposition in need of reformulation is rewrit-

ten in a more explicit way, making it clear that the information it
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purports to convey is about external individuals in the world and
nothing else. In some other cases, though, Ockham favors a met-
alinguistic construal: a proposition such as ‘Man is the only animal
capable of laughing,’ for example, is also reckoned to be literally
false whether ‘man’ is in personal, simple, or material supposition.
But what it is used to convey, according to Ockham, is a true met-
alinguistic assertion such as: ‘The predicate capable of laughing is
true of no animals besides men.’39 In the end, such reformulations
always bring us back either to the ordinary referential use of a general
term as standing for its singular significates (personal supposition)
or to a special self-referential use of the term (simple supposition).
One way or the other, external universals are avoided thanks to se-
mantical analysis.

vii. abstractions

Besides genera and species, some philosophers, in the line of Duns
Scotus, thought it necessary to posit special abstract entities such
as animality, horseness, fatherhood, or even individual abstractions
such as Socrateity (which is the property that differentiates Socrates
from any other human being) to account for the ontological struc-
ture of theworld. But these tooOckhamwould strenuously reduce to
singular substances and qualities through semantical considerations.
His focus here was on the distinction we find in conventional lan-
guages between concrete terms, such as ‘horse,’ ‘white,’ and ‘father’
and their abstract counterparts.40 It is not to be supposed, Ockham
insisted, that the availability of such linguistic couples generally
reveals a corresponding duality between concrete and abstract enti-
ties. First of all, the very unity of the distinction is merely verbal and
hangs on superficial features of written and spokenwords: a concrete
term and its abstract counterpart “have the same stem, but differ in
ending,”41 as for ‘horse’/’horseness,’ ‘father’/‘fatherhood,’ and the
like; often, but not always, the abstract terms will have more sylla-
bles than the concrete ones, and typical endings too, such as ‘-ity,’
‘-ness,’ or ‘-hood’ in English. These superficial regularities, however,
are misleading and correspond to no uniform semantical distinction.
Ockham in effect identifies four differentmodes of relations that can
be found between the signification of concrete words and that of the
corresponding abstract ones.
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In some cases (this is the first of the four modes) the concrete
and the abstract terms do signify (primarily or secondarily) differ-
ent things. ‘White,’ for example, primarily signifies white things,
whereas ‘whiteness’ primarily signifies theirwhitenesses; andwhite-
nesses are not themselves white. In all such cases, the significates of
both terms, however distinct from one another, will never be any-
thing but singular beings: white things are but singular substances,
and whitenesses are singular qualities.
It sometimes happens, on the other hand (this is the secondmode),

that the concrete and the corresponding abstract terms are wholly
synonymous, according to Ockham,42 in which cases (this is
Ockham’s definition of synonymy) nothing is signified by one of
them, primarily or secondarily, that is not signified in exactly the
samewayby the other one. Salient and intriguing examples of this are
provided by such couples as ‘horse’/‘horseness’ or ‘animal’/‘anima-
lity.’ Horseness and animality, contrary to whiteness or virtue, are
not accidents of substances. They are not something that a horse or
an animal has. If they are anything at all, they are to be identified,
Ockham insists, with the singular horses or animals themselves; the
abstract names, therefore, should not be taken as referring to any-
thing not referred to in the same way by their concrete counterparts.
Both terms in such cases are legitimately interpredicable: sentences
such as ‘A horse is a horseness’ or ‘Horsenesses are horses,’ however
surprising, are thus counted true.
Ockham significantly ranges under this samemodemany concrete

and abstract terms from the Aristotelian categories of quantity and
relation. The term ‘quantity’ itself, for example, is nothing in his eyes
but a verbal variant in the guise of an abstract term for its concrete
counterpart ‘quantum.’ A “quantum,” in Ockham’s terminology, is
anything that has parts outside parts, and exactly the same is true of
a quantity: a material body can indifferently be said to be a quantum
or a quantity. Pairs of relational terms such as ‘father’/‘fatherhood’
or ‘cause’/‘causality’ are treated in the same way. Quantities and
relations are thus reduced to substances and qualities.
The third mode is especially interesting. It has to do with pairs of

concrete and abstract terms that, although not synonymous to one
another, ultimately refer nevertheless to the very same objects.43
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This is possible because in some cases the abstract word is but
a verbal abbreviation for a complex expression incorporating the con-
crete name plus some syncategorematic terms or adverbial qualifica-
tions. ‘Manhood,’ for instance, might mean in some uses something
like ‘man qua man’ or ‘man necessarily.’ ‘Manhood runs’ will then
be false even if ‘A man runs,’ or even ‘All men run’ were true, sim-
ply because men do not necessarily run. Some differences in truth
values are thus accounted for without postulating extra referents on
one side or the other.
Finally, it happens that an abstract name is sometimes really a

collective term capable of standing for many of the significates of
its concrete counterpart taken together.44 ‘People’ and ‘popular’ pro-
vide an example of this. Both refer to nothing but men, but although
a single man might be said to be popular, none can be said to be a
people by himself. In this case, as in the previous ones, the verbal
distinction between concrete and abstract terms is given a semanti-
cal interpretation that requires no special abstract referents distinct
from ordinary singular substances and qualities.

viii. pseudonames

The first and fourth modes of distinction between concrete and ab-
stract terms in conventional languages correspond to genuine dis-
tinctions in mental language: ‘white’ and ‘whiteness,’ for example,
are respectively subordinated to distinct concepts, and so are ‘popu-
lar’ and ‘people’. The second mode constitutes a merely verbal re-
dundancy because the concrete and abstract terms, in this case, are
wholly synonymous. The third mode, however, is very special with
regard to the semantical correspondence between conventional and
mental discourse. It instantiates, in Ockham’s eyes, a more general
linguistic phenomenon that deserves special attention in itself be-
cause it is frequent in the practice of ordinary languages and poten-
tially very misleading in philosophy:

For the speakers of a language can, if they wish, use one locution in place
of several. Thus, in place of the complex expression ‘every man’, I could use
‘A’; and in place of the complex expression ‘man alone’, I could use ‘B’, and
so on with other expressions.45
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This is what happens when a single abstract word such as ‘man-
hood’ is used in place of a complex sequence involving an adverbial
qualification such as ‘man necessarily’.
In such cases, the abbreviated complex sequence does not always

constitute a genuine logical unit and is not always subordinated to a
single concept. The sequence ‘man necessarily’ is precisely a case in
point: the modal adverb ‘necessarily’ in a sentence such as ‘Man nec-
essarily is rational’ is not part of the subject at all, and the sequence
‘man necessarily,’ in effect, is logically adventitious. This does not
prevent any given speaker or group of speakers from abbreviating it
into a singleword in such a sentence or in any otherwhere it is found.
But this possibility exists only for conventional discourse. In mental
language, ‘man’ and ‘necessarily’ are naturally kept apart and never
merge into one single concept.
This is how pseudonames are created in spoken and written lan-

guages. They are single conventional words that superficially belong
to the grammatical category of nouns but are not subordinated to
genuine conceptual names, whether proper or common, and which,
moreover, are not even subordinated to a well-arranged conceptual
sequence capable of being by itself a subject or predicate in a men-
tal proposition. Ockham is quite explicit about such phenomena in
his Treatise on Quantity, in which he discusses quantitative and
physical terms such as ‘point,’ ‘line,’ ‘surface,’ ‘instant,’ ‘change,’
‘generation,’ and so on.46 None of these, he says has “the precise
strength of a name.” If they did, one would have to concede that
there exists something they signify and which they can stand for in
true propositions. But the ontological commitment is avoided in this
situation by seeing that the relevant terms are mere abbreviations
for complex sequences incorporating adverbs, prepositions, conjunc-
tions, or verbs. In literal discourse, Ockham insists, these pseudon-
ames cannot even be used as subjects or predicates of well-formed
propositions. They belong, in fact, to figurative speech. A sentence
like ‘Generation occurs in an instant,’ if found in some authorities,
should not be understood as asserting, as it seems to, a relation be-
tween one determinate thing – a generation – and another one – an
instant – but as a figurative way of saying something like “When a
thing is generated, it is not generated part after part, but the whole
of it is generated simultaneously.”47

These ways of speaking are found by Ockham to be frequent not
only in ordinary language but also in poetry, philosophy, and theology,
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where they are introduced for the sake of prosody, elegance, or brevity.
They are quite legitimate, he thinks, as long as one knowswhat one is
doing, as the ancient authorities did. When simple-minded philoso-
phers start taking such stuff literally, however, numerous and im-
portant mistakes inevitably follow – especially with regard to what
one takes to be the basic furniture of the world.
Ockham provides no explicit set of general rules for unfolding

the meanings of figurative abbreviations of this sort. The interpre-
tation must be based, in each case, on what can be gathered of the
speaker’s intentions and onwhatmakes the best sense in the context.
Most of the time, as his examples show, the philosophical analysis
should deal with complete propositions such as ‘Generation occurs
in an instant’ or ‘Movement is in time,’ rather than with isolated
terms such as ‘generation,’ ‘movement,’ or ‘time’ precisely because
such pseudonames considered in themselves have no determinate
signification.48 Unlike real connotative names, in particular, they
do not have self-sufficient definitions capable of serving as subjects
and predicates in literal sentences. Being but conventional abbrevi-
ations for adventitious sequences, they do not correspond to natural
units of mental language.
It can be gathered from Ockham’s thus relegating such pseudo-

names to figurative speech that in his eyes one necessary condi-
tion for speaking literally or properly is that one’s external utter-
ances should duplicate, at least approximately, the logical
structure of the underlying mental propositions. ‘Generation is in
an instant,’ or ‘Man is the most dignified creature,’ to recall another
sort of example we have met with earlier, both belong to figura-
tive speech precisely because, in the sense in which they are ac-
ceptable, their subjects and predicates do not correspond to those of
the underlying true mental propositions. Mental language, in Ock-
ham’s doctrine, regulates the structure of proper external ways of
speaking.

ix. nominalism and the language
of thought

To sum up, the foundation of Ockham’s whole semantical system is
ontological: only singular beings are accepted as real; only they can
be referred to in any way, whether by natural internal concepts or by
conventional words. Through a wide variety of analytical devices,
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Ockham consistently strives to highlight that only singular beings
are needed for true knowledge and language.
The basic semantical relation in this approach is the natural pri-

mary signification ofmental categorematic terms, which, in the case
of general concepts, is a one-many relation: such a concept natu-
rally signifies all the individuals it is true of. Some concepts, the
connotative ones, have in addition a secondary signification link-
ing them with certain singular beings they are not true of but that
nevertheless they bring to mind obliquely, so to say. When a cate-
gorematic concept is inserted in a proposition as subject or predicate,
it thereby acquires a determinate referential function called supposi-
tion, which in most cases directly derives from its signification and
which in all cases will serve as the basis for the truth conditions
of the proposition. Conventional terms are created through subordi-
nation of spoken sounds to concepts or of written marks to spoken
sounds. Abbreviations and other sorts of verbal reorganizations are
then possible, but they introduce deviations from the logical struc-
ture of the underlying mental discourse and thus open the door to
important mistakes if interpreted literally.
In order to play its regulating role, the internal language of thought

had to be endowed with a general organization very much like that
of conventional languages. Ockham thought that most of the usual
grammatical categories – such as nouns, verbs, adverbs, conjunc-
tions, distinction of singular and plural, and so on – are found inmen-
tal as well as in conventional language. Mental terms, like external
ones, are also divided into categorematic and syncategorematic, ab-
solute and connotative, first intentions and second intentions. And
Mentalese, like spoken discourse, works with the three main va-
rieties of supposition (personal, simple, and material) and with the
various subdivisions of personal supposition as well. Semantical the-
ory was expected to provide a very fine-grained description of the
structure and working of human thought and knowledge.
Of course, there remain some irreducible structural differences be-

tween spoken and mental discourse. Not only is the former articu-
lated into syllables, which, of course, is not the case for Mentalese,
but there are moreover certain superficial grammatical distinctions
that have no relevance for the analysis of internal thought because
they serve no distinct semantical function and, in Ockham’s eyes,
could not have been introduced in the mind in a purely natural way.
This is the case, for example, with genders and declensions49: natural
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concepts are neither masculine nor feminine, and they can have no
distinctive endings such as ‘−us,’ ‘−a,’ or ‘−is’ in Latin. Such super-
ficial distinctions are merely conventional. They are introduced into
communicative languages for the sake of nonsemantical considera-
tions, such as elegance or variety.
This is not to say, however, that mental language is logically ideal

ormaximally economical from a semantical point of view asmodern
philosophers often want formal languages to be. We have seen that
there can be redundancies in Ockham’s Mentalese, because simple
connotative terms can coexist in it with their complex nominal defi-
nitions, and exponible propositions with the conjunctions of their
exponentes; the only form of redundancy explicitly excluded is syn-
onymy between simple terms. Moreover, there may even be certain
sorts of ambiguities in Mentalese, when, for instance, the main verb
of a given mental proposition is in the past or future tense or when
the predicate is a metalinguistic term. Ockham, on the whole, is
much more interested in nominalistic ontological economy than in
the logical purity of human thought.

notes

1 SL I.1. On Ockham’s theory of signification, see Moody 1935, Chap. 3;
Boehner 1946a; Adams 1978, 444–59.

2 SL I.3.
3 Ibid., I.4.
4 See ibid., I.33, where Ockham enumerates several senses of ‘to signify.’
Those we are talking about now are the first two. The third one is dis-
cussed in Sec. II under the label ‘connotation.’ The fourth one corres-
ponds to the loosest possible use of ‘to signify.’

5 Adams 1977; Karger 1980; McGrade 1985. But see Chap. 2, Sec. III in this
volume.

6 SL I.10.
7 Ibid. Quotations from SL I are taken from Loux 1974.
8 SL I.10.
9 Spade 1975 and 1980; Normore 1990.

10 SL I.3.
11 SL I.11: “All divisions we have considered so far apply both to terms
which naturally signify and to terms which are merely conventional
signs.” This obviously includes the distinction between absolute and
connotative simple terms discussed in SL I.10.

12 See for example Sent. I.3.2 (405): “I say that God can be known to us
in a simple connotative and negative concept which is proper to him”;
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ibid., I.3.3 (425): “I say that of the same thing there can be several simple
denominative concepts, because of the diversity of their connotata”; see
alsoQuodl.V.25: “Are absolute, connotative, and relative concepts really
distinct from one another?” On all this, see Panaccio 1990; Tweedale
1992; Goddu 1993.

13 SL I.63. On Ockham’s theory of supposition, see Boehner 1946b;
Swiniarski 1970; Adams 1976.

14 SL I.64.
15 Ibid., I.70–4. For detailed presentations of the theory of modes of per-
sonal supposition and discussions of its interpretation, see Panaccio
1983; Karger 1984; Markosian 1988.

16 SL I.72 ad 1.
17 Spade 1974 and 1980.
18 SL I.65. That all three varieties of supposition are found in mental as
well as in conventional language is explicitly mentioned by Ockham (SL
I.64).

19 SL I.72 ad 1. See also SL II.7.
20 Of course, the confusion between the different interpretations left open
by the semantical rules is not unavoidable; but disambiguation, in such
cases, would seem to require the intervention of certain nonsemantical
features of the situation. Ockham, however, remains mute about this.

21 SL II.2.
22 Ibid., II.3–4.
23 Ibid., I.72 ad 2.
24 Ibid., II.9–10.
25 Ibid., II.32.
26 Ibid., II.31.
27 Ibid., II.34–5.
28 Goddu 1984a.
29 SL II.11–20.
30 Ibid., II.18.
31 Ibid., II.11.
32 Ibid., II.13.
33 ‘To have’ in sentences such as ‘Socrates has a whiteness’ is treated by
Ockham as a kind of copula.

34 Ibid., I.14–15. I leave aside here Ockham’s elaborate critique of realism
with regard to universals to concentrate on his semantical analysis. This
critique is most detailed in Sent. I.2.3–8. On Ockham’s theory of univer-
sals, see Moody 1935, Chap. 3; Adams 1987a, Chaps. 1–4.

35 SL I.65.
36 Ibid., I.12.
37 Sellars 1970, 62.
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39 This is a slight adaptation of an example ibid., ad 2.
40 SL I.5–9.
41 SL I.5.
42 SL I.6.
43 SL I.8.
44 SL I.9.
45 SL I.8.
46 Quant. 1, especially 21–35 (= Birch 1930, 37–65); see Stump 1982, espe-
cially §5.

47 Quant. 1 (31).
48 Ibid., (30).
49 SL I.3.
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david chalmers

4 Is There Synonymy in
Okham’s Mental Language?

William of Ockham’s semantic theory was founded on the idea that
thought takes place in a language not unlike the languages in which
spoken and written communication occur. This mental language
was held to have several features in common with everyday lan-
guages. For example, mental language has simple terms, not unlike
words, out of which complex expressions can be constructed. As
with words, each of these terms has some meaning, or signification;
in fact Ockham held that the signification of everyday words derives
precisely from the signification of mental terms. Furthermore, the
meaning of a mental expression depends directly on the meaning of
its constituent terms, as is the casewith expressions inmore familiar
languages.
As onemight expect, there aremany important differences between

mental language and everyday languages. For example, mental lan-
guages signify their objects naturally rather than conventionally. At
a more concrete level, Ockham suggested that numerous features of
spoken or written language – participles and pronouns, for example
– might not exist in mental language.
Two ubiquitous features of everyday languages are the phenom-

ena of equivocation and synonymy. The first of these is exemplified
in English words such as ‘bank’, which has two entirely different
meanings. The second is exemplified by pairs of terms such as ‘bach-
elor’ and ‘unmarried man,’ which share a common meaning. The
question arises, Are these features also found in mental language? It
seems to be commonly accepted that they are not. Ockham himself
is not entirely clear on the matter, but Trentman and Spade have
argued on the basis of both textual and theoretical considerations,
that the most coherent position broadly compatible with Ockham’s

76
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work is that neither synonymy nor equivocation may occur in men-
tal language.1 I will not discuss equivocation in this paper, for I find
the arguments on that topic persuasive. However, I will argue that
the case against synonymy is not as strong.
My argument for synonymy is largely theoretical, although it also

has a textual element. The theoretical case has a positive and a neg-
ative part. On the positive side, I will argue that there are several
reasons mental synonymy might exist and that a mental language
without synonymy would be relatively clumsy, with several ad hoc
features. On the negative side, I will address various arguments that
have been put forward against the possibility of synonymy and will
try to show they are not conclusive. Textually, I will argue that,
although Ockham appears to deny the possibility of synonymy in
mental language, he also makes remarks that commit him to that
possibility. I do not think my arguments are entirely conclusive, but
I hope to demonstrate that the possibility of mental synonymy is not
as implausible as has sometimes been thought.

i. positive arguments

I.1. Logical Equivalence

The first argument is based on the observation that once certain logi-
cal primitives are admitted into a language, it seems to follow imme-
diately that certain complex expressions are synonymous. Consider,
for example, the English expressions ‘man and (cat or dog)’ and ‘(man
and cat) or (man and dog)’. The parentheses are introduced for clarity
but are not strictly necessary, being straightforwardly replaceable by
longer locutions (for instance, ‘a man with either a cat or a dog’ and
‘either a man with a cat or a man with a dog’). Call the two expres-
sions E1 and E2. It seems apparent that E1 and E2 are synonymous.
It is a straightforward logical inference to go from any proposition
involving E1 to the corresponding sentence involving E2 and vice
versa. It is plain that the two expressions come to exactly the same
thing in the matter of signification.
As it iswithwritten language,2 so it seems it should bewithmental

language – at least in this case.
Mental language presumably has among its simple terms such

logical operators as ‘and’ and ‘or’; if it does not have these, then it
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presumably possesses others with equivalent power, on the basis of
which a similar case could be made. There is no doubt that simple
expressions such as ‘dog’ and ‘cat’ exist in mental language (if not
these, then any simple nouns will do). And there seems no reason
why these expressions and logical operators should not be combined
to form complex expressions. Thus, mental language contains the
expressions ‘man and (dog or cat)’ and ‘(man and dog) or (man and
cat),’ or other expressions that make the same point. These expres-
sions, it seems,must be synonymous for just the reasons given above.
Therefore, there is synonymy in mental language.
There are two paths an opponent of mental synonymy might take

in countering this argument. One could argue that the two expres-
sions are not in fact synonymous, or one could argue that the two
expressions are in fact identical in mental language and thus no syn-
onymy between different expressions need be introduced. I will con-
sider these objections in turn.

I.1.1. the first strategy In SL I.6,3 Ockham says that for two terms
to be synonymous they must signify exactly the same things, and
they must signify these in the same way. An opponent of mental
synonymy might argue that, although the two expressions given in
Section I.1 signify the same things, they signify them in different
ways, and so are not synonymous.
It is not entirely clear what Ockham meant by ‘to signify in the

same way.’ Spade argues that two mental expressions signify in the
same way if and only if they are syntactically equivalent – that is,
if and only if they consist of exactly the same categorematic expres-
sions in exactly the same syntactic constructions.4 If this were the
case, our two given expressions would certainly not be synonymous.
However, it seems to me that this construal of synonymy buys the
conclusion entirely too cheaply by defining mental synonymy out
of existence, and I will argue against it in Section III.2. For now, let
us consider a weaker construal of ‘in the same way.’ This construal
captures our intuition that what is required of synonymy is not just
that two terms signify the same things but that they must signify
the same things. To be more precise, under this construal of syno-
nymy, two terms are synonymous if their equivalence is a priori and
necessary.
This yields a strong criterion for synonymy. The coextensive pair

of terms ‘renate’ and ‘cordate’ fail the test, for example, because
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they are not necessarily coextensive. The coextensive pair of terms
‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ fail the test, for they are not a priori co-
extensive. It is difficult to know whether this criterion corresponds
to Ockham’s intentions, but it seems to capture a large part of our
intuitions behind what is meant by ‘synonymy’ and in particular to
capture the extra strength carried by synonymy compared withmere
coextensiveness. And the logically equivalent pair of terms E1 and
E2 clearly satisfy this criterion.
(Onemight also invoke a criterion according towhich synonymous

terms are those that are substitutable salva veritate even in modal
contexts. I do not use this criterion here because it yields counterin-
tuitive results when combined with the contemporary understand-
ing of necessity: for example, ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ come out
synonymous. But in the medieval understanding of necessity, this
criterion may yield the same results as the preceding criterion.)
An opponent might try to argue that this criterion is not strong

enough: Although the logically equivalent pair of terms satisfies the
criterion, the terms nevertheless signify in subtly different ways.
Thus, our opponent might argue that the two terms are not inter-
substitutable in certain epistemic contexts and are therefore not syn-
onymous. For example, it might be the case that John believes that to
gain admission to the party one must be accompanied by a man with
either a dog or a cat, but John does not believe that to gain admission
to the party onemust be accompanied by either amanwith a dog or a
man with a cat. The reason for this, presumably, would be that John
is not very capable at logic and so has not made the straightforward
inference. Now, we might respond to this by arguing that in fact, if
John has the first belief, he has the second belief whether he knows
it or not. He believes it implicitly, one might say. But for the sake
of argument let us accept that John has the first belief but not the
second. If this is so, it is apparent that in this epistemic context the
two terms are not intersubstitutable.
It seems to me, however, that intersubstitutability in such epis-

temic contexts is too strong a condition to require for synonymy.5

If we admit this as a criterion, it would seem to follow that there
are no synonyms at all. For given any pair of purported synonyms
– for example, ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’ – we can construct
examples like those just given. For example, John might believe that
all bachelors are invited for dinner but might not believe that all un-
married men are invited for dinner – presumably because he is once
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again too muddled to make the required inference. (Again one might
argue that if John has the first belief, he has the second whether he
knows it or not. But because we disallowed this line of reasoning for
the sake of argument in the preceding paragraph, we must equally
disallow it here.) This conclusion shows that the suggested crite-
rion is too strong. In fact, it seems that even Ockham himself would
reject intersubstitutability in epistemic contexts as a criterion for
synonymy, as the following passage demonstrates:

Those synonyms are broadly so called . . . even though not all users believe
them to signify the same [thing] but rather, under a deception, they judge
something to be signified by the one that is not signified by the other.6

It follows that this argument provides no reason to reject the syn-
onymy of E1 and E2 or at least no more reason than there is for
rejecting the synonymy of such terms as ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried
man.’ Logical synonymy seems to be at least as strong as common or
garden-variety conceptual synonymy. So if we want to retain the no-
tion of synonymy at all, we had best admit the possibility of logical
synonymy – at least in written language.
Oncewe have accepted the possibility that the twowritten expres-

sions E1 and E2 are synonymous, it follows that either (a) they are
subordinated to synonymous mental expressions, thus establishing
my case, or (b) they are subordinated to identical mental expressions,
thus saving the game for the opponent of mental synonymy. I will
consider possibility (b) next.

I.1.2. the second strategy An opponent’s second strategy is to ar-
gue that only one expression in mental language is involved here:
The two mental expressions we are labeling ‘man and (cat or dog)’
and ‘(man and cat) or (man and dog)’ are in fact the same expression.
It might be claimed that their appearing to be different expressions
is an artifact of English, not mental language. The different written
expressions E1 and E2 are in fact subordinated to the same mental
expression. To get an idea of how this argument might run, consider
a simpler pair of expressions: ‘man and dog’ and ‘dog and man.’ For
reasons similar to those discussed earlier, these expressions seem to
be synonymous. But an opponent of synonymy could very plausibly
argue that these are not different expressions in mental language at
all, for the only difference between them is one of word order – a

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Synonymy in Mental Language 81

feature that need not be preserved in mental language.7 For exam-
ple, it could well be argued that the term ‘and’ in mental language is
not interpolated sequentially between two terms in a particular or-
der but rather is bound to them both in some symmetrical fashion,
such as a tree structure, or perhaps as a common ending (something
like ‘man-and dog-and,’ where we take it that the two words are
unordered). On this plausible account, the difference in the two ex-
pressions ‘man and dog’ and ‘dog and man’ would not persist into
mental language.
It is difficult to see, however, howwe could apply an argument like

this to more complex cases such as our ‘man and (dog or cat)’ versus
‘(man and dog) or (man and cat).’ These two expressions are not just
superficially different; they are structurally different. One of them
is a conjunction; the other is a disjunction. However we represent
‘and’ and ‘or’ in mental language, they will need to be put together
hierarchically on occasion, and it seems clear that the differences in
their hierarchical order must be represented in mental language.
One way out for our opponent might be to argue that logical ex-

pressions inmental languagemust be reduced to some common form
such as disjunctive normal form. It would then be the case that any
two logically equivalent terms or propositions would be represented
identically. The trouble with this is that it is an ad hoc restriction
that places limits on how mental terms may be combined. On the
face of it, one would take it that if ‘man,’ ‘dog,’ ‘cat,’ ‘and,’ and ‘or’
are admissible mental terms, then ‘man and (dog or cat)’ would be
an admissible expression in mental language; but according to the
present proposal this expression would somehow be debarred from
being formed for no apparent reason other than to preserve a theoreti-
cal claim. Indeed, to place such a restriction on combination of terms
would seem to reduce mental language’s claim to being a language
in the first place, for one of the key properties of language is that
complex expressions can be generated recursively and composition-
ally, whereas according to this proposal, although ‘man’ and ‘dog or
cat’ would be valid mental expressions, ‘man and (dog or cat),’ their
conjunction, would not be. This seems arbitrary and implausible.
It seems much more plausible for mental language to consist of a

set of simple terms that can be combined and recombined without
any limits other than syntactic requirements. In particular, logi-
cal operators ought to be able to combine nominal terms in any
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combination. But once we admit this, no matter what set of logical
operators we choose, logically equivalent nonidentical expressions
will be formable. We might be able to get around certain superficial
differences in structure, such as that in the ‘man and dog’ case, by
proposing certain symmetries in our operators, but there will always
be propositions with different structures that turn out to be logically
identical. One can see this easily by noting, for example, that al-
though there are only four logically distinct truth functional combi-
nations of two propositions, any compositional system will yield an
infinite number of syntactically distinct complex sentences formed
by combining these propositions under truth functional operators.
Logical equivalence is thus endemic in any combinatorial system.
The conclusion is that, given that logical equivalence implies sy-

nonymy, it follows that synonymy will be ubiquitous in mental lan-
guage unless we put highly ad hoc restrictions on the manner in
which mental terms are combined.
Before passing to the next topic, I should respond to a natural ob-

jection, based on textual considerations, that may have occurred to
the reader. This objection notes that, according to Ockham, syn-
onymous written expressions are subordinated to the same mental
expression,8 and thus nomatter what I have just said, the expressions
E1 and E2 must be subordinated to a single expression in mental
language. My response to this is of course to point out that the argu-
ments I am giving for the existence of synonymy in mental language
are equally arguments for the rejection of the claim that synonymous
written expressions are subordinated to the samemental expression.
If there is synonymy in mental language, a more plausible criterion
is that synonymous written expressions must be subordinated to
synonymous mental expressions. Of course, this means I am going
against an explicit claim of Ockham’s, but I am giving a theoretical
argument, after all. I will address this issue further in Section II.

I.2. Conceptual Change

I now pass to a quite different line of argument in favor of mental
synonymy. This argument stems from the observation that many
terms in everyday languages, and presumably in mental language,
undergo gradual changes in meaning. Many current terms do not
mean exactly what they meant fifty years ago. Even within a single
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individual, the meaning of a term can gradually shift over time.
Sometimes it may even occur that two terms that originally had
quite different meanings gradually drift until they mean the same
thing. Perhaps, for instance, when one was a child one used the term
‘stone’ only for small objects, and used the term ‘rock’ for big ones,
but over time one’s use of the term has drifted until now they are
used in exactly the same way, and thus the terms are synonymous.
Nothing in my argument turns on the specific example – all that is
required for the argument is the possibility of this kind of gradual
drift into synonymy taking place, and this seems indisputable.
So let us say that Y and Z are two terms that start out with dif-

ferent meanings but through a continuous process over time come
to mean the same thing. This might even occur without the indi-
vidual’s within whom it is happening being conscious of the drift
to synonymy. He might realize at some later point that ‘stone’ and
‘rock’ are synonymous for him, whereas they were not twenty years
ago, and the drift might have occurred without his realizing it at the
time. Ockham himself endorses the possibility that synonymy may
go unrecognized, in SL I.6, quoted in Section I.1.1.
Now, as these terms gradually drift toward synonymy, what is

happening inmental language? PresumablyY and Zare subordinated
to mental terms Y ′ and Z ′, and Y ′ and Z ′ are also undergoing a slow
drift inmeaning. Nowwhat happens on the daywhen Y and Zfinally
become synonymous? Do the terms Y ′ and Z ′ suddenly become the
same term?Does one of them suddenly disappear so that for example,
Y and Z are now both subordinated to Y ′, and Z ′ is gone? Neither
of these possibilities is strikingly plausible. The process of change is
sufficiently slow that it is hard to imagine any sudden change could
be taking place in mental language. In practice, it will be very hard
to locate a precise moment at which Y and Z become synonymous;
there may be a long period of approximate synonymy before we can
say with confidence that they are definitely synonymous. Are we
to suggest that mental language has hair-trigger sensitivity to the
process and thus at the exact moment when the meanings come to
coincide, a jump suddenly occurs?
It seems at least as plausible to argue that as the drift takes place,

the two mental terms remain distinct, gradually becoming synony-
mous but nevertheless oblivious, at least for a while, to each other’s
presence. It may well be for a long period that the subject does not
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make the expected inferences from propositions involving Y to those
involving Z because he does not consciously realize that the two con-
cepts have become synonymous for him. If the correspondingmental
concepts had become identical, this inferential gap would be harder
to explain. After a time, the subject may consciously realize that
the concepts are synonymous – and perhaps the mental terms will
then be “fused” into one – but until then there seems no reason in
principle why the terms should not be distinct.
The other possibility to be considered is that as Y and Z drift in

meaning, they are subordinated to a series of different terms in men-
tal language, Y ′

1, Y ′
2, . . ., and Z ′

1, Z ′
2, . . .. Upon every change in the

meaning ofY, nomatter how small,Y becomes subordinated to a new
Y ′ in the mental language. Over time, the corresponding Y ′ terms
gradually become more like the Z ′ terms until finally they become
identical. This account has the virtue of avoiding the sudden change
required by the previous story, but it still seems problematic. For a
start, it seems to be extravagant with terms in mental language by
requiring the postulation of a large number of different terms where
we previously needed only two. Further, it does not solve the prob-
lem mentioned earlier of the possible inferential gap in the subject’s
abilities – one would think that if the corresponding concepts have
become identical, any inferences from one to the other would be au-
tomatic. This seems in turn to imply that two terms cannot become
synonymouswithout a subject’s recognizing that fact, which appears
to contradict Ockham’s own claim in SL I.6.
On the balance of things it seems tome that conceptual change pro-

vides a strong argument but not a knockdown argument for mental
synonymy. The opposing story just given seems feasible enough that
it could be the case, although it does raise a serious question about
compatibility with Ockham’s own views on the recognition of syno-
nymy, an issue I discuss further in Section II. However, the story
I sketched of gradual drift into synonymy without identity seems
equally if not more plausible, and gives another reason why mental
synonymy is not an altogether unreasonable idea.

I.3. Efficiency

My final argument in favor of mental synonymy is a pragmatic one.
Ockham, in his writings, gives very little idea about how mental
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language functions – how it enables one to make inferences from
one proposition to another, for instance, or how mental proposi-
tions help determine the actions we take toward the world. We
can imagine, however, that this functioning does not come for free
but takes some work. Evidence for this can be seen in our finding
it harder to make inferences from complex propositions than from
simple propositions. The more complex a proposition, it seems, the
harder it is for our mental system to deal with. Therefore, one might
draw the conclusion that in order for our mental system to func-
tion as well as it can, mental propositions should be as simple as
possible (as long as they are complex enough to express the required
meaning).
Now in mental language, presumably, there are certain complex

expressions that get used repeatedly.9 In the interests of efficient
functioning of the mental system, it might seem advantageous for it
to introduce internal abbreviations for these complex expressions.
Instead of having to deal with expressions like ‘man who cuts cloth
andmakes suits,’ the systemwould only have to dealwith the simple
expression ‘tailor.’ We certainly find this kind of abbreviation useful
in our external practice; I am here suggesting it might have a role
in internal functioning as well. If, as we have supposed, complex ex-
pressions are more difficult for the mind to deal with, the systematic
replacement of these by simple expressionsmight allow a significant
enhancement to our cognitive capacities.
Of course, there would have to be systematic links between a term

and its abbreviation so that thoughts about ‘tailor’ could easily lead
back to conclusions about suits and cloth when necessary. But in-
ferences involving tailors would in general be much easier to make
in this form. The only downside is that we would have introduced
synonymy into mental language, but it seems to me that in this con-
text this is only advantageous. A typical argument against mental
synonymy10 has the form Who needs it? – in other words, What is
the point of mental synonymy if synonyms are truth conditionally
equivalent and so have the same expressive power? Any distinction
between synonyms would be a difference that makes no expressive
difference and sowould be unnecessary inmental language. Here, we
have seen that pragmatic considerations show there might be rele-
vant differences that are not expressive differences. Rather, they are
differences that aid mental function.
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This is obviously not a knockdown argument. For a start, it may
be anachronistic in focusing on the waymental propositions are pro-
cessed – a way of thinking that was not so common in Ockham’s
time. Nevertheless, all that is required to see the point is that comp-
lex mental propositions might be more cumbersome to deal with
than simple ones, and this does not seem to be a particularly ad-
vanced consideration. Of course, the argument is only a plausibility
argument demonstrating why mental synonymy might be a reason-
able thing, and as such is a weaker argument than the two preceding
arguments, but nevertheless it helps in breaking down the intuition
that mental synonymy would be an entirely useless thing.

ii. textual considerations

I nowconsider some textual issues. In particular, Imust confrontwhat
seems to be the strongest argument against synonymy in Ockham’s
mental language: Ockham’s apparent denial on at least one occasion
that mental synonymy exists. This occurs in Quodlibet V.8:

To the principal argument, I say that everything that is an accident of a
mental term is an accident of a spoken term, but not the other way around.
For some [things] are accidents of spoken terms because of the necessity
of signification and expression, and they belong to mental names. Others
are accidents of spoken terms for the sake of the decoration of speech (like
synonyms) and for the sake of well-formedness, and they do not belong to
mental terms.11

Now, it is not entirely clear that this is a blanket denial of the pos-
sibility of mental synonymy. It might alternatively be interpreted
as a denial that synonymy in spoken language is reflected in men-
tal synonymy, leaving open the possibility of mental synonymy that
arises in other ways. Or it might be interpreted as the denial that cer-
tain synonyms in spoken language – those that exist merely for the
sake of decoration – are reflected in mental synonyms, leaving open
the possibility that other (nondecorative) spoken synonyms corre-
spond to mental synonyms. Furthermore, even if we accept this as
a denial of the possibility of mental synonymy, it seems to be the
only occurrence of such a denial in Ockham’s writing, and thus even
Spade (who argues against synonymy in mental language) concedes
the textual support is not as strong as it should be.12
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In any case, I am trying to make a theoretical argument, not a tex-
tual one, about what Ockham should have held, rather than about
what he in fact did hold. In other words, insofar as Ockham can be
seen to have denied the possibility of mental synonymy, my argu-
ments should perhaps be taken more as a criticism of Ockham than
as an interpretation. Of course this is a delicate matter, for if one jet-
tisons too much of Ockham’s theory one runs the risk not so much
of criticizing him as of ignoring him. Nevertheless, I believe the po-
sition I am putting forward is compatible with Ockham’s overall
thrust and only requires the rejection of one or two specific claims. I
will argue that Ockham’s claims on this matter appear to be incon-
sistent, and thus any interpretation must reject some of them. This
interpretation may thus not be worse off than any other.
The other claimofOckham’s that causes problems formental syno-

nymy is his statement on several occasions that synonyms in spoken
or written language are subordinated to identical terms in mental
language. As Spade points out,13 it does not necessarily follow from
this that mental synonyms cannot exist; all that follows is that if
they do exist, they do not have associated synonyms in spoken or
written language. However, this seems too weak a ground to base a
defense of mental synonymy on. For a start, if our mental synonyms
had any written or spoken terms subordinated to them, these terms
would be synonyms, in violation of Ockham’s claim; and on the face
of it it seems reasonable that any given mental term should at least
possibly have an associated written or spoken term. If we were to re-
tainOckham’s claim and to argue formental synonymy,wewould be
committed to the existence of mental terms that could not have as-
sociated spoken orwritten terms, and although this is not impossible
it at least seems ad hoc and unmotivated. Furthermore, my best ev-
idence for the existence of mental synonymy14 came precisely from
the consideration of synonymous spoken or written expressions that
I argued had to be subordinated to different mental expressions.
For these reasons, it is best for the defender of mental synonymy

to argue that Ockham’s claim should be jettisoned along with his
denial (insofar as it is a denial) of mental synonymy. The correct
criterion for synonymy of spoken orwritten terms is that they should
be subordinated to synonymous mental terms rather than that they
be subordinated to identical mental terms. This jettisoning of
Ockham’s claim may reduce this account’s chances of being an
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interpretation of Ockham, but I believe it does not reduce its overall
plausibility.
I come now to the internal tension within Ockham’s text. This

casts further doubt on the subordination of synonymous terms to
identical mental terms and indeed suggests that Ockham may be
committed to the possibility of mental synonymy despite what ap-
pear to be claims to the contrary. In a passage quoted earlier, Ockham
says that

those synonyms are broadly so called . . . even though not all users believe
them to signify the same [thing] but rather, under a deception, they judge
something to be signified by the one that is not signified by the other.15

Ockham goes on to point out that this is the sense of synonymy
with which he is dealing for most of SL. According to this passage,
then, it is possible that a user can judge that ‘That object is an X′

is true and at the same time judge that ‘That object is a Y′ is false
even though the terms X and Y are synonymous. But this implies
that X and Y cannot be subordinated to the same term of mental
language! For if X and Ywere subordinated to the samemental term,
all mental judgments about X ′s and Y ′s would coincide. The two
spoken propositions ‘That object is an X ′ and ‘That object is a Y ′

would be subordinated to identical propositions in mental language,
and it is impossible that one could be judged to be true and the other
simultaneously judged to be false. Therefore, this passage seems to
contradict Ockham’s claim that synonymous terms are subordinated
to identical mental terms.
In fact, if we accept this passage at face value, it is hard not to

draw the conclusion that the terms X and Y must be subordinated
to different but synonymous mental terms (for it is surely impossi-
ble that synonymous spoken or written terms are subordinated to
nonsynonymousmental terms), which would directly establish that
synonymy exists in mental language.
It is difficult to say how we should deal with this contradiction,

or how Ockham would have dealt with it, had it been pointed out
to him. He might have chosen to retract the claim made in this pas-
sage; the opposing claim that synonymous terms are subordinated to
identical mental terms is certainly made more often. On the other
hand, he might have seen the possibility of unrecognized synonymy
in spoken or written language as grounds to reject the claim about
subordination of synonymous terms. In any case, the internal tension
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revealed here further weakens the plausibility of the claim that syn-
onymous terms are subordinated to identicalmental expressions and
indicates the claim might be rejected without too much violence to
the rest of Ockham’s system.
Furthermore, insofar as Ockham’s own claims are inconsistent, it

follows that any consistent interpretation must reject one or more
of them. So Ockham’s apparent denials of mental synonymy do not
provide any overwhelming reason to reject the view I have offered in
favor of any other consistent interpretation. This opens the way to
accepting the possibility of synonymy inOckham’smental language.

iii. other negative arguments

The central negative argument against the possibility ofmental syno-
nymy is the textual argument I have just discussed. Three other
negative arguments deserve consideration, however. These are
(1) the argument by analogy with Ockham’s treatment of grammat-
ical features, (2) Spade’s argument that signification “in the same
way” requires syntactic identity in mental propositions,16 and (3)
the argument from the fact that concepts bear a “natural likeness”
to their objects.

III.1. The Analogy with Grammatical Features

A significant argument against the existence of mental synonymy
derives from Ockham’s criterion for determining which grammati-
cal features do and which do not persist into mental language. As
Spade puts it:

Grammatical features of spoken or written language that do not serve the
“needs of signification” by affecting truth conditions are not present inmen-
tal grammar. That this rules out all synonymy in mental language seems to
be the clear intention of Ockham’s whole discussion in Quodlibet 5, q. 8,
with its repeated statement that what is in mental language is there only
because of the “needs of signification,” not for the sake of “decoration”
or “well-formedness,” and that synonymy does not serve the “needs of
signification.”17

For example, such grammatical features as gender of nouns and the
different conjugations of verbs do not persist into mental language
because as they are irrelevant to signification – that is, they have no
effect on truth conditions. Such features would be unnecessary in
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mental language. If they existed there, they would have the status
of mere ornaments. It seems plausible that the differences between
any synonymous expressions in mental language would be equally
unnecessary in mental language. Such differences would therefore
not persist, implying that mental language has no synonymy.
As an initial reply, one might point out that it is not unreasonable

to suppose there could be other relevant needs besides the “needs of
signification.” For example, I argued earlier that synonymousmental
expressionsmight sometimes serve the needs of efficiency inmental
language by providing a simpler expression for complex thoughts.
This would seem to be a more relevant reason for the presence
of synonyms than mere “decoration.” Grammatical features such
as gender and different conjugations, of course, would not serve even
this purpose (in fact theywould achieve the opposite bymakingmen-
tal expressionsmore complex than necessary) and sowould notmake
it into mental language, but there are conceivably other instances of
synonymy that would qualify.
As perhaps a more compelling reply, one might argue that certain

instances of synonymy inmental language are not there because they
serve any particular needs but rather because they must exist as a
byproduct of other properties of mental language. Logical synonymy
would be one example of this. If we assume mental language has
a need for certain primitive logical operators and for the ability to
combine any expressions according to these operators, then, as we
saw above, we are forced to the conclusion that some complex ex-
pressions must be synonymous. This fact in itself does not serve any
particularly useful purpose for mental language; it is a consequence
of other facts about mental language.
This conclusion leads us to another line of reply to the preced-

ing argument. We might argue that Ockham’s criterion should apply
to the determination of those grammatical features that persist into
the lexicon – that is, the set of simple terms – of mental language,
but that once we have determined the simple terms, complex ex-
pressions should be derived directly from these according to combi-
natorial principles just as English sentences are derived from words
according to such principles. Thus, although no two lexical items
in mental language might be synonymous, it could nevertheless be
the case that certain complex expressions are synonymous. To stip-
ulate that two apparently quite different but synonymous complex
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expressions should in fact be identical in mental language would re-
quire ad hoc tinkering with the structure of mental language, as we
saw. By contrast, the elimination of irrelevant grammatical features
from simple terms in mental language is not ad hoc at all precisely
because it can be achieved by a correct specification of the elements
of mental language at the basic level.
Of course, if we accept this argument against lexical synonymy,

it would follow that the argument from conceptual change might
have to be rejected. Although I am less convinced by the conceptual
change argument than by the logical equivalence argument, I should
nevertheless point out that a similar defense of it could be mounted.
As with logical synonymy, the synonymy of two mental concepts
that have drifted together is not inmental language to serve any need.
Rather, it is there as a simple byproduct of the process of conceptual
change and of the way conceptual change works. The distinction
between two synonymous terms might not be immediately elimi-
nated from mental language, as irrelevant grammatical features are,
because the synonymy might not be immediately apparent. If two
independent concepts have by coincidence drifted together, there
might be no obvious marker of their synonymy, and thus we might
expect it to take a while before mental language became sensitive
to the fact of their common meaning. The existence of synonymous
mental terms would not serve any purpose in mental language, and
we could expect that the termsmight bemerged at some future time,
for instance when the subject becomes aware of their synonymy. Un-
til that time, however, the synonymous termsmight both exist; their
coexistence would be a byproduct of the terms’ divergent histories.

III.2. Signification “In The Same Way”

Aswe saw earlier, Ockham’s criterion for the synonymy of two terms
is that they not only signify the same things; they signify those things
in the same way. It is not clear what Ockham meant by significa-
tion “in the same way,” but Spade has presented a construal of this
phrase that, if correct, would destroy any possibility of synonymy in
mental language.18 It is therefore important to come to grips with
this interpretation of Ockham’s criterion.
Spade’s suggestion is that a “way” of signifying should be inter-

preted syntactically as follows:
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Amental expression or concept signifies a thing x in a given syntactic mode
m if and only if x is signified by some constituent non-complex categore-
matic term occurring within that mental expression in the grammatical or
syntactical constructionm.19

If this is the case, then any two synonymous expressions must
be made up of identical simple categorematic concepts in identical
syntactic constructions. In other words, they must be identical. It
follows that there can be no synonymy in mental language.
The ease with which this argument buys its conclusion is suspi-

cious. It seems to definemental synonymy out of existence, but we
have already seen plenty of cases in which the idea of mental syno-
nymy at least seems coherent. It may be for a variety of reasons that
there turns out to be no synonymy in mental language, but this does
not seem on the face of it an analytic truth. The claim seems to be
entirely contingent. The case we discussed earlier – of synonymous,
logically equivalent but distinct propositions – seems at least a pos-
sible example, even if certain facts about the way mental language
functions might indicate it is not actual. Therefore, on the face of
it, it would seem unlikely that mental synonymy can be debarred
definitionally.
Spade’s argument for this definition is not entirely clear to me.

He argues that a “way of signifying” should not be construed as
one of Ockham’s four “modes” of signification in SL I.33. He then
leaps from this to the claim that a “way” should be construed purely
syntactically, but the grounds for this transition are not obvious.
The closest thing I can find to an argument for this conclusion is the
following (in the context of a discussion of why ‘blind’ and ‘sight’ are
not synonymous despite their both signifying sight):

Now, in the case of a nominal definition, or indeed of complex expressions
generally, it is relatively clear what it might mean to signify a thing x
“negatively.” It could mean that the expression as a whole signifies x in
virtue of some constituent non-complex categorematic termwhich signifies
x and which occurs within the scope of a negation-sign in that expression.
This is, in part at least, a syntactic criterion.20

But it does not seem to me that “negative” signification must be
construed purely syntactically. It does not seem unlikely that a se-
mantic characterization could be arrived at. For instance, theremight
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be a characterization that exploited the fact that, although ‘blind’ and
‘sight’ signify the same things, expressions in which they are embed-
ded have opposite truth values (for instance, ‘James is blind’ is true
precisely when ‘James is sighted’ is not true). This might well be
more along the lines of what “signifying in the same way” comes
to. Indeed, it is interesting to note that on the “adverbial” theory
of signification (used by Peter of Ailly, among others),21 the same
locution – signifying “in a given manner” – is used for that part of
signification (of a proposition, in this case) from which truth values
derive. Perhaps this is not entirely coincidental. If we are to specu-
late, it does not seemunlikely that Ockhammight have had a similar
semantic criterion inmind, although it is quite possible that he never
formalized the criterion, leaving it at the level of intuition.
Furthermore, even if we accept Spade’s argument in the quoted

passage, it seems to fall far short of establishing that signification
“in a given way” is a purely syntactic notion. All that is established
is that “negative” signification – just a small aspect of what counts
in determining a “way” of signifying – might have a criterion that
is at least partly syntactic. This seems too weak to establish the
desired broad conclusion suggested by Spade when he states that
“the considerations . . . above, indicate that . . . the ‘ways’ at stake
here are . . . syntacticmodes of signification.”22

It seems to me there is something wrong with the idea that there
are syntactic criteria for a notion such as synonymy,which is a deeply
semantic notion. It ismore plausible that synonymyought to be char-
acterized purely semantically in terms of the relationship between
elements of language and their actual or possible referents. Looking
at Ockham’s criterion for synonymy, it seems to me this is what
he may have been doing, although he left the crucial strengthening
clause (‘signify in the same way’) somewhat vague. Nevertheless it
seems intuitively plausible that there is an extra semantic criterion
required of synonymous terms, over and above mere coincidence
of signification. This can be captured by the modern idea that this
coextensiveness is necessary and a priori. Ockham may not have
thought about the issue in explicitly this way, but the intuitive no-
tion is clear enough. I would therefore suggest this is what Ockham’s
strengthening clause in the criterion for synonymy should come to.
It seems to me that if we accept the claim that there is no

synonymy in mental language, Spade’s syntactic construal of the
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strengthening criterion will be correct in practice – but this will
be precisely because synonymy does not exist, so that a syntactic
check will be sufficient to ascertain identity of meaning. It seems
to me further that there are no compelling grounds, other than the
nonexistence of synonymy, for supposing the syntactic construal to
be correct. If so, it follows that the syntactic construal cannot be
used to provide support for the nonexistence of synonymy.
A further argument in favor of a semantic construal of the strength-

ening criterion is that it satisfies our intuition that mental expres-
sions corresponding to ‘man and (dog or cat)’ and ‘(man and dog) or
(man and cat)’ are synonymous whether or not they are identical.
For all these reasons, I believe the case for the syntactic construal of
“ways” of signification is at best inconclusive and does not provide
compelling evidence against the possibility of synonymy in mental
language.
While on this topic, I should note that a semantic criterion for syn-

onymy would answer another argument against mental synonymy
also given by Spade:

Whatwould equivocation or synonymy inmental language amount to? Since
there is no supramental language to appeal to in the way one appeals to
mental language to account for synonymy and equivocation in spoken and
written language, how could it even arise in mental language?23

This argument seems to assume that the only real criterion for
mental synonymy could be appeal to some higher language24 – that
the criterion must be a formal criterion. It seems to ignore the pos-
sibility of a semantic criterion, in terms for instance of referents or
truth values, or both. If we have a semantic criterion for synonymy,
the problem posed here by Spade is no problem at all.

III.3. Natural Likenesses

The final argument rests onOckham’s contention that concepts bear
natural likenesses to their objects. Spade argues that it seems un-
likely that two concepts could bear a natural likeness in the relevant
sense to their objects but still be more than numerically distinct.25 If
this is correct, it would follow thatmental synonyms could not exist.
The reply to this is simply to say it does not seem too implau-

sible that distinct mental terms could bear natural likenesses to a
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common object – especially if they are complex expressions rather
than simple terms. Going back to our favorite example, it seems
plausible that the concepts ‘man and (dog or cat)’ and ‘(man and dog)
or (man and cat)’ both bear a natural likeness to their object despite
the apparent difference in the expressions. These twomental expres-
sions seems to differ in form or structure, but they are nevertheless
concepts of exactly the same things. It might be difficult to imag-
ine how two distinct simple terms could be the relevant likenesses
simultaneously, but this difficulty vanishes in the case of complex
expressions. Thus, this does not seem to be a compelling objection
to mental synonymy.

iv. simple connotative terms

Before concluding,we should note the possible effect of the preceding
discussion on the question of whether there exist simple connotative
terms in mental language. Spade has argued that simple connotative
mental terms cannot exist, for if they did, theywould be synonymous
with their expanded nominal definitions26; but of course there is no
synonymy in mental language! Panaccio has pointed out another
possibility: that simple connotative terms exist but in fact are not
synonymous with their nominal definitions.27

The present discussion raises a third possibility: that simple con-
notative terms exist and are synonymous with their nominal defi-
nitions. Spade and Panaccio reject this possibility because of the sup-
posed impossibility ofmental synonymy, but if we accept the preced-
ing arguments for the possibility of mental synonymy, this becomes
a live option. Indeed, once we have gotten over the hurdle of mental
synonymy, it may even fit certain textual evidence better than either
of these claims, for Ockham certainly claimed that simple connota-
tive terms exist, and there are strong reasons to believe connotative
terms are synonymous with their definitions (although Panaccio’s
argument may have weakened this evidence somewhat).
The discussion I have givenhere even provides a reasonwhy simple

connotative terms might exist: to act as abbreviations for their nom-
inal definitions for the sake of making mental language less cumber-
some. This is perhaps the reason many connotative terms exist in
everyday languages. It does not seem wholly unreasonable that they
might exist in mental language for the same purpose.
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Of course, I do not necessarily wish to maintain that Ockham
actually held this position, for the existence of mental synonymy
seems to contradict textual evidence – at least as the evidence has
traditionally been interpreted. Nevertheless, I should point out that
this instance of mental synonymy is less difficult to reconcile with
textual evidence than the other instances we have looked at. This
is because we can maintain the synonymy between simple connota-
tive terms and their nominal definitions inmental language without
giving up Ockham’s claim that spoken or written synonyms are sub-
ordinated to identical mental expressions. Instead, we can hold that
a spoken or written connotative term and its nominal definition are
both subordinated to the corresponding term (the complex expres-
sion) in mental language. The simple connotative mental term is
introduced entirely within the mental sphere for the purposes of ab-
breviation. No spoken or written term is subordinated to the simple
connotative mental term because it is solely a construct introduced
for mental efficiency just as connotative terms in spoken or written
language are frequently introduced for efficiency.
Although this position may or may not be independently plausi-

ble, we should note that it seems to be at least as compatible with
the textual evidence as Spade’s and Panaccio’s accounts. The only
claim of Ockham’s it might explicitly contradict is the passage from
Quodl. V.8,28 and even that passagemight be interpreted in amanner
compatible with the position maintained here. In any case, whether
or not this position was actually held by Ockham, it seems quite
attractive as a theoretical possibility.

v. conclusion

I have done my best to act as an advocate for the possibility that
synonymy could exist in mental language. Now is the time to pass
considered judgment.
First, the question,DidOckhambelieve there is synonymy inmen-

tal language?To this I believe the answer is probably no. For a start, he
seems to deny it on one occasion. Furthermore, as we have seen, two
of my arguments for synonymy have required overturning a claim
that Ockham made several times, the claim that synonyms in spo-
ken orwritten language are subordinated to identical terms inmental
language. On the other hand, the third argument, from efficiency, is
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independent of this claim, for we can suppose that abbreviation of
complex expressions could be entirely internal to the mental sys-
tem; this argument also gains some additional textual support from
Ockham’s otherwise anomalous claims that simple connotative terms
exist inmental language. Still, overall, it seemsmost plausible tome
that Ockham was at least implicitly committed to the nonexistence
of mental synonyms, although we have seen that internal tensions
arise in this theory due to this commitment.
Next, the question, Should Ockham have believed that there is

synonymy in mental language? To this, my answer is less clear. I
believe there is a very strong argument for the possibility of men-
tal synonymy: the argument from logical equivalence. As far as I can
tell, Ockham never considered this argument. If he had, it is possible
it might have caused him at least to have had some doubts about the
impossibility of synonymy. Even if he had eventually come down
against the possibility, he might have been required to modify his
theory in some serious way or at least make several of its features
more explicit. As for the second and third arguments, from concep-
tual change and from efficiency, I believe that neither of these is con-
clusive but that both provide some added plausibility for the notion
of mental synonymy by demonstrating how it might come about
and even perhaps serve a useful purpose. Finally, Ockham’s belief
that synonymy in spoken or written language can go unrecognized
seems to yield the existence of synonymous terms as a natural con-
sequence. This provides further grounds for thinking that whether
or not Ockham accepted synonymy, he ought to have.
Of the negative arguments (apart from the textual considerations),

I believe the argument from analogy with grammatical features has
been cast into doubt by showing how certain instances of synonymy
might exist without having to serve any need but rather because they
are byproducts of other features of mental language. The argument
from signifying “in the sameway” seems tome to be quite inconclu-
sive owing to the difficulty in ascertaining just what Ockhammeant
by his phrase. It does not seem too unlikely that he had a semantic
criterion in mind rather than a syntactic criterion. It is possible that
the final argument, from natural likenesses, could be made into a
strong argument against mental synonymy with some work. I have
been concerned to reply to the argument as it is given by Spade,
but it is not impossible that stronger versions of the argument exist.
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Still, such arguments would have to deal with the apparent existence
of complex expressions that are distinct but clearly have the same
meaning. If some version of natural likeness theory had the conse-
quence that these expressions are not synonymous, it might not be
unreasonable to suggest that that version of the theory should be
thrown out rather than the possibility of synonymy.
Overall, I must adjudicate the case “not proven” but with some

strong theoretical evidence in favor of mental synonymy that must
be dealtwith before a retrial.Whicheverway the verdict comes down,
it seems to me the possibility of mental synonymy is not as objec-
tionable as has commonly been supposed.29

notes

1 Trentman 1970; Spade 1980.
2 For brevity, I will sometimes speak of “written” or “spoken” language
only, where what I say in fact applies to both. This should cause no
confusion.

3 See also Spade 1995, 17.
4 Spade 1975.
5 Contrary to what Spade 1996, 109, suggests.
6 SL I.6. Quotations from SL are taken from Spade 1995.
7 And probably is not so preserved, if one accepts the arguments of Gregory
of Rimini and Peter of Ailly. See Spade 1996, 120–7.

8 Quodl. V.9; compare V.8, concl. 2.
9 For example, expressions corresponding to connotative terms, on Spade’s
account (Spade 1975).

10 See Sec. III.1.
11 Quotations from Quodl. are taken from Spade 1996.
12 Spade 1980, 12.
13 Ibid.
14 See Secs. I.1 and I.2.
15 SL I.6.
16 Spade 1975.
17 Spade 1980, 12.
18 Spade 1975 and 1980.
19 Spade 1975, 68.
20 Ibid., 67.
21 See Spade 1996, 180–2.
22 Spade 1975, 68.
23 Spade 1996, 99.
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24 Spade acknowledges this, ibid.
25 Ibid., 99–100.
26 Spade 1975.
27 Panaccio 1990.
28 See Sec. II.
29 A first draft of this paper was written when I was a graduate student
at Indiana University in 1991. I owe an enormous debt to Paul Vincent
Spade for his insights and encouragement.
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5 Ockham’s Nominalist
Metaphysics: Some Main
Themes

The first thing one learns about William of Ockham’s philosophy is
usually that hewas a “nominalist.” But sometimes it is not explained
justwhatOckham’s nominalismwas. Formedieval nominalism, like
its modern namesake, took many sometimes surprising forms.1

At least two distinct themes in Ockham’s metaphysics have been
called nominalism: (1) his rejection of universals2 and their accou-
trements, like the Scotist formal distinction, and (2) his program of
what can be called “ontological reduction,” namely his eliminat-
ing many other kinds of putative entities, whether universal or not,
and in particular his cutting the list of real ontological categories
from Aristotle’s ten to two: substance and quality (plus a few speci-
mens of relation in theological contexts).3 Although I will say some-
thing about both themes in this chapter, the emphasis will be on the
second.
These two themes are independent of one another. Onemight deny

the reality of universals, asOckhamdid, yetmaintain that individual
entities are needed in more or fewer categories. Thus, John Buridan
rejected universals as resolutely as Ockham ever did but thought
there are real, irreducible entities in the category of quantity, which
Ockhamdenied, aswell as in the categories of substance and quality.4

Conversely, one might think some of the categories in Aristotle’s
list can be reduced to others while insisting that universals, not just
individuals, are needed in some or all the remaining categories. Thus,
Ockham’s contemporary Walter Burley thought the categories could
be reduced to the same list of three Buridan allowed, but he was a
realist about universals.5

Although these two strands of Ockham’s thinking are inde-
pendent, they are nevertheless often viewed as joint effects of a

100
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more fundamental concern: the principle of parsimony known as
“Ockham’s Razor.” Granted, in some respects his ontology is lean
and sparse compared with that of many of his contemporaries. But
it would be easy to exaggerate this parsimony. For in other respects
Ockham’s ontology is generous. He allows individual qualities, for
example; there are as many whitenesses as there are white things
(although there is no universalwhiteness). Again, he seems ontolog-
ically committed to nonexistent entities – past, future, or merely
possible.6 Also, in the early stages of his career he accepted yet
another kind of nonexistent entity, “ficta” or thought-objects, which
do not have real being but only a kind of “intentional being”; they
are analogous to modern phenomenological “intentional objects.”7

Finally, and perhaps most important, I will argue that Ockham’s re-
jection of certain kinds of entities is less sweeping than has been
portrayed; there is a sense in which he remains committed to them
after all.8

Still, there is no doubt that Ockhamdid devote a great deal of effort
to arguing againstwhat he regarded as his contemporaries’ bloated on-
tological inventories.Wewill begin, therefore,withOckham’sRazor.

i. ockham’s razor

During or shortly after Ockham’s life, there appeared an interesting
treatise entitled On the Principles of Theology9 presenting a syste-
matic summary of his views organized around two main principles:
divine omnipotence and parsimony. Although the work is not really
by Ockham, it does contain only authentically Ockhamist doctrine
and sometimes quotes him verbatim. Because the manuscripts do
not ascribe the treatise to any other author, it is not surprising that
later generations uniformly attributed it toOckham.10 Perhaps partly
for this reason, Ockham’s Razor has traditionally been regarded as a
cornerstone of his thinking.
Ockham’s Razor is frequently expressed in the statement “Beings

are not to be multiplied beyond necessity.”11 Ockham himself never
puts it that way12 but often says equivalent things: “Plurality is not
to be posited without necessity;”13 “what can happen through fewer
[principles] happens in vain through more;”14 “when a proposition
is verified of things, more [things] are superfluous if fewer suffice,”15

and so on.16
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These formulas are merely statements of cautious theoretical me-
thod. Confining our ontology to what is really needed, after all, gua-
rantees it will be populated only by genuine entities. Unfortunately,
this approach does not guarantee we will have gotten them all. The
Razor is thus powerless for actually denying the existence of certain
kinds of entities; all it does is prevent our positively affirming their
existence.
Nevertheless, some formulations of Ockham’s Razormight at first

be taken to warrant a stronger conclusion. To say certain kinds of
entities would be “in vain” or “superfluous” is to say there is no suf-
ficient reason for them to exist. Thus, not only is there no positive
basis for postulating them; but the “principle of sufficient reason”
actually rules them out. “God and nature,” Aristotle said, “work
nothing in vain.”17 Curiously, Ockham does not cite this text, no
doubt in part because he does not believe it is true – at least not
the part about God.18 Furthermore, even if one did believe an un-
restricted principle of sufficient reason, these versions of the Razor
would in practice be no stronger than what we have already seen.
They would allow us to deny the existence of certain entities only if
we were in a position to assess all possible “sufficient reasons.” But
we are not.
In practice, Ockham’s Razor does not play any special role in par-

ing down his ontology. After all, parsimony is hardly an Ockhamist
innovation. Versions of it can be found throughout Aristotle19 and
Ockham’s medieval predecessors.20 Even authors whose ontologies
were not as minimal as Ockham’s and who proposed what has been
called an “anti-Razor” to ensure that no fewer entities are postulated
than necessary, merely shifted the emphasis.21 No one advocated
postulating unnecessary entities. The difference between Ockham
and those he criticizes is over which entities really are necessary.
The Razor by itself does not decide that; for that one needs further
arguments.

ii. two ways to eliminate entities

Ockham has two main lines of attack against other people’s ontolo-
gies. One proceeds by arguing that the reasons others give for pos-
tulating certain entities are not good reasons, that everything that
can be done with such entities can be done without them. This is
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the main strategy he uses, for example, to argue that real entities
are not needed in most of Aristotle’s ten categories. Combined with
Ockham’s Razor, this approach implies not only that such entities
are unnecessary, but that therefore they should not be postulated.
As always, such reasoning is defeasible; it may well be that some

apparently decisive arguments against the need for certain kinds
of entities are not decisive at all; further considerations settle the
matter in those entities’ favor. This actually happens, according to
Ockham. In several cases, as we shall see, he explicitly allows the-
ological considerations of the Trinity, the Incarnation, and the Eu-
charist to override what philosophical reasoning by itself would have
found the most plausible view. In another case, there is at least some
basis to suspect that, were it not for the theology of the Eucharist,
Ockham would have had reason to eliminate the entire category of
quality as well as the other accidental Aristotelian categories.22

The second main line of attack is different. It argues that certain
other people’s ontological theories not only postulate unnecessary
entities but lead to plain falsehood – either to self-contradiction or,
at least, to claims that contradict established facts. This is one of
the ways Ockham argues, for example, against realist theories of
universals.23 As a strategy, it may at first appear much stronger than
the former; provided its arguments are correctly reasoned and not
merely fallacious, it is not defeasible in the light of considerations
from other quarters. Theology can provide additional information to
decide issues left undecided by philosophy alone, but no considera-
tions – theological or otherwise – are going to make falsehoods true
or outright contradictions possible. But in fact, as we shall see, this
strategy is not so different from the former.24

We begin with first strategy.

II.1. Ontological Reduction

Ockham is happy enough to say some things are large or small, heavy
or light, round or square, long or short, hot or cold; some are related
to others, some act or are acted upon, some are here or there, now
or then, some are in motion, some (continuous bodies, for instance)
are infinitely divisible, and so on. All these ways of speaking are
legitimate and in a sense reflect the ways things are. But Ockham
is not at all happy with the practice of metaphysicians who freely
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form abstract nominalizations out of these and other ways of speak-
ing and then assume such nominalizations pick out new kinds of
entities in the ontology. Their ontologies end up being populated not
only by substances and qualities but also by quantities, relations, ac-
tions, “passions” (being acted upon), places, times, motions, points,
instants, and so on. For Ockham, language is not such a simple and
reliable guide to ontology – particularly not a language in which neo-
logisms are coined with abandon.
But Ockham does not reject all abstract nominalizations; he al-

lows, for example, that whitenesses are real things and, moreover,
things really distinct from the white things they belong to. Again,
‘humanity’ signifies real humanities, although here the concrete and
the abstract nouns do not signify distinct things; the humanities just
are the humans themselves.25 Such ontological questions, therefore,
must be handled on a case-by-case basis.
The main vehicle Ockham uses to show we do not need distinct

entities for all these abstract nominalizations is his semantic theory
of connotation together with the related theory of “exposition” and
“exponibles.26With these tools, Ockhamargues that true statements
containing words appearing to signify such entities are in fact equiv-
alent, in some fairly strong meaning-based way,27 to statements that
do not contain such words; hence, we can say all the true things
we want without committing ourselves to such entities. Strategies
like this are sometimes called strategies of “ontological reduction”;
talk about certain kinds of entities is “reduced” to equivalent talk
about other kinds of entities, and the former (putative) entities can
therefore be eliminated from the ontology.
This aspect of Ockham’s thought is discussed elsewhere in this

volume.28 Nevertheless, certain observations are in order here.

II.1.1. theological limits on ontological reduction First,
Ockham allows that the supply of truths we want to maintain can
come from several quarters: “For nothing ought to be posited with-
out a reason given, unless it is self-evident or known by experience or
proved by the authority of Sacred Scripture.”29 Theology, therefore,
can provide evidence to answer ontological questions where unaided
human reason would have inclined the other way.
In discussing the category of relation, for instance, Ockham ar-

gues that there is no good pure reasoning, self-evident principle, or
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experience to indicate that there exist real relations distinct from
their relata. But there do. The doctrine of the Trinity, as Ockham
understood it, requires us to posit such relations in God. Likewise,
the Incarnation requires a real relation of union between Jesus’s hu-
man nature and the Divine Word. And the Eucharist, understood
according to the theory of transubstantiation, requires that the “in-
herence” of accidents in a substance be construed as a real relation
distinct from its relata.30

Again, Ockham holds that for most natural-kind terms in the
category of substance, and for some in the category of quality, the
concrete and the abstract forms are synonymous. Thus ‘dog’ and
‘caninity’ are everywhere intersubstitutable. It follows that, despite
its oddness, ‘Every dog is a caninity’ is true. But there is one excep-
tion, for ‘man’ and ‘humanity.’ Because the doctrine of the Incarna-
tion holds that Jesus the man had both a human and a divine nature,
it follows that not every man is a humanity. There is exactly one
man, Jesus, who is distinct from his humanity. He is not his human-
ity; he has it.31 This leads to the odd conclusion that if the number
of men is n, then the number of humanities is also n, but the men
and the humanities together amount to n + 1 distinct entities – not
n, and not 2n.32

These are explicit cases where, for theological reasons, Ockham
departs fromwhat he thinks unaided natural reason would findmost
plausible and allows certain additional entities. But there is reason
to suspect that, for theological reasons, Ockham allowed a whole
ontological category that might otherwise have been “reduced” and
eliminated.
As already noted, Ockham is prepared to say things really act or

are acted on, are really related to one another, and so on, but he does
not think the truth of these statements requires us to postulate real
entities in the categories of action, passion, or relation. Things really
act, but there are no actions; things are really related without rela-
tions (except for the few exceptional cases required by theology).33

Ockham “eliminates” all the Aristotelian categories in this way –
except for substance and quality.
One wonders why he stopped there. Why is it not just as legiti-

mate to say things are really “qualified” but there are no qualities
– things are really white or red, hot or cold, although there is no
whiteness or redness, no heat or cold as a distinct accidental entity
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in the category of quality? If other categories can be eliminated with-
out denying any of the ways things really are, why not quality too?
In that case, we would end up with a single ontological category:
substance. Substances would be qualified, quantified, related in dif-
ferent ways, would variously act and be acted upon, and so on, but
there would be only substances. None of the richness of the world
would be lost, only the illusion that we need distinct entities for all
the different claims we want to make about things.
In modern epistemology, there is an “adverbial” theory of percep-

tion according to which the experience of seeing something red, for
example, is not to be analyzed into a mental act of awareness plus a
sense-datum or mental object that is red. Rather the experience is to
be thought of as a mental act of seeing “redly.”34 So too, I suggest,
why should being red be analyzed in terms of a substance plus the
quality of redness distinct from but inhering in it? Why should being
red not be thought of simply as a substance that “exists in a cer-
tain way” – redly? Ockham already in effect does this for the other
accidental categories.35

Ockham does not explicitly address this question, but it is tempt-
ing to suppose the answer lies in the doctrine of the Eucharist in-
terpreted according to the theory of transubstantiation. That theory
holds that at the moment of consecration the bread and wine of the
sacrament cease to exist and are replaced by the body and blood of
Christ. But the accidents of the bread and wine remain (without in-
hering in the newly present body and blood of Christ, or in any other
substance). This theory of course entails that the qualities of the
bread and wine are real entities distinct from their substances.
Ockhamdoes not actually say it is the theory of transubstantiation

that prevents him from “reducing” the category of quality like the
other accidental categories. But the issue was raised explicitly by
others later on,36 and it is hard to see what other factors could have
been involved.37

II.1.2. are the “eliminated” entities really gone? The standard
interpretation of Ockham is that his ontology consists of individ-
ual substances and individual accidents in the category of quality.38

Everything else is eliminated, as described previously and elsewhere
in this volume. But there is some uncertainty whether this is really
what Ockham intended and, if so, whether he succeeded.
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As Adams observes, if this is Ockham’s project, it “remains es-
sentially programmatic.”39 His attempts to reduce talk about other
putative entities to talk about substances and qualities are almost
always incomplete; they result in propositions that do eliminate the
offending terms but rarely get as far as completely reducing every-
thing to the categories he allows.
There are several sides to this issue.40 First,Ockhamholds that cat-

egorematic terms41 that are what he calls “absolute” (i.e., nonconno-
tative) ones – are acquired by “acquaintance” with corresponding
objects in the world.42 At a minimum, therefore, Ockham’s program
is committed to the claim that absolute terms are confined to the
categories he accepts. There is no doubt Ockham did intend at least
this much, and there seems little reason to doubt his success.
But by itself, this claim does not mean very much. It does noth-

ing to relieve us of commitment to unwanted entities; all it does
is ensure we are not committed to them this way – by means of
absolute terms. Far more important are two other claims: (a) on-
tology includes only entities that can be signified by absolute cate-
gorematic terms43; and (b) all propositions containing nonabsolute
(that is, connotative) categorematic terms, as well as all “exponible”
propositions, whether they contains connotative terms or not,44 can
be fully paraphrased by the theories of connotation and exposition
into nonexponible propositions containing only absolute categore-
matic terms plus syncategoremata.
Together, these claims make an appealing picture. Absolute terms

commit us to the reality of certain kinds of entities. Claim (a) denies
the reality of all other putative entities. Finally, claim (b) gives us a
way to eliminate even the appearance of a need for additional entities.
But didOckhamhold (a) and (b)? Here there are differences of inter-

pretation. Panaccio has argued that Ockham did not hold (b) at all.45

Adams maintains not only that he did hold it but that, despite the
incomplete reductive paraphrases Ockham typically gives, (b) can be
defended.46 I have argued elsewhere that, althoughOckhamprobably
did hold (b), the reductive analyses it promises cannot always be actu-
ally carried out; we might succeed in eliminating connotative terms
in a certain category, but – short of adopting devices Ockham would
likely have found unpalatable – we cannot succeed in completely
eliminating everything but syncategoremata and absolute terms in
the categories of substance and quality.47
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If there is not the same disagreement about claim (a), perhaps that
is because it has not yet been widely treated in the literature. I think
(a) is not true of Ockham’s ontology and moreover that there is lit-
tle reason to suppose he thought it was.48 As Panaccio observes,
Ockham does hold that things cause one another, that they are spa-
tially arranged, temporally ordered, and so on, even though he denies
there are places, times, or relations of causality.49 Thus, as Panaccio
aptly puts it,

the whole structure of propositional discourse is ultimately brought to rest,
for its truth and falsity, upon the ways in which the various singular beings
of the world are arranged with regard to each other along certain ordered
series, such as the causal, the temporal, and the local ones. The orderings
themselves, though, are denied any independent reality.50

I think Panaccio is right, with one small but important revision.
For in fact, it is not just the “independent” reality of such order-
ings that Ockham denies; he denies they are “things” at all, in-
dependent or not, distinct from “absolute” (nonrelative) things.51

Still, Panaccio’s observation illustrates a point I want to make.
Does it not sound paradoxical, even absurd, to say truth and false-

hood are determined in part by the arrangements of things along
various orderings and then to deny the reality of those same order-
ings? If truth is based in reality, not merely in subjective fancy, then
any factor that really affects the truth values of propositions must
be given some reality in one’s ontology.52

What Ockham does is not to deny all reality to such orderings
and other truth-relevant factors; instead, he merely denies they are
“things.” In practice, this amounts to denying only that they are fac-
tors that can be signified, and so in particular that they can be signi-
fied by absolute categorematic terms. If this is right, then Ockham’s
ontology turns out to be a two-tiered one. Some components of re-
ality can be signified. They are the ones that can be referred to by
the subjects or predicates of propositions; we can predicate terms
of them. But other components of reality are not like that. We can-
not predicate terms of them; they cannot be referred to by subjects
or predicates of propositions. They cannot be signified. But they are
real nonetheless – real enough to affect truth values. The difference
between the two tiers, therefore, is a little like a “type distinction”
in semantics.53 Ockham does not eliminate the second tier; all he
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does is block our talking about it by means of nominalizations of
other forms of expression.
On this interpretation, claim (a) fails. It follows that for a full appre-

ciation of Ockham’s ontological commitment, wemust look atmore
than what he is committed to “quantifying over,” or what he regards
as a “property bearer.”54 These approaches assume claim (a).55

For example, Ockham denies spatial positions are a distinct kind
of “thing.”56 There are no such things as “behindedness,” “alongsi-
dedness,” “hereness,” and “thereness.” But as long as some things
can truly be said to be “behind” or “alongside” others, some “here”
and others “there,” and as long as Ockham provides no way of fully
“reducing” such statements to others that do not contain forms of
expression fromwhich the former nominalizations are taken, he has
not completely freed himself from ontological commitment to posi-
tions. All he has done is to free himself from a commitment to their
being “things.”
Is this two-tiered picture Ockham’s own picture of what he was

doing? It is hard to say. Ockham probably thought of ontology as
most modern interpreters do: purely in terms of “things.” Certainly
he says nothing to suggest otherwise. Why then attribute such a
two-tiered ontology to him? Because this seems to be the way his
philosophy actually works, no matter how he thought it worked.
Perhaps the strongest evidence here is Ockham’s actual practice.

He does allow that things really do cause one another, really are
spatially arranged, temporally ordered, and so on. He does this even
though he does not say, and as far as I can see does nothing to suggest,
that all such talk can be paraphrased away in the way claim (a) re-
quires. What he does suggest can be paraphrased away is all talk that
would imply that causality, spaces, times, and so on, are things.57

But paraphrasing the latter away is not at all the same as what claim
(a) requires, even if he thought it was.
The only potential evidence I can find that Ockham did think such

a paraphrase was the same thing is that he says in one passage, “the
two words ‘thing’ and ‘to be’ signify the same item or items (idem et
eadem58), but the one does so nominally and the other verbally.”59

One might be tempted to take this as meaning that whatever can in
any way “be” (and so whatever is in the ontology) is a “thing” and
therefore can be signified by an absolute categorematic term.60 In
that case, Ockham does believe claim (a) after all, but goes beyond it
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in practice. Yet in fact the passage makes only a weaker claim: that
whatever the one word “signifies” the other does too. The passage
is completely silent about whether there are ontological factors that
cannot be signified by either expression.
Ockham’s actual practice, however, is clear; it conflicts with (a).

There is more in Ockham’s ontology than “things,” more than can
be signified by absolute terms.
But it should not be hastily concluded that all the putative enti-

ties Ockham denies are “things” really remain anyway but are now
shifted to a different logico-semantical “type.” That has to be con-
sidered separately case by case.
For example, following Aristotle, Categories 8, medieval authors

commonly distinguished four species of quality. The fourth included
“qualities” like shape, curvedness, straightness, density, and thin-
ness. Aristotle suggested that at least some of these were not really
distinct qualities in their own right but had more to do with the
relative position of a thing’s parts.61 With this suggestion, Ockham
argues that “qualities in the fourth species . . . are not things dis-
tinct from substance and the other sensible qualities” because “when
some predicables can be verified succesively of the same item (and
cannot be verified of the same item at once) solely because of a lo-
cal motion, then those predicables do not have to signify distinct
things.”62 Thus a physical body can become straight or curved, dense
or thin, without requiring any new entities (Ockham thinks) but
simply by rearranging the body’s already existing parts. But if a phys-
ical body can come to be straight without taking on a new entity
(“straightness”), then straightness can legitimately be said to be an
idle hypothesis and eliminable from the ontology.
Ockham uses this kind of strategy, with its appeal to local motion

without the production of any new entities, in a variety of ingenious
“reductive” arguments.63 Onemight doubt whether such arguments
can succeed without granting some reality to places, times, and in-
deed to motion itself – and so to more than substances and qualities.
But these arguments may very well succeed without granting any
distinct reality at all – whether as “things” or otherwise – to straight-
ness, curvedness, density, and so on. If so, straightness and the rest
can perhaps be eliminated from ontology entirely, not just from the
inventory of “things.”
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Ockham’s ontology, therefore, consists, as I see it, of (1) “things” –
entities that can be expressed nominally, can be signified, of which
terms can be predicated. These include individual substances,
individual qualities, a few theological relations, and nothing else.
And (2) other factors – what cannot be expressed nominally and can-
not be signified, ofwhich terms cannot be predicated, but that cannot
be fully paraphrased away and yet are real enough to affect the truth
values of propositions.64 In some of the essays in the secondary lite-
rature, in this volume and elsewhere, where one reads of Ockham’s
rejecting certain kinds of entities, the readermust be alert towhether
they are being eliminated from (1) only or from (2) as well; the latter
is the far stronger claim.
Ockham’s ontology as a whole is not as sparse as sometimes por-

trayed. It includes much more than individual substances, qualities,
and a few relations; but it still includes much less than do the on-
tologies of many of his predecessors and contemporaries.

II.2. The Elimination of Universals

Medieval authors had two main notions of a “universal”: (1) what-
ever can be present in many things (a) as a whole, (b) simultaneously,
and (c) in some appropriate metaphysically constitutive way;65 and
(2) whatever is “naturally apt to be predicated of many.”66 Because
Ockham held that some terms of language are predicable of many
things, he of course admitted “universals” in sense (2). What makes
him a “nominalist” about universals is his denial that there is any-
thing else “predicated of many,” and that there is anything at all that
fits (1).67 Space allows me to treat this aspect of Ockham’s doctrine
only very briefly.68

As noted in Section II, Ockham’s main strategy for arguing against
universals is not the same as for reducing the number of categories.
He does not hold that talk about universals can always be reduced
by paraphrase to talk about singulars only. His claim is not that his
opponents’ theories are unnecessary in accounting for the facts but
that they are outright false. Either they contradict known truths, or
worse, they are internally contradictory.
Such arguments may seem decisive at first; not even God in his

omnipotence can make contradictories true simultaneously.69 But
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we must look closely. Ockham’s actual arguments do not target the
notion of a universal as such; in every case they are directed against
particular theories held by his contemporaries. Often they rest on
peculiar claims in those theories, and thus one wonders whether
suitably revised theories might escape Ockham’s criticisms.70

In his longest sustained treatment of the topic,71 Ockham con-
siders several realist views in sequence, from “most” realist72 to
“least.”73 He rejects them all concluding that “no thing outside the
soul is universal, either through itself or through anything real or
rational added on, no matter how it is considered or understood.”74

This apparently tight logical progression of views may give the im-
pression Ockham has covered all possible ways universals might be
taken to exist. But it is not clear that he has.
Furthermore, as Adams observes, even if Ockham does consider

all possibilities, many of his arguments simply fail to show any con-
tradiction or outright falsehood in the views he discusses; at best
they show only striking and surprising consequences.75

It appears, therefore, that Ockham’s “refutation” of realism is not
an unqualified success. This is not to deny the sophistication and
acuteness of individual arguments – only their cumulative effect.
Even if it is true that a realist theory of universals can be formulated
that escapes Ockham’s attacks, and even if positive reasons can be
found other than thoseOckhamconsiders for believing such a theory,
the fact remains that, until such a theory and such reasons are found,
Ockham has probably succeeded in weakening the case for realism.
His nominalism appears a viable alternative. And as long as that
is true, Ockham’s Razor at least warrants his refraining from any
commitment to universals.

iii. conclusion

This brief treatment has done no more than scratch the surface of
a few parts of Ockham’s metaphysical views. No short essay will
prepare readers fully for all the arguments encountered in Ockham’s
actual texts, even though there is a wealth of secondary literature in
this volume and elsewhere thatwill help enormouslywith particular
doctrines and arguments.76 Still, I hope this essay provides readers
with an orientation toward some of the main themes in Ockham’s
metaphysics.
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notes

1 SeeNormore 1987; Courtenay 1991b and 1992. Note that Ockham never
describes himself as a “nominalist.”

2 Some authors want to say Ockham is not a “nominalist” in this sense
but a “conceptualist.” They reserve the word ‘nominalism’ for doctrines
denying general or universal concepts as well as general or universal
entities and confining “universals” to general spoken or written terms.
See Boehner 1946c.

3 On this second strand in Ockham’s nominalism, see Chaps. 6 and 7. For
the relations required by theology, see Sec.II.1.1 in this chapter.

4 Normore 1985.
5 Conti 1990.
6 On both points, see Panaccio in Chap. 3, Sec. I. On the latter, see also
Normore in Chap. 2, Sec. III.

7 On ficta, see Adams 1977 and Adams 1987a, 73–105. Ockham later aban-
doned the theory, apparently in part because of arguments by his confrere
Walter Chatton that such ficta are theoretically unnecessary. See Adams
1982, 436–9.

8 See Sec. II.1.2.
9 The editors date the work 1328–50 (26*).

10 OPh VII.23*, 26*.
11 Adams 1995b. In this form, it was referred to as “Ockham’s Razor” at
least as early as Sir William Hamilton in 1836–37 (Hamilton 1853, 616,
629). Almost a century earlier (1746), Condillac had referred to it as “le
rasior des nominaux” but did not link it to Ockham (Condillac 1788,
I.180 n. 1). For both references, see Brampton 1964 and Maurer 1978.

12 The formulation appears to be postmedieval. See Maurer 1984, 464 n. 3.
13 † Sent. I. Prol.1 (74), I.30.2 (322); Quodl. VI.10.
14 Sent. I.17.3, I.26.1 (157), I.26.2 (176), II.12–13 (268).
15 Quodl. VII.8. Inmedieaval parlance, to “verify” a proposition is to “make
it true,” not to check whether it is true; it is a semantic notion, not an
epistemological one.

16 On various formulations of the “Razor,” see also Adams 1987a, 156–61.
17 On the Heavens I.4.271a33.
18 Sent. I.17.3. See also Wood in Chap. 15, Sec. II.4.
19 For example, Posterior Analytics I.25.86a33–5; Physics I.4.188a17–18.
Compare Physics VIII.6.259a8–12.

20 Maurer 1978, 427–8; Maurer 1984, 463 n. 3.
21 Thus Walter Chatton, “Wherever an affirmative proposition is apt to
be verified of actually existing things, if two things, however present
in situation (situs) and duration, are not able to suffice without another
thing, [then] one has to posit another thing; and if three [things], however
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present in situation and duration, are not able to suffice without another
thing, [then] one has to posit a fourth thing, and so on.”Quoted inMaurer
1984, 464 n. 7 (my translation). On the “anti-Razor,” see Maurer 1978
and 1984.

22 For all these points, see Sec. II.1.1.
23 He also sometimes uses it to eliminate some of the Aristotelian cate-
gories. See Klima in Chap. 6, Sec. IV.

24 See Sec. II.2.
25 With one exception; see Sec. II.1.1.
26 For the relation between connotation and exposition, see Spade 1990,

608–12.
27 I have claimed this equivalence is actually synonymy (Spade 1975 and

1980), although this claim has been vigorously criticized in Panaccio
1990 (and Chap. 3 of this volume) and Tweedale 1992. I have replied in
Spade 1996, 230–9.

28 See Chaps. 3, 6, and 7.
29 †Sent. I.30.1 (290). The words “without a reason given” indicate that
sound reasoning from the sources named can be an additional basis for
positing entities. See also Sent. III.9 (281), IV.3–5 (51–2);Quant. 3 (70) (=
Birch 1930,127).

30 For details of these intricate arguments, see Adams 1987a, Chap. 7, es-
pecially 267–76. Adams goes on to argue that the reality of “inherence”
relations cannot be confined to theologically “exceptional” cases but
must be generalized to apply to the inherence of all accidents in their
substances and of substantial forms in matter as well. Ockham himself
seems to resist this conclusion. See ibid., 275–6.

31 SL I.6–7; Quodl. V.9–10.
32 Odd though it is, this conclusion is no basis for an objection to Ockham’s
position. The doctrine of the Incarnation presupposes that Jesus is an ex-
ceptional case; it is not surprising to find odd and striking consequences
of it.

33 I will omit the theological qualification henceforth; readers should take
it as tacit.

34 See Dretske 1995, 571.
35 Maier 1958, 330, cites an anonymous fourteenth-century Physics com-
mentary that holds exactly the view I suggest about quality (quoted in
Adams 1987a, 278). As pointed out ibid., such a view was condemned at
Paris in 1347 surely, in part, because of the theory of transubstantiation.

36 Adams 1987a, 278.
37 Adams 1987a, 279–85, assesses the situation differently. She points out
that elsewhere Ockham does not hesitate to say where he is departing
from ontological parsimony for theological reasons (for instance, on real
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relations in the Trinity). In her view, that Ockham does not do so here
suggests he is not being especially motivated by theological considera-
tions in this instance. She goes on to suggest other, purely philosophical
reasons Ockham might have had instead. But the fact remains he does
not explicitly give those reasons, or any reasons, for this aspect of his
doctrine. In my view, the theological reason is perhaps still the most
likely explanation.

38 For example,Adams1987a,143. The view is bynomeans originalwithher.
39 Ibid., 313.
40 See Spade 1998b.
41 That is, terms that can serve as subjects or predicates in standard subject-
copula-predicate propositions.

42 See Spade 1990, 600. See also the important caveat ibid., 601 n. 16.
43 See Spade 1998b for a discussion of these claims. I say “can be signi-
fied” rather than “are signified” because the supply of absolute terms is
determined in part by the limits of one’s experience (the things one is
“acquainted” with).

44 On the theory of exposition, see Panaccio in Chap. 3, Sec. V.
45 Panaccio 1990. That paper is motivated largely by worries about
relational concepts. I think those worries are effectively answered in
Tweedale 1992.

46 Adams 1987a, 287–313.
47 See Spade 1990, 602–6, and Spade 1998b.
48 The former point is made in Spade 1990, 607–8. Both are argued in Spade

1998b.
49 Chap. 3, Sec. V.
50 Ibid.
51 On the distinction between “absolute” and “relative things” or “res-
pects,” see Adams 1987a, 145–6. For Ockham’s denials, seeQuodl. VI.12;
SL I.59–60.

52 For this criterion of “ontological commitment,” see Spade 1990 and
Spade 1998b.

53 Compare Spade 1990, 608. The analogy is heuristic and should not be
asked to bear more theoretical weight than that.

54 Adams 1987a, 306–10, defends the success of Ockham’s ontological pro-
gram by measuring its commitments according to these two criteria. I
agree that, measured by these criteria, Ockham’s commitments do not
go beyond individual substances, qualities, and a few relations. What
Adams and I disagree about is whether these are good criteria for mea-
suring Ockham’s ontological commitment. See also Adams 1985.

55 In particular, I think the notion of a “property bearer” is not a goodway to
approach the question and only confuses matters. What, after all, does it
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mean to be a “property bearer”? If the phrase is taken at face value, what
are the “properties” so borne? If such “properties” bear further proper-
ties of their own, we are apparently committed to (an infinite regress
of?) higher-order properties (accidents of accidents?) in a way nothing in
Ockham’s writing suggests. If they do not bear further properties of their
own, then – on this criterion – they cannot be entities in their own right
and so cannot be said in any real sense to be “borne” by other entities.
On the other hand, if the expression “property bearer” is interpreted as
merely “whatever we can say something about,” “property bearers” turn
out to be just “subjects of predication” – in short, “things,” and we are
back to claim (a).

56 SL I.61.
57 This is just claim (b). As indicated earlier, I do not think he can succeed
even at this lesser claim.

58 I cannot translate this “the same thing or things” because ‘thing’ is a
reserved word in this context.

59 SL III-2.27.
60 See n. 43.
61 Categories 8.10a16–24.
62 Quodl. VII.2. See also SL I.55; Expos. Praed. 14.10.
63 See Adams 1987a, Chaps. 5–8. Not all Ockham’s reductive arguments
proceed like this; each must be considered separately.

64 By calling them “other factors” (in subject position), I run the risk of try-
ing to say what according to Ockham’s own ontology cannot be said – in
particular of trying to “signify” what cannot be signified. This might be
construed as a problem for someone trying to state Ockham’s ontology
while committed to accepting it; I am not so committed. It should be
pointed out that, historically, there have been many other ontological
theories (notably, Wittgenstein’s in the Tractatus) that run into similar
problems of expressibility. (I am not committed to those theories either.)

65 This comes from Boethius’s Second Commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge.
See Boethius 1906, 162–3. The exact specification of (c) was a controver-
sial matter.

66 This comes from Aristotle’s On Interpretation 7.17a39–40.
67 In what follows I will use the word ‘universal’ not for the terms Ockham
allows but for the entities he denies.

68 For fuller treatments, see Adams 1982 and Adams 1987a, 13–69.
69 Pseudo-Ockham’sDeprincipiis theologiae expresses divine omnipotence
by the principle “God can do everything the doing of which does not in-
clude a contradiction” (507). Compare Sent. I.42; Quodl. VI.6.

70 The arguments are extremely subtle and in some cases hard to assess.
See the detailed account in Adams 1987a, 13–69.
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71 Sent. I.2.4–8.
72 Walter Burley’s view that universals are really distinct from but really
in the individuals that share them. Ibid., I.2.4.

73 Henry of Harclay’s view that the same thing (res) is both individual and
universal, depending on which concept it is conceived under. Ibid., I.2.7.

74 Sent. I.2.7 (248–9) (= Spade 1994, 204).
75 For example., Adams 1987a, 31–3. About Ockham’s arguments against
Burley, for instance, Adams remarks, “His arguments serve more to ar-
ticulate the contrasting conceptions of the metaphysical structure of
particulars than to refute his opponents.” (Ibid., 59.)

76 The most comprehensive account by far is Adams 1987a.
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6 Ockham’s Semantics and
Ontology of the Categories

Ockham’s treatment of the ten Aristotelian categories1 plays a cru-
cial role in his innovative nominalist program. One of his main com-
plaints against “the moderns,” as he is wont to call his opponents,2

is that they treat the categories as comprising ten mutually exclu-
sive classes of distinct entities. Indeed, the unknown author of a
work written against Ockham’s logic (characteristically entitled “A
very useful and realist logic of Campsall the Englishman against
Ockham”), writes:

To such most general genera3 there are subjected individuals that are really
distinct from the individuals of another most general genus, [and] of which
[this genus] is properly and directly predicated; for example, we can truly
assert ‘This is [a] when’4 pointing to the relation which is caused by the
motion of the first movable in the inferior things,5 so that, if that individual
had a distinct proper name imposed on it, one could just as truly respond
to the question ‘What is it?’ by saying: ‘[A] when,’ as one can reply to the
question ‘What is it?’ asked about a man, by saying: ‘A substance.’6

As should be clear even from this brief passage, the disagreement
between Ockham and his realist opponent here does not concern
universals. On the contrary, regardless of whether there are univer-
sal entities other than universal terms (be they written, spoken, or
mental terms), the question here is whether we have to admit dis-
tinct particulars falling under our universal terms in each of the ten
categories.
However, Ockham’s disagreement with this position is not simply

a matter of his espousing a different ontology. For Ockham thinks
this ontological position is the consequence of an even more funda-
mental error in his opponents’ semantic theory: a radically mistaken

118
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conception of how our words and the concepts that render them
meaningful are related to the things they represent. In general, ac-
cording to Ockham, this conception would entail that “a column is
to the right by to-the-rightness, God is creating by creation, is good
by goodness, just by justice, mighty by might, an accident inheres by
inherence, a subject is subjected by subjection, the apt is apt by apti-
tude, a chimera is nothing by nothingness, someone blind is blind by
blindness, a body ismobile bymobility, and so on for other, innumer-
able cases.”7 And this is nothing but “to multiply beings according
to the multiplicity of terms . . . which, however, is erroneous and
leads far away from the truth.”8

Aswe shall see,Ockham’s complaints are not entirely justified. Yet
they might appear as an entirely credible motivation for advancing
his radically new approach to some basic issues in semantics and
ontology. To see exactlywhat is andwhat is not justified inOckham’s
complaints, we have to start by considering at least a sketch of the
semantic conception to which Ockham objects. Then we will have
to examine whether this semantic conception does indeed have the
ontological commitments Ockham claims it does, and if – as I claim
– not entirely, then to what extent, and why. These considerations
will then provide us with a solid basis for the analysis and brief
evaluation of Ockham’s alternative approach.

i. V IA ANT IQUA semantics9

The semantic conception Ockham finds fault with can be character-
ized at least by the following principles:

(1) Common terms ultimately signify whatever the concepts to
which these terms are subordinated directly represent.

(2) Common terms as the subject terms of categorical propositions
supposit personally for the things that are actual in respect of their
ultimate significata. (Henceforth, by ‘significata’ of a common term
without further qualification I willmean its ultimate significata, and
by ‘supposita’ of a common term without further qualification I will
mean its personal supposita.)

(3) The significata and supposita of the abstract counterparts of
concrete common terms are the same as the significata of the con-
crete terms.
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(4) Affirmative categorical propositions in the present tense are
true if and only if the supposita of their subjects are actual in respect
of the significata of their predicates (as required by the quantity of
the proposition).10

As indicated, this “minimalist” characterization of the seman-
tic theory in question does not have the ontological commitment
Ockham claims his opponents’ theory has. Indeed, I provided this
“minimalist” characterization precisely because in this way it will
be easier for us to see exactly what further assumptions would need
to be added to these principles to yield the ontological commitment
Ockham is talking about. But before discussing the issue of their
ontological commitment, we need a brief clarification of these prin-
ciples themselves.

I.1. The Semantic Triangle

The first of these principles, being basically a reformulation of
Aristotle’s “semantic triangle” from the beginning of On Interpre-
tation,11 is also accepted by Ockham. Indeed, among medieval au-
thors it was generally agreed that all our words are meaningful only
in virtue of their being subordinated to our concepts. Obviously, the
utterance or the inscription ‘arbor’ is meaningful in Latin only be-
cause it is subordinated to the concept by which we conceive trees
in general, but since it is not thus subordinated to this concept
in English, it is not meaningful in English. And since the utter-
ance or inscription ‘biltrix’ is not subordinated to any concept in
either English or Latin, it is not meaningful in either of these two
languages.12 To be sure, there were serious differences of opinion
among medieval authors as to what concepts are, what kinds of con-
cepts there are, and how the several kinds are related to what they
represent. Nevertheless, since from our present point of view con-
cepts are relevant only in their semantic function, we do not have
to go into these questions at this point. Therefore, it is sufficient
here to distinguish between the immediate and the ultimate signi-
ficata of common terms by saying that the immediate significata
of (written or spoken) common terms are the concepts of human
minds (whatever entities concepts are in themselves), and the ul-
timate significata of the same are whatever these concepts directly
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represent (whatever sort of entities the things thus represented are in
themselves).

I.2. Supposition of Common Terms

Supposition is the referring function of terms, which, according to
most authors, they have only in propositional contexts.13 To stick
with our previous example, the term ‘arbor’ has signification in
Latin, because in Latin it is subordinated to the concept of trees
whether it is used in the context of a proposition or considered out-
side a propositional context – say, in a dictionary. But when we use
this term in the context of a proposition, its function is to stand for
or to refer to14 things somehow related to this concept. According
to the most commonly accepted main divisions of the kinds of sup-
position a term may have, depending on how the concept is related
to the things thus referred to, a spoken or written term was said to
havematerial, simple, or personal supposition. A term has material
supposition if it refers to itself or to any other similar term subor-
dinated to its concept. For example, in ‘Arbor est nomen’ (‘“tree”
is a noun’), the subject term stands for itself and for any other oc-
currence of a similar inscription or utterance subordinated to the
concept of trees. The same term has simple supposition if it stands
for what it immediately signifies, that is, the concept to which it is
subordinated.15 For example, in ‘Arbor est genus plantarum’ (‘Tree
is a genus of plants’), it stands for the concept of trees.16 Finally, the
same term has personal supposition if it refers to any of the things
that are actual (relative to the time andmodality of the proposition)17

in respect of what the concept it is subordinated to directly repre-
sents, and thus the term ultimately signifies, namely when it refers
to the things that actually fall under the concept. For example, in
‘Omnis arbor est planta’ (‘Every tree is a plant’)18 the subject refers
to actual trees because it is actual trees that are actual in respect of
what the concept of trees directly represents, whether what is thus
represented is said to be one universal nature (whether numerically
or merely formally one) common to all individual trees, or is nu-
merically distinct “treenesses” inhering in, but still distinct from,
individual trees, or is nothing but the individual trees themselves.19

Given our present interest, we need not delve into the further
complexities of medieval supposition theory. What we need here
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is only the semantic distinction between the ultimate significata
and personal supposita of common terms and the understanding that
this semantic distinction may, but need not, reflect any ontological
distinction evenwithin the framework of “via antiqua semantics.”20

I.3. Supposition of Concrete Versus Abstract
Common Terms

Another common feature of via antiqua semantics is to treat abstract
terms as agreeing in their signification with their concrete counter-
parts (that is, whatever the concrete terms signify, the abstract terms
also signify) but differing from them in theirmode of signification.21

The upshot of this differencewas held to be that abstract terms could
be used to refer to what their concrete counterparts ultimately signi-
fied. Therefore, whenever reference needs to bemade to the ultimate
significata of a concrete common term (as opposed to the supposita of
it, which can be referred to by the concrete term itself), the reference
is supplied by the corresponding abstract term, even in cases when
the vernacular does not have such a corresponding abstract term.
It is this systematic need of this semantic framework for abstract
terms that explains the proliferation of the “barbaric” coinages of
the technical Latin of “the schools,” the constant target of mockery
in postmedieval authors, who no longer shared this need with their
medieval predecessors. But Ockham’s complaints were certainly not
motivated by such humanistic squeamishness; his concern was not
so much the proliferation of these terms but the apparent prolifera-
tion of the alleged corresponding entities.

I.4. The Inherence Theory of Predication

The impression of the necessary proliferation of the corresponding
entities should be reinforced by the last of the preceding principles of
via antiqua semantics,which briefly summarizes the theory of predi-
cation often referred to in the secondary literature as the “inherence
theory.”22 For if an abstract term refers to what its concrete counter-
part ultimately signifies, then according to this theory the concrete
term is true of a thing if and only if what its abstract counterpart
refers to actually exists. According to this theory, Socrates is a man
if and only if he is actual in respect of humanity, which is another
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way of saying that Socrates is aman if and only if his humanity exists.
But then it is indeed true that he is a man by his humanity, and by
the same token it is true that he is tall by his tallness, that he is white
by his whiteness, he is similar to Plato by his similarity to Plato, he
is walking by his walking, he is somewhere by his somewhereness,
and so forth, which indeed does appear to involve us in multiplying
entities according to the multiplicity of terms, as Ockham claimed.

ii. the ontological commitment of
V IA ANT IQUA semantics

Despite the apparent plausibility of Ockham’s charge, commitment
to the preceding semantic principles does not entail commitment to
any entities other than those Ockham himself would endorse. The
reason is the simple fact that these principles in themselves just as
much allow the identification of the semantic values of abstract and
concrete terms in diverse categories as Ockham’s alternative princi-
ples do. This is precisely why Domingo Soto, who describes himself
as someone “born among nominalists and raised by realists,”23 could
make the declaration:

It does not escape our attention how difficult it is to ascertain that all the
ten categories are really distinct in such a manner as many realists seem
to contend, namely, that all of them are distinct from one another, just as
whiteness is distinct from substance, which we certainly believe to exist
without substance in the sacrament of the altar. However, I shall never be
persuaded that relation and the last six categories are distinct in this way
from substance.24

Clearly, if the entities in the categories of substance, quantity, and
quality are not distinct from the entities in the other categories, then
the charge of multiplying entities with the multiplicity of terms is
unjustified. However, it may not be quite clear how anyone who en-
dorses the preceding semantic principles can maintain this position.
After all, according to these principles, if the proposition ‘Socrates
is white’ is true, then Socrates is actual in respect of the whiteness
signified by the predicate, which is another way of saying that
Socrates’ whiteness exists. But Socrates’ whiteness cannot be iden-
tified with Socrates. For it is certainly possible for Socrates to exist
while his whiteness does not exist, namely when Socrates gets a tan
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and his whiteness ceases to exist. But if Socrates were identical with
his whiteness, then, by substituting identicals, we would have to ad-
mit it is possible for Socrates to exist while his whiteness, that is, he
himself, does not exist, which is a contradiction. Therefore, Socrates
cannot be identical with his whiteness.
Apparently, the same type of reasoning can be applied to any term

in any of the nine categories of accidents, for according to Porphyry’s
commonly endorsed definition, an accident is something that may
ormay not belong to a subject without the destruction of the subject.
Thus, whatever is signified by any accidental predicate may or may
not exist, while the subject may still stay in existence. For exam-
ple, in accordance with the preceding principles, if the proposition
‘Socrates is a father’ is true, then an entity in the category of relation,
Socrates’ fatherhood, exists. But it is certainly possible for Socrates
to exist while his fatherhood does not exist (for in fact he existed
before he became a father, and he could have existed without ever
becoming a father). But if Socrates were identical with his father-
hood, then this would mean it would be possible for the same thing,
Socrates, who is supposed to be identicalwith his fatherhood, to exist
and not to exist at the same time, which is an explicit contradiction.
Therefore, Socrates cannot be identical with his fatherhood either.
The same goes for all other accidents.
However, we should notice here that in these arguments we ex-

ploited a hidden assumption that is crucial concerning the distinc-
tion of the categories. To make this assumption explicit, let us con-
sider a similar argument. Apparently Socrates cannot be identified
with a father, for it is certainly possible for Socrates to exist while he
is not a father. Therefore, identifying Socrates with a father would
entail the contradiction that it is possible for the same thing, namely
Socrates who is supposed to be identical with a father, to exist and
not to exist, which is an explicit contradiction. However, something
is obviously wrong with this argument. For the assumption that
Socrates is identical with a father should entail no impossibility,
because when Socrates is a father, which is possible, he is identical
with a father.
Clearly, what accounts for the invalidity of this argument is that

Socrates can be identical or nonidentical with a fatherwhile continu-
ing to exist. That is to say, the term ‘father’ refers only acciden-
tally, not essentially, to Socrates. For in accordance with Porphyry’s
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definition it is an accidental predicate of Socrates.25 Therefore, no
contradiction is entailed by the claim that it is possible for the thing
that is actually a father to exist without being a father, for the thing
that is actually a father may be in existence while it is not a father.
But then the previous argument concerning the alleged impossibi-

lity of the identification of Socrates with his fatherhood may equally
easily be invalidated. All we have to do is remove the implicit as-
sumption that the term ‘fatherhood’ refers essentially to an entity in
the category of relation, that is, the assumption that ‘fatherhood’ is
an essential predicate of whatever it is true of. For if this assumption
is removed, then no impossibility arises from identifying the entity
in the category of relation referred to by this term with an entity in
the category of substance, for then it is clearly possible for this same
entity once to be referred to and then not to be referred to by the
same termwhile the entity continues to exist. The same goes for the
other categories.
Accordingly, we can conclude that the preceding principles of via

antiqua semantics yield the ontological commitment Ockham
claims his opponents’ theory does only if we add to them the further
assumption that abstract terms in the nine categories of accidents are
essential predicates of their particulars. Therefore, whoever holds at
least these principles and also maintains this assumption is indeed
necessarily committed to the overpopulated ontology Ockham ob-
jects to, which is clearly the path taken by pseudo-Campsall.
Butwhoever abandons this assumption clearly canhold these prin-

cipleswithout such an ontological commitment, and this is precisely
what Soto did.
Indeed, the previous arguments should make it clear that the as-

sumption in question need not even be coupled with all the preced-
ing semantic principles to yield the ontological commitment
Ockham refuses to accept. For what we needed to exploit in these
arguments besides the assumption that an abstract term in one of
the categories of accidents is an essential predicate of its supposita
was merely the quite generally acceptable semantic intuition that a
concrete term in one of the accidental categories is true of a subject
if and only if a suppositum of the corresponding abstract term exists
(which is of course entailed by these principles, but the converse en-
tailment does not hold). Therefore, whoever wants to get rid of this
ontological commitment, whilemaintaining this semantic intuition
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(regardless of whether he holds the preceding semantic principles),
has to reject this assumption. This precisely is what Ockham did.
In SL, in the passage corresponding to the one quoted from pseudo-

Campsall in the opening of this chapter,26 Ockham writes the fol-
lowing:

All authors posit ten categories, but it seems to me that many moderns
disagree with the ancients in the way they posit them. For many moderns
hold that in every category there are several items that can be ordered as
superior and inferior, so that the superior ones are predicated essentially
(per se primo modo)27 and in the nominative case of any inferior one, by
means of a predication such as this: ‘Every a is b.’ Therefore, in order to
have such predication, they make up abstract names from adverbs, as for
example from ‘when,’ which is an adverb, they make up the abstract name
‘when-ness,’ and from ‘where,’ the name ‘where-ness,’ and so on.28

To discredit the “moderns,” he appeals to the authority of the
“ancients” to claim it is not necessary to assume such abstract terms
are essential predicates of their supposita in every category:

But it seems tome that the ancients did not posit such an order in every cate-
gory. And so they used the name ‘category,’ and similarly the names ‘genus,’
‘species’ and their likes more broadly than many moderns do. Therefore,
when they said that the superior is always predicated of the inferior, and that
any category has under itself species, they extended [the notion of] predica-
tion to verbs, in accordance with the way in which we say that ‘walks’ is
predicated of man, in uttering ‘A man walks,’ and the same goes for ‘He is
shod’ and ‘He is armed.’ And they also extended [the notion of] predication
to the predication of adverbs and to prepositions together with the nouns
they require in the appropriate cases, as we perform [the acts of predication]
in propositions such as ‘This is today,’ ‘This was yesterday,’ ‘This is in the
house,’ ‘This is in the city.’ And in thisway there are such predications in any
category. But it is not necessary that we should always have here predication
in the strict sense, [predicating] a [term in the] nominative [case] of a [term in
the] nominative [case]. Therefore, not every order between a superior [term]
and an inferior [term] is in accordance with predication, taking predication
in the strict sense, but some [order] is in accordance with entailment and
predication, taking predication in a broad sense.29,30

After this rejection of the critical assumption, Ockham goes on to
show that this was in fact what the “ancients” meant, by analyzing
two passages, one from Aristotle and another from Saint John Dam-
ascene. Naturally, in the corresponding passage pseudo-Campsall is
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outraged and tries to show why these passages cannot be understood
according to the “perverted” interpretation provided by Ockham.31

However, we need not go into the details of this philological disagree-
ment. For, despite his appeal to authority here, Ockham had much
more profound reasons to claim that abstract terms in accidental
categories need not be essential predicates of their supposita.

iii. ockham’s alternative semantics

As we could see, the explicit rejection of the critical assumption
concerning abstract terms in the accidental categories would have
been sufficient to neutralize the apparent ontological commitment of
via antiqua semantics, much along the lines we have noted in Soto.
However, for Ockham this rejection was tightly connected with his
alternative semantic theory, which “automatically” eliminated all
unwanted commitments from his ontology.
To facilitate the comparison with the previously sketched via

antiqua semantics, here is a parallel summary of the relevant prin-
ciples of Ockham’s semantics:

(1) Common terms ultimately signify whatever the concepts to
which these terms are subordinated in any way represent.

(2) Common terms, whether the subject terms or the predicate
terms of categorical propositions, supposit personally for their ac-
tual ultimate significata if the term is absolute, or for the things
actually related to their connotata in the manner required by the
term’s connotation if the term is connotative.

(3) The significata and supposita of abstract common terms are the
same either as the ultimate significata, or as the connotata of their
concrete counterpart, or the same as several of these significata or
connotata taken together.

(4) Anaffirmative categorical proposition the subject ofwhich sup-
posits personally is true if its predicate supposits for some or all the
same things as its predicate, depending on the quantity of the propo-
sition.

III.1. Ockham’s Semantic Triangle

Ockham’s “semantic triangle,” as noted earlier, is the same in out-
line as that of the via antiqua. However, according to Ockham, the
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concepts to which categorematic written or spoken terms are subor-
dinated fall into two classes: they are either absolute or connotative.
Because these terms are meaningful only insofar as they are subordi-
nated to such concepts, the terms themselves are also to be classified
as either absolute or connotative.
The precise characterization of this distinction is a disputed ques-

tion in contemporary secondary literature. For present purposes, the
following characterizationwill certainly be sufficient. A connotative
term is one that signifies any of its (ultimate) significata in respect
of something, whereas an absolute term, ex opposito, is one that
signifies any of its significata absolutely, that is, not in respect of
anything.32 The major difference here from the via antiqua concep-
tion is that via antiqua authors would not accept Ockham’s concep-
tion of absolute terms as ones that signify the things Ockham takes
to be their ultimate significata directly and not in respect of any-
thing. Rather, they would say the things Ockham takes to be their
ultimate significata are not the ultimate significata of these terms
(rather they are their personal supposita), and even if they can be said
to be signified by these terms somehow (as Soto would say, materi-
ally, or as Burley and pseudo-Campsall would say, secondarily), they
should be said to be signified in respect of the direct ultimate signi-
ficata of these terms (for Soto, their formal significata, or for Burley
and pseudo-Campsall, their primary significata).33

Consider again the example of the concept of trees, and the Latin
term ‘arbor’ subordinated to it. According to the via antiqua con-
ception, the universal concept of trees directly represents the nature
of trees in general in abstraction from individual trees. However, in-
dividual trees are trees only because they are actual in respect of
this nature, whereas, for example, a cat is not a tree precisely be-
cause it is not actual in respect of this nature. Now, whatever it is
on account of which an individual tree is a tree (and, say, not a cat),
whether it is taken to be distinct from the tree itself or not, is called
the nature of this tree. The tree itself is represented by this concept
only with respect to this nature, which is directly represented by
the concept. Therefore, what the term ‘arbor’ ultimately signifies
in respect of this tree is the nature of this tree (again, regardless of
whether the nature of this tree is taken to be distinct from this tree
or not). But of course the term represents the tree universally, in ab-
straction from this tree or from that tree (that is, not as the treeness
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of this tree but as treeness in general).34 Therefore, the immediate
significate of the term ‘arbor’ is the concept of trees, whereas the
ultimate significate of it in respect of this tree is the nature of this
tree insofar as it is on account of this nature that the tree is a tree.
But the tree itself, insofar as it is something actual in respect of this
nature, is not what is directly (formally or primarily) signified by
this term; rather it is something that can be said to be signified only
indirectly (materially or secondarily) and that therefore can be sup-
posited for by this term by personal supposition in the context of a
proposition.
As can be seen, whether universals were regarded as real entities

having numerical unity or as existing only in their individualized
instances having some lesser-than-numerical unity that had to be
recognized by the abstractive activity of the intellect, in their seman-
tic function they were always conceived as the entities in respect of
which the concepts of the mind represented the particulars falling
under them, and hence as the entities in respect of which universal
terms were related to these particulars as to their personal supposita.
But then Ockham’s uncompromising rejection of universals even in
this semantic function inevitably led to his doctrine of absolute con-
cepts and the corresponding absolute terms,which represent particu-
lars not in respect of anything. Consequently, all universal absolute
terms directly signify only particulars.35 And thus any other term
that signifies particulars not absolutely but in some respect can be
construed as signifying these particulars only with the connotation
of some other (or occasionally the same) particulars, which again can
be signified directly by absolute terms. Therefore, as far asOckham is
concerned, the term ‘arbor’ signifies all trees (including past, present,
and merely possible ones) directly and not in respect of anything
because the concept of trees equally directly (primarily) represents
them.On the other hand, connotative terms in general always signify
particular things in respect of some things, which are said to be their
connotata.

III.2. Common Personal Supposition of Absolute Versus
Connotative Terms

In view of these considerations, the personal supposition of abso-
lute terms is unproblematic for Ockham. Absolute terms signify
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what their concepts directly represent, namely, the particular things
falling under these concepts. Thus, these terms supposit for these
same particulars in a propositional context if these particulars are
actual (relative to the tense and modality of the proposition). Con-
notative terms, on the other hand, signify particulars in respect of
their connotata. Therefore, they will supposit for their significata
only if these connotata are also actual, provided they are connoted
positively, or, if these connotata are nonactual, when they are con-
noted negatively. For instance, the term ‘sighted’ signifies animals
with respect to their sight. But obviously this term will supposit for
an animal only if the animal in question actually has sight (relative to
the tense andmodality of the proposition). For example, in the propo-
sition ‘Socrateswas sighted’ the predicate term supposits for Socrates
(among all animals that were sighted in the past) because Socrates
actually had sight in the past. On the other hand, the term ‘blind,’
which signifies animals while negatively connoting their sight will
only supposit for an animal if the animal actually does not have
sight. For example, in the proposition ‘Homer was blind’ the predi-
cate term negatively connotes Homer’s sight and thus supposits for
Homer (among all animals that lacked sight in the past) precisely
because, since he lacked sight, Homer’s sight was not actual.36

III.3. Common Supposition of Abstract Versus
Concrete Terms

Because concrete absolute terms for Ockham ultimately signify only
the particulars falling under them, the abstract terms corresponding
to themwill signify and supposit for the same things.Accordingly, for
example, the term ‘arboreitas’ (‘treeness’) will signify and supposit
for individual trees just as the term ‘arbor’ (‘tree’) does.37

Abstract connotative terms, on the other hand, should be judged on
a case-by-case basis according to Ockham. Some such terms signify
and supposit for the same things that their concrete counterparts
supposit for. Say the term ‘fatherhood’ supposits for the same persons
that the term ‘father’ does, and the term ‘blindness’ supposits for
the same blind animals that the term ‘blind’ does. Other such terms
signify and supposit for the connotata of their concrete counterparts.
For example, the term ‘whiteness’ supposits for the connotata of
the term ‘white,’ namely the individual whitenesses of individual
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white things. Yet other such terms are taken to signify and stand for
several connotata of the corresponding concrete terms. For example,
‘similarity,’ at least in one plausible analysis according to Ockham,
can supposit for the individualized qualities of those individuals that
are similar to one another in respect of that quality, say thewhiteness
of Plato and the whiteness of Socrates together, in the same way as
collective names such as ‘army’ stand for several individuals taken
together.38

III.4. The Two-Name Theory of Predication39

Ockham’s theory of predication is clearly intended to eliminate the
systematic need for the inherent entities seemingly required by the
“inherence theory” of the via antiqua. As he writes:

Therefore, if in the proposition ‘This is an angel’ the subject and the predicate
supposit for the same thing, the proposition will be true. And so it is not
denoted that this has angelity, or that there is angelity in this, or something
like this, but what is denoted is that this is truly an angel; but not that he is
that predicate, but that he is that for which the predicate supposits.40

Ockhamwas not thefirst to propose analyzing the truth conditions
of categorical propositions in terms of the identity of the supposita
of their terms. For example, Aquinas explicitly uses this type of ana-
lysis side by side with the inherence theory although he remarks that
the inherence analysis is the more “proper” of the two.41 Ockham’s
innovation here is rather the systematic application of this analysis
to eliminate the need for the inherent entities apparently required by
the inherence analysis. Indeed, together with Ockham’s rules of sup-
position and his account of the signification of absolute and conno-
tative terms, this approach “automatically” eliminates the apparent
ontological commitments of the via antiqua.

iv. ockham’s ‘‘reductionist ontology”
of the categories

With these semantic rules at hand, it is easy to see that, according
to Ockham’s theory, all terms connoting something other than what
they supposit for in a proposition are nonessential predicates of their
supposita. For such a term supposits for one of its ultimate significata
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only if the thing in question is actually related to another thing (or
some other things) connoted by the term in the manner required by
this connotation. Because this significatum and this connotatum (or
these connotata) are supposed to be distinct entities, it is at least logi-
cally possible for them to exist or not to exist independently of one
another (and hence this is always possible by God’s absolute power).
Thus, it is always possible for the same term once to supposit and
then not to supposit for the same thing on account of the existence (or
non existence) of this connotatum (or at least one of these connotata).
This is precisely what it means for the term to be an accidental
predicate of this suppositum.
But aswehave seen,whatwas required for the ontological commit-

ment to ten distinct entities under the ten categorieswas the assump-
tion that the abstract terms in the nine accidental categories were
essential predicates of their supposita, yielding together with sub-
stance the “ten distinct, tiny things, according to the imagination
of the moderns, which imagination is false and impossible.”42 Thus,
to get rid of the unwanted commitment to the “ten distinct, tiny
things,” all Ockham needs to do is show these abstract terms are
connotative rather than absolute. But how can we decide whether a
term is connotative or absolute? Because this is a question concern-
ing the signification of terms (an absolute term is one that signifies
things absolutely, whereas a connotative term is one that signifies
things in relation to some thing or things), we can answer it by con-
sidering the significations of terms. If, as a result of this considera-
tion, we are able to come up with a nominal definition of the term
we are considering, then according to Ockham we can be sure the
term is connotative, for this is precisely what such an analysis of its
signification shows. But if the term is absolute, no such analysis is
available. As Ockham writes:

In fact, properly speaking, such names do not have a definition expressing
what the namemeans. For, properly speaking, for a name that has a definition
expressing what the name means, there is [only] one definition explicating
what the name means – that is, in such a way that for such a name there
are not several expressions expressing what the name means [and] having
distinct parts, one of which signifies something that is not conveyed in
the same way by some part of the other expression. Instead, such names,
insofar as what they mean is concerned, can be explicated after a fashion by
several expressions that do not signify the same things by their parts. And so
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none of those [expressions] is properly a definition expressing what the name
means.
For example, ‘angel’ is a merely absolute name (at least if it is not the

name of a job, but of the substance only). For this name there is not some
one definition expressing what the name means. For one [person] explains
what this name means by saying “I understand by an angel a substance
abstracted from matter,” another [person] by “An angel is an intellectual
and incorruptible substance,” and [yet] another [person] by “An angel is
a simple substance that does not enter into composition with [anything]
else.” The one [person] explains what the name means just as well as the
other [person] does.Nevertheless, some termoccurring in the one expression
signifies something that is not signified in the same way by [any] term of the
other expression. Therefore, none of them is properly a definition expressing
what the name means.43

As a consequence, because any categorematic term is either abso-
lute or connotative, to show a term is connotative it is sufficient to
show it has a nominal definition. Ockham observes the following on
this point:

But a connotative name is one that signifies something primarily and some-
thing secondarily. Such a name does properly have a definition expressing
what the name means. And often you have to put one [term] of that defini-
tion in the nominative and another [term] in an oblique case. This happens
for the name ‘white.’ For ‘white’ has a definition expressing what the name
means, in which one word is put in the nominative and another one in an
oblique case. Thus, if you ask what the name ‘white’ signifies, you will say
that [it signifies] the same as [does] the whole expression ‘something in-
formed by a whiteness’ or ‘something having a whiteness.’ It is clear that
one part of this expression is put in the nominative and another [part] in an
oblique case.44

Accordingly, to eliminate unwanted ontological commitment in
any of the accidental categories, all Ockham has to do is show the
abstract terms in that category are connotative, and to show this, all
he has to do is provide a nominal definition of the terms. Indeed, this
is precisely how he treats abstract terms in the category of quantity:

Such [connotative] names also include all names pertaining to the category
of quantity, according to those who maintain that quantity is not another
thing than substance and quality. For example, ‘body,’ according to them,
should be held [to be] a connotative name. Thus, according to them, it should
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be said that a body is nothing but “some thing having [one] part distant from
[another] part according to length, breadth and depth.” And continuous and
permanent quantity is nothing but “a thing having [one] part distant from
[another] part,” in such a way that this is the definition expressing what the
name means.45

This analysis immediately allows him to treat in a similar manner
even some terms in the category of quality, namely, those belonging
to the species of shape (figura):

These [people] also have to maintain that ‘figure,’ ‘curvedness,’ ‘rightness,’
‘length,’ ‘breadth’ and the like are connotative names. Indeed, those who
maintain that every thing is [either] a substance or a quality have to hold that
all the contents in categories other than substance and quality are connota-
tive names. Even certain [names] in the category of quality are connotative,
as will be shown below.46

In the passage he apparently refers to, Ockham argues that

such predicables as ‘curved’ and ‘straight’ could be successively true of the
same thing because of locomotion alone. For when something is straight,
if the parts are brought closer together, so that they are less distant than
before, by locomotion without any other thing coming to it, it is called
‘curved.’ For this reason, ‘curvature’ and ‘straightness’ do not signify things
(res) other than the straight or curved things. Likewise for ‘figure,’ since by
the mere locomotion of some of its parts a thing can come to have different
figures.47

In fact, this passage provides us with a typical example of
Ockham’s general “eliminative” strategy. The apparent need for
positing a distinct straightness in accounting for something straight
becoming nonstraight is eliminated here by analyzing the concept
of straightness in terms of the distance of the parts of the thing con-
noted by the term. Perhaps an explicit nominal definition of the
term for Ockham could be ‘a thing whose parts are maximally dis-
tant along its length,’ or something like this. (Because in his merely
programmatic and illustrative analyses Ockham does not care much
about particular details, neither should I.) Thus, the analysis shows
that the term ‘straightness’ need not be an essential predicate of
whatever it supposits for. But then ‘straightness’ can clearly become
false of something it supposited for without the destruction of this
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suppositum merely on account of the change in what it connoted,
namely the distance of the parts of the thing, by locomotion. Thus,
this term did not have to supposit for anything distinct from the
thing whose parts were maximally distant along its length when it
was straight and whose parts are not maximally distant now when
it is curved.
In fact, it is easy to see that precisely this type of analysis accounts

for Ockham’s general rule:

It is convenient to use this method for knowing when a quality should be
assumed to be a thing other than a substance and when not: when some
predicables can be truly asserted of the same thing successively but not
simultaneously because of locomotion alone, it is not necessary for these
predicables to signify distinct things.48

For what changes by locomotion is merely the relative positions of
quantitative parts of bodies, which Ockham has already “analyzed
away” by analyzing quantity terms as denoting bodies with the con-
notation of the relative positions of their parts.49

However, strictly speaking, all these considerations can achieve
is the elimination of the apparent ontological commitment of the
theory of the categories by removing the critical assumption of the
essentiality of abstract terms in the accidental categories. That is,
all these considerations show is that the doctrine of the categories
alone need not entail commitment to tenmutually exclusive classes
of entities. But the preceding considerations do not show in them-
selves that there are in fact no distinct entities corresponding to the
categories. To be sure, applying his famed “Razor,”50 Ockham could
get rid of any unwanted entities already on the basis of not having to
posit them. But this still does not prove they do not exist. To prove
this, Ockham needs further arguments to show that the opposite
position would entail all sorts of absurdities. Ockham’s arguments
to this effect can be classified as concluding various sorts of logical,
metaphysical, physical, and theological absurdities running through
thewhole range of the categories of accidents. For the sake of brevity,
I present here only two typical arguments concerning the category
of relation to illustrate the types of difficulties that face the opposite
position, represented by pseudo-Campsall in its most extreme form.
One type of argument is based on the separability of any two

really distinct entities, at least by divine power. If, for example, the
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fatherhood of Socrates is distinct from both Socrates and his child-
ren, then it is possible for God to create this fatherhood in Socrates
without Socrates begetting any children, and thus Socrates could be
a father without having any children. Indeed, by the same token,
God could create a man first, and then some others who would not
be his children, nor would he be their son. However, if filiation (the
relation of being somebody’s son) is distinct from both father and
son, God could create it in this man, and thus he would be a son. But
he certainly would not be the son of anything but a man. However,
all the men there are are younger than he, and thus the father would
have to be younger than the son, which is a contradiction.51

Another type of objection concludes some physical absurdity. If
any relation is really distinct from the things related, then so is the
spatial relation of distance. If so, then any change of relative posi-
tion by locomotion would entail the generation and corruption of
an infinity of such relations in the things distant from one another
on account of such a relation. Thus, whenever an ass would move
over on earth, an infinity of such relations would be generated and
corrupted in the heavenly bodies and their parts, for they would be
related to the ass differently than they were before. But it seems
physically absurd to claim that the movement of the ass could cause
any change in the heavenly bodies.52

v. conclusion: ontological alternatives
versus alternative semantics

Pseudo-Campsall was quite unmoved by these and similar argu-
ments. Because he was explicitly committed to these distinct en-
tities, he argued either that the alleged absurd conclusion does not
follow from positing them, or that the conclusion is not absurd, or
that the absurd conclusion follows only because of some contradic-
tory assumption in the objection itself.53

However, whatever we should think of the merits and demerits
of either Ockham’s objections or pseudo-Campsall’s replies, the in-
teresting thing from our point of view is that Soto, for all his via
antiqua semantics, is moved to reject the real distinction of rela-
tions and the remaining six categories on the basis of precisely the
same type of arguments one can find in Ockham.54 Indeed, if we
look earlier, we can see that arguments of this type figured in the
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discussions of many authors before Ockham, especially concern-
ing the hotly disputed issue of the real distinction of relations from
their foundations.55 What is more, we can safely assert that the un-
compromisingly exuberant ontology of pseudo-Campsall was rather
the exception than the rule even in pre-Ockhamist philosophy.56

Thus, Ockham’s ontological “reductions” were hardly as radical as
he himself makes them appear by his contrast with the moderni.
Nevertheless, Ockham is still an innovator, not with respect towhat
he achieves in his ontology but with respect to how he achieves it.
As we have seen, the driving force behind Ockham’s ontological

program is his new semantics. In fact, if Ockham’s sole purpose had
been to achieve a simplified ontology to avoid the sort of absurdities
pseudo-Campsall was bound to handle, he could have done so simply
by abandoning the critical assumption of the essentiality of abstract
terms in all accidental categories, as many had done before himwith
respect to several categories, while leaving themain semantic frame-
work intact. But Ockhamhad amuchmore ambitious project. He set
out to simplify the conceptual edifice of all theoretical sciences by
ridding them of what he perceived as unnecessary recent accretions
thatwere unjustifiable both theoretically and on the grounds of “pure
Aristotelian” principles.57 It is only the requirements of this overall
project that can explain why Ockham could not rest content with
the ontological alternatives provided by the old semantic framework
ranging from the extreme position of pseudo-Campsall to the much
more parsimonious ontology of Soto and others. Therefore, despite
whatever Ockham tells us about the ontological calamities allegedly
inevitably incurred by the semantics of the “moderns,” those calami-
ties alone would not be sufficient to justify his abandonment of the
old framework and the introduction of his alternative semantics.

notes

1 Substance and the nine categories of accidents: quantity, quality, rela-
tion, action, passion, time, place, position, and habit.

2 Obviously, this designation is quite tendentious in Ockham’s usage: be-
sides identifying his opponents as being relatively recent, and thus not
carrying as much authority as well-established older authors, this en-
ables him to pose as someone who only reclaims the genuine Aristotle
from his more recent distorted interpretations.
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3 The “most general genera” are the ten categories listed in n.1, which
then are divided by specific differences into their species, which in turn
are also divided by further differences into their species, of which they
are the genera, but not the most general genera, for they are species of
some higher genus. This process of subdivision continues until we reach
“the most specific species,” which cannot be divided further by any spe-
cific differences, for the individuals contained under them are essentially
the same and are distinct from one another only by their individuating
conditions. For example, descending the famous “tree of Porphyry” in
the category of substance, we get the following series of divisions: A sub-
stance is either material or immaterial. A material substance is a body
(and this is how we get the essential or quidditative definition of ‘body,’
constituted by its genus, ‘substance,’ and its specific difference, ‘mate-
rial’). A body is either living or nonliving. A living body is either sensitive
or nonsensitive; nonsensitive living substances are plants, sensitive liv-
ing substances are animals. An animal is either rational or irrational;
irrational animals are brutes, rational animals are human beings. But
human beings differ from one another only by nonessential differences
such as gender, color, height, weight, virtues and vices, and so forth.
Therefore, the species of humans is a most specific species, not divisi-
ble by any further essential differences. This is how we get the essential
definition of ‘man’ (‘homo,’ of course, in the sense of ‘human being,’ not
in the sense of ‘human male’) constituted by the genus ‘animal’ and the
specific difference ‘rational.’

4 To be sure, this sentence would be as strange in vernacular Latin as it
is in English. However, we must not forget that in the technical Latin
of Scholastic philosophy ‘quando’ (‘when’) or its contrived abstract form
‘quandoleitas’ or ‘quandalitas’ (‘when-ness’) functioned precisely as our
author describes it: as the most universal, essential predicate of all tem-
poral determinations.

5 The “first movable” is the outermost sphere of the Aristotelian cosmos,
the sphere of the fixed stars, the daily rotation ofwhichwas held to be the
first movable cause (itself being moved by some immaterial, and hence
locally immovable separate substance – for the Christian medievals, by
some angel) and the firstmeasure of every othermotion of inferior things.
According to our realist author, this motion causes in inferior things a
“when-ness,” a certain temporal determination that is a really inherent
accident distinct from the substance aswell as from the substance’s other
accidents.

6 Pseudo-Campsall 1982, 216–7 (§38.12). Unless otherwise indicated,
translations are mine.

7 SL I.51. (Compare Loux 1974, 169.)
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8 SL I.51. (Compare Loux 1974, 171.) Here Ockham explicitly claims this
is the root of the errors of the moderns.

9 To be sure, this designation is both somewhat anachronistic and sim-
plistic in this context. Nevertheless, it is not entirely unjustified and
with proper reservations in mind can safely be applied to the set of se-
mantic principles commonly endorsed by themajority of thinkers before
Ockham and by those after Ockhamwho expressed their commitment to
these or similar principles already in conscious opposition to Ockham’s
views or even later in opposition to the relevant views of the “nomi-
nalists” in general. In any case, I find this designation potentially less
misleading than the term ‘realist’ (despite the fact that in late-medieval
debates the opponents of the nominalists would often identify them-
selves as “realists”), which would inevitably suggest primarily some on-
tological difference in their treatment of universals. But the point here,
as we shall see, is precisely that the difference between the treatment
of the categories by the adherents of a via antiqua semantics and by
Ockham is not primarily an ontological matter and not primarily a mat-
ter of how they treat universals. For a detailed historical discussion of
the late-medieval contrast between via antiqua and via moderna, see
Moore 1989.

10 That is, all or only some supposita are such, depending on whether the
proposition is universal or particular. Also, we assume here that the
proposition is interpreted as expressing some actual fact about the actu-
ally existing supposita of its subject, not as a definitive “eternal truth,”
in which case it may be true even if the supposita of its subject do not
exist. According to the latter interpretation, such an affirmative propo-
sition was analyzed by several authors in a number of different ways,
either taking it to be equivalent to a hypothetical, or taking its subject
to have natural supposition, or taking it to express some necessary pos-
sibility, or taking it to express a mere conceptual connection regardless
of the existence of the supposita of its subject, and so forth. See Klima
forthcoming b. See also n. 17.

11 On Interpretation 1.16a3–8.
12 ‘Biltrix’ is one of several standard examples of a meaningless utterance
(along with ‘bu,’ ‘ba,’ ‘buba,’ etc.) one can find inmedieval commentaries
on Aristotle’s passage and in the corresponding sections ofmedieval logi-
cal treatises.

13 Some authors also attributed supposition to terms outside the context
of a proposition. Perhaps the most notable example is Peter of Spain’s
treatment of natural supposition. Peter of Spain 1972, 81 (tract. VI.4).

14 The Latin technical term for this function was ‘supponere pro,’ which
has often been transcribed in the secondary literature as ‘to supposit for’
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just to keep the medieval theory apart from the burgeoning contempo-
rary theories of reference.

15 Or according to some realists, the universal nature immediately repre-
sented by the concept. (See n. 16.) But many authors were willing to call
that nature an “objective” concept insofar as it was regarded as the di-
rect, immediate object of the humanmind considering the individualized
natures of particulars in abstraction from their individuating conditions.
See Suarez 1960, 360–1; Cajetan 1964, 67–71, 121–4. For a discussion of
some complications involved especially in the case ofAquinas, seeKlima
1993a, 25–59, and Klima 1993b, 489–504.

16 Or again, the universal nature of trees immediately represented by this
concept. See, for example, Lambert of Auxerre 1971, 206–9; Burley 1955,
7. It should also be noted here that pseudo-Campsall reserves a different
kind of supposition, “formal supposition,” for reference to the nature im-
mediately represented by the concept, to distinguish it from simple sup-
position, in which reference is made to the concept. In fact he attributes
this formal supposition even to proper nouns. For example, in ‘Socrates is
numerically one, primarily and by himself,’ the term ‘Socrates’ is taken
to refer to Socrates’ individual difference, his haecceity – Socraticity.
Pseudo-Campsall 1982, 353 (§51.06).

17 Modifications in the referring function of terms caused by tense and
modality were usually handled by medieval logicians in the theory of
ampliation. For a detailed discussion and technical reconstruction, see
Klima forthcoming b. Ockham’s treatment was the exception, not the
rule. See Priest and Read 1981; also SL I.72 ad 1.

18 Again, this proposition is being taken to express some actual fact about
actually existing trees and not a definitive “eternal truth.” See n. 10.

19 Most medieval “realist” authors would describe the ultimate significata
of spoken terms as the forms signified by these terms. However, they
would add the proviso that ‘form’ in logical contexts need not refer to
something that is a form in the metaphysical sense, namely some deter-
mination of an act of real being. See Thomas Aquinas, De potentia 7.10,
ad 8; Cajetan 1939, 18. In fact, Domingo Soto, a late-medieval “realist”
who denies any ontological distinction between the ultimate significata
and personal supposita of concrete common terms in the category of sub-
stance, would still draw the semantic distinction between their “formal”
and “material” significata even though, according to him, ontologically
these are one and the same thing. See Soto 1554, I.7, II.10, II.14. In any
case, this is the reason I tried to provide an “ontologically neutral” for-
mulation of the general semantic rule.

20 For more detailed discussion of this claim in connection with Aquinas,
see Klima 1996.

21 For an explicit statement of this view, see Cajetan 1939, 16–17. For a
detailed reconstruction, see Klima 1996.
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22 DeRijk’s “Introduction” toAbelard 1970, 37–8; Henry 1972, 55–6; Geach
1972.

23 Soto 1587, 28H (In Isagogen).
24 Ibid., 181B (In Categorias I.2).
25 Or, in the parlance of modern possible worlds semantics, this term refers
nonrigidly to Socrates. For amore technical exposition of the connection
between themodern notion of “rigid” reference and the medieval notion
of essential predication, see Klima forthcoming a.

26 Compare n. 3. Pseudo-Campsall’s work follows closely the structure of
Ockham’s SL in accordance with the author’s intention to provide a tho-
roughgoing refutation of Ockham’s doctrine.

27 See SL III-2.7.
28 SL I.41. See Quodl. V.22; Expos. Praed. 7.1.
29 SL I.41.
30 For the distinction between predication in a strict and in a broad sense,
see ibid., I.31.

31 Pseudo-Campsall 1982, 217 (§38.13).
32 Although this is not precisely the characterizationOckhamgives us, I be-
lieve this formulation covers his intention pretty well. In formal terms,
this formulation says that the function that would assign the significata
of an absolute term in a formal semantics would be a one-place function,
whereas the one assigning the significata of a connotative termwould be
a many-place function. For technical details, see Klima 1993b and Klima
1991. For detailed analyses of Ockham’s relevant texts, see Spade 1975
and 1990.

33 See, for example, Lambert of Auxerre 1971, 205–9; Burley 1955, 7; Soto
1554, I.7, II.10, II.14; pseudo-Campsall 1982, 101 (§9.4).

34 For a detailed explanation of this theory of abstraction in Aquinas in
particular, see Klima 1996. It should be noted here that talking about
“the nature of trees in general” need not commit anyone to the exis-
tence of an entity that is numerically one and distinct in real exis-
tence from individual trees and from their individual treenesses. In fact,
such extreme realism concerning universals was regarded even by other-
wise “realist” medievals as entirely absurd and as sufficiently refuted by
Aristotle; thus, some even doubted whether Plato ever held the theory in
this crude form. See Soto 1587, 30a (In Isagogen 1); Giles of Rome 1521,
In Sent. I.9.ii.1, and Wyclif 1985, 61–9.

35 SL I.64. I am not dealing here with Ockham’s earlier fictum theory. For
that theory, see Adams 1987a, 71–109.

36 SL I.36, II.7.
37 Ibid., I.6. For the theological complications concerning ‘man’ and ‘hu-
manity’ with respect to Christ, see ibid., I.7.

38 Ibid., I.6; Quodl. VI.25.
39 See n. 22.
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40 SL II.2.
41 Aquinas, In Sent. III.5.3.3; ST I.13.12.
42 Quodl. V.22.
43 SL I.10. The translation is from Spade 1995.
44 SL I.10.
45 Ibid., Compare SL I.44 (137) (= Loux 1977, 145).
46 SL I.10.
47 Ibid., I.55; the translation is from Adams 1987a, 281. Compare Quodl.
VII.2.

48 SL I.55. Quoted and translated by Adams 1987a, 281.
49 These considerations also quite clearly indicate the general reason this
strategy cannot work for Ockham in the case of the other species of qual-
ity. The concepts of those qualities for Ockham simply admit of no such
analysis. An analysis along these lines would probably have to involve
explaining change in respect of these qualities in terms of the locomo-
tion of the particles of a body, a theory dangerously close to Democritean
atomism,whichOckham, followingAristotle, unequivocally rejects. For
more discussion of this issue, see Adams 1987a, 283–5.

50 For Ockham’s actual formulations of the principle and its applications,
see ibid., Index of Subjects, s.v. “Razor, Ockham’s.”

51 SL I.50.
52 Ibid.
53 For his answers to the particular objections presented in the preceding,
see pseudo-Campsall 1982, 280–7 (§§43.56–43.85). For detailed discus-
sion of Ockham’s arguments, see Adams 1987a, 169–285.

54 For Soto’s consideration of the same arguments, see Soto 1587 (In Cate-
gorias 7.2).

55 For a comprehensive historical overview of the problem, see Henninger
1989.

56 For example, in view of Aristotle’s discussion of motion in his Physics,
it was typical to identify action and passion with the same motion. See,
for example, Aquinas, In Metaph. I.9 §2313; In Phys. III.5. Here Aquinas
argues that the categories are diversified in accordance with the diverse
modes of predication, and thus it is not unacceptable to posit the same
entity in diverse categories. On the other hand, concerning the nonrela-
tional categories of quantity and quality (and concerning relations secun-
dum esse), Aquinas clearly commits himself to the view that the abstract
terms of these categories are essential predicates, species, and genera of
the particulars of this genus in the same way pseudo-Campsall commits
himself to the same view concerning all categories. See Aquinas,De Ente
et Essentia 7.

57 See Moody 1935, especially 26–30.
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7 Ockham’s Philosophy
of Nature

WhenGalileo Galilei succeeded in transforming physics into a quan-
titative, mathematical science, his effort was the culmination of a
tradition that we can trace to the Greeks. At the same time, the
success of Galileo’s effort represents the end of the fundamentally
qualitative approach to nature that is characteristic of Aristotelian
natural philosophy.1 Aristotle’s philosophy of nature comprises all
of the texts related to the study of nature, the metaphysical princi-
ples of nature, change and motion, earth, the heavens, his studies in
biology, and the shorter treatises on the senses and perception, all
culminating in his major work on the soul.
In the Middle Ages the interpretation of Aristotle’s natural philo-

sophy continued the classical tradition of interpretation in the con-
text of Peripatetic, Neoplatonic, Stoic, Christian, Islamic, and other
agendas.2 Although there were scholars who contributed to the exact
sciences,3 in texts that fit in the tradition of medieval natural phi-
losophy we find for the most part philosophical discussions of texts,
typically of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, Aristotle’s Physics, and of
other treatises by Aristotle as well as of the commentaries of Aver-
roes.WilliamofOckhamwrote two very long texts on natural philos-
ophy, two shorter accounts, and numerous comments dealing with
questions on natural philosophy in his massive Commentary on the
Sentences. Yet, even when he shows himself to have some familiar-
ity with a specific discipline (as in theories of vision), his use of it
tends to be sketchy and highly selective. He says virtually nothing
about astronomy, about the mathematical models of astronomy, or
about their relation to the principles of Aristotelian physics. There
is almost nothing in Ockham’s texts about music and the mathema-
tics of musical theory. Ockham does discuss topics in geometry, but

143
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here as elsewhere his focus is on ontological and logical issues, not
on geometry as a discipline and certainly not on its application to
the analysis of nature. In discussing Ockham’s philosophy of nature,
then, we focus on ontological and logical issues, and, above all, on
his conception of nature.
As for Ockham’s works, even some editors of the critical editions

question the authenticity of his major treatises on natural philoso-
phy, but no one doubts that the treatises are “Ockhamist” in char-
acter. The chief editor of the series and his colleagues at the Fran-
ciscan Institute in St. Bonaventure, New York, and Stephen Brown,
the editor of several of Ockham’s works, however, regard all these
treatises as authentic.
This summary is in two parts. The first part focuses on Ockham’s

commentaries on Aristotle and on his relationship to Aristotle. The
second part focuses on the principal subjects of physics: place, time,
and motion.

i. ockham and aristotle

The Expos. Phys. contains Ockham’s formal commentary on Aris-
totle’s Physics. He wrote Expos. Phys. in 1322, two years before his
departure for Avignon, but he broke off the commentary at the begin-
ning of Book VIII. We do not knowwhy he failed to complete it. This
commentary and Qq. Phys., written in the academic year 1323–4,
are Ockham’s most extensive and most important works on natural
philosophy. We rely on Expos. Phys. and refer, where appropriate,
to relevant texts from Qq. Phys., the two shorter works in natural
philosophy, Phil. nat. (1319?–24?), and Brev. Phys. (1322–23), Sent.
(1317–21), SL (1322), and Quodl. (completed in 1327).
At the outset in Expos. Phys., Ockham takes some pains to point

out that his intention is merely to present Aristotle’s meaning, not
what he himself regards as true. Ockham regarded Aristotle with
great respect. He clearly believed that Aristotle’s texts, correctly in-
terpreted, approximated the truth. Ockhamhad his own convictions,
however, and thus he also believed either that his interpretation of
Aristotle was correct or that Aristotle himself was in error on some
point. The upshot is that we get Ockham’s genuine view of what un-
aided reason would conclude however much he may have been will-
ing to revise those conclusions in the light of Catholic orthodoxy.
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We are barely a few lines into his major commentary on Aristotle’s
Physics before Ockham indicates his agenda: There are many con-
fusions in the literature that arise because many people are insuffi-
ciently trained in logic. As Ockham saw it, these confusions could
be avoided by consistently exercising a few simple precautions.4

To understand these precautions we must review briefly some of
Ockham’s principal doctrines in logic and how they were innova-
tive and original.5 Ockham’s view that, typically, terms or words
primarily signify things rather than concepts was not original, but
his emphasis on the view that common terms signify individuals,
not universal things, led to an original contribution in his theory of
supposition. Because Ockham rejects any common reality existing
in things, he rejects theories of simple supposition that hold a com-
mon reality as the significate of a common term.When a suppositing
term stands for its significate (a thing), it has personal, not simple,
supposition, according to Ockham, because the only true things are
individual things. When a term has simple supposition, it stands for
the concept, but the concept is typically not the significate of the
term because a term that stands for its significate stands for true
things, not for mental intentions.
In Ockham’s account, then, individuals are the only significates;

universals are concepts or words. Universal concepts or words can
signify only individual things. A term that stands for a universal
concept supposits nonsignificatively, and therefore it has simple sup-
position. When a term stands for individuals, it supposits significa-
tively, and therefore it has personal supposition.
Ockham’s move produces a reversal in supposition theory, and its

cash value, so to speak, is the effect that reversal has onhis interpreta-
tion of the categories. Substance terms and abstract quality terms are
absolute terms that supposit significatively, and therefore there are
real things these terms can refer to in personal supposition. Science
in its most strict Aristotelian sense is of universals, and so science
cannot be of things because there is no universal reality. Science is
of concepts, then, but real science is a science in which the concepts
stand for things, and rational science is a science in which the con-
cepts stand for other concepts. Hence, natural philosophy is a real
science, whereas logic is a rational science.
Concrete quality terms and terms in all of the other categories

are connotative terms that supposit significatively for one thing
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primarily and another thing secondarily, and therefore there are real
things these terms can refer to in personal supposition. Connotative
terms do not signify things distinct from individual substances and
inhering qualities. That is to say, the terms in all categories other
than substance and quality signify something real but not a distinct
thing existing subjectively in singular substances like individual in-
hering qualities. A relation such as ‘similarity’ signifies something
real, namely that something (an essential characteristic, a property,
a quality, or whatever) two things have that makes them similar, not
similarity itself as an entity inhering subjectively in them. A term
in the category of quantity signifies that something is quantified or
numbered, not quantity itself as an entity inhering subjectively in
the things quantified or numbered.
Ockham’s doctrine of connotation has caused scholars many prob-

lems. Important differences in interpretation remain, but I focus on
the consequences of his doctrine for natural philosophy and science.
Every science is of concepts, not things. From Ockham’s point of
view most of the mistakes in philosophy and science have arisen
from two fundamental errors: (1) the assumption that science is
of things, which leads to fruitless searches for common realities
and universal essences, and (2) the assumption that every term has
some thing corresponding to it, which leads to the postulation of
superfluous entities. As Ockham puts it, “This, however, is an abu-
sive way of dealing with terms and leads people away from the
truth.”6

Connotative terms require descriptions that cannot be reduced to
a single term, and so such concepts and words are often deceiving.
Part of the difficulty with Ockham’s doctrine is that he never found
a general way of analyzing propositions that use connotative terms.
What apparently defeated him was the use of such terms by philoso-
phers in many different and even equivocal ways. It is impossible to
produce an exhaustive general statement, and so Ockham accepted
the unavoidable, though not without complaint. He would have pre-
ferred that abstract terms in categories other than substance and
quality not be used at all. Ockham admits that he too must speak
as others do, using their language and the very abstract terms he
wants to avoid, but he insists that what can be avoided is posit-
ing totally distinct realities corresponding to them. The job of the
philosopher, then, is to provide translations for terms that can be
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misleading. Many of Aristotle’s expressions and examples should
not be taken literally but figuratively. With such cautions repeated
tirelessly, Ockham attempts to understand Aristotle’s science, his
use of concepts and terms, which is to say, his message about the
physical world.7

In the Prologue to Expos. Phys., Ockhammakes other preliminary
but fundamental points and distinctions to which he often refers the
reader throughout the treatise. All speculative philosophy and the-
oretical science are composed of propositions. The propositions of
natural philosophy and natural science are principally about sensi-
ble substances made up of matter and form. The propositions them-
selves are composed of terms or concepts that supposit for things,
and in the case of natural science, the terms or concepts supposit
for causes, principles, elements, and the like. Throughout, Ockham
allows himself to be distracted by numerous issues that are central to
his own agenda but peripheral to Aristotle’s. Nevertheless, we may
also observe that Ockham gets the principal point, for instance in
Expos. Phys. I.1, that method in natural science begins with sense
knowledge and confused generalizations that can lead to a clearer
grasp of terms and their proper attributes. Still, Aristotle’s central
point tends to get bent to Ockham’s own purpose.8

There are three principal subjects that will help clarify Ockham’s
natural philosophy and its relation to Aristotle’s: hylomorphism and
the divisibility of matter, Ockham’s theory of connotation and its
application to quantity and mathematics, and his views on causes
and causal explanation.

I.1. Hylomorphism and the Divisibility of Matter

Aristotle adopted hylomorphism (the idea that things are compoun-
ded of matter and form) because his predecessors, in his view, main-
tained one-sided doctrines. They tended to reduce the principles
of real physical things and of change either to matter (several pre-
Socratics) or form (the Pythagoreans and Plato). In Aristotle’s view,
both principles are necessary to explain stability and change or
motion.
The first principle is the idea of a substratum, some principle

whereby the thing undergoing change has continuity with the new
thing it becomes. Aristotle called this substratum “matter.” The
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matter of a thing is that in the thing that remains unchanged through-
out all of its changes. Aristotle called thatwhich changes the “form.”
We can think of change, then, as involving a transformationwhereby
one form replaces another form while the matter remains the same.
The matter is often compared with cookie dough and the form with
the molds that are used to shape the cookie dough. Such metaphors,
however, are misleading. There is an abstract character to Aristotle’s
talk about principles that many later authors, including Ockham,
either could not grasp or did not accept.
Aristotle analyzed change and motion also in terms of the princi-

ples of the passive and the active. Matter is passive, that is, in po-
tency to forms, whereas forms are in act. In Aristotle’s discussions,
matter and passivity are principles of change and not really existing
things.
Medieval Aristotelianism adopted and utilized the theory of hy-

lomorphism extensively. Ockham is no exception. Matter and form
are essential principles and causes. Ockham rejects the abstract char-
acter of the Aristotelian analysis, however, for Ockham considers
matter and form to be real, though not independent, constituents
of things. Matter cannot be pure potentiality, for it must serve as a
substratum of change. Matter is truly extended and therefore cannot
be numerically the same in distinct subjects and places.9

In Ockham’s theory really existing physical things are composed
of matter and a hierarchy of substantial forms. Ockham inherited
the doctrine of a plurality of substantial forms from several authors.
Although the context is a discussion by Ockham on the plurality
of souls in human beings, critics of pluralism believed that Aristotle
had rejected that doctrine when he rejected atomism. Atoms are sub-
stances, and substances cannot be part of a larger substance. The
problem with atomism, as Aristotle saw it, is that the theory could
not account for the properties of substances and it could not define
the point at which a division produces a change in properties.
Medieval philosophers agreed with Aristotle on substances, but

some introduced changes in the theory that blunted his objections
to atomism. Even as Ockham retains hylomorphism and the reality
of qualities, he sees no difficulty with the idea that really distinct
parts can be added to or subtracted from a thing without affecting
the substantial unity of a thing and without affecting the essential
unity of an accidental form. In short, one finds in Ockham and other
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medieval authors an Aristotelian theory about substantial and quali-
tative forms that is compatible in some respects with an atomistic
or corpuscular theory.
In Ockham’s texts we find one interesting contribution to these

discussions. In his treatment of natural substances and elemental
substantial forms, and especially of the changes that such things un-
dergo, Ockham reduces change to local motion of the parts. Even
where observable qualitative changes occur, such as in cases of rare-
faction and condensation,Ockham reduces the explanation to a func-
tion of the local motions of the parts.10 To us such a move suggests a
mechanistic explanation, the explanation of secondary qualities by
reduction to primary qualities and even to the motions of the parts
of a thing. Ockham himself, however, saw nothing more than an
economical and ontologically reductive version of the Aristotelian
account. Among late-medieval thinkers, only Nicholas of Autre-
court entertained an atomistic theory, and in his case our sources
are very deficient; nevertheless, the evidence shows that he relied
on Ockham’s account of motion to support atomism.11

Wemay also point to some later discussionswhere authors thought
themselves to be applying an Ockhamist doctrine or appealing to
nominalism in support of a mechanistic analysis. The German ato-
mist Jungius referred to Democritus as an Ockhamist because the
principle of economy seemed to justify the elimination of superflu-
ous qualities and forms from the account of the transmission of qual-
ities. Jungius also saw no need to suppose the existence of species in
medio, a doctrine that Ockham had vigorously opposed. Digby and
Hobbes also appealed to nominalism and the principle of economy
in their defenses of atomism.12 These references justify the asser-
tion that later authors interpreted Ockham in ways compatible with
atomism, but it is misleading to attribute such views to Ockham
himself. How, then, can we characterize Ockham’s role in these de-
velopments and still do justice to his intention?
Ockham’s nominalism, his acceptance of the doctrine of a plura-

lity of forms, his ontologically reductive analysis of transmission of
qualities, and his reductive account of rarefaction and condensation
were used by others to constructmechanistic accounts of qualitative
change. It bears repeating thatOckham, alongwith several other late-
medieval authors, vigorously defended the idea that some composite
things are composed of several really distinct things.
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I.2. Connotative Concepts and the Interpretation
of Quantity and Mathematics

Aristotle also analyzed qualities and qualitative characteristics in
terms of matter and form. All physical things are made up of ele-
ments in various combinations. Aristotle accepted the view that
there are four elements (earth, air, fire, and water) and that these
elements are combinations of qualities (dry, cold, moist, and hot).
Qualitative changes can be explained by the replacement of one qual-
ity by its opposite. When water (cold and moist) is changed to air or
steam (moist and hot), the quality of cold is replaced by the quality
of hot.
Aristotle also maintained that physically extended things are po-

tentially divisible ad infinitum but are actually subject to a natural
limit; that is, they cannot actually be divided beyond some point
without destroying their substantial form.
Medieval Aristotelians explicitly raised several questions that

Aristotle’s principles suggested. For example, when water turns to
steam, is there a point at which the water ceases and the steam
begins? Does the cold lessen gradually and the hot replace it increas-
ingly? If things cannot actually be divided ad infinitum, then is there
not in fact some minimal extension that a particular substance has
and beyond which its existence ceases or, at least, its qualitative
characteristics change?
By raising such questions it seems that commentators put Aris-

totelian categories in the service of non-Aristotelian agendas. The
questions challenged authors to be more precise and to devise more
subtle logical distinctions. The discussions contributed to techniques
of linguistic and logical analysis and to the use of mathematics to
try to understand these subtleties with greater clarity, not to experi-
mentation or more precise observation and measurement. Insofar as
Ockham’s views are relevant, they concern his contributions to lin-
guistic, logical, and conceptual analysis. Ockham’s views on quan-
tity, mathematics, and connotation are the important considera-
tions.
With respect to quantity and mathematics, we may briefly note

that Ockham denied the existence of quantity as a thing distinguish-
able from a thing that is quantified. A quantity is not a real thing
distinct from substance and quality. When a subject undergoes some
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real change – for example, if its length changes – then the change is
real, and a proposition expressing that quantitative change expresses
a real truth or a reality about the subject, but this does not require
any quantity as an entity distinct from substances and qualities.
Likewise, Ockham denied the existence of mathematical entities.
He placed quantity terms and mathematical terms under connota-
tive terms and concepts. We consider what motivated Ockham to
adopt this approach to quantity and mathematics before describing
the account itself.13

Modern science is inconceivable without mathematics. But what
relation do mathematics and nature have in Aristotle’s conception?
As Aristotle maintains, mathematics abstracts from the things
physics considers.14 Ockham concludes, then, thatmathematics and
physics are distinct sciences because they consider diverse conclu-
sions having diverse subjects or diverse predicates. Should they con-
sider the same conclusion in such a way that the conclusion per-
tains essentially to both sciences, then it is possible that a part of
physics may be subordinate to some part of mathematics, or the
other way around. With respect to the middle sciences such as per-
spective, harmony, and astronomy, it was Ockham’s view that they
belong to physics more than they do to mathematics. Perspective
and astronomy consider geometrical lines as physical, and they draw
conclusions about attributes that are a part of natural philosophy.
The sounds studied in harmony, howevermathematical the relation-
ships, are also physical. These sciences, then, are less abstract than
the purely mathematical sciences. Ockham’s reading here tends to
support the standard Aristotelian view that mathematics is subordi-
nate to natural philosophy.
On the other hand, in his theory of connotation, Ockham de-

velops an interpretation of mathematical entities that subordinates
ontological considerations to what we might call a more pragmatic
conception of mathematics. It is a conception that makes mathe-
matics into a language or into another tool of analysis. As such,
mathematics can be used to clarify any subject matter. Ockham’s
interpretation seems to have influenced many authors of his time
to use mathematics in sciences that do not involve measurement,
where mathematics is a kind of theoretical formalism that enables
us to resolve thorny questions about qualitative contraries, time,
place, and the like.
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Ockham rendered the connotative terms and concepts used in
natural philosophy into “sets of explaining propositions.” That is
to say, such terms must always be thought of as shorthand for com-
plex propositions that describe or summarize two or more facts and
conditions or some relationship that the terms signify. In some in-
stances Ockham denied altogether that the terms refer to anything
existing.
For example, mathematical terms such as ‘point,’ ‘line,’ and ‘sur-

face’ are fictive. The explaining propositions that render such terms
are properly conditional, not assertoric in form. Euclid’s fifth pos-
tulate provides a good example. It should be rendered thus: “If two
parallel lineswere extended to infinity, theywouldnever intersect.”15

In Ockham’s view, we need not assume the real existence of lines or
suppose they can actually be extended to infinity. Mathematicians
do not have to assume the real existence of lines to employ them
usefully.
The view of mathematics as an inventory of objects was inflation-

ary, according to Ockham. That Ockham’s view was congenial to
many authors follows frommathematical applications that were dic-
tated by formal and not empirical considerations. Bradwardine’s ana-
lysis that produced his famous law of motion, for example, proceeds
from themathematics of ratios, not from empirical considerations. If
an analysis begins from some simplifying assumption, several results
can be derived, whether empirically verified or not.
Although some fourteenth-century mathematicians were mathe-

matical realists in fact (Bradwardine, for example), Ockham and oth-
ers shifted attention away from mathematics as discussion about
objects and entities to mathematics as a language and a formalism
that can be interpreted in many ways and applied to all disciplines.
Ockham refuted the Aristotelian prohibition againstmetabasis, the
prohibition against using mathematics to represent other categories
of being. If we think of mathematics primarily as a language and not
as a category of being, then the prohibition loses its force.16

As an example of Ockham’s criticism of the focus on ontological
issues, wemay consider an application of his refutation of Aristotle’s
prohibition againstmetabasis.
In the Expositio on Physics VII.4,17 Ockham discusses at some

length the question of whether motions of different kinds are
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comparable. The Aristotelian analysis recognizes obstacles or places
a priori considerations in theway of comparison.Aristotle seeswords
being used equivocally. For example, when we say that a pencil and
a musical note are sharp, we are obviously using the term ‘sharp’ dif-
ferently. Aristotle regards circular and rectilinear as qualities whose
properties or attributes cannot be compared. This follows from Aris-
totle’s insistence that the two must have no specific difference from
each other either in themselves or in that in which they are man-
ifested. Ockham indicates in which respect such a comparison is
invalid but then immediately objects that if you imagine someone
walking in a circle, then that individual’s motion in a circle is com-
parable to the motion of someone walking in a straight line, and
hence that circular motion is comparable to rectilinear motion. In
track events that require runners to sprint in curved lanes, the start-
ing positions of the runners are staggered to ensure that all of the
runners sprint exactly the same distance.
Ockhampoints out that a rope that is straight is not longer than the

same rope when it is rolled up into a coil. In this sense, a circular line
is longer, shorter, or equal to some straight line. Such examples lead
Ockham to ask, What conditions must be satisfied for something to
be comparable to another? Here is the point where Ockham directs
his questioning of (attack on) the Aristotelian assumptions behind
the analysis. If Aristotle insists that the movements and the tracks
or trajectories in question are equivocal, then are we to add that
the means of locomotion also establish specific differences in the
motions themselves (e.g., walkingwith feet or flyingwithwings)?We
maydismiss such distinctions and confine ourselves to the formation
of the track and say that equal velocity means traversing the same
distance in equal time; only the “sameness” must be specific in the
case of the track and (consequently) in the case of the movement.
Ockham resolves such problems through an analysis of language.

If abstract terms convey inherent entities, then such general terms
are not comparable. But if abstract terms such as ‘curved,’ ‘slow,’ ‘un-
equal,’ ‘swift,’ and the like do not convey such things, then they are
comparable because they do not convey specifically different things.
In other words, if the unique, most specific definitions express the
nominal definition, and if the nominal definition is predicated of
both terms, then the terms are comparable.
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Ockham goes on to interpret Aristotle as distinguishing between
ontological claims and the use of nominal definitions, which do per-
mit comparisons that would otherwise be ontologically incompar-
able. Ockham interprets Aristotle’s text as a discussion about the
use of terms and about genus and species, but in the end he rejects
Aristotle’s claim that the motion of a body on a curve cannot be
compared with its motion on a straight line. For example, the sun
moves more rapidly than a heavy or a light body because the sun
covers a greater distance in a day than a heavy or light body does in
any example known to us.

I.3. Causes and Causal Explanation

Material and formal causes are in their effects. Things composed of
matter and form are said to have material and formal causes in the
sense that the constituents of a thing partially explain what a thing
is and why it acts in the way it does. The intellect does not stop
asking questions about a thing until it has answers that provide all
proximate and remote causes, and so the form andmatter as explana-
tory can be viewed as causes. Whereas material and formal causes
are in the effect, efficient causes are typically totally distinct from
the effect. That without which something is not moved or changed
is the efficient cause of why it is moved, and the same holds for rest.
A final cause is that towards which a motion tends, or it is that for
the sake of which a thing acts.
Efficient and material causes can be the same. When something

acts on itself, for example, its efficient andmaterial causes are identi-
cal. When a body moves itself downwards, when heated water cools
itself, and when the will moves itself to love or hatred, in all of these
cases the material and efficient causes are the same. Likewise, ef-
ficient, formal, and final causes can coincide, that is, belong to the
same species, and formal and final causes can even be numerically
identical.
Ockham’s view on final cause is not a thoroughly orthodox Aris-

totelian one. He was uncomfortable with the doctrine for several
reasons. To attribute ends to natural things struck Ockham as a
metaphorical way of speaking that he believed Aristotle had adopted
to refute atomism and like doctrines. Those doctrines produce ac-
counts that explain actions as occurring by the necessity of matter,
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or accounts that rely on chance and luck as explanatory principles.
In Ockham’s hands, Aristotle’s purposive language – that things act
to an end intended by nature – is translated into the idea that where
no impediment intervenes, some things become as if they acted for
the sake of that end. In nature, ‘end’ refers to that which follows from
an effect always or for the most part. For Ockham, then, the term
‘final cause’ requires numerous translations into statements about
propensities, inclinations, and effects that occur frequently as long
as nothing hinders the operation of an efficient cause.
Ockham’s views on efficient cause require further comment. The

real or true efficient causes of effects are the things that have the
power or potency to produce the effects that we observe them to
produce with regularity. It bears emphasis that Ockham does not
identify efficient causes simply with necessary and sufficient condi-
tions. The exclusive total sufficient cause of an effect is a thing that
has the power to produce the effect sufficiently and without which
such an effect cannot be produced. In other words, Ockham’s view
is very much in line with Aristotle’s view, read parsimoniously, and
not with a modern Humean analysis.
Indeed, Ockham’s commitment to the principle of causality in

general deserves some comment. His emphasis on the principle of
economy explains his tolerance for incompleteness in explanation,
especially with respect to the identification of causes. But he did not
renounce completeness or explanation altogether as goals. Evenwith
his willingness to abide incompleteness rather than tolerate bogus
explanations, he was, for example, also willing to accept action at a
distance for the sake of causal explanation.18

In conclusion to this first part of our analysis, we can see that
Ockham transformed Aristotle’s natural philosophy to a large ex-
tent into a logical analysis of Aristotle’s assertions. The ultimately
dialectical character of Aristotelian natural philosophy served to
advance discussion within the Aristotelian tradition. Still, in the
hands of all of his commentators, Aristotelian science remained
intact.
In sum, Ockhamwas an Aristotelian, yet Aristotle’s natural philo-

sophy tends to get bent to Ockham’s own purpose. We have provided
three examples of how Ockham interpreted Aristotle, and we have
hinted at the significance that Ockham’s interpretation has for the
eventual overthrow of Aristotelian science.
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ii. ockham’s physics

In one text Ockham announced his intention to comment on all of
natural philosophy (heavenly bodies, the elements, the rational ani-
mate soul, animals, and plants)19; in fact, he commented extensively
on only the Physics. Ockham’s four texts on physics suggest that he
regarded physics as the most important of all of the topics treated in
natural philosophy. The proper subject matters of physics are place,
time, and motion. Here our order of exposition will be: (1) an initial
and general discussion of motion and the infinite; (2) place and void;
(3) time and eternity; and (4) continuity, infinity, and the physics of
motion.

II.1. Motion and the Infinite20

Aristotle’s definition of nature posits the notions of change and mo-
tion as essential parts of the definition.21 Anyone ignorant of the
causes of change and motion is ignorant of nature and of the nature
of motion.
Motion, says Ockham, is not a really distinct thing, distinct from

the body undergoingmotion and from the successive places the body
occupies. The change a body undergoes is not distinct from the body
in the act of change. Such a change refers to the potential acquisition
of a qualification or of a part the body now lacks or is in the process
of acquiring. A sudden change refers to the acquisition of a form
all at once. To refer to change and motion as distinct entities is to
commit the mistake of taking a connotative term for an absolute
term. ‘Motion’ is a connotative term, and the misuse of that term
illustrates the dangers of using abstract terms as a kind of shorthand
for more complex expressions and events.
Some commentators on Ockham have seen in his denial of the

existence of motion a denial that motion itself can change, so that
all motion has to be uniform and there can be no acceleration. But
Ockham’s point is different. He recognized that bodies undergo dif-
ferent kinds of motion and that each requires a description adequate
to the kind of motion the body undergoes. Bodies that undergo a uni-
form acceleration, for example, do not require us to suppose that the
motion exists independently of the body in motion and that the mo-
tion itself is increasing in a uniform way but merely that the body is
moving with uniform acceleration.
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On infinity, Ockham holds with Aristotle that we can talk of
things as being infinite only in the potential sense. For example,
a thing is potentially divisible to infinity. Where Ockham perhaps
introduces a twist is in his explanation of the potentially infinite.
If a continuous thing can be divided to infinity, then it must have
an actually infinite number of parts; otherwise, we would be able to
complete its division. Aristotle posits a potentially and not actually
infinite number of parts, argues Ockham, not because an actually
infinite number of parts are not present but because the parts are
not, and cannot actually be, all separated. If they could actually be
separated, then they would be finite, not infinite. To say that a thing
is potentially infinitely divisible requires us to suppose that it has
an actually infinite number of parts.
The relevance to natural science can be derived from the preced-

ing examples. As Aristotle himself emphasized, spatial magnitudes,
motion, and time are necessarily finite or infinite. Inasmuch as the
science of nature is concerned with spatial magnitudes, motion, and
time, it is concerned with the finite and infinite. Ockham tried to
eliminate all of the ontological considerations and worries associ-
ated with these topics and replace them with talk about concepts.
The clarification of concepts, in turn, would provide solutions to
a wide array of pseudoproblems. Ockham’s views on number and
infinity represent one of several metalinguistic approaches to such
problems. The approaches mark a shift in the interpretation and ap-
plication of mathematics, and, as such, they are linked with later
developments in acoustics, astronomy, and mechanics.22

II.2. Place and Void23

Although Aristotle never loses sight of the broader meanings of
change and motion, the emphasis in the Physics from Book IV on
tends to be on local motion, motion of a body from place to place.
Ockham is led, then, to discuss the concepts following from loco-
motion or that are presuppositions of locomotion: place, time, con-
tinuity, and infinity.
In his discussion of place and void, Ockham takes up issues that

had become central in the commentary tradition, and even though
he adopts many of the standard views gives them his own empha-
sis. ‘Place’ is a relative and connotative concept. Place is not a real
thing distinct from the containing body but is the limit of the body
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contiguous to the containing body. Ockham resolves many prob-
lems by interpreting the claims made according to the distinction
between proper place and common place. Common place is in place
and is immobile, but proper place is not strictly in place and is mo-
bile. A whole river, for example, may be the common place of a boat,
but the proper place of the boat is exactly that limit of the river that
is contiguous to the boat, and because the water of the river moves
past the boat, it follows that proper place is mobile. It was through
that distinction that Ockham attempted to save assertions about a
place not being in place and about a place that is mobile.
Aristotle’s notion of natural place, that is, the place to which an

element tends and in which it rests, caused commentators a great
deal of trouble. Aristotle explains natural place as a function of, or
relation between, the form of a thing and its final cause. Bodies in
motion are striving, so to speak, to get to that place where they
will naturally rest: the end of their motion. The implication is that
natural place acts as a cause of motion. It follows as well that the
direction of a motion is determined by a quality that a body has and
that moves it to its natural place. A body that has the quality of
heaviness tends downwards in an absolute sense towards the center
of the universe, and it will continuously possess the tendency to
move to the center until it reaches the center.
Ockham’s interpretation of place has already made it clear that

place is not a thing and hence cannot function as a cause of motion.
This left Ockham with no choice but to reinterpret all of Aristotle’s
language here in metaphorical terms and to shift the emphasis in the
causal explanation of the motions of elemental bodies from place to
other characteristics: gravity and levity, the attraction and repulsion
of the qualities of the elements, and the actions of the supracelestial
heavens on inferior ones. It is tempting to say that Ockham shifts
the emphasis to mechanical features, but the word ‘mechanical’ has
connotations that are misleading and that Ockham did not intend.
It is fair and accurate, however, to note that Ockham focuses his at-
tention on efficient causes, on the qualitative characteristics of the
elements, and on the motions generated by the circulating heavens.
Ockham speaks of the attractive potency or power of a place as if
place had such a power, but he quickly reinterprets this as mean-
ing that bodies are naturally saved or preserved in certain places. In
contexts where he speculates about other possible worlds, Ockham
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hypothesizes that if the heavens attracted the earth and even if the
earth were not naturally in that place, we could still find a cause why
the earth would rest there. Such texts confirm the non-Aristotelian
arguments presented by Ockham in Sent. where he relativizes the
notions of “up” and “down,” “natural” and “violent.” As Ockham
saw it, the Aristotelian picture of the universe may be the empiri-
cally correct one, but it can claim no logical privilege over any other
picture of the universe.
Aristotle had denied the existence of void because it could not

serve as a cause of motion and hence as a principle of explanation.
Ockham retains the idea that place provides a principle of explana-
tion but not as a literal cause of motion. He is free, then, to exa-
mine the hypothesis of void from another perspective. The issue for
Ockham is not whether void could be a cause of motion but whether
void is compatible with motion. In other words, if there were a void,
would a body be able to move through it?
Ockham’s discussion was influenced by other commentators, but

he makes an important contribution to our understanding of cer-
tain features of local motion. One of the issues that had troubled
Aristotle is that if there were a void, then the limits of a motion
would be together and either no time could elapse or the speed of
a mobile would have no limit. Ockham rather imagines an empty
space in which the limits are distinct and concludes that some time
would elapse and that there would be a limit on the speed of a body
through that space. The important issue here is that we need no
longer suppose the existence of a medium offering physical resis-
tance as a condition of motion. Imagining such a possibility requires
a higher level of abstraction, and it permits Ockham to distinguish
between the causes of local motion and the causes of greater or lesser
speed.

II.3. Time and Eternity

‘Time’ is a connotative term. It follows that ‘time’ does not refer to
a thing distinct from things that change and move. Because some-
thing changes or moves, the mind measures other changes or mo-
tions. Time is the number or measure of motion according to prior
and posterior. Ockham acknowledged that the motions of the heav-
ens are privileged by being the most rapid and most uniform motion
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numbered by themind and are a standard bywhich othermotions are
measured. Yet other motions and perceptions can also serve as stan-
dards of motion. A blind person, after all, has a perception of time,
and there aremany daily and regular experiences that can function as
measures of time. If we know that a horse can walk a given distance
in half a day, then at the end of that distance we know that a half day
has transpired. Workers know by their amount of work (piece work)
what hour of the day it is. In sum, time in the strict sense is the
most uniform, most regular, and swiftest motion of all. In a larger
and more improper sense, time is any motion by means of which we
measure other motions.
Every Scholastic had to come to grips with Aristotle’s belief and

reasons for believing in the eternity of the world. For Ockham the
issues were not just related to theological orthodoxy but to the in-
tegrity of philosophy. He avoided the issue in Expos. Phys. by re-
peating his declaration about the commentary as an exposition of
Aristotle’s intention and not as an exposition of truth according to
Catholic doctrine. What was Ockham’s genuine view?
Ockham clearly used philosophy and philosophical discourse in

theology, and he set restrictions on the application of theological con-
clusions to philosophical discourse and to the solution of problems
in philosophy. In theology he accepted distinctions (e.g., the formal
distinction in talk about the divine essence) that he clearly consi-
dered to be mistaken and inappropriate in philosophy. In the famous
treatise on predestination, Ockham concluded that God knows fu-
ture contingents, but we are unable to say howGod knows them. As
in other equally famous discussions where Ockham shows an ironic
awareness of the possibility that well-educated Church officials may
be in error about a doctrine that a little old lady holds correctly, the
point is not that there are two truths but rather that there is a pos-
sibility of dissonance between what Church leaders teach and what
the Church holds.24

In sum, Ockham’s view on the proper discourse of philosophy pre-
serves a healthy recognition of the limitations of human knowledge
and relies on pragmatic principles derived fromhuman success in ne-
gotiating our way around and through the world.25 In concert with
most medieval theologians, Ockham believed that philosophy can
prepare us for theology, but he evidently parted company with most
Scholastics on how far philosophy can lead us to theology. God’s
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liberality, he believed, compensates for a great number of human
mistakes, but the mistakes are an integral part of the human condi-
tion. We must not assume that we understand God’s interventions
infallibly, nor may we import the conclusions of dogmatic theology
into philosophy without awareness of the mysteries and perplexi-
ties that remain. This is not a doctrine of double-truth nor a form
of fideism but a theory that we can best characterize as a form of
cognitive dissonance, according to which we may be in possession
of the truth but be incapable of understanding it.
In brief, then, Ockham believed that only God is eternal, that the

world had a beginning in time, and that in time the world will come
to an end. The philosopher must confront the inconceivable. We
cannot conceive of something that has no beginning, but we also
cannot explain how something that exists could have come into ex-
istence from nothing. We must assume that something has existed
from all eternity, either God or the world, but whichever we choose
we cannot fully comprehend it. The consequence for natural philos-
ophy is that as we examine features of time, change, and motion,
the examination can lead us to the conclusion that something must
exist eternally. It is not unreasonable for the philosopher to conclude
that the world must exist eternally, but it follows that the conclu-
sion could give way to another conclusion about something else that
exists eternally and onwhich theworld itself depends. But it is hardly
a necessary conclusion and in either case leaves us to accept what
our minds cannot fully grasp.

II.4. Continuity, Infinity, and the Physics of Motion

The Aristotelian analysis of change and motion follows from a clari-
fication of the concepts that are prerequisites for all of our talk about
change and motion. First, Aristotle discusses the species and proper-
ties of motion, then the continuity and divisibility of motion, and,
finally, the perpetuity of motion.
Ockham argues that motion is not a thing distinct from the thing

in motion. The question about the species and properties of mo-
tion is, then, a question about which categories can properly be said
to undergo change or motion. There is no change or motion with
respect to a substance because every change is from contrary to con-
trary, and a substance has no contrary. A thing in the category of
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substance is not acquired by a change or motion but only by substan-
tial coming-to-be. Hence, generation and corruption are not changes
or motions because they are sudden mutations. A relation does not
itself undergo change. If a thing changes, then its relation to other
things changes, but only because the thing itself changes. Hence,
a relation is said to change only incidentally and not because rela-
tion itself is a thing that can change. Action and reception are also
not subject to change or motion. Something that undergoes change
or motion is either a subject of motion or the end of a motion. Ac-
tion and reception are motions and, therefore, cannot be the sub-
ject of motion or the end of a motion. If they could be the subject
or end of motion, then they could be at rest, which is a contradic-
tion. Furthermore, if motion itself could change, this would imply
that motion can be the end of a motion, which leads to an infinite
regress.
Motion, then, is not itself a thing, and only five things are required

for movement: a primary mover, a primary thing moved, time, a
terminus from which (a beginning), and a terminus to which (an
end).
Of the remaining categories, only quantity, quality, and place can

be subjects of change or motion. Changes in quantity are called “in-
crease” and “decrease.” A change in quality is called “alteration.” A
change in place, strictly speaking, requires that a body of the same
quantitymove fromone place to another. In a somewhat looser sense,
Ockham regards increase and decrease that are due to rarefaction and
condensation, respectively, as species of local motion.
Nature is a principle of motion in things that move themselves.

Things that move themselves, or are moved by themselves, are un-
derstood to do so in two ways: largely and strictly. In the large sense,
a thing that moves itself is anything that is not moved by an extrin-
sic mover, at least as a sufficient and precise cause of its motion.
Hence, all simple bodies and all heavy and light bodies can move
themselves and can be moved by themselves because the effective
principle of motion is something existing subjectively in them. In
the strict sense, a thing that moves itself refers to anything that has
in itself the principle of motion and rest in such a way as to be able
to stop its motion before the end of that motion. Taken in this sense,
only animate bodies, not simple and elemental bodies, move them-
selves or are moved by themselves.
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Ockham turns his attention to questions about the unity, conti-
nuity, and divisibility of motion. These are discussions that lay the
groundwork for solving a number of traditional problems and para-
doxes about change and motion. As we often find in Aristotle and in
Ockham, they proceed by clarifying the concepts that are prerequi-
site to a meaningful discussion of the issues.
The continuous is said of things that are contiguous, that is, suc-

cessive and touching, and that constitute one thing. Two things are
said to be touching when there is nothing intermediate between the
limits of the two things distinct in place. Lack of an intermediate,
however, is not a sufficient condition for continuity. Someone play-
ing a cithara, for example,may sound one note followed immediately
by the octave, but this would not be a strictly continuous change in
the sound. Succession refers to something that comes after another
without anything of the same kind or genus in between. For exam-
ple, two houses can be said to be in succession to one another if
there is no house between them. This is true even if there is a great
distance between them because we would refer to the second as the
next house in succession. The contiguous refers to something that
is successive to something and touches it. The contiguous, then, is
a subdivision of the successive.
To summarize, two things are said to be continuous when they

are contiguous and constitute one thing. For example, two bodies of
water that constitute one body of water are said to be continuous.
Continuous things touch, have nothing of the same kind in between,
and constitute one thing. Continuity, then, is a subdivision of con-
tiguity and a further subdivision of succession.
Something continuous cannot be composed of indivisibles because

indivisible things cannot have limits that are touching; otherwise,
they would be divisible. Much less can they be one. Continuous
things are infinitely divisible. Continuity of time does not entail
continuity of change or motion. Every magnitude, however, can be
divided in principle, and thus ifmotion is amagnitude, then it cannot
be composed of indivisibles and must be infinitely divisible. The
distance through which a body moves is a magnitude. Because the
distance is divisible, so is the motion over that distance.
Ockham follows Aristotle in refuting Zeno’s paradoxes: the di-

chotomy, the Achilles, the flying arrow, and the stadium. The fun-
damental presuppositions in Zeno’s paradoxes are that every body

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

164 the cambridge companion to ockham

either always moves or is always at rest and that place, time, and
motion are atomic, not continuous. The point of the paradoxes is
to prove that motion or change is impossible. In refuting the para-
doxes, Ockham and Aristotle argue that place, time, and motion are
continuous, not atomic, and they argue for the reality of motion and
change.
Note that while he is following Aristotle, Ockham places less em-

phasis on the distinction between act and potency, and although he
agrees that terms such as ‘more,’ ‘fewer,’ ‘equal,’ and ‘unequal’ apply
properly to finite quantities, Ockham also concedes that the whole
of a continuum includes all of the parts in half of the continuum and
more. In other words, Ockham thinks of the parts as actually exist-
ing but not separately from the whole, and he admits the notion of
unequal infinite series.26

With the preceding clarifications and distinctions in place,Ockham
turns to the analysis proper of local motion, asking whether there is
an unmovedmover and whethermotion and the unmovedmover are
eternal and perpetual.
TheAristotelian analysis ofmotion explicates the causes, that is to

say, the relation between what is moved and what moves or between
mobiles and their movers. Aristotle maintained the principle that
everything moved is moved by another, and he used the principle as
a premise leading to the existence of a first unmovedmover. Aristotle
evidentlymeant the principle in a highly abstract,metaphysical way,
but even he applied the principle in a mechanical way to account for
some forms of local motion. In the commentary tradition, one of the
central questions involved the application of the principle to two
cases – objects that move themselves and objects that are moved by
other extrinsic things. Most discussions led to the application of the
principle in an almost exclusively mechanical fashion.
Ockham followed some authors in the commentary tradition in

distinguishing between objects moved by an intrinsic principle and
those moved by an extrinsic principle. This distinction led almost
unavoidably to a discussion of self-moved things, the natural mo-
tions of inanimate things, and violent motion. By the time Ock-
ham began considering these issues, the notions had already been
distinguished into distinct and separable principles. What in Aristo-
tle had served as principles applying to absolutely distinct and sim-
ple motions were taken by several medieval authors as distinct and
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separable principles applying to actually complex motions. The nat-
ural motion of an inanimate elemental body, for instance, seems to
be that of a body having the beginning of its motion, understood in
a purely mechanical way, in the qualities of the element itself. Even
though a projectile motion has the beginning of its motion in some
extrinsic mover, its continued motion after it has left the mover is
partly explained by the qualities of the elements of which the object
is composed. Even some examples of qualitative alteration involve
self-movement. Water can cool itself because it can be cooled by a
part of water. In short, in natural motions and even in those parts of
violent motions where natural principles continue to operate, a part
can cause the motion of the whole.
Aristotle seemed to maintain, or so did many commentators un-

derstand him, that a mover must be and remain in contact with the
mobile throughout its motion. In his comments on this principle,
Ockham raises several objections that drive him to affirm the prin-
ciple that motions are caused but to deny the requirement that the
mover and the mobile must be in continuous contact. Accordingly,
he denies that the continued motion of a projectile is due to the
surrounding air or to the quality of impetus.27

In Expos. Phys., Ockham would have completed his understand-
ing of Aristotle’s proof of the first unmoved mover, as the completed
Brev. Phys. shows. Yet we must also suppose that he would have
raised problems and objections that would have led readers to ques-
tion fundamental principles and the conclusions drawn from them.
From Brev. Phys., we may venture the following conclusion: either
motion is eternal or motion has a beginning. In either case there
must be an extrinsic cause of motion. If eternal, then there must be
a first unmovedmover; otherwise, there would be an infinite regress.
Or if it has a beginning, then there must be a creator.28

For Ockham, ‘nature’ is a connotative term that refers, first, to all
sensible substances, excluding artificial things, composed of mat-
ter and form and, secondarily, to some separate substances. Used
in a wider sense, ‘nature’ refers to objects whose principle of mo-
tion is in themselves, whether the principle is understood actively
or passively. Nature is a principle of motion and rest if the princi-
ple is in a thing in a primarily essential way or if it is an essential
part of the mobile. With his view of divine creation, Ockham tends
to interpret nature as a primarily passive principle of motion, for
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example, of heavenly motions, of elemental motion, and of genera-
tion and corruption. With respect to alterations in sensible qualities
and some cases of qualitative increase and decrease, however, Ock-
ham concludes that nature is an active principle of change. When
vapor becomes light, it dissipates and heaviness returns. This hap-
pens because water is produced partly by the substantial form of
water and partly by the qualities of water.29

However deviant hemay appear,Ockhamremained anAristotelian
or as Aristotelian as he could.30 Ockham’s principal contribution to
Aristotelian philosophy was his effort to decode Aristotle’s language
andnot reify concepts thatweremeant to be takenfiguratively. There
are individual things created byGod that act for themost part in regu-
lar and predictable ways. When known by apprehending their terms
or through repeated experience, statements about such things can
be expressed in necessary and universal propositions, but the state-
ments are not about natures considered absolutely but about that for
which the terms stand, individual things created by God with the
power to act for the most part in regular and predictable ways.
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8 The Mechanisms of Cognition:
Ockham on Mediating Species

After the death of Thomas Aquinas and well into the fourteenth
century, medieval philosophers strenuously debated the nature of
human cognition and the means by which it is achieved.1 Ockham
took a radical stand in that debate, rejecting the widely accepted
view at the heart of Aquinas’s account,2 namely, that cognition is
mediated by intelligible and sensible species.3 (I will explain this
technical use of ‘species’ in Section I.) In a variety of texts, Ockham
went to great lengths to argue against not only what many scholars
take to be Aquinas’s own account but also a revised version of it
adopted by Duns Scotus. Why did Ockham take such a stand? Why
did he insist on rejecting species as a means of cognition, and what
alternative theory did he adopt?
The full and complete answer to these questions would no doubt

require a very lengthy book. I want to give only one part of the an-
swer, focusing on Ockham’s theory of the cognition of an individual
extramental material object. Even so, for the sake of brevity, I will
leave to one side an array of topics that are to some degree rele-
vant. Thus, for example, I will leave largely unexamined Ockham’s
response to the optics of his time, which relied on species, and his
reinterpretation of certain texts of Aristotle’s, which seem to give
species a prominent place. Instead I will focus just on Ockham’s ac-
count of an ordinary and comparatively simple cognitive experience.
I lift my eyes, look across the room, and see a coffee cup. What is it
about me that explains my cognition of the cup for Ockham? And
why does he feel impelled to reject Aquinas’s view of the cognitive
processes involved in perception of this sort?
To answer these questions, it is helpful to begin with a summary

of Aquinas’s account of perception. After that, I will say something
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about Ockham’s understanding of the species account of cognition,
which he inherited in a form that differs significantly fromAquinas’s
own account. In this context, the difference between Aquinas’s ac-
count and the version of it that Ockham discusses is enlightening.
With that background, I will turn to Ockham’s theory itself.
Onemore preliminary point is worthmaking. Since in this chapter

I want to concentrate just on the cognition we have whenwe look up
and see a cup,4 I will be dealing with what we would generally call a
“perception” of the cup. Because there is considerable dispute about
what exactly is required for perception, it will reduce confusion if I
make clear at the outset how I am understanding perception in this
chapter. I am not trying to give a full account of perception here
or to adjudicate the disputes over perception but only to clarify the
notion of perception I will be using. For purposes of this chapter,
I will take perception in this way: To perceive an object such as
a cup visually, at least three things are necessary. First, a person
who visually perceives a cup needs to receive visually information
about the cup; that is, she needs to be in epistemic contact with
the cup through the medium of vision. Second, that visually gained
information needs to be consciously available to her. And finally,
by means of that visually gained information, she needs to recognize
what she is seeing as a cup. (Mutatis mutandis, the same point holds
for each of the other senses as well.)5

Perception as I am understanding it in this chapter, then, is incom-
patible with two widely discussed neurological conditions affecting
perceptual ability in which a patient’s sense organs are all function-
ing normally, namely, blindsight and visual agnosia. A blindsight
patient claims, truthfully, to be unable to see. Yet if he is tested to
see whether he can determine if a yardstick held up in front of him
is horizontal or vertical, his responses are highly accurate. Such a pa-
tient has visual information about the yardstick and can use it, but
that information is not consciously available to him, which is why
he claims to be unable to see. Consequently, he does not count as
perceiving the yardstick according to the view of perception adopted
here. A patient with visual agnosia, by contrast, receives visual in-
formation and has that information available to consciousness, but,
on the basis of the visually gained information alone, the patient
cannot say what it is he sees. So, for example, if we hold a pen up
before such a patient, the patient can describe the pen – black, long,
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thin, straight, and so on – but cannot say what the pen is. Forced
to make a determination, he might well guess it is a ruler. Such a
patient does not count as perceiving the pen either.6 Perception, on
the view of it I am adopting here, needs not only to be conscious but
to contain a roughly correct categorization as well.7

i. aquinas’s account of the mechanisms
of perception8

According to Aquinas, when a cup is presented to the sight of a cog-
nitively normal person who perceives it, the first step in the process
resulting in perception is that the sensible species of the cup are
transmitted to some medium – for example, air – between the cup
and the person, and themedium receives those species with spiritual
reception (about which more will follow).
Sensible species are the accidental forms of the object perceived,

and different sensible species are received by different sense organs.
In the case of sight, the sensible species include the color and shape
of a thing.9 The sensible species for sight are thus sensibly receivable
versions of those very forms, that very configuration, which, when
imposed on the matter of what is being seen – the cup, for example
– makes it brown and round, say, as distinct from red and square.
To say the sensible species are received in the medium with spiri-

tual reception is to say that the forms are imposed on amedium such
as air but in such away that they do notmake the air itself brown and
round. The phrase ‘spiritual reception’ and the notion of imposing a
form on air in any way are alien to us, but the phenomenon Aquinas
was trying to capture is itself very familiar. Consider, for example,
blueprints. In a blueprint of a library, the configuration of the library
itself, that is, the very configuration that will be in the finished li-
brary, is captured on paper but in such a way that it does not make
the paper itself into a library. Rather, the configuration is imposed on
the paper in a different sort of way from the way it is imposed on the
materials of the library. What Aquinas thinks of as transferring and
preserving a configuration we tend to consider as a way of encoding
information. Aquinas calls it “the spiritual reception of a form,” or
in the case of sensory cognition, “the spiritual reception of sensible
species.” For Aquinas, to say the sensible species of the cup is im-
posed on the air with spiritual reception is to say the configuration
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of the cup is preserved by some quality imposed on the air from the
cup, but in such a way that the air does not itself take on the features
of the cup.
After the medium has received the sensible species of the cup

with spiritual reception, the medium in turn transmits those sen-
sible species to the eye, which also receives them with spiritual re-
ception. That is, the configuration of the cup that gives the cup the
accidental features discernible by sight is received by the sense organ
of sight, but in such a way that the sense organ does not itself take
on the accidental features of the cup. The configuration of the cup is
transferred to the eye, but in an “encoded” way.
One might suppose that at this stage the person whose eye is af-

fected in this way sees the cup, but in fact we are still a long way
from perception. That is because, on Aquinas’s view, the sensible
species is notwhat is cognized by the senses. It is only the means by
which something is cognized. Aquinas does not have a notion that
exactly mirrors our notion of consciousness, but certain things he
says enable us to draw inferences regarding consciousness. To say
the sensible species is not what is cognized is to say it isn’t in any
way the object of a sensory cognition of ours10; in that case, of course,
it also isn’t known consciously. A person who had sensible species
and nothing more would, then, be like the blindsight patient. Visual
information would have been received by him, but he wouldn’t have
conscious access to it.
The next step in the cognitive processing required for perception

takes place in a cognitive power called “phantasia.” On Aquinas’s
view, phantasia receives sensible species from the senses and turns
them into phantasms, and all sensory cognition involves phantasms.
Scholars of medieval philosophy disagree about phantasia, about
what the medievals thought it was and what they supposed it con-
tributed to cognitive processing. I have argued elsewhere that for
Aquinas the contribution of phantasia is to render available to con-
sciousness the information about the extramental material object
that the senses have received.11 At any rate, phantasms are respon-
sible for the mental images one has in imagining as well as in all
sensory cognition, and phantasms as mental images are certainly
consciously accessible on Aquinas’s view.
If this interpretation of the role of phantasia is correct, then a per-

son who had sensible species and phantasms of a cognized cup, but
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nothing more, would be – in some but not all respects – like an ag-
nosia patient agnosic for all sensory modalities.12 That is because at
this stage in the cognitive processing such a subject has consciously
available only the accidents of the cup but not its quiddity; that is,
nowhere in her cognitive structure does she have the concept cup.
Consequently, the subject at this stage is conscious of the thing that
is the cup and can see it in some sense of “see.” She has visual in-
formation about the cup, and that information is conscious, but she
doesn’t not know what it is she sees. If we ask her if she sees a cup,
she won’t say “yes”; if we where the cup is, she will say she doesn’t
know, not because she can’t locate the cup but because she doesn’t
know that what she can locate is a cup.
What is missing for the subject to recognize what she sees as a

cup is provided by the intellect on Aquinas’s account. The intellect
abstracts a universal from the phantasm in phantasia. This univer-
sal is itself a form of the cup, but it is a “substantial” rather than
an “accidental” form. Just as the senses receive the accidental forms
of what is cognized, so the intellect gets the form that is the quid-
dity. Like the sensible species, this form, which is called “the intel-
ligible species,” is received in the intellect with spiritual reception.
Again, like the sensible species, the intelligible species is not what
is known but only the means by which an extramental thing is cog-
nized.
One peculiarity of Aquinas’s account of the abstraction of the in-

telligible species from the phantasm is important to notice here. The
extramental material object acts as an efficient cause to impress a
sensible species on the medium, which in turn acts with efficient
causation on the subject’s sense organ, which itself acts with effi-
cient causation on phantasia. Up to this level of cognitive process-
ing, the direction of causality runs from the object cognized to the
cognizer. But at the level of the abstraction of intelligible species, the
direction of causation reverses. Phantasia does not act with efficient
causation on the intellect. Instead, the intellect, in abstracting the
universal, acts with efficient causation on phantasia. If we ask what
makes the intellect do this or what causes the intellect to abstract
the universal, we are asking a misformulated question according to
Aquinas. Nothing makes the intellect do so. This is part of what
Aquinas means by speaking of the intellect as an agent intellect.13

For Aquinas, the agent intellect is a top-down causer; that is, it
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initiates causal chains without itself being caused to do so by any-
thing else.14

It is no doubt partly for this reason that Aquinas has no qualms
about allowing the will to be determined (at least with final causal-
ity, if not with efficient causality) by the intellect. The intellect is
not itself determined by anything outside the agent but is rather an
initiator of a causal sequence. That is whyAquinas says, for example:

If the judgment of the cognitive [faculty] is not in a person’s power but is
determined extrinsically, then the appetite15 will not be in his power either,
and consequently neither will [his] motion or activity.16

Once the intellect has abstracted the intelligible species from the
phantasm, it turns that species into what Aquinas calls a “con-
cept” or an “intellected intention.” I have argued elsewhere that
on Aquinas’s account a concept is to intellective cognitive process-
ing what a phantasm is to sensory cognitive processing: it makes
available to consciousness what was unavailable as a species.17 A
cognizer with the intelligible species cup but not the intellected in-
tention would be like a visually agnosic person who has the concept
cup but cannot gain conscious access to it in the visual modality.
That is, such a person has the concept cup but cannot connect it to
the thing visually sensed. What the intellect primarily provides for
cognition, according to Aquinas, is thus the quiddity of the thing
cognized – cup in the case of my example.
This part of Aquinas’s account has occasioned consternation

among some of his interpreters, as if Aquinas were supposing that
human beings know directly only universals and have nothing but a
ghostly, mediated, or indirect acquaintance with individual material
objects, including, of course, other human beings. But this interpre-
tation rests on a mistaken application of reductionist philosophical
attitudes to Aquinas’s thought.18 Aquinas is an antireductionist. He
does not think the intellect, strictly speaking, is any sort of cognizer.
Cognizers are human beings, not components of human beings. And
for Aquinas a human being can perceive a material object directly
and immediately. Thus, for example, he says that

we say that corporeal creatures are seen immediately onlywhenwhatever in
them can be conjoined to sight19 is conjoined to it . . . and so they are seen im-
mediately when their similitude [or species] is conjoined to the intellect.20
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In other words, Aquinas thinks that to cognize something imme-
diately is compatible with the cognition’s occurring by means of a
whole series of processes,21 as long as those processes and their parts
are themeans for cognizing the extramental object and are not them-
selves the objects cognized.22 In the case of intellect, he thinks what
the intellect first acquires in its cognitive processing is the univer-
sal. But he supposes that the intellect can connect the universal it
acquires to the particular material object being cognized by relating
that universal to the phantasm caused by the material object. In this
way, the intellect cognizes individuals by working with phantasia.
This claim is compatible, on Aquinas’s view, with holding that a
human being knows individuals directly and in themselves. Because
Aquinas is not a reductionist, from the fact that one component of
the cognitive apparatus grasps something indirectly, it does not fol-
low that the cognizer perceives that thing only indirectly. That is
why Aquinas says that

to cognize things by means of their similitudes [or species] existing in the
cognizer is to cognize them in themselves or in their own natures.23

When the intellect has formed the intellected intention cup and
has connected the universal cup with the phantasm caused by the
cup, then, and only then, does the cognizer herself perceive the cup.
That is, only at this stage in the cognitive processing does the cog-
nizer have visual information about the cup, have that visual infor-
mation consciously available, and have the recognition of the cup as
a cup.
It would be a mistake to suppose the individual components of

this process are, for Aquinas, psychologically separable or extended
in time in a subjectively discernible way. Nothing in his account
requires us to suppose anything but that the cognizer finds herself,
all at once, perceiving this cup with its accidents. And it is certainly
not part of his account that the components of this process are all
discoverable by introspection. Aquinas clearly thinks some parts of
our cognitive processing go on below or apart from consciousness.
We can reason our way to the existence of sensible and intelligible
species, but we cannot cognize them directly by introspection (or in
any other direct way either). Thus, although he thinks the intellect
can reflect on itself, it is not transparent; not all its acts are available
for conscious, introspective inspection.
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Once the cup is perceived, a variety of other cognitive acts can
occur. The species of the cup can be stored in sensory or intellective
memory, and the species stored in either memory can function just
as the species did when it was first acquired in the cognitive struc-
ture. In this way, it is possible to remember the cup or to see it again
in themind’s eye. Furthermore, the cognition of the cup is the cogni-
tion of a noncomplex; that is, in cognizing the cup the cognizer does
not have to engage in compounding or dividing any other concepts
or intellected intentions. Cognition of complexes, such as proposi-
tions, can occur once there is cognition of noncomplexes. But inwhat
follows I will leave all other cognitive acts, except those involving
remembering and imagining, to one side in the interests of concen-
trating on the noncomplex cognition involved in the perception of
an extramental material object.

ii. problems with aquinas’s account
of perception

Aquinas’s account of themechanisms of cognition is one kind falling
under a genus of theories that I will call, collectively, “the species
account of cognition.” Many things about Aquinas’s version of the
species account, even just the fragment of it presented here, are per-
plexing. I want to call attention to only three, because it is easier to
understand the shape Ockham’s account of cognition takes if one is
clear about these puzzling features of Aquinas’s view.
To start with what is perhaps the most obvious puzzle, Aquinas’s

notion of the intellect (in one of its aspects) as active is hard to un-
derstand. The idea of a cognitive power that operates with top-down
causation is of course perplexing all by itself. We expect, vaguely,
that cognition – or at least the perception of material objects – oc-
curs when a cognitive power receives impressions caused in it by
something in the outside world. That is, we tend to have an untu-
tored expectation that, at least for perception, our cognitive faculties
are entirely passive in the sense that they just receive impressions
from without; it is difficult to know what to make of an account of
perception in which human cognitive powers are active.24

What is especially puzzling, however, and also worrisome, has to
do with the reliability of perception if the intellect operates with
top-down causation. On Aquinas’s view, perception involves a cog-
nitive power that acts on the incoming perceptual information with
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efficient causation rather than being acted on with efficient causa-
tion by causes that can be traced back to the object being perceived.
Why shouldwe think such an active cognitive power is reliable? That
is, why should we suppose the concept that emerges from the intel-
lect’s active processing of the phantasms is a concept that matches
the thing presented to the senses? And if we could find some way to
support the claim that such a cognitive power is reliable, how would
we explain its reliability? Not by its being in one state rather than
another because it has been caused to be in that state by the material
object being perceived. But by what then?
The second puzzle Iwant to call attention to here has to dowith the

intellect’s abstracting the universal by acting on the phantasm. The
senses receive only sensible species, and sensible species are only ac-
cidental forms of what is being perceived. Sensible species received
by the eyes, for example, include color and shape; they do not include
the substantial form of the thing presented to vision. The phantasm
does not differ from the sensible species in this regard. How could it?
The phantasm is derived from the sensible species. Since the sensible
species do not include the substantial form of the thing being per-
ceived, neither do the phantasms. Yet by acting on the phantasms,
the intellect derives or acquires the substantial form. How is this
possible? If the senses also apprehended the quiddity of things, that
is, if the sensible species included the substantial form but it was
just opaque in some way to the senses, then we could understand
abstraction as a sort of whittling. The intellect would whittle down
the sensible species, discarding the accidental forms and keeping
the substantial form hidden within those accidental forms. But the
senses receive only accidental forms, on Aquinas’s view; they do not
also receive the substantial forms.25 So how does intellect acquire
that form by processing the phantasms?
The third and most important puzzle, for my purposes here, arises

in connection with Aquinas’s account of stored species. What is it
about perception that makes it different from imagining or remem-
bering? According to Aquinas, when we perceive a cup, the forms of
the cup are processed by our cognitive powers until intellect connects
the universal cup to the phantasms of the accidental characteristics
of the cup sensed, and at that point one perceives this cup. But the
very same phantasms are stored in the memory and imagination.
One can form a mental image of the cup by calling up the stored
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phantasms and connecting them to intellect again, and one can re-
member the cup in the sameway, by recalling the stored species from
memory.
Clearly, however, human beings in general (though, of course, not

always) recognize immediately the difference between perceiving
and remembering or imagining. No doubt we can tell some philo-
sophical story in which it is difficult to distinguish perceiving from
remembering or imagining. And, of course, the theoretical difficulty
of telling the difference between perceiving and the imagining that
goes on in dreaming gives an impetus to skepticism. But these philo-
sophical cases do not alter the fact thatmost human beings, virtually
all of the time, have a very powerful sense of the difference between
perceiving and imagining. A person who sees a cup, and then shuts
his eyes and forms an image, however vivid, of that same cup, will
not be in the least inclined to confuse the two experiences.
The difference has at least two elements to it. First, there is a differ-

ence inwhatwemight call “the phenomenological feel” between the
experience of perceiving and the experience of remembering or imag-
ining, so that we feel confident in our ability to tell the different ex-
periences apart. And, second, generally, when we are perceiving, but
not whenwe are remembering or imagining, we are strongly inclined
to believe that the object of our cognitive act exists and is present
to us.26 But how are these differences to be explained on Aquinas’s
theory? In either case, we have the same set of phantasms, which
are stored in phantasia and acted upon by intellect. It is true that,
in the case of perceiving, those phantasms have come fresh from the
material object perceived, and in imagining and remembering they
have not. But the question does not have to do primarily with the
way perceiving is different from remembering and imagining; it has
to do rather with the way human perceivers are immediately attuned
to that difference. How could the species theory of cognition explain
the subjective discernibility of the difference between perceiving and
imagining or remembering?
I do not mean to suggest these three puzzles are all insuperable

difficulties for Aquinas’s account. In fact, for the first two puzzles,
I think Aquinas does have something to say. As I have argued else-
where,27 on Aquinas’s view, God’s purpose in creating human cogni-
tive faculties is to make human beings reliable cognizers. The relia-
bility of the intellect and its ability to abstract a universal by acting
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on phantasms are thus both explainable in the same way the com-
puter’s ability to generate the results of a mathematical computa-
tion is: it was designed to do that and to do it reliably. Not everyone
will regard this as satisfactory, but it is at least an answer to the
questions raised by the first two puzzles discussed in the preceding
paragraphs.
For the third puzzle, I think Aquinas has no answer of any sort,

and it is hard to see how he could provide one by using the species
account.28 The species account of human cognition is designed to
explain the processes by which we come to cognize extramental re-
ality. It is not designed to explain the differences among the ways we
have access to the information gained by those processes. Something
else besides the acquisition and storage of species is needed to distin-
guish our experience of perception from our experience of imagining
or remembering.

iii. ockham’s version of the species account

Ockham inherits a version of the species account of cognition that
contains, in effect, a resolution of two of the puzzles raised by
Aquinas’s account. (In fact, it is possible that attempts by others
after Aquinas to resolve these puzzles may be one part of the com-
plicated explanation of why the species account takes the shape it
does in Ockham’s version of it.)29

To begin with the second puzzle regarding abstraction of the uni-
versal, Ockham assumes that on the species account the intellect
can receive the universal from the phantasm because the univer-
sal is itself somehow included in the phantasm. Thus, for example,
Ockham talks about the universal “existing in the phantasm”30 or
the phantasm representing the universal31 on the species account.32

Furthermore, Ockham understands the species account as one in
which the intelligible species is impressed on the intellect. For ex-
ample, in one place he introduces the species account this way:

There is one viewwhich supposes that onemust suppose a species impressed
on the intellect in order for the intellect to cognize intellectively.33

Elsewhere he describes the species account as holding that the intel-
ligible species or the phantasm “determines” the intellect to cognize
one thing or another.34
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On this version of the species account, then, two of the puzzles I
pointed out in the previous section are obviated. The puzzle about
how the intellect can acquire the universal from the phantasm does
not arise because the phantasm includes the universal. And the in-
tellect does not act with efficient causation on the phantasms. In-
stead, the universal or intelligible species hidden in the phantasm
is impressed on the intellect to cause an act of intellection. On this
version of the species account, the intellect is not a top-down causer,
and the direction of causation always goes one way, from the mate-
rial object, through the senses and phantasia, to the intellect. In one
place, Ockham asks what causes a particular act of intellect on the
species account, and he canvasseswhat seem to him the possibilities:

I ask [regarding the intellect’s cognition of a singular], “Bywhat is it caused?”
Either just by a phantasm, or by something in the sensitive part [of the
soul], or by an intelligible species, or by an act of intellect which cognizes a
universal.35

But, of course, Aquinas would think the proper answer to the ques-
tion “What causes the intellect’s cognition of a singular?” is just the
intellect itself, not anything outside the intellect36 or even any pre-
ceding act of intellect. Although the phantasm, the sensible species,
the intelligible species, and the intellect’s abstraction of the univer-
sal from the phantasm are all necessary for the intellect’s cognition
of a singular, none of these, taken singly or all together, is an efficient
cause of the intellect’s cognition of a material individual.
Although the species account Ockham considers lacks the first

two puzzles arising in connection with Aquinas’s account, it (or it
together with certain views of Ockham’s) raises serious problems in
its own right.
To begin with, Ockham apparently thinks most intellective acts

are conscious.37 Acts of intellect we can think about are also in gene-
ral acts of intellect known directly by the intellect.38 Elsewhere he
says, “every act of intellect is known evidently to [the intellect]
itself.”39 Because he holds this view, he interprets the species ac-
count in such a way that every reception of species is a conscious
cognitive act. So one argument he raises against the species account
is just that introspection is against it:

No one sees a species intuitively, and therefore experience does not lead us
to this [account of cognition].40
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In the same spirit, he takes a sensible or intelligible species to be
itself an object of cognition. It is, however, hard to make sense of
the species account interpreted in this way. Ockham complains, for
example, that on the species account the intellect first cognizes a
universal and only afterwards cognizes a singular.41 And it is clear
that human perception does not work this way.
Moreover, on Ockham’s version of the species account, a new and

much more serious problem emerges as regards the reliability of our
cognitive faculties. Because he supposes that the act of receiving a
species is a conscious act and that the species is itself what is known
in such an act, Ockham asks how we could ever know whether the
species represents reality correctly. In fact, Ockham argues, we can
know one thing is a good representation of another only if we can
have independent access to the thing represented. We would not
know if a statue of Hercules was a good likeness of Hercules un-
less we had knowledge of Hercules himself. But, he says,

according to those who posit species, a species is something antecedent to
every act of intellectively cognizing an object,42

for there is no cognitive actwithout a species.Consequently,Ockham
maintains, we cannot tell if a species is a good representation of the
object being cognized. There is, therefore, no reason for supposing a
species leads us to an accurate cognition of an extramental object.
Perhaps because heunderstands species in thisway,Ockhamseems

not to recognize the notion of the spiritual reception of a form.
Aquinas assumes that species are forms identical to the forms in the
object being cognized but that these forms are received differently in
the cognizer from theway they are received in thematerial object per-
ceived. Ockham, on the other hand, wants to know whether species
are the same in character as the forms in the object perceived.43 On
his view, the species account can give no satisfactory answer to this.
If the species are the same in character, then receiving the forms
that are the species will put real color or real sound into the soul;
in virtue of receiving the sensible species brown from cognizing a
brown cup, the soul will itself become brown. On the other hand, he
thinks, if the species are different in character from the form in the
object presented to the senses, then in virtue of cognizing the species
the cognizer is not cognizing that object.44
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These are worries for the species account in the version Ockham
has inherited, but not forAquinas’s version. ForAquinas, these issues
do not arise. He assumes the act of receiving a species is unconscious
and that the species is not itself the object of cognition but only the
means by which an extramental object is cognized. The fact that
the species is received with spiritual reception means that it is the
same in character as the form in the object perceived but that the
soul is nonetheless not made brown, for example, by receiving such
a form.
In these ways, the version of the species account Ockham dis-

cusses is different from and philosophically worse than Aquinas’s
account. Nonetheless, the two versions share one feature. For the
version Ockham discusses as well as for Aquinas’s, the third puz-
zle mentioned in the previous section remains. Neither version has
the resources to explain our ability to discern readily the difference
between perceiving and imagining or remembering.

iv. ockham on intuitive
and abstractive cognition

In the period after Aquinas, there is one notable innovation in discus-
sions of humanknowledge, namely the distinction between intuitive
and abstractive cognition. The discovery or invention of this distinc-
tion is commonly attributed to Duns Scotus, though no doubt it can
be found before him, and others have been proposed as the distinc-
tion’s originator. Scotus’s own theory of cognition is a combination
of one version of the species account with the distinction between
intuitive and abstractive cognition.45 One way of understanding the
addition of the distinction to the species account is to see the distinc-
tion as a remedy for the third puzzle of Aquinas’s account, namely
that regarding our ability to discern readily the differences between
perceiving and imagining or remembering.46 I am not here claim-
ing that explicit reflection on this puzzle generated the distinction.
I mean to suggest only that the inability of the species account to
resolve this puzzle naturally led to some alternative approach to it in
one context or another.47 This way of thinking about the distinction
between intuitive and abstractive cognition requires considerable
explanation, but I think that explanation will come more easily in
connection with an exposition of Ockham’s own theory of human
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cognitive processes. Ockham rejects the species account entirely and
substitutes a radically different theory, for which the difference bet-
ween intuitive and abstractive cognition is foundational.
Ockham supposes that his own theory of cognition has the advan-

tage over the species account of being simpler; one of his favorite
arguments against the species account48 is that we should not do
with more entities what can be done with fewer.49 It is in fact not at
all clear, in the end, that Ockham’s theory can do with fewer entities
what could be done with more. As far as that goes, it is not clear that
Ockham’s theory really is simpler than the species account. I will
return to these issues at the end of the chapter. For now, it is enough
to say that Ockham’s own account of cognition certainly appears
simpler than the species account because it seems to posit nothing
more in its account of human cognition than the thing cognized and
the cognizer.
One advantage of this restraint as regards entities, in Ockham’s

view, is that we perceivematerial objects directly, something he sup-
poses cannot be said on the species account. Thus he says,

I say that a thing itself is seen or apprehended immediately, without any
intermediary between itself and the [cognitive] act.50

How, then, does Ockham himself explain cognition of an extra-
mental material object? The heart of the answer has to do with in-
tuitive and abstractive cognition, as he understands them.
For Ockham, when a material object is perceived, there is intui-

tive cognition of that object. Ockham thinks that for Scotus intui-
tive cognition is the sort of cognition one has of an object when
that object is really present to the cognizer.51 Although, as I will ex-
plain just below, Ockham explicitly repudiates this view of Scotus’s,
there is one sense in which he shares it. Thus, for example, he says,
that

by nature, an intuitive cognition cannot be caused or sustained unless the
object [of that cognition] exists.52

Elsewhere he gives a definition that is similar in spirit:

A simple cognition which is proper to a singular and first [in the order of
generation] . . . is an intuitive cognition.53
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In another place, he says that,

intuitive knowledge is knowledge such that by virtue of it one can know
whether a thing exists or not, in such a way that if the thing exists, the
intellect immediately judges it to exist and evidently cognizes it to exist.54

Abstractive cognition is then defined as cognition that is not intui-
tive and abstracts from judgments of existence or nonexistence.55

The difference Aquinas could not explain satisfactorily, namely
between perceiving and imagining or remembering, is in effect the
difference between intuitive and abstractive cognition. The cogni-
tion one has of a cup when one remembers or imagines it can be
caused and sustained when the cup no longer exists. Furthermore,
the imagined or remembered cup is certainly not first in the order of
generation of cognitive acts; some cup must be perceived before that
cup can be seen in the mind’s eye, and only a cup that has already
been perceived can be remembered. Finally, neither remembering a
cup nor imagining it is the sort of cognitive act by which one can
know whether the cup exists. Therefore, imagining and remember-
ing do not fit the descriptions of intuitive cognition in the passages
quoted above. Perception, on the other hand, clearly does fit these
descriptions and so counts as intuitive cognition.
In this way, the distinction between intuitive and abstractive cog-

nition, whatever else it accomplishes, in effect fills in a serious gap
in Aquinas’s account. On this way of thinking about perception, per-
ceiving an object carries with it a sense of the object as present, as
imagining and remembering do not. And the fact that this occurs in
perception but not in imagining and remembering also helps explain
why we can readily discern the difference between these two sorts
of experience.
Of course, if the sense of an object as present, which intuitive

cognition includes, could also be had easily in imagining or remem-
bering, that is, if one had a sense of an object as present when in
fact it was not,56 then the nature of intuitive cognition would not
be enough to explain our ability to discern readily between perceiv-
ing and imagining or remembering. Clearly, then, if the distinction
between intuitive and abstractive cognition is to play the role I am
suggesting for it, intuitive cognition will have to be highly reliable.
A person’s having intuitive cognition of an object will have to be
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correlated very reliably with that object’s being present to the cog-
nizer. And, in fact, this is just the view Ockham takes. He says
that

intuitive cognition cannot be naturally caused except when [its] object is
present at a determinate distance.57

That is why, he goes on to say, Scotus’s definition of intuitive cog-
nition – “intuitive cognition is of a present and existing [thing] as it
is present and existing” – makes sense as regards intuitive cognition
when it is caused naturally. Elsewhere he says that

by nature, there cannot be intuitive knowledge without the existence of a
thing which is truly the efficient cause of the intuitive knowledge.58

In this way, then, the distinction between intuitive and abstractive
cognition in effect fills a gap left by the species account. It explains
the readily apparent difference between perception and other sorts
of cognition by associating perception with a special sort of cogni-
tion. It is true that the distinction between intuitive and abstractive
cognition does not explain the mechanisms or processes that yield
intuitive knowledge of material objects. But the proponents of the
distinction seem to want to claim that for a certain sort of cognition,
the kind had when we perceive some part of extramental material
reality, there are no mechanisms or processes. There is just direct
epistemic contact between the cognizer and the thing cognized. And
that direct epistemic contact, which is not mediated by any process
or mechanism, is what intuitive cognition is.
This fairly straightforward story is considerably complicated for

Ockham, because he thinks God in his omnipotence could cause in
a human being an intuitive cognition of a cup (for example) when
there is no cup present to the cognizer. Insofar as the cognition of a
cup is something really distinct from the cup, an omnipotent God
could bring about the cognition without the cup. This complication
subverts one useful advantage of the distinction between intuitive
and abstractive cognition as I have been explaining it. One prob-
lem with the species account was that it could not explain our abil-
ity to discern immediately the difference between perceiving and
remembering or imagining. If God can cause in us the state we
are in when we are perceiving a cup, on an occasion in which we
are not perceiving a cup and there is no cup present to us, then,
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apparently, we could take ourselves to be perceiving when in fact we
are not.
Ockham’s resolution of this problem is to concede the claim about

the power of God but to deny the apparent implication of his conces-
sion. Although it is true, on his view, that God could give us intuitive
cognition of a nonexistent thing, this intuitive cognition is such that
it would cause in us the judgment that the object of the cognition
did not exist. Consequently, it is not surprising that Ockham defines
intuitive cognition differently from Scotus. For Ockham, intuitive
cognition is that

by the mediation of which a thing is cognized to exist when it exists and not
to exist when it does not exist.59

Or, as he puts it in another place,

bymeans of intuitive knowledge not only do I judge that a thing exists when
it exists but also I judge that it does not existwhen it does not exist; bymeans
of abstractive cognition I judge in neither way.60

Two things are worth noticing about Ockham’s position here.
In the first place, it is only by God’s power that a human being

could have intuitive cognition of something that does not exist. In
one place, Ockham considers an objection against the possibility of
the intuitive cognition of nonexistent things. If such intuitive cogni-
tion were possible, the objector says, God could bless the intellect by
an intuitive cognition of deity, even on the supposition that God did
not exist. The objection is not prepossessing, but Ockham’s answer
is interesting. “That God does not exist and yet that there is intuitive
cognition of God is a contradiction,” he says, “and so it’s no wonder
that absurdity results [from such a supposition].”61 Why is there a
contradiction here, in Ockham’s view? If we can have intuitive cog-
nition of nonexistents, why could we not have intuitive cognition of
God if God were nonexistent? The answer is that nothing other than
God can produce in human beings intuitive cognition of nonexis-
tents; therefore, there is a contradiction in supposing simultaneously
that we have intuitive cognition of any nonexistent thing whatso-
ever and that God does not exist. That is also why Ockham says,
somewhat earlier in the same text, that although it is not absurd to
suppose we can have intuitive cognition of nonexistent things, “this
cannot happen naturally.”62
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The second thing worth seeing about Ockham’s position is that
when there is a judgment based on intuitive cognition, that judgment
is not only reliable but in fact invariably right. An intuitive cognition
need not be followed by any judgment at all,63 andGod can substitute
a false judgment produced byGod in place of the judgment thatwould
have been caused by an intuitive cognition.64 Nonetheless, when an
intuitive cognition, whether of something existent or of something
nonexistent, is naturally followed by a judgment, that judgment is
always right.
Ockhammakes this point clear in various places. For example, he

says:

This suffices for intuitive knowledge, that, considered in itself, [the intui-
tive knowledge] is sufficient to produce a right judgment concerning the
existence or nonexistence of a thing.65

But the most telling passage comes in a response to an objection
from Chatton. Chatton claims that according to Ockham,

God could not cause in us an act of cognizing by means of which something
which is absent would appear to us to be present.66

According to Chatton, Ockham is stuck with this view – which
Chatton thinks is absurd since it appears to limit God’s power –
because of Ockham’s view of the nature of intuitive cognition. If a
person had an intuitive cognition of a nonexistent or absent thing,
then on Ockham’s view of intuitive cognition, Chatton thinks, the
judgment that intuitive cognition gave rise to would be the judg-
ment that that thing did not exist or was not present. On the other
hand, abstractive cognition for Ockham is not the kind of cogni-
tion that gives rise to judgments about existence or nonexistence.
So either way, on Ockham’s view – according to Chatton – even
God in his omnipotence could not cause an intuitive cognition of
a nonexistent thing that in turn caused a false judgment that that
thing existed.
If Ockham in fact thought it was possible for there to be an intui-

tive cognition that gave rise to a false judgment, then his response
to Chatton would be obvious and straightforward. He would simply
need to explain that Chatton had misunderstood his position: for
him, as for Chatton, God could cause an intuitive cognition that
leads to a false judgment.
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But that is not the answer Ockham gives. Instead he grants Chat-
ton’s claim, namely, that on Ockham’s view even God cannot cause
an intuitive cognition that gives rise to a false judgment.His response
to Chatton’s objection consists in trying to blunt the impact of this
concession. There is no limitation on God’s power on his own view,
Ockham says, because he holds that God can cause a false belief di-
rectly in us, although this will not be a case in which the judgment
is formed in virtue of an intuitive cognition.67

Since Ockham does not deny the view Chatton attributes to him,
that even God cannot cause in us an intuitive cognition that leads
to a false judgment, and since for Ockham God can do anything that
does not involve a contradiction, it is clear that Ockham thinks an
intuitive cognition cannot lead to a false judgment.68 Aquinas needs
to explain the reliability of the intellect with theological considera-
tions, as I explained in Section II. For Ockham the reliability of
the cognitive powers responsible for intuitive cognition is built into
those powers themselves; it is not possible for them to produce false
judgments.
In fact, Ockham is so determined not to allow the possibility that

an intuitive cognition could lead to a false judgment that he goes
so far as to allow that qualities impressed on the eye are among the
things that can be seen.69

Consider afterimages of the sun, for example. In this case, one ap-
parently still sees the sun after turning away from it, and one is led
to believe that one is seeing an afterimage. If the afterimage were
nothing at all, just an optical illusion, then we would have an intu-
itive cognition of a nonexistent (namely, the afterimage) that led to a
mistaken judgment (mistaken because afterimages are nonexistent):
An afterimage exists, or There is an afterimage. In the case of after-
images, it looks as if Ockham is stuck with holding that one has an
intuitive cognition of a nonexistent and that this intuitive cognition
of a nonexistent yields a false judgment.
Ockham handles this difficult case by the simple expedient of

denying that such an afterimage is a nonexistent. Consequently, in-
tuitive cognition of it is an intuitive cognition of something that is
really existent. After one has turned away from the sun, he says, there
remains a real quality that is impressed on the eye, and this quality
is itself what is seen.70 The intuitive cognition is thus of something
that exists, namely an afterimage that is a quality in the eye, and it
leads naturally to the true judgment that that afterimage exists. That
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is why Ockham begins this discussion of optical illusions by saying
that

by nature, an intuitive cognition can be neither caused nor sustained when
[its] object does not exist.71

For Ockham, therefore, an intuitive cognition is a cognition in
virtue of which the cognizer knows what is here and now present
to him, if the cognition in question is natural; if it is a cognition of
nonexistents that is produced by God, then it is also a cognition by
which the cognizer knows that what God is presenting to his senses
is not here and now present to him. So although an intuitive cogni-
tion need not lead to a judgment, when it does do so, the judgment it
leads to is a correct judgment regarding what is present or absent to
the cognizer. On Ockham’s view, then, built into the soul is an in-
fallibly correct detector of the presentness of things.72 God can keep
it from operating, and God can substitute a false judgment for any
true judgment it might have produced, but even God cannot cause
it to give false results. Intuitive cognition is such that we just know
when what appears before us is really present and when it is not. Per-
ception thus includes a sense of the object perceived as present that
imagination and memory of that object lack. Ockham’s distinction
between intuitive and abstractive cognition thus accounts for a fea-
ture of human cognition that cannot be handled by any version of the
species account, namely the subjective difference between perceiv-
ing, on the one hand, and remembering or imagining, on the other.

v. perception without species:
ockham’s account

With this background, we can turn to Ockham’s account of the per-
ception of an extramental material object. When a person sees a cup
and recognizes it for what it is, what is happening in his cognitive
apparatus? How does the cognition take place, on Ockham’s view?
The first thing that happens is that the cup acts on the senses

with efficient causation to produce an intuitive cognition of the cup
in the senses.73 Next, the intuitive cognition in the senses causes
an intuitive cognition in the intellect.74 The sensory intuitive cog-
nition and the intellective intuitive cognition are of the very same
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thing, namely that individual thing that has operated on the senses
with efficient causation.75

Unlike Aquinas, then, Ockham does not think what the intellect
acquires first or primarily is a universal. When a person sees a cup,
there is first sensory intuitive cognition of this cup, caused by the
cup itself, and then – caused by that sensory intuitive cognition –
intellective intuitive cognition of the very same cup. Thus, Ockham
says

that very same singular which is sensed first by the sense is itself, under
the same description, intellectively cognized first with intuitive cognition
by the intellect.76

If a judgment is formed at all in virtue of intuitive cognition, then
intuitive sensory and intuitive intellective cognition together natu-
rally result in a true judgment about the existence or nonexistence
of what has been intuitively cognized. This judgment is not itself
an intuitive cognition, although it is formed in virtue of intuitive
cognition. Thus, for example, Ockham says that

When I apprehend some extremes [that is, noncomplexes] perfectly with
intuitive cognition, then immediately I can form a complex that these ex-
tremes are united (or not united), and I can assent [to it] (or dissent [from it]).
For example, if I see with intuitive cognition a body and whiteness, immedi-
ately [my] intellect can form this complex: ‘There is a body,’ ‘There is awhite
thing,’ or ‘A body is white.’ And once these complexes have been formed,
the intellect immediately assents, and [it does] this in virtue of the intuitive
cognition which it has concerning the extremes . . .. One should nonetheless
know that although the intellect can form a complex from these intuitively
cognized non-complexes in the way just explained, while the intuitive cog-
nition of these non-complexes both in the sense and in the intellect remains,
nonetheless neither the formation of the complex nor the act of assenting to
the complex is an intuitive cognition, because either of these cognitions is
a complex cognition, and intuitive cognition is a non-complex cognition.77

Furthermore, the intellect’s apprehension of a universal is not an
intuitive cognition either but rather an abstractive cognition that
occurs after the intuitive cognition on which it relies.78 Thus, for
example, in one place, in discussing the senses of abstractive cogni-
tion, Ockham gives as one sense of the phrase just the cognition of
universals:
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And in this [sense] abstractive cognition is nothing other than the cognition
of a universal abstractable from many things.79

Finally, we might wonder how Ockham handles that capacity of
our cognitive apparatus that seems to need the species account,
namely, memory. For Ockham, what accounts for our ability to re-
call something of which we have had intuitive cognition when the
intuitive cognition is past and the thing cognized is absent is not,
as Aquinas supposed, a stored species. Rather, it is simply a habit.
Once something has been cognized intuitively by the intellect, there
is left in the intellect an inclination to the same sort of act. By this
means, Ockham thinks, we can adequately account for the pheno-
mena others try to explain with species.80 He says that

everythingwhich can be saved by a species can be saved by a habit. Therefore,
a habit is required, and a species is superfluous.81

He takes this line not only for remembering but also for imagining.
According to him,

what is left [in the imagination by a previous act of intuitive cognition]
has more the character of something inclining to and partially eliciting an
act of imagining than the character of something terminating [that act of
imagining as its object].82

And just a little later in the same text Ockham describes this feature
of the imagination this way:

This has more the character of a habit which inclines [to an act] than the
character of an image which represents [an object previously cognized].83

In this way, then, Ockham thinks he has an account of human
cognition that can do what the species account can do and more,
without admitting any more entities than the object cognized and
the cognizer.

vi. reflection on ockham’s account

There are details and nuances in even just this part of Ockham’s ac-
count that I am leaving to one side, including his distinction between
perfect and imperfect intuitive cognition, his view of the role of
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phantasia,84 and the way God’s general influence is a concurrent
cause in any act of cognition. I have given enough of his account,
however, to bring out certain features of it I think are noteworthy.
First, it is clear that, for one reason or another, Ockham is work-

ing with a version of the species account significantly different from
Aquinas’s.85 On the version Ockham rejects, the intellect is largely
passive, the universal is hidden in the phantasm and impressed on
the intellect, and the object of cognition is a representation of re-
ality rather than an extramental object. This version of the species
account lacks two of the three puzzling claims I called attention to
in connection with Aquinas’s account, namely that the intellect is
a top-down causer and that it acquires a universal, the quiddity of
the object cognized, by processing the solely accidental forms in the
phantasms. But it does so at the cost of leaving the cognizer epistemi-
cally disconnected from the world, cognizing representations only.
Furthermore, though it leaves in place the puzzle Aquinas’s account
seems unable to address, namely the cognizer’s recognition of per-
ception as different from remembering or imagining, it takes away
the activeness of the intellect on which Aquinas insisted. Ockham
is right to reject this version of the species account. Aquinas would
have rejected it too.
Secondly, there is an interesting split between Ockham and

Aquinas on the question whether all perceiving is perceiving as. For
Aquinas, the answer is “yes.” Because the first object of the intellect
is the universal, and because the intellect works together with the
senses to cognize a material object, when a person sees a cup, in the
normal course of things she sees it as a cup because the intellect’s
grasp of the universal cup is part of her perception of this. But on
Ockham’s view, it is the very opposite. No perception is perception
as. In the first place, the senses and the intellect intuitively cognize
the thing that is a cup, and only afterward, in an act of abstractive
cognition, does the intellect grasp the universal cup. Therefore, in
the act of perception itself, a person sees the cup but does not see it
as a cup because grasp of the universal cup is subsequent to the intu-
itive cognition of the cup itself. Ockham therefore would not accept
the description of perception I gave at the outset of this chapter. On
his view, it will be enough for perception if a person has perceptual
information of an extramental material object and that information
is consciously available to her; she need not also know what it is
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that she sees. For Ockham, a patient with visual agnosia still counts
as visually perceiving a cup.
Additional support for this interpretation of Ockham’s account

comes fromaquestion inwhichOckhamconsiders the objection that
cognition of a singular is impossible without cognition of what that
singular is. Responding to the objector’s claim that a thing cannot
be distinctly cognized unless the intellect also grasps the universal
that is the substantial form of that thing, he says that

the distinct knowledge of a singular does not necessarily require distinct
knowledge of any universal.86

And he ends this question by saying that

a thing can be distinctly cognized without [the cognition of] its defining
characteristic.87

Thirdly, at least in its foundational acts of intuitive cognition, the
intellect is largely passive or externally determined on Ockham’s
account.88Anextramentalmaterial object acts causally on the senses.
The resultant sensory cognition then causes an act of intuitive in-
tellective cognition; if an abstractive judgment is formed at all, the
first one formed is caused in its turn by the intuitive cognition. In
this way, the states of the intellect are determined, ultimately, by
something outside the cognizer, either by some object that acts on
the senses or by God himself, who acts directly on the cognizer to
produce some state of sense or intellect.
This feature of Ockham’s account obviates some puzzles raised by

Aquinas’s. For Ockham, intellect does not operate with top-down
causation, at least in its first and fundamental acts. Furthermore, on
Ockham’s account there is no longer the puzzling question how in-
tellect extracts a universal from incoming sensory information that
concerns only individual accidents. For Ockham, the intellect does
not actively extract anything in perception. Rather, in perceiving, the
intellect is acted upon, and its acts are caused to be what they are
by the way reality is because some real extramental object or quality
causes it to be in a certain state. It is true that God can act directly
on the intellect. But in the intellect’s foundational epistemic contact
with reality, in intellective intuitive cognition of individual things,
even God in his omnipotence cannot cause an intuitive cognition
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that leads to a false judgment. God can cause the false judgment
directly, but the reality-tracking intuitive cognition of the intellect
cannot itself deceive. The reliability of human cognitive function-
ing is thus a feature of the nature of the human cognitive apparatus
itself for Ockham; it isn’t grounded in theological considerations, as
I suggested Aquinas’s account is.
Ockham adopts a theory of free will very different from Aquinas’s,

and it is not hard to see why, given his account of the way cognition
works. For Ockham, in order for a will to be free, not only does it
have to be uncaused by anything outside the agent but it also cannot
be determined in any way by the intellect.89 For Aquinas, it is not
possible for the intellect to form a judgment that what is good (in
some sense of ‘good,’ in these circumstances, at this time, under
this description) is A, and for the will to form a volition for not-A.90

But for Ockham, unless the will is able to will either A or not-A
regardless of the determinations of the intellect, the will is not free;
to be free, the will has to be independent of the intellect as well as
of causal influence on the will from outside the willer.
Whatever other motivations there might have been for Ockham

to adopt such a theory of the will, his account of cognition will also
have pushed him in this direction. Because for Ockham the intellect
itself is largely determined by something outside the agent, if he
thought the will were also determined by the intellect, as Aquinas
does, it is hard to see in what way the will would be free. Not only
would it not be clear that the willer was able to will otherwise, it
would not be clear that the agent was ultimately responsible, in any
meaningful sense, for what he chose to do.91

Finally, what can be said about Ockham’s repeated claim that his
theory of cognition is to be preferred over the species account on the
grounds that it can do with fewer elements what the species account
does with more? Is it true that Ockham’s account of cognition is
a simpler theory than the species account? For three reasons, the
answer is not a resounding affirmative.
First, it is true that Ockham eliminates species from his theory.

But it is not immediately apparent that he ends up with fewer enti-
ties than the species account does.92 In order to deal with the way
qualities imposed on sense organs by material objects strengthen or
weaken the relevant faculty of perception, Ockham has to postulate
a novel kind of quality, different from any standard qualities of the
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sort found in the Aristotelian categories Aquinas would also have
recognized. Thus, Ockham says about these qualities that

in sight a certain quality is impressed which strengthens or weakens the
organ of sight . . . but this is a kind of quality which is not in any species of
quality enumerated by Aristotle.93

Second, even if we did not suppose that the postulation of this odd
sort of quality left his theory on a par with the species account as
regards the number of entities, it is still an open question whether
his theory is the simpler. A theory can be simple in the number of
entities it postulates but complicated in the relationships and pro-
cesses it assigns to these entities. On Ockham’s account, there is
an odd doubling of cognition. Like the senses, the intellect appre-
hends a singular directly; in this act of apprehension, the intellect
doesn’t apprehend something the senses did not apprehend or fail to
apprehend something the senses did apprehend. That iswhyOckham
thinks both the senses and the intellect cognize the same thing un-
der the same description. On Aquinas’s account, it is clear why we
need both the senses and the intellect for the perception of a mate-
rial individual, because each cognitive faculty contributes a different
part of the cognition. Intellect delivers the quiddity; the senses pro-
vide the accidents and also anchor the quiddity to this thing sensed.
But in Ockham’s account, the operations of the two cognitive facul-
ties seem completely redundant.94 If Ockham’s theory fails to have
superfluous entities, it seems to substitute superfluous processes.
Third, a simpler theory is to be preferred to a more complicated

one only if the simpler theory can explain as well what the more
complicated theory can explain. But it is not clear that Ockham’s
theory can explain all the species account can explain or even that it
is meant to do so. The species account tries to give some explanation
of the way human beings achieve cognition. But Ockham’s theory,
however much it remedies defects in the species account, does not
give any answer to the puzzle the species account was intended to
address. On Ockham’s account, our cognitive faculties are a black
box.95 He gives a taxonomy of cognitive acts ordered in their causal
relations to one another. But in the case of intuitive cognition, which
is the way human beingsmake their first and fundamental epistemic
contact with the material world around them, Ockham gives no
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explanation at all how that epistemic contact is achieved. It is as
if in response to the question, “How do we cognize a material ob-
ject?,”which the species account answered in terms of the processing
of species, Ockham’s reply is that we just do. It is not clear, there-
fore, that his theory, even if it were simpler, can do what the species
account does, however incompletely or inadequately.96

notes

1 For helpful discussions not only of this debate but also of Ockham’s
theory of cognition and the large literature that has grown up around it,
see Pasnau 1997, Spruit 1994, Tachau 1988, and Adams 1987a.

2 I do not mean to suggest that Ockham knew Aquinas’s views directly.
Some scholars suppose that, although Aquinas was one of Ockham’s
main targets, Ockham knew Aquinas’s account only indirectly through
the work of one of Aquinas’s disciples. See Spruit 1994, 293 n. 175.

3 For an excellent introduction toOckham, see Adams 1987a. For a helpful
discussion of Ockham’s theory of the means of cognition as it relates to
his philosophy of language, see Panaccio 1992.

4 Or reach out and touch a cup. The particular sensory modality is irrele-
vant to the discussion.

5 I am, of course, also assuming other things in this account of perception,
such as that there is an objective reality to be perceived and that per-
ception is a reliable cognitive faculty that puts us in epistemic contact
with that objective reality. Notice, too, that what is at issue here is just
perception of some thing – what the medievals called a noncomplex cog-
nition – and not beliefs about that thing arising from such a perception.
Thus, for example, perception of a cup (even perception of a cup as a
cup) is not the same as the belief that thing is a cup, I see a cup, or I am
being appeared to cuply, and it is possible to perceive a cup without hav-
ing any such belief. A person who drives to work listening to the morn-
ing news on the radio sees the other cars on the road and sees them as
cars but is not forming beliefs about what he sees because he is driving
“on automatic pilot” while his mind is occupied with the news.

6 For a good discussion of these neurological conditions, their relations to
consciousness, and what they teach us about the nature of perception,
see Weiskrantz 1997.

7 It is not easy to explain with any precision what kind of ability to cate-
gorize an agnosic patient has lost. The agnosic patient in my example
could no doubt categorize the pen accurately as an inanimate object. It
is more nearly what medievals would have called “the lowest species”
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that an agnosic is at a loss to recognize. But it would not be quite right
to describe a visual agnosic as someone unable to categorize objects into
their lowest species by using the visual sense. Any normal human being
who was presented with a novel and, to him, mysterious object might
also be unable to categorize it into its lowest species, but such a person
would not count as agnosic. Perhaps this is more nearly correct as a
description of an agnosic: a visual agnosic is someone who has a concept
of the quiddity of objects of a certain type but who cannot apply that
concept to objects of that type when they are presented to his visual
sense organs, although those sense organs are functioning normally; the
same holds, mutatis mutandis, for agnosias connected with the other
sense organs. For a helpful discussion of visual agnosia, see Farah 1990.

8 I have presented and argued for a detailed account of Aquinas’s theory of
the mechanisms of cognition in Stump 1998 and forthcoming. Because
this is an essay on Ockham, not Aquinas, I will simply summarize here
the conclusions of those papers.

9 I am abbreviating a complicated story with this claim. For Aquinas, each
sense has both proper and common sensibles. For sight, color is a proper
sensible; shape is a common sensible. Common sensibles are those fea-
tures of an object that can be apprehended by more than one sense. The
common sensibles for sight include movement, rest, number, shape, and
size.

10 Insofar as we can theorize about species, they are, of course, something
we can cognize in some way. What is at issue here is whether sensible
species are the sort of thing that can be apprehended directly by the
senses.

11 See Stump forthcoming.
12 I say “some but not all respects” because the agnosia patient presum-
ably would have the concept cup somewhere in her cognitive structure.
Nonetheless, the conceptwould be disassociated from sensory cognition;
like the person with sensory cognition but no intellective cognition, she
wouldn’t be able to perceive anything as a cup.

13 Agent intellect is just one aspect of intellect for Aquinas; there is also
the aspect of intellect that receives and stores the forms agent intellect
abstracts.

14 Aquinas does think an intellective state or act is sometimes caused by
something other than the intellect. For example, Satan can introduce a
thought into the intellect. The will also can act on the intellect with ef-
ficient causation. These concessions, however, do not domuch to under-
mine Aquinas’s view of the intellect as engaged in top-down causation.
Any thought introduced into the intellect is subject to review by the in-
tellect as a whole, and thus whether that thought is accepted or rejected
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depends only on the intellect itself. As for the effects of will on intellect,
any act of will has to be preceded by an act of intellect. Therefore, when
the will acts causally on the intellect, it does so in virtue of some de-
termination on the part of the intellect that the will’s doing so is a good
thing at that time, in those circumstances, under some description.

15 That is, the rational appetite or will.
16 Aquinas, De veritate 24.2. Although Aquinas was wrong in supposing
that for human beings in this life intellect requires no material organ,
he has been amply vindicated in his view that the intellect actively pro-
cesses information from the senses and is not just determined by it. In
fact, it turns out that even for sensory cognition considerable active pro-
cessing is required. See, for example, Zeki 1993.

17 See Stump 1998.
18 See Kretzmann 1991.
19 Namely, the forms that are the sensible species.
20 Aquinas, In Sent. IV.49.2.1 ad 16. My emphasis. (I am indebted to Robert
Pasnau for this reference.) For the sake of clarity, and because inAquinas’s
view a species is a kind of similitude, I have added ‘species’ in brackets
in the appropriate place in this and the next quotation. Notice that for
Aquinas, although sight begins with the sensory faculty of sight, it is
not completed until intelligible species are processed in the intellect
and intellective cognition occurs as well.

21 The question arises whether a cognitive process that proceeds by means
– media, in effect – counts as cognizing something immediately. The
answer depends not only on our reading of Aquinas but also on what
we mean by ‘direct’ and ‘unmediated’. If by ‘direct cognition’ we mean
that the cognizer apprehends the object of cognition in one indivisible
act of cognition, without anything that counts as a means of cognition
or a mechanism causing cognition, then, on contemporary neurobiolog-
ical accounts of the way human beings perceive things, no human being
knows any extramental object with direct and unmediated cognition.
This is a fairly stringent notion of direct and unmediated cognition! We
might also consider a more plausible notion. On this less stringent ac-
count, by “direct” cognition we mean just that the cognizer does not
know the object of cognition solely in virtue of having something else
as the primary object of cognition – as the television viewer at home is
aware ofwhat is happening in the football game solely in virtue of cogniz-
ing the images on the television screen. There is a correspondingly more
moderate interpretation of ‘unmediated cognition’ too. In this sense, a
cognition is unmediated if there is no mechanism external to the cog-
nizer that significantly filters the cognition; on this interpretation, what
is seen through an electron microscope is mediated cognition, but what
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is seen unaided is unmediated cognition even after all the brain’s pro-
cessing of incoming visual data. On this more moderate interpretation,
Aquinas’s account of cognition does ascribe direct and unmediated cog-
nition to human beings.

22 There is a small complication I am leaving to one side here. Because
the intellect is reflexive, it can know its own acts as well as extramental
objects. Sowhen the intellect introspects, certain parts of the intellective
process can become the direct objects of cognitive apprehension.

23 ST I.12.9.
24 I say “vague” and “untutored” because contemporary neurobiology tends
to take the brain as active, too. See n. 16.

25 Each perceptual faculty has both proper and common sensibles; these are
what that perceptual faculty apprehends. In the case of sight, the proper
sensible is color, and the common sensibles include such things as mo-
tion and shape. In none of these is the quiddity of the thing being sensed
included, nor is the quiddity readily deduced from the accidental features
of the thing captured in the common sensibles. Something that is black,
narrow, and long in shape and at rest might be any number of things.

26 I am grateful to Paul Vincent Spade for helping me find this formulation
of the third puzzle.

27 See Stump 1991.
28 He could, of course, hold that God just hardwires us to be able to tell
the difference, though this seems more like a restatement of our ability
than like an explanation of it. I owe this point to Norman Kretzmann.

29 See Spruit’s account of the history of the controversy over species. Spruit
1994, 175–256.

30 Sent. I.3.6 (484, 492).
31 Sent. II.13 (301).
32 There are many other things about the species account Ockham dis-
agrees with besides those explicitly discussed in this chapter, including,
for example, the nature of a universal.

33 Sent. II.13 (253–4).
34 Sent. I.3.6 (493).
35 Ibid. (490).
36 Of course, without the singular, the sensible species and phantasm of
that singular, the medium that transmits the singular, and no doubt
other things as well, there would be no intellective cognition either;
these things constrain without causing the intellect’s act of cognition.

37 To say there is no unconscious intellective state is not to say a person is
always attending to all her conscious states. As is clear from the exam-
ple in n. 5, a person can be conscious of a great deal without explicitly
attending to it or having it in the forefront of her mind.
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38 Quodl. I.14.
39 Sent. I.Prol.7 (191). Although in this quotation Ockham appears to com-
mit himself to the view that all intellective acts are available for con-
scious introspection, Elizabeth Karger has persuaded me that there are
exceptions to this claim for Ockham, and for that reason I have as-
cribed to him only the weaker claim that most intellective acts are con-
scious.

40 Sent. II.13 (268).
41 Sent. I.3.6 (490, 491).
42 Sent. II.13 (274).
43 Ockham’s argument here seems uncharacteristically lacking in insight.
It is as if he were to ask whether the written word ‘dog’ were the same
in its character or definition as the spoken word ‘dog.’ If it is, the analo-
gous argument would go, then we should be able to hear the written
word just as we do the spoken word, and we should be able to see the
spoken word just as we do the written word. On the other hand, if the
written and spoken words are different in definition, then they cannot
be the same word. The problem with this argument, as with Ockham’s
argument about species here, is that it fails to take into consideration
the possibility that information can be faithfully preserved but in an en-
coded form. I owe this way of explaining the issue to Norman Kretz-
mann.

44 Sent. III.3 (115–16). See the related issue having to do with species in
the medium, Sent. III.2 (47–8). In both passages, Ockham also raises an
argument to this effect: If the species were different in character from the
material object whose species they are, we would expect the cognizer’s
cognitive power to discern this difference. But we discover no such cog-
nitive experience in ourselves. This is an odd argument for him to give,
since in his presentation of the example of the statue of Hercules, he
supposes that on the species account there is no way to discern the dif-
ference between a species and the object it is the species of, in virtue of
the fact that on the species account as Ockham understands it there is
no epistemic access to objects except through species.

45 That Scotus can combine the distinction between intuitive cognition
and abstractive cognition with the species account shows that at least
for Scotus the distinction can be taken as supplementing a deficiency in
the species account rather than serving as a substitute for the account
as a whole.

46 Here and in the rest of this chapter, for the sake of simplicity, I discuss
intuitive and abstractive cognition in the context of the perception of
extramental material objects. But it is clear that for the medievals some-
thing very like perception operates to cognize extramental immaterial
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objects and also the immaterial objects of introspection. These cases are
slightly complicated, since in them we have something like perception
but without the operation of the senses. I will leave such cases to one
side in what follows.

47 For a helpful discussion of Scotus’s view of the distinction between intui-
tive and abstractive cognition and the context in which that distinction
is used, see Dumont 1989. Dumont is particularly concerned to show
the connection of the distinction to certain theological debates such as
whether theology is a science. In these debates, epistemological issues
make a significant difference to theological doctrine.

48 Ockham argues against the species account in many places. In addition
to those already cited, see Sent. II.13 (294–310), III.3.

49 See, for example, Sent. II.13 (268), III.2 (59).
50 Sent. I.27.3 (241). See also Sent. III.3 (121).
51 See, for example, †Sent. I. Prol.1 (33).
52 Quodl. VI.6.
53 Quodl. I.13 (73).
54 Sent. I.Prol.1 (31) (= Boehner 1990, 23).
55 In Chapter 9, Elizabeth Karger discusses abstractive cognition in some
detail. On her view, for Ockham abstractive cognition can be restricted
simply to acts of apprehension that are not intuitive, or it can range so
widely as to cover all acts of cognition that are not intuitive. She says
there is “a wide sense [of ‘abstractive cognition’] in which all acts of
cognition that are not intuitive are abstractive, including acts of appre-
hension of a mental sentence and even acts of judgment.” (Chap. 9, Sec.
I.1.) My primary focus in this chapter is intuitive cognition; I will leave
abstractive cognition largely unexplored.

56 There would, of course, also be a problem if we failed to have a sense of
an object as present when it was; we might then suppose that we were
not perceiving when we were.

57 Sent. II.13 (259).
58 †Sent. I.Prol.1 (38).
59 Sent. II.13 (256). It may be helpful to ward off a possible misunderstand-
ing of the phrase ‘by the mediation of which’ in this claim and analogous
phrases in similar claims. However exactly we are to understand that
phrase, it is clear from everything else Ockham has to say about intui-
tive cognition that intuitive cognition does not function as evidence for
a judgment. In the same way, my belief That’s a cup is based on my per-
ception of the cup, but the perception is not evidence I consult in trying
to determine whether to assent to the proposition ‘That’s a cup’. I am
grateful to John Boler for calling to my attention the need to ward off
such a misconception.
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60 Quodl. V.5.
61 †Sent. I.Prol.1 (71).
62 †Ibid. (70).
63 †Ibid. As this claimmakes clear, Ockhamdoes not suppose all cognitions
are judgments, and on this score he is clearly right. I can perceive an
object without going on to form perceptual beliefs about it. See also n.
5.

64 See, for example, †Sent. I. Prol. 1 (71).
65 †Ibid.
66 Quodl. V.5.
67 Ibid.
68 Here I am agreeing with most recent interpreters of Ockham and dis-
agreeing with Karger’s views in Chap. 9. As far as I can see, Karger and
I do not disagree on the nature of Ockham’s central claim but only on
what is entailed by it. She says (Chap. 9, Sec. II.1,) that Ockham “is im-
plicitly denying the possibility Chatton had asserted, namely, that God
cause in us a[n] [intuitive] cognition of a nonexistent thing which would,
in turn, [in itself] cause us to judge erroneously the thing to exist.” (It is
clear in Karger’s chapter as well as in the primary sources that intuitive
cognition is what is at issue here; consequently, for the sake of clarity,
I inserted the bracketed ‘intuitive’ in the quotation. In correspondence,
Karger has told me that the bracketed ‘in itself’ also needs to be added
for her claim to be interpreted correctly.) I am inclined to think that if
the claim in the quotation represents Ockham accurately, then contem-
porary scholars are right to suppose that for Ockham intuitive cognition
infallibly leads to right judgment if it leads to judgment at all. It is com-
patible with this view ascribed to Ockham that if Godwere to prevent an
intuitive cognition from having its natural effect, God could substitute a
false judgment in place of the correct one the intuitive cognition would
have given rise to.

69 As is clear in what follows, I am not persuaded by the analysis of
Ockham’s view of optical illusions Karger gives in her chapter.

70 Quodl. VI.6.
71 Ibid.
72 It need not also be an infallibly correct detector of the absence of things.
Apart from the special case in which a person has an intuitive cognition,
caused by God, of a nonexistent thing, there is no reason for supposing
Ockham thought human beings have a highly reliable ability to detect
the absence of things. My having a naturally caused intuitive cognition
of a cup occurs only when there is a cup present. But my having no
intuitive cognition of a cup is not a reliable indicator that no cup is
present, since I might simply not be aware of the cup in my presence; it
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might be hidden under a pile of papers or otherwise not available to my
sight.

73 Sent. II.13 (276).
74 Sent. III.2 (65).
75 Ockham’s theory that there are these two different intuitive cognitions
of the same thing is based on his view that a human being has a sensory
soul as well as an intellective soul, but this by itself does not make
clear why intuitive cognition in both souls is necessary for the cog-
nition of a single material object. For some very helpful discussion of
this issue, see Adams 1987a, 507–9. It seems to me the closest Ockham
comes to a plausible explanation of why we need to posit such over-
lap is that in very young children we get sensory intuitive cognition
but not intellective intuitive cognition, and in the separated soul, after
death, there is intellective intuitive cognition but not sensory intuitive
cognition. (Quodl. I.15 [84–6].) I say this explanation has some plausi-
bility, but I do not think it makes Ockham’s case, since it seems to me
more reasonable to suppose there is some intellective intuitive cogni-
tion (however rudimentary) even in infants, who would not be able to
make any sense of their world if they got no quiddities at all of what
they were sensing, and there are alternative ways of explaining the cog-
nition of separated souls, as Aquinas’s account of such cognition makes
clear.

76 Sent. I.3.6 (494). Of course, the same singular can also be the object of
abstractive cognition, as when one forms a thought about that singular
when the singular is no longer present.

77 Sent. II.13 (256–7).
78 Sent. III.2 (65).
79 Sent. I.Prol.1 (30) (= Boehner 1990, 22).
80 Sent. II.13 (271–2).
81 Ibid.
82 Sent. III.3 (116).
83 Ibid. (117).
84 For some helpful remarks on phantasia, see, for example, Sent. II.13
(302–3).

85 For a good tracing of the complicated history by which Aquinas’s ac-
count becomes transmuted into the account Ockham rejects, see Spruit
1994, 175–256. In his discussion of Ockham’s rejection of the species
account, Spruit himself is clear that the account Ockham is rejecting
differs in important ways from the one Aquinas defends; see ibid.,
291–8.

86 Sent. I.3.6 (521).
87 Ibid. (523).
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88 This is a point Adams 1987a, 500, also remarks on in another con-
text.

89 For a good and helpful discussion of Ockham’s theory of free will, see
Adams 1987a, 1115–37. For a good statement of Ockham’s view of free
will, see †Sent. I.38 (580).

90 I have presented Aquinas’s theory of the will and argued for it as a species
of libertarianism in various publications, including Stump 1993, 1996a,
1996b, 1997.

91 For this way of thinking about free will in terms of alternative possibil-
ities and ultimate responsibility, see Kane 1996.

92 Pasnau 1997, 190–2, also argues for this claim, though in a different
way.

93 Sent. III.3 (117). I am grateful to Elizabeth Karger for help in sorting out
Ockham’s position here.

94 For some discussion of this point, see n. 75.
95 I take this way of putting the point from Spruit 1994, 298, who calls
attention to this feature of Ockham’s account in a different context.

96 I am indebted to John Boler, NormanKretzmann, and Paul Vincent Spade
for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
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9 Ockham’s Misunderstood
Theory of Intuitive and
Abstractive Cognition

In 1943, Philotheus Boehner, the distinguishedOckhamscholar, pub-
lished an article entitled “The Notitia Intuitiva of Non-existents ac-
cording to William Ockham,”1 an article that has been extremely
influential ever since.
This date can be regarded as a turning point in the history of the

misunderstanding, in whole or in part, of Ockham’s theory of intui-
tive and abstractive cognition in this century. Before that date, emi-
nent scholars2 had ascribed to Ockham the very doctrine of intuitive
cognition of nonexistents he had rejected.3 In his article, Boehner
proceeded to denounce their mistake.4 Ironically, however, in the
very same article, he introduced a new mistake, now bearing on the
whole of the theory. Unaware that he had misread a certain text, he
ascribed to Ockham a theory of intuitive and abstractive cognition
that neither he, nor anyone else as far as I know, ever subscribed
to. Though this mistake was introduced in the literature more than
fifty years ago, not only has it gone undetected, it has been repeated
by most subsequent scholars who have written on the subject, all
of whom have studied Boehner’s article. As a result, the mistake
has become completely entrenched, and many scholarly discussions
on Ockham’s epistemology have been based on the assumption that
Ockham held a certain doctrine which, in fact, he never subscribed
to, nor even conceived of.
It is high time that this mistake be denounced, which is what I

propose to do here, by first providing a succinct account of the theory
of intuitive and abstractive cognition to which Ockham did in fact
subscribe (Section I). I will then explain how the misunderstanding
of what he says in a certain quodlibetal text led scholars to ascribe to
Ockham a different theory (Section II). I will finally show that this
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other theory, which is not contained in the quodlibetal text at all, is,
moreover, incompatible with some of Ockham’s explicit statements
(Section III).5

i. ockham’s theory of intuitive and
abstractive cognition: a succinct account

Ockham’s theory of intuitive and abstractive cognition is a theory
of special kinds of cognitive acts. Before we look at his theory of
those special cognitive acts, we need to know something of the more
general theory.

I.1. Intellective Acts of Cognition

Acts in general are always ascribed to a subject, as, for example, the
act of walking to a human being or to an animal. All cognitive acts
are ascribed to a soul. There are, however, according to Ockham,
two kinds of souls capable of cognition: sensitive souls and rational
souls.6 Whereas animals have only a sensitive soul and angels only
a rational soul, humans have both a sensitive and a rational soul.
Sensitive souls exist only as extended in a body, whereas rational
souls can exist separately from any body and, when they do exist in
a body, as the rational souls of humans do in this life, they are not
extended in it.7 In this section, I will consider only the cognitive acts
a rational soul is capable of; a brief account of the cognitive acts a
sensitive soul is capable of is included in Section III.
A rational soul is not capable only of acts of cognition; it is also

capable of acts of willing. A rational soul considered as capable of
acts of willing is called a will; considered as capable of acts of cogni-
tion it is called an intellect.8 From the ontological point of view, all
acts of the soul, of the rational soul in particular, are identified with
individual concrete entities inhering in the soul called “qualities.”9

They are entities of relatively short duration because acts in general,
acts of willing and acts of cognition in particular, are typically of
relatively short duration.
Besides the qualities that are acts, there are in a rational soul other

qualities, according to Ockham. They are of much longer duration
than acts, and the soul is never aware of them, whereas it can, by
introspection, become aware of some of its acts. These relatively
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permanent qualities are dispositions, called “habits,” caused by an
act, which stay in the mind, awaiting as it were the opportunity to
cause an act similar to the first. Because it has such dispositions, a
soul can rehearse thoughts it has previously had.10

Intellective acts of cognition are of two very different kinds. Some
are acts of apprehension of an object, which may be an individual
thing, or a general concept, or a certain complex object formed (we
shall see how) of individuals, concepts, or both, and that is a mental
sentence. Others are acts by which the intellect not only apprehends
a mental sentence but assents to it. Acts of the first kind are called
acts of apprehension; acts of the second kind are acts of assent or of
judgment.11

Elementary mental sentences, which are of the subject–predicate
form, have as their subject and predicate, called their “terms,”
either a general concept, used to refer to the things it applies to, or an
individual thing, used to refer to itself.12 Such a sentence is formed
when the intellect apprehends together chosen individuals, general
concepts, or both, in conjunction with one or several syncategore-
matics that do the job of linking those entities with one another in a
statement-forming way (the copula) and of making the sentence af-
firmative or negative, universal or particular (if is not a singular sen-
tence) aswell as present, past, or future tensed, and so on, as the intel-
lect intends. The act of apprehending a mental sentence is the act of
apprehending its components together so as to form the sentence.13

Acts of apprehension are not all acts of cognition of the same kind.
Acts of apprehension that have objects of different types are of dif-
ferent kinds. An act of apprehension of an individual thing is thus
not of the same kind as an act of apprehension of a general concept
and neither is of the same kind as an act of apprehension of a mental
sentence. Acts of intuitive and acts of abstractive cognition are acts
of apprehension of objects of the same type, for they are all acts of
apprehension of an individual. They are not, however, acts of the
same kind.14

A parenthetical remark should be inserted here: I have just now
been using the term “abstractive cognition” in one of its senses, the
sense in which it applies to apprehensions of individuals. But there
is another sense of the term in which an act of apprehension of a
general concept is an act of abstractive cognition and a wide sense
in which all acts of cognition that are not intuitive are abstractive,
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including acts of apprehension of a mental sentence and even acts of
judgment.15We shall see later the importance of keeping these other
senses in mind, in particular the wide sense, but for now I continue
to use ‘abstractive cognition’ in its first sense, the sense in which
acts of intuitive and acts of abstractive cognition, though different
in kind, are acts of apprehension of individuals.
By calling upon our everyday experience, the difference between

these acts of apprehension of individuals can be made a familiar one.
An act by which we apprehend a material object via one or several
of our five senses is an act of intuitive cognition, whereas an act
by which we think of the same material thing when it is no longer
present is an act of abstractive cognition. For example, during the
walk I took yesterday, when my attention was arrested by a majestic
oak tree, I was apprehending the tree intuitively via my sense of
sight. When, later, back in my study, I started thinking of that tree,
recalling howmajestic it looked, I was apprehending it abstractively.
It cannot be too strongly stressed that, according toOckham, the very
same thing – that tree – has been apprehended bymy intellect on both
occasions.
These apprehensions surely have different causes.My intuitive ap-

prehension of the oak tree was caused by the tree itself acting on my
sense of sight and thereby on my intellect, according to Ockham.16

The abstractive act of cognition I later had of the same tree cannot
have had the tree itself as a cause; for the tree was no longer present
and could not, therefore, have been acting either on my senses or on
my intellect. According to Ockham, the abstractive cognition was
caused instead by a disposition to think of that tree, a disposition
or “habit” that was itself caused when I first apprehended the tree
intuitively via my sense of sight.17

That these two acts of cognition are not caused in the same way is
not regarded by Ockham as the reason they are not of the same kind.
For, according to him, they could have been caused in the same way
(we shall see later how).18 Rather these acts of cognition are not of
the same kind, he believes, because they are not capable of causing
the same effects. As he sets out to explain, acts of intuitive cognition
are, by nature, capable of causing certain cognitive acts that acts of
abstractive cognition are not capable of causing.
The cognitive acts that only acts of intuitive cognition are capable

of causing are, Ockham tells us, very special acts of evident assent.
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We shall not understand what these acts are, however, unless we
know something of Ockham’s theory of evident assent.

I.2. Evident Assent

Recall that an act of assent is always to a mental sentence. For an
act of assent to be evident, three conditions are required:

• The mental sentence assented to must be true.19

• Given the cognitive acts it is having (acts of apprehension
and, possibly, acts of evident assent to other mental sen-
tences), the intellect must have no choice but to assent to
the sentence.20

• Any other intellect, if it were having equivalent cognitive
acts, would also have no choice but to assent.21

The three requirements are probably not independent because the
first is probably fulfilled if the other two are. The second requirement
is not fulfilled if the intellect assents because it has the will to do so.
Such is the case, for example, when a believer assents to an article
of faith.22 The third requirement is not fulfilled if, for example, the
intellect is so impressed by an argument that it has no choice but
to assent to what the argument purports to establish, whereas other
intellects withmore logical expertise are not so impressed and either
dissent or remain in doubt.23

Acts of evident assent fall into twomain categories: (1) thosemade
to the conclusion of an evidently valid inference and caused by acts
of evident assent to its premises, and (2) those that are not so caused
and are, instead, caused by the apprehension of the terms of the very
sentence assented to.24 Acts of evident assent of the second category
could be called acts of “immediately evident” assent.
Acts of immediately evident assent subdivide. Some are acts of

assent to a mental sentence, all the terms of which are general con-
cepts; others are acts of assent to a mental sentence, one of the terms
of which is an individual, or both of the terms of which are individ-
uals.
Acts of immediately evident assent to a mental sentence of the

second sort again subdivide. In some cases the sentence assented to
is necessarily true; in others it is of the present tense and contin-
gently true. There are other cases, which, in this succinct account of
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Ockham’s doctrine, we may disregard.25 Let us see examples of each
of the two main cases.
Suppose I form a mental sentence with the oak tree I admired

yesterday and am thinking of today as a self-referring subject term
and with the concept “plant” as predicate term, a sentence saying of
the tree that it can be a plant. That sentence, equivalent in import
to a sentence saying of the tree that, if it exists, it is a plant, is
necessarily true. According to Ockham, this is a mental sentence to
which, as soon as I have formed it, I am caused to assent by the mere
act of apprehending its terms, which are the tree and the concept
“plant,” no othermental act being required to bring about that effect.
Moreover, I am caused to assent to the sentence whether I am now
standing once again in front of that tree, looking at it, or whether I
am thinking of it in my study, that is, whether my apprehension of
the tree is intuitive or abstractive.26 And the same would hold of any
intellect.
Suppose now that I form amental sentence againwith that oak tree

as self-referring subject term but with the complex concept (formed
in much the same way as a mental sentence is) of having golden-
colored leaves as its predicate, a sentence saying of the tree that it has
golden-colored leaves. Suppose that the sentence is true at present,
it being the right season for leaves to be golden. If I am now looking
at the tree, apprehending it intuitively, then again I shall be caused
to assent to the sentence, as soon as I have formed it, by the mere
act of apprehending its terms, in particular that of apprehending the
tree intuitively, no further mental act being required. And the same
would hold of any intellect. Not so, however, if I am thinking of the
tree in my study and apprehending it abstractively. In that case, the
act of apprehending the terms of the sentence, in particular that of
apprehending the tree abstractively, is insufficient to cause me to
assent and, in the absence of any other considerations, I will be left
in doubt as to whether the sentence is now true or not.27

I.3. Intuitive and Abstractive Cognition Defined

Here we have, at last, the type of cognitive acts that intuitive acts
of cognition are, by nature, capable of causing and that abstractive
acts are not. They are acts of immediately evident assent to a present-
tensed, contingently truemental sentence, one of the terms of which
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is a self-referring individual or both of the terms of which are. This
suggests defining intuitive and abstractive cognition as follows:

(D1) Acts of intuitive and of abstractive cognition are acts of apprehension
of an individual. But acts of intuitive cognition are by nature capable of
causing acts of evident assent to present-tensed contingent truths about the
individual apprehended, whereas acts of abstractive cognition by nature lack
that capacity.28

If D1 is adequate, the capacity it assigns to acts of intuitive cogni-
tionmust belong to all possible instances of such.We have, however,
considered only acts of intuitive cognition familiar to us in experi-
ence, which are all naturally caused acts, caused by the very thing
apprehended. Yet, there is a theological principle Ockham never
loses sight of, a principle according to which, though nothing ever
causes any effect without God’s cooperation, God, on the other hand,
can act alone to cause any of the effects any given thing is capable
of causing.29 When one applies this principle to acts of cognition
(which, it will be recalled, are qualities inhering in an intellect), it
will have to be recognized that acts of intuitive cognition can exist
which, if they had been naturally caused, would have been caused
by the things that are their objects, but that are caused instead by
God acting alone to produce them in an intellect. But, for any act
of intuitive cognition, if it is caused by God alone, the thing that
is the object of the act is taking no part in causing the act. That
thing need not, then, be present or even exist for the act to exist.
It follows that acts of intuitive cognition can exist the objects of
which are nonexistent things. Any such act, however, would have
to be caused supernaturally by God acting alone to produce it in an
intellect.30

Now the question is, Would an act of intuitive cognition of a
nonexistent thing be capable of causing an act of evident assent
to a present-tensed contingent mental sentence containing the ap-
prehended object as a self-referring term and, if so, what could the
sentence be? Ockham answers that it would and that the sentence
assented to would be one saying that the object does not exist.31

If such an extraordinary instance of an act of intuitive cognition
has the capacity that D1 ascribes to cognitive acts of that kind, surely
all possible acts of that kind have that capacity. If so, D1 effectively
distinguishes acts of intuitive cognition in all their possible instances
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from acts of abstractive cognition. Thus, D1 is an adequate definition
of intuitive and abstractive cognition.
Given what we have just seen, and excepting one single case,32 the

following alternative definition of intuitive and abstractive cognition
is also adequate:

(D2) Acts of intuitive and of abstractive cognition are acts of apprehension
of an individual. But, where the individual is a contingently existing thing,
an act of intuitive cognition is by nature capable of causing the intellect
to judge evidently that the thing exists if it does or that it does not exist
if it does not, whereas an act of abstractive cognition by nature lacks that
capacity.33

On Ockham’s doctrine, acts of intuitive cognition differ from acts
of abstractive cognition in the way indicated by D1 or by D2 in all
their possible instances. If instances of acts of each kind are naturally
caused, they differ additionally by theway they are caused, as we saw
earlier. But if instances of acts of each kind are supernaturally caused,
they do not differ by the way they are caused since they are caused in
exactly the same way, namely by God acting alone to produce them.
If they are of the same object, they differ only in the way indicated
by D1 or by D2.

ii. the misunderstanding of a
quodlibetal text

Since Boehner wrote his influential 1943 article, scholars have re-
garded the definitions of intuitive and abstractive cognition provided
by Ockham, to which D1 and D2 correspond, as failing to mention
other, no less important features characteristic, on his full doctrine,
of each kind of cognitive act.
Evidence for this view was thought to be found in a quodlibetal

text. The text consists of Ockham’s responses to two objections lev-
eled against his doctrine of intuitive cognition, one by his confrere
Walter Chatton, the other by an unidentified opponent. These res-
ponses are largely variants of one another.34 It is, however, in his re-
sponse to Chatton’s objection that the point thought by Boehner to
be of such momentous consequence is explicitly made. Accordingly,
we need consider only Chatton’s objection and Ockham’s response
to it.35
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II.1. Chatton’s Objection and Ockham’s Response

Chatton’s objection is directed against Ockham’s doctrine that an
intuitive cognition36 of a nonexistent object, a cognition superna-
turally caused by God, would cause the intellect that has it to judge
correctly that the thing does not exist.
If this were so, Chatton argues, it would follow that God could

not cause in us a cognition by which we would judge37 a nonexistent
thing to exist,38 though this is something he can do since the idea
involves no contradiction. For the cognition would have to be either
intuitive or abstractive. If it were intuitive, it would, on Ockham’s
doctrine, cause the intellect to judge the thing not to exist and would
not, therefore, cause it to judge the thing to exist. If it were abstrac-
tive, then again it would not cause the intellect to judge the thing to
exist, as everyone would acknowledge, Ockham included, who had
said of abstractive cognitions of individuals that they abstract from
the existence and nonexistence of their objects.39

Chatton himself believed God can cause us to have the false belief
in question by causing in us an intuitive cognition of the nonexistent
object. For, on his doctrine, that cognition would naturally cause the
intellect to judge the thing to exist, such being the effect of every
intuitive cognition, whether its object exists or not.40 He takes, of
course, the preceding argument as showing that his doctrine, not
Ockham’s, is the correct one.
In his response,41 Ockham acknowledges that God can cause in

us a cognition by which we judge a nonexistent thing to exist while
denying that this is a possibility his doctrine would rule out. For, on
his doctrine, God could achieve that effect by causing directly in us
the very act of judgment itself, which is itself correctly described as
the cognitive act by which we judge the nonexistent thing to exist.
God would have to be acting alone to bring about that cognitive
act, but that is something he can do. For, as we have seen, an act of
judgment is, onOckham’s doctrine, a quality in the intellect and, just
asGod can act alone to produce any given thing, quality, or substance,
so he can act alone to produce that quality in the intellect. Being an
act of judgment, that cognition is not of course an intuitive cognition.
It is, however, in the wide sense of the term, the sense in which
every cognition that is not intuitive is abstractive, an abstractive
cognition.42 On this basis, Ockham can respond briefly to Chatton
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by pointing out that, on his doctrine, God can indeed cause in us
a cognition by which we judge (or believe) a nonexistent thing to
exist, a cognition that is however abstractive, not intuitive, as it
might have been if Chatton’s doctrine had been the correct one.
Ockham only seems to be answering Chatton on his own terms,

however. For he is implicitly denying the possibility Chatton had
asserted, that God cause in us a cognition of a nonexistent thing
that would, in turn, cause us to judge erroneously the thing to exist.
The possibility Ockham is asserting instead is that God cause in us
directly the very act by which we judge the nonexistent thing to
exist, an act that is not a cause of the judgment but the judgment
itself.
It is important to realize that, when God is deceiving us in that

way, causing us to judge a nonexistent thing to exist by causing in
us the very act of judgment itself, the cognition we are having of the
thing plays no part at all in causing the judgment, the sole cause of
which is God himself. It follows that the cognition the intellect is
having of the thing may well be intuitive (though it need not be).
For, on Ockham’s doctrine, God can prevent any given thing from
exercising its natural causal powers by simply not cooperating with
it. It is, then, possible that God should first cause in us an intuitive
cognition of a nonexistent thing, that he should next prevent that
cognition from exercising its natural capacity of causing us to judge
the thing not to exist, and that he should finally cause in us instead
an erroneous act of judgment by which we judge the thing to exist.
In such a case God would have miraculously intervened three times
by causing the intuitive cognition, by preventing it from causing
its natural effect, and by causing the act of erroneously judging the
thing to exist. Though extraordinary, such a conjunction of miracles
is possible.
A simpler case, simpler in that it involves only two miracles, not

three, is envisaged byOckham in Sent.43 There he acknowledges that
God can first prevent a given naturally caused intuitive cognition
from exercising its natural capacity of causing the intellect to judge
the thing to exist and then act alone to cause instead in the intellect
the false belief that the thing does not exist.
Such is Ockham’s doctrine of the possibility that God cause the

intellect to judge a nonexistent thing to exist or an existent thing
not to exist, a doctrine he subscribes to in Sent. and in Quodl.44
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II.2. Boehner’s Misunderstanding of Ockham’s
Response to Chatton

The quodlibetal text has, however, been misunderstood first by
Boehner in his 1943 article45 and later by subsequent scholars, all
of whom knew Boehner’s article, failed to detect the mistake he had
committed, and then repeated that mistake in their own writings.46

Boehner took Ockham to have not only apparently but effectively
answered Chatton on his own terms, believing Ockham to have con-
ceded Chatton’s premise that it is possible for God to cause us to
judge a nonexistent thing to exist by causing in us a cognition of
that thing which, in turn, would cause the false judgment. Having
assumed that much, he thought that Ockham’s response to Chatton
consisted in denying that that cognition would be intuitive and in
asserting instead that it would be abstractive, a possibility Chatton
would have been wrong to rule out.47

On the basis of thismisunderstanding ofOckham’s reply toChatton,
Boehner and subsequent scholars inferred that, on Ockham’s doc-
trine, intuitive cognitions are infallible and abstractive cognitions
deceptive. Intuitive cognitions are infallible, they reasoned, since it
follows from this quodlibetal text that even God, for whom nothing
is impossible save what involves a contradiction, cannot, by produc-
ing in an intellect an intuitive cognition of a thing, cause a false
judgment about the thing – in particular a judgment ascribing to
the thing a present contingent property it does not have (including
existence if the thing does not exist); he must resort instead to an
abstractive cognition. The reason must be, it was thought, that it
would involve a contradiction that an intuitive cognition cause a
false judgment, whereas no contradiction is involved by an abstrac-
tive cognition having that effect. Indeed, since God can rely on an
abstractive cognition to cause the intellect to judge the apprehended
thing to have a present contingent property it does not have (in-
cluding existence when the thing does not exist), it must even be
assumed that abstractive cognitions have, by nature, the capacity of
causing such erroneous judgments. If so, they can be called decep-
tive.
Scholars were thus led to believe that, on Ockham’s “full ac-

count,” 48 the following definition of intuitive and abstractive cog-
nition should be added to D1 and D2:
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(D3) Acts of intuitive and of abstractive cognition are acts of apprehension
of an individual. But it is impossible, on pain of contradiction, that an act of
intuitive cognition cause a false judgment, in particular a judgment ascribing
to the apprehended thing a present contingent property it does not have,
whereas an abstractive cognition is by nature capable of causing just that
effect.

The quodlibetal text by which this alleged “full account” of intui-
tive and abstractive cognition was thought to be implied, implies,
however, no such doctrine. Correctly understood, the text implies
that the definition of intuitive cognition by D2, and not the one
given by Chatton, is valid, and it makes no reference at all to ab-
stractive cognitions of individuals. It implies neither the thesis that
abstractive cognitions are deceptive cognitions nor the thesis that
intuitive cognitions are infallible cognitions.
As we will now see, both theses are, moreover, incompatible with

some of Ockham’s explicit statements.

iii. two theses ockham would have rejected

Consider first the thesis ascribing a deceptive nature to abstractive
cognitions.

III.1. The Nondeceptive Nature of Cognitions

If the thesis that abstractive cognitions are, by nature, capable of
causing the intellect to ascribe to the apprehended thing a present
contingent property it does not have had been submitted to Ockham,
hewould surely have rejected it. For he characterizes abstractive cog-
nitions of individuals by saying they “abstract” from the existence
and nonexistence of the apprehended thing and from all other present
contingent properties it may have.49 But it would be paradoxical, to
say the least, that a cognition that excludes from consideration a
certain range of properties should cause the intellect to ascribe to its
object – truly or falsely – a property chosen in that very range.
Ockham further admitted the general principle that “nothingwhich
leads the intellect into error should be posited in the intellect.”50 In
other words, no cognition should be admitted that would have a de-
ceptive nature – a cognition that would, by its very nature, cause the
intellect to make false judgments. Ockham applies this principle to
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intuitive cognitions, using it to rule out that an intuitive cognition
of a thing should, by nature, cause the intellect to judge the thing
to exist, whether it does or not, since that would necessarily lead to
a false judgment whenever the thing does not exist.51 But he could
have applied this principle to abstractive cognitions as well, using it
to rule out that abstractive cognitions should be capable by nature
of causing the intellect to make false judgments.
Finally, it follows from Ockham’s theory of evidence that abstrac-

tive cognitions, no less than intuitive ones, are, by nature, capa-
ble of causing evident judgments. What sets them apart from intui-
tive cognitions is that they can cause evident assents to necessary
truths about the apprehended object, not to present-tensed contin-
gent truths about it, whereas intuitive cognitions can cause both.52

Nevertheless, both kinds of cognitive acts share the property that
they are, by nature, capable of causing true judgments, not false ones.
That a cognition is not, by its very nature, capable of causing a

false judgment does not entail that it is absolutely impossible that it
should do so. For, on a particular occasion, the circumstances might
be such as to determine a cognition to cause a false judgment in
a given intellect, which it would not have caused had no such cir-
cumstances been present. It is, I believe, in this light that Ockham’s
doctrine of sensory illusions can be understood – a doctrine that
entails, as we shall see, that intuitive cognitions, far from being in-
fallible, can and sometimes do cause false judgments. Before we look
at Ockham’s discussion of sensory illusions, we need to have some
knowledge of his doctrine of sensory cognition that it presupposes –
a doctrine that was, moreover, also presupposed by some aspects of
the theory of intellective cognitions sketched in Section I.

III.2. Ockham’s Theory of Sensory Cognition

Recall that, according to Ockham, humans have, in this life, two
souls, a rational and a sensitive soul. Both souls are in a body, but
the sensitive soul is extended in it, part of the soul being in part of
the body, another part in another, whereas the rational soul is in the
body without being extended in it.
The body is endowed with sensory organs, which are of two sorts.

Some are external,53 located on the surface of the body, and one is
internal,54 located within the body. The sensitive soul, insofar as
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part of it is extended in a given sense organ is called a “sense.” Thus,
insofar as part of the sensitive soul is extended in each of the external
sensory organs, it divides into the five external senses.55 Insofar as
the sensitive soul is extended in the internal sense organ, it is the
so-called internal sense or the imagination. All acts of cognition or
apprehension by the senses, external or internal, are thus acts of
apprehension by one part or the other of the sensitive soul.
Acts of apprehension, by the external senses and by the internal

sense, are acts by which a material thing is apprehended. Acts of the
external senses are acts by which the thing is perceived (i.e., seen,
heard, felt, smelled or tasted), whereas acts of the internal sense are
acts by which the thing is imagined. An act of the first kind, if it is
naturally caused, must be caused by the thing apprehended acting
on the sensitive soul by acting on an external sense.56 An act of
the second kind is not caused by the object apprehended since an
object can be, and generally is, imagined in its absence. According to
Ockham, if the act is naturally caused, it is caused by a disposition
or “habit” that was itself caused in the sensitive soul when its object
was first apprehended by an external sense.57

The sensitive soul is not, according to Ockham, capable of any
other acts of cognition than acts of apprehension of individual things.
It is, therefore, not capable of acts of judgment. Only the intellect can
judge. It follows that no sensory act of apprehension of a thing can
cause an act of judgment about that thing in the sensitive soul. Pro-
vided the sensitive soul is that of a human, and thus conjoined with
a rational soul, a sensory act of apprehension of a thing can, how-
ever, cause an act of judgment about that thing in the rational soul
of the human. But a sensory act of apprehension can do so only indi-
rectly. For the judgment will have to be an act of assent to a mental
sentence containing the thing as a term. Consequently, before judg-
ing, the rational soul will first have to form that sentence, which is
something it can do only if it apprehends its terms. It follows that
the sensory act of apprehension will cause an act of judgment about
its object in the rational soul or intellect only if the apprehension
first causes in the rational soul an intellective apprehension of the
same object. But once the intellective act of apprehension is present
in the intellect, it will cause the act of judgment, not the sensory
one. The situation will, then, be the following: the sensory appre-
hension causes in the intellect an intellective apprehension of the
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same object, and that intellective apprehension causes an act of judg-
ment about that object. A sensory act of apprehension can, therefore,
cause an act of judgment about its object, but always as an indirect
cause, one step removed from its effect, not as a direct or proximate
cause.58

On that basis, it is possible to extend the definitions of intellective
acts of intuitive and abstractive cognition so as to make them apply
to sensory acts of intuitive and abstractive cognition. We could say
that a sensory act of cognition of a thing, had by a human, is intuitive
if it is by nature capable of being the indirect cause of an act of
evident assent to a present-tensed contingent mental sentence about
the thing and that it is abstractive if it by nature lacks that capacity.
On that definition, all acts of the external senses are intuitive,59

whereas acts of the internal sense are acts of the imagination and,
as such, typically abstractive. Ockham considers, however, the pos-
sibility that acts of the internal sense should include some acts of
intuitive cognition as well. But he rejects that possibility. There is,
he argues, no reason to posit any other sensory acts of intuitive cog-
nition than those of the external senses. All acts of the internal sense
must, therefore, be abstractive.60

Ockham acknowledges that, in this life, our intellect can appre-
hend a material thing intuitively only via the external senses.61

Given the doctrine that humans have two souls, that can happen
only if we are having two intuitive apprehensions of the same thing,
one by the sensitive soul, caused by the material thing, the other
by the rational soul, caused both by the material thing and by the
sensory apprehension of it.62 There is, however, no introspective dif-
ference between the two cognitions because we are not even aware
of apprehending the same thing twice over.
We can now examine Ockham’s discussion of sensory illusions.

III.3. Ockham’s Doctrine of Sensory Illusions

Ockham discusses sensory illusions in Sent.63 In the text in which
that discussion is included, his main purpose is to refute a certain
theory of objects of thought defended by his French confrere, Peter
Auriol. He rejects Auriol’s claim that sensory illusions are apprehen-
sions by the external senses of objects having mere intentional being
that are apprehended as actually present real things. He insists that
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a sensory illusion, when it is had by a human, is, instead, an erro-
neous judgment ascribing to a real thing some present contingent
property it does not have, a judgment caused (indirectly, of course)
in the intellect by a sensory apprehension of that thing.64

For example, the visual illusion we sometimes have that a straight
stick, half immerged in water, is bent, is not, as Auriol believes, an
apprehension of a purely intentional bend in the stick taken to be
really present in it; rather it is the erroneous judgment that the stick
is bent caused by the visual apprehension of the stick.65

Some scholars amongst those who had ascribed to Ockham the
doctrine that abstractive cognitions, not intuitive ones, are capable of
causing false judgments, inferred that the sensory apprehensions that
in sensory illusions cause erroneous judgments had to be abstractive.66

But this is incompatible with Ockham’s theory of sensory appre-
hension, as they failed to realize. For the sensory apprehensions in
question are acknowledged by both Auriol and Ockham as being ap-
prehensions by an external sense.67 But, as we have just seen, all
apprehensions by an external sense are, on Ockham’s doctrine, intu-
itive apprehensions.68

The fact staring us in the eye is that, contrary to current scholarly
consensus, Ockham admitted there to be cases where an intuitive
cognition causes a false judgment.
No intuitive cognition, however, has that effect except owing to

special circumstances in which it is had. For example, because the
stick is seen partly through one medium, partly through another,
the visual apprehension of it causes the intellect to judge the stick
to be bent. One could say that, on Ockham’s doctrine, the causing
of an erroneous judgment by an intuitive cognition is always itself
causally dependent on there being special circumstances in which
the cognition is had.
An intuitive cognition that, owing to the special circumstances in

which it is had, causes in an intellect an erroneous judgment about
the apprehended object, is nevertheless by its very nature capable
of causing some true and evident judgments about the same object.
It follows that in some cases an intuitive cognition will cause both
some true and evident judgments and some false ones. Ockham pro-
vides an example of this possibility. It is that of an object seen in a
mirror.69 By virtue of that act of vision, which is an act of intuitive
cognition, some present contingent properties of the object can be
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evidently known, such as the fact that it exists or that it is red (if such
is its color). But other properties cannot be known by virtue of that
act of vision, such as the location of the object. Why not? Because
in this case, Ockham explains, the object is not seen as it normally
is, by a direct line of vision, but by a reflected one.70 As a result, the
object, appearing to be at a place where it is not, behind the mirror,71

is judged to be where it is not.72 Thus, the special circumstance in
which the act of vision is had, namely the circumstance that the
object is seen not by a direct line of vision but by a reflected one,
prevents that act from causing a judgment ascribing to the object the
location it has.73 The circumstance has that effect, however, because
it determines the act of vision to cause instead a judgment ascribing
to the object a location it does not have.
Not all intellects, however, by seeing an object in a mirror, are

caused to judge the object to be behind the mirror. An intellect that
understands mirrors and the way things are seen in them will not
do so. For it would instead invoke compelling reasons to judge the
thing to be in front of the mirror, not behind it.74 But that is just
as it should be: only an evident judgment, caused in a given intel-
lect by certain cognitions, would be caused in any intellect having
equivalent cognitions.75

Ockham’s discussion of sensory illusions shows that, on his doc-
trine, it is by nomeans impossible that an intuitive cognition cause a
false judgment, though it is always because of special circumstances
in which the intuitive cognition is had that it does so.

iv. conclusion

The doctrine of intuitive and abstractive cognition that, by their
misreading of a certain quodlibetal text, scholars have been led to
ascribe to Ockham never was a doctrine of his. In particular, he did
not regard abstractive cognitions as capable by nature of causing false
judgments, nor did he consider it absolutely impossible, on pain of
contradiction, that an intuitive cognition cause a false judgment.
Convinced that he did hold these views, scholars speculated that

the purpose of his doctrine of abstractive and intuitive cognition
must have been, while allowing for error, to provide a basis on which
to ground absolutely certain knowledge “safe from any intrusion of
natural or supernatural scepticism,” as Boehner wrote.76
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The doctrine thus ascribed to Ockham was, however, a lame one.
Some scholars recognized the fact and raised the question whether
Ockham had effectively achieved by it the purpose they thought
must have been his, namely that of defeating skepticism.77 Others
defended the doctrine by arguing its extreme sophistication.78Others
still, aware of Ockham’s indifference to skeptical arguments, aban-
doned the idea that the purpose of the doctrine was that of defeating
skepticism, some suggesting a rather obscure alternative purpose79

and others suggesting that its purpose was to defeat not Academic
skepticism but some more mundane form of skepticism without
explaining why such a heavy machinery might be required to that
purpose.80 The underlying belief that this really was Ockham’s doc-
trine was never called into question, however.
Once it is realized that this belief was, in fact, mistaken, the spec-

ulations based on it can be dismissed as groundless, and features of
Ockham’s genuine doctrine can be recognized instead. One such fea-
ture is that there is no privileged connection between intuition and
evidence. OnOckham’s genuine doctrine, both intuitive and abstrac-
tive cognitions have, as we saw, the capacity of causing immediately
evident judgments. The difference is one of greater power on the part
of intuitive cognitions, for they can cause evident judgments that ab-
stractive cognitions cannot; they cannot, however, cause more evi-
dent ones.
Suppose God were to provide intellect Awith abstractive cogni-

tions of just the three individuals a, b, and cwhile preventing it from
having any intuitive cognitions at all. Suppose further that he were
to provide intellect Bwith intuitive cognitions of just the same three
individuals while preventing it from having any abstractive cogni-
tions of individuals at all. Because neither act implies contradiction,
God can bring about both states of affairs. On Ockham’s doctrine,
intellect Awould know some necessary truths about a, b, and c, but
it would know no contingent truths about any of those individuals.
Intellect B, however, would know both some necessary truths about
those individuals and some present-tensed contingent truths about
them. The knowledge of truths about a, b, and c that intellect Ahas is
thus more limited than the knowledge intellect B has; it is not, how-
ever, less evident nor less certain. Only a third intellect that, let us
suppose, has been provided by God with both intuitive and abstrac-
tive cognitions of just the three individuals a, b, and c would know

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

222 the cambridge companion to ockham

some of the truths known by the other two intellects more evidently
than they do. For it would know the same necessary truths about a,
b, and c as they do but by means of two specifically different cog-
nitions of those individuals, one intuitive and the other abstractive;
butOckhamhas granted that “a truth is knownmore evidentlywhen
it is known by several means than when it is known just by one.”81

notes

1 Boehner 1943.
2 In particular Konstanty Michalski, Erich Hochstetter, Étienne Gilson,
and Anton Pegis, but not Paul Vignaux.

3 A doctrine Ockham rejected when he encountered it in writings by
his French confrere, Peter Auriol. On this doctrine, as defended against
Ockham by another confrere, Walter Chatton, see Sec. II.1.

4 A task he continued, responding to Anton Pegis in Boehner 1945.
5 In support of the views I ascribe to Ockham, I will rarely quote him
directly but will refer instead in a footnote to the relevant text. The
works byOckham Iwill be referring to all belong to his theological works
because it is in the context of theology that the doctrine of intuitive and
abstractive cognition was developed by him.

6 Quodl. II.10.
7 Ibid.
8 Sent. II.20 (435).
9 Quodl. I.18.

10 Sent. IV.14 (297).
11 Sent. I. Prol.1 (16) (= Boehner 1990, 18).
12 This theory of mental sentences is the theory Ockham first subscribed
to, which he abandoned later in favor of a theory identifying the terms of
mental sentences not with objects of thought but with acts by which ob-
jects are apprehended. This early theory is, however, the one that is basic
to his first and main account of intuitive and abstractive cognition (an
account contained in his Sent. I. Prol.1), and he never produced a com-
plete revision of that account that would bring it into harmony with
his later theory of mental sentences. Because of this, the only theory of
mental sentences I will take into account here is Ockham’s early theory.
It is remarkable that, on this theory, mental language is a “Lagadonian”
language since it includes things used as names of themselves. See Lewis
1986, 145–6.

13 This account of how mental sentences are formed is contained in †Sent.
II.12–13 (279–81) except that no mention is made there of any other syn-
categorematic than the copula.
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14 Sent. I.Prol.1 (15) (= Boehner 1990, 18), †(62– 3).
15 Sent. II.12–13 (257) (= Hyman and Walsh 1983, 671).
16 The process involved will be explained in Section III.2.
17 †Sent. I. Prol.1 (61).
18 In Sec. I.3.
19 †Sent. I. Prol.1 (5).
20 Sent. I. Prol.7 (192).
21 Sent. I. Prol.1 (6).
22 De intellectu agente (187–8).
23 Quodl. IV.6.
24 De intellectu agente (188).
25 The case I will disregard is that of immediately evident assent to sen-
tences in the past tense that are contingently true, a case acknowledged
by Ockham in †Sent. II.12–13 (261–3).

26 †Sent. I. Prol.1 (6).
27 †Ibid.
28 Ibid., (31–2): “And generally every incomplex cognition of a term or of
terms . . . by virtue of which some contingent truth can be known, espe-
cially one of the present tense, is intuitive . . . [whereas] by an abstractive
cognition no contingent truth, especially of the present tense, can be
evidently known.” (= Boehner 1990, 23–4.)

29 †Sent. I. Prol.1 (35): “WhateverGod can bring about by amediate efficient
cause, He can bring about directly by Himself.”

30 †Ibid.
31 The reason Ockham has for giving this answer can obviously be only an
a priori one, for neither he nor anyone else has had any experience of the
underlying acts. It is beyond the scope of this introductory exposition to
explain what this reason may have been.

32 The case to except is the one where the individual apprehended is the
only necessary existent there is, namely God.

33 Sent. I. Prol.1 (31–2): “An intuitive cognition of a thing is a cognition
such that, by virtue of it, it can be known whether the thing exists or
not, so that, if the thing exists, the intellect . . . evidently knows that
it exists . . . and . . . if the cognition were by God’s power preserved in
existence [by continued causation] though the thing does not exist, by
virtue of that incomplex cognition the thing would be evidently known
not to exist . . .Whereas an abstractive cognition of a contingent thing is
one by virtue of which it is not possible to know evidently whether the
thing exists or not.” (= Boehner 1990, 23.)

34 Quodl. V.5.
35 Chatton’s objection is ibid. (496) and Ockham’s response ibid. (498).
36 Following Ockham, who often uses the term ‘cognitio’ in that sense, I
will often be using ‘cognition’ for ‘act of cognition.’
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37 Chatton does not talk of a cognition by which we would judge the thing
to exist but of a cognition by which it would appear to us that it does.
Ockham would, however, consider the difference to be merely verbal,
and Chatton would either agree or consider the difference to be irrele-
vant to the point he is making.

38 Chatton talks here of presence and of absence rather than of existence
and of nonexistence. But presence entails, of course, existence andnonex-
istence entails absence, and it makes no difference to his argument or to
Ockham’s response to it if one substitutes one set of notions for the other.

39 Sent. I. Prol.1 (31) (= Boehner 1990, 22).
40 See Walter Chatton 1989, 102.120–121 (in his Sent. I. Prol.2.3).
41 Ockham’s response is a two-pronged one. One part of it, however, is not
relevant to Chatton’s objection at all, for Chatton had not claimed for
God the capacity of causing a cognition by which we would evidently
judge a nonexistent thing to exist and did not, therefore, need to be told
that this is something impossible, given that evidence entails truth. The
part of Ockham’s response that effectively addresses Chatton’s objection
takes up but a few lines, namely Quod. V.5 (498.72–75).

42 See Sec. I.1.
43 †Sent. I. Prol.1 (70).
44 Because she failed to notice the text from Sent. just referred to, Anneliese
Maier mistakenly believed that Ockham had acknowledged that God
can cause directly in us a false judgment of existence about a thing in-
tuitively apprehended inQuodl. only, not in his earlier work. See Maier
1963, 373–76.

45 Boehner may have taken his cue from Paul Vignaux who, in a masterly
encyclopedia article on medieval nominalism published in 1931, known
to Boehner, briefly suggested such a misreading of that text. See Paul
Vignaux 1930–50, especially the section “La vérité de la connaissance”
(cols. 768–9).

46 The list of those scholars who followed Boehner in his misreading of
this quodlibetal text would be very long indeed. In fact, the only scholar
I know who read the text correctly is Maier 1953, 375–6. She did not,
however, denounce Boehner’smisreading of it. Of the verymany scholars
whomisread the text as Boehner had, I shallmention here only thosewho
weremost intent in following through the epistemological consequences
of the doctrine they ascribed to Ockham on that basis. They are, listed in
chronological order of their relevant writings: Baudry 1958, entry “noti-
tia,” 177; Scott 1969, 45; Adams 1970, 394; Boler 1973, 103; Streveler
1975, 228; Adams 1987a, 590. I know of only one scholar who, writing
on the subject after Boehner, disregarded the quodlibetal text: Day 1947.

47 Boehner 1943, 281–2, 285–6.
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48 The expression is that of Marilyn McCord Adams, who writes (Adams
1970, 391 n. 8): “On Ockham’s full account, intuitive cognitions differ
from abstractive cognitions precisely in the fact that they cannot be the
cause of any false judgments, while abstractive cognitions can.”

49 Sent. I. Prol.1 (31) (= Boehner 1990, 22).
50 †Sent. II.12–13 (281).
51 †Ibid. (286–7).
52 See Sec. I.2.
53 Sent. III.3 (105).
54 Ibid. (114).
55 †Sent. III.4 (136–7).
56 Sent. III.3 (111).
57 Ibid. (115, 117).
58 Sent. I. Prol.1 (22) (= Boehner 1990, 19–20).
59 In Sent. III.3 (110) it is claimed that “the sense of sight has no other
cognition than intuitive.” Though the claim is made by an opponent,
the subsequent discussion shows that Ockham agrees. The same claim
could be made of the other external senses.

60 Sent. III.3 (124–5).
61 †Sent. II.12–13 (285).
62 Sent. III.2 (64–5), together with Quodl. I.15.
63 Sent. I.27.3 (238–51).
64 Ockham also attempts to characterize a sensory illusion when it is had,
not by a human, but by an animal, in which case it cannot be identified
with a false judgment, for animals are incapable of judging. I will disre-
gard these attempts and consider here only sensory illusions as they are
had by humans.

65 Sent. I.27.3 (247).
66 Scott 1969, 45 n. 65, takes the idea for granted.
67 Sent. I.27.3 (230) for Auriol, quoted by Ockham; ibid. (243) for Ockham.
68 One author, having repeated Boehner’s misreading of the quodlibetal
text, was so convinced that sensory apprehensions that cause false judg-
ments must be abstractive that he invented an obscure theory of “ab-
stractive sensations,” as he calls them, supposed to be of the external
senses, which he presents as if he had read it in Ockham. This exercise
in deception (or is it shoddy thinking?) is owed to Michon 1994, 89–90
and 103–4. Michon would have been correct had he pointed out that,
if Ockham had held the doctrine of intuitive and abstractive cognition
ascribed to him nowadays by common consensus, he would have devel-
oped a theory of abstractive sensations of the external senses. But he
did not do so, nor did he hold the doctrine of intuitive and abstractive
cognition commonly ascribed to him.
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69 Sent. III.2 (97), where Ockham answers an objection made earlier (78).
70 Ibid. (95).
71 Ibid. (78).
72 To say that something appears to be the case is, Ockham believes, just
another way of saying that it is judged to be the case. See n. 37.

73 As Ockham acknowledges in Sent. I. Prol.1 (33), an act of intuitive cog-
nition can be prevented from exercising the capacity, which it has by
nature, of causing the intellect to assent evidently to some contingent
truths about the object “because of its imperfection (because it is quite
imperfect and obscure), or because of some impediments on the part of
the object or because of other impediments.” (= Boehner 1990, 24–5.)

74 Sent. I.27.3 (246), where the example is not that of misjudging a thing
seen in a mirror as being behind the mirror but of misjudging trees seen
from a moving boat as being in motion.

75 See Sec. I.2.
76 Boehner 1943, 285.
77 The question was first raised by Baudry 1958, 177, later by Scott 1969,
and in the most searching manner, by Adams 1970.

78 Streveler 1975.
79 Boler 1973.
80 Adams 1987a, 594–601.
81 Quodl. V.4.
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10 Ockham’s Ethical Theory

William of Ockham presents his ethical theory not systematically
but in remarks and discussions scattered throughout his writings, a
fact that has obscured the structure of his views. He worked within
a tradition of moral philosophy that took the basic normative prin-
ciples to be given in the Bible and the conceptual tools of moral
theory to be given by Aristotle; with these materials he put forward
an original, powerful, and subtle theory. Ockham holds the rightness
or wrongness of an act to depend not on any feature or characteris-
tic of the act itself or its consequences but on the agent’s intentions
and character (elaborated in Ockham’s theory of the will and of the
virtues respectively). The goodness or badness of the agent’s will, in
turn, depends on its conformity to the dictates of right reason in the
first stage and to God’s will in the final stage.

i. the nature of morality

Morality deals with human acts that are in our control – more ex-
actly, with acts that are subject to the power of the will according to
the natural dictate of reason and other circumstances.1 The require-
ment that morality be a matter of reason and will rules out brute
animals as moral agents2 while allowing angels and humans to qual-
ify. But before one attempts to spell out the respective contributions
of reason and will to moral action, a fundamental question needs to
be addressed, Is morality a rational enterprise in the first place? Are
there moral truths, and if so, can we know them?
In Quodl. II.14 Ockham asks whether there can be demonstra-

tive knowledge with respect to morality. He distinguishes two parts
of ethical theory3: (1) positive moral knowledge, which “contains
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human and divine laws that obligate one to pursue or to avoid things
that are good or evil only because they are prohibited or commanded
by a superior whose role it is to establish the laws,” namely a su-
perior such as a legislator or God; (2) nonpositive moral knowledge,
which “directs human actions without any precept from a superior,
as principles that are either known per se or by experience direct
them.” The former is like the knowledge jurists have with regard to
human laws; it is regulated by logic and reason but is based on posi-
tive laws or commands that need not be evidently known. The latter,
however, is a matter of principles that are evidently known and the
conclusions that can be drawn from them and so can be formulated
in demonstrative form. Hence, ethical theory is not only a matter of
nonpositive morality (principles) but may take into account positive
morality (authoritative commands) as well.
Positive morality, consisting of divine commands, can clearly pro-

vide substantive moral content to human action. Its knowability is a
matter of God’s informing us of his commands, which poses no the-
oretical problems. However, why following such commands should
be a matter of morality is a question that needs to be addressed. We
will take up Ockham’s discussion of divine commands in Section VI.
Nonpositive morality consists of ethical principles that are ei-

ther known per se or derived from experience. Now there seem
to be two kinds of ethical principles knowable per se. On the one
hand, some principles connect fundamental ethical notions at a high
level of abstraction: everything right should be pursued and every-
thing wrong should be avoided4; the will should conform itself to
right reason5; anything dictated by right reason should be done.6

These ethical principles connect the virtues by regulating permis-
sible behavior.7 On the other hand, some principles classify kinds
of wrongful acts. In Sent. II.15 Ockham tells us that theft, adultery,
murder, and the like are by definition not to be done: the very names
do not pick out acts absolutely but connote that “the one perform-
ing such acts is obligated by divine precept to do the opposite.”8

Murder, for instance, is wrongful killing. Hence, principles such as
“Murder is wrong” or “Theft is wrong” are knowable per se. Non-
positivemorality, then, includes principles that are analytically true:
one should do the right and avoid the wrong, not commit murder,
and the like. But these principles, though discoverable by reason, do
not tell us what the right is, or whether a given instance of killing
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is murder, and so do not provide us with any substantive moral
content.
Nonpositivemorality also includes ethical principles derived from

experience – that is, particular propositions regarding what is to be
done, which an agent devises on the basis of his particular experi-
ences. These propositions may then be generalized into universal
propositions; Ockham gives as a standard example: “An angry per-
son should be calmed down with soothing words.”9 This is com-
monly called “prudence,” although it is really nothing more than an
application of reason to the situations in which the agent finds him-
self. Ockham holds that prudence is necessary for moral action,10

although in itself it does not necessitate it; one can have prudence
but not act morally.11 In part this is a corollary of Ockham’s claim
that the will is naturally free and hence can diverge from the dictates
of the intellect. But there is a deeper question here.What does human
reason have to work on when it tries to cope with particular situa-
tions? For example, is there some objective rightness or wrongness
that human reason can come to know in acts or types of acts?

ii. the moral neutrality of acts

Ockham holds that all acts are morally neutral, neither good nor bad
in themselves – except for the act of loving God above all else for
his own sake (considered in Section III). He argues for this claim in
Quodl. I.20 in two basic ways. First, one and the same act is good
when combined with one intention and evil when combined with
another. His typical example is of a person who sets off to church
intending to praise and honor God but at some point continues his
journey out of vainglory.12 So too for the case of someone who hurls
himself from a cliff intending to commit suicide but sincerely re-
pents halfway down.13 In each case the act – walking to church,
falling to one’s death – remains the same in respect of multiple acts
of the will,14 although it changes its moral quality: from good to evil
in the former case, conversely in the latter case. Hence, “the act is
neither morally good nor evil but neutral and indifferent”15 and only
called good or evil in virtue of the agent’s intentions. Strictly speak-
ing, only the agent’s intentions are good or evil, although the acts
corresponding to them may be extrinsically denominated as such.
He summarizes the neutrality thesis sharply:
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If you were to ask what the goodness or evilness of the act adds beyond the
substance of the act that is called “good” or “evil” only by a certain extrinsic
denomination, such as an act of the sensitive part and likewise an act of the
will, I say that it adds nothing positive that is distinct from the act, whether
absolute or relative, which has being in the act through any cause. Instead,
the goodness is only a name or a connotative concept, principally signifying
the act itself as neutral and connoting an act of the will that is perfectly
virtuous and the right reason it is elicited in conformity with. Hence such
an act is called “virtuous” by an extrinsic denomination.16

Therefore, acts have no intrinsic moral qualities at all.
Second, Ockham argues that the performance or nonperformance

of the act does not affect moral evaluation – this is, in effect, an argu-
ment against moral luck. If each of two people wants to perform a
virtuous deed and attempts to do so, and one succeedswhile the other
fails through no fault of his own, we still hold that they have equal
moral goodness. To hold otherwise would be to allow luck to play
a role in moral evaluation. Likewise, a person who would commit
adultery given the opportunity is no less guilty than the one caught
in the act.17 Ockham’s intuition here is that act-centered morality
loses any counterfactual purchase on what might have been the case
and so cannot separatemoral from nonmoral factors. To allow for the
possible and the might-have-been, something other than the actual
deed has to enter into the determination of moral worth. Intentions
need not be discharged for the agent to be praised or blamed, and
hence they are able to provide a counterfactual foothold for moral
assessment.
Ockham draws a further conclusion from his arguments, namely

that there is no identifiable feature or set of features common to
acts that correspond to good intentions or to bad intentions. That
is, there is no type–type correspondence between acts and morally
good or morally bad intentions. Consequently, there is no way to
pick out morally permissible or impermissible acts as such without
reference to the agent’s intentions. This conclusion clashes with the
contemporary consensus of Ockham’s day on normative principles
taken from the Bible, traditionally understood to be absolute pro-
hibitions regarding the performance or nonperformance of specific
acts: we are enjoined not to kill, not to bear false witness, and so
on. (Some forbidden acts are arguably acts of the will, e.g., those
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involving covetousness, but as such they do not pose a problem for
Ockham’s view.) Ockham offers two replies to this line of criticism.
On the one hand, the performance of the act may lead to further sin-
fulness by intensifying the (evil) intention, either in its own right or
through enjoyment of the pleasure the performance of the act gener-
ates; on the other hand, acts and intentions are prohibited together
in the Decalogue so that ordinary people do not mistakenly think
that only the performance of the act is morally reprehensible.18 The
Biblical prohibitions are absolute, but they apply to intentions and
not to acts.
Ockham’s thesis that exterior acts aremorally indifferent has other

equally counterintuitive consequences, as he himself was aware. For
example, it seems to countenance the literal truth of the claim that
God wills evil: God wills us to give alms to the poor, an act that
Jones performs out of vanity (say); Jones’s act is evil, and so God
wills something that is an evil – hence God wills evil.19 After point-
ing out that one cannot conclude God is evil because he wills evil in
this literal sense, Ockham is careful to say he has only been consid-
ering this view as one that might be held, whereas he himself rejects
this manner of speech even if it is literally true.20 What matters,
Ockham tells us, is not that one performs just acts but that one does
so justly.21

iii. the will

To the negative thesis that exterior acts are morally indifferent
Ockham counterposes the positive thesis that acts of will are the
bearers of moral worth. More exactly, he argues first that there must
be some (interior) act “necessarily and intrinsically virtuous.” His
reasoning is as follows22: Take any interior act that is granted to be
virtuous; it is either intrinsically virtuous or not. If it is, the conclu-
sion is established. If it is not, then it is at best only contingently vir-
tuous, that is, virtuous through its conformity with some other act.
Consider the second act; is it intrinsically virtuous or not? If it is, the
conclusion is established; if it is not, it must be contingently virtu-
ous in virtue of its conformity to some third act, and so on to infinity.
But there can not be an infinite regress here. Hence, at some point
there must be an act virtuous in itself rather than by its contingent
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relation to another act. Therefore, some interior act is intrinsically
virtuous.
Second, the interior act in question must be an act of the will23:

only an agent’s intentions are primarily praiseworthy or blamewor-
thy, for these alone are clearly and immediately in the power of the
will – and “it is a necessary condition for the goodness of an act that
it be in the power of the will of the agent who has the act.”24 Other
interior acts, such as passions or acts of the intellect, are produced
by faculties only indirectly controlled by the will, whereas acts of
will are directly in our control.
Third, the act of the will that is intrinsically virtuous is an act of

loving God:

I state that the act that is necessarily virtuous in the way described above
is an act of the will, because the act in which God is loved above all else
and for his own sake is an act of this kind; for this act is virtuous in such
a way that it cannot be vicious, and this act cannot be caused by a created
will without being virtuous – because on the one hand everyone, no matter
where or when, is obligated to love God above all else, and consequently this
act cannot be vicious; and, on the other hand, because this act is the first of
all good acts.25

The act of loving God above all else for his own sake is good in
itself and generates or tends to generate a virtuous habit in the agent’s
will (properly identified as the virtue). This act is good whenever it
is elicited, and it is the intrinsic good on which the goodness of
other acts depends, including the goodness of other acts of will. The
proviso “whenever it is elicited” ismeant to sidestep a logical puzzle,
namely whether the act of loving God above all else for his own sake
is virtuous in the circumstances where God commands that he not
be loved. Ockham’s response is to hold that in such circumstances
the agent cannot in fact elicit the act of loving God above all else for
his own sake, for to love God means to do as God commands, and
hence not to loveGod,which is contradictory.Hence, the love ofGod
above all else for his own sake cannot be elicited in this singular set
of circumstances, although even here the agent can love God “with a
simple and natural affection though not above all else.”26 The logical
puzzle, in other words, has to do with the conditions of eliciting the
act and not with the content of the act itself, which is not affected
by its circumstances.
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iv. the stages of moral action

In Connex., Ockham describes what he calls “five stages” for each
moral virtue. His presentation is misleading on two counts. First,
although the first four stages are sequential, the fifth is not clearly
like the others. Second, the stages are as much about moral moti-
vation and the agent’s intentions as they are about the virtues and
thereby address a wider variety of concerns than merely the theory
of character (though they do that as well). The five stages – or at least
the first four – explicate the nature of moral action.
The first stage, on which the next three are grounded, is described

in detail as follows:

The first stage is when someone wills to perform just works in conformity
with right reason, which dictates that such works ought to be done, in the
appropriate circumstances, looking precisely to the work itself for the sake
of the rightness of the work insofar as it is an end. For example, the intellect
dictates that such a work should be done at such a place and at such a time,
for the sake of the rightness of thework, or for the sake of peace or something
of the sort, and the will elicits an act of willing such works in conformity
with the dictate of the intellect.27

There is nothing peculiar to the virtues here; Ockham’smention of
“just” works at the beginning is inessential – he could as easily have
said “when someone wills to perform works in conformity,” and so
forth. What is most striking about the first stage is that it seems to
characterize an agent who is doing what he can to act morally. Right
reason dictates that a given work should be done; the circumstances
are apt; the agent does the work because it is right (while remaining
morally neutral in itself). Yet although it seems the very picture of
Aristotelian morality, Ockham finds it incomplete.
The second stage adds one of themissing elements: it is the same as

the first stage “along with the intention of not putting such things
aside at all for anything that is against right reason; not even for
death, if right reason were to dictate that such a work not be put
aside for death.”28 The missing element is that morality should be
an overriding concern of the agent – or at least a concern to the
extent prescribed by right reason, itself a moral arbiter. The agent
should not put aside moral reasons for immoral ones; one who does
is not taking morality seriously. The very seriousness of morality is
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one of the key features that sets it apart from other legitimate but
nonultimate concerns an agent may have in his life.
The third stage builds on the second stage, adding to it that the

agent “wills to do such a work in the aforementioned circumstances
precisely and solely because it has been so dictated by right reason.”29

That is, the agent should act from a purely moral motive. It is not
enoughmerely to do the right thing, or even to hold to doing it in the
face of other temptations. The right thing should be done for moral
reasons – or, in Ockham’s terminology, it should be done precisely
because right reason dictates it should be done, no more and no less.
Even if the agent has other motives for action, they should not be
what move him to do what should be done. More exactly, it is better
for an agent to be motivated only by a concern for acting rightly
than for any other reason. Such an agent, it seems, acts from a purely
moral motive.
When we come to the fourth stage, it is not clear whether any

moral feature is added to the preceding three:

The fourth stage is when the agent wills to do such a work in line with all
the aforementioned conditions and circumstances, and beyond this precisely
for the love of God, e.g., because the intellect so dictates that such works
should be done precisely for the love of God. And this stage alone is the true
and perfect moral virtue of which the Saints speak.30

The intention to act out of the love of God does not move us out
of the realm of moral virtue, not even to the theological virtues;
Ockham allows that justice, for instance, may exist in a fourth-stage
form that is recognizably higher and still a matter of morality rather
than theology. Ockham offers three arguments to prove that fourth-
stage action is properly moral31: (1) it is generated by and in turn is
directive of moral actions; (2) the mere variation in the agent’s end
does not alter the action in question frommoral to nonmoral; (3) the
vice opposite to this virtue is moral vice strictly speaking, and so
the action must be morally virtuous. Yet these essentially technical
arguments let the larger question go begging, What moral features
are missing from third-stage action that are provided in fourth-stage
action?
No clue is forthcoming from the fifth and final stage. Whereas the

first through fourth stages are hierarchically ordered, Ockham is ex-
plicit that the fifth stage can build on either the third or the fourth
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stage of action32: if one puts aside the end of the action, “which can
come about indifferently for the sake of God, or rightness, or peace,
or something of the sort,” what is distinctive about fifth-stage ac-
tion is that the agent acts in a way that far transcends the ordinary
human condition, either by supererogation or heroic perseverance.
The person who deliberately commits himself to the flames rather
than perform an immoral act has done something the ordinary per-
son probably could not nerve himself to do and deserves our respect
and praise accordingly. But this will not help in understanding how
fourth-stage action is a moral improvement over the third stage. To
put the problem sharply, What moral feature does the love of God
add to acting from purely moral motives?

v. god and right reason

Ockham returns to a slightly simplified version of his distinction
among moral stages in Dial. I.vi.77,33 where he contrasts only three
possibilities: an action may be done for the sake of God, or because
it is dictated by right reason, or for the sake of some useful or plea-
surable good to be pursued. He raises the last possibility only to
dismiss it as not a kind of moral motivation at all. Hence, we are left
with the contrast between third-stage and fourth-stage action. Here
Ockham tells us that actions performed for the sake of God are in-
stances of perfect virtue, whereas actions performed because they are
dictated by right reason are instances of true virtue, though imperfect
with respect to actions performed for the sake of God. His example,
framed in terms of the context in which he is discussing the veracity
of witnesses, suggests an interpretation of the difference:

Wanting to tell the truth for the sake of God is much more perfect an action
than wanting to tell the truth only because right reason dictates the truth
should be told, even as God is more perfect than right reason, and so this
truth is more imperfect than the other . . . There were such moral virtues,
some people think, in many pagans. For many of them tried to live and did
live according to right reason.34

Ockham argues that even as God is more perfect than right reason,
so too the truth told ismore perfect from one of the devout than from
an upright pagan. Now he cannot mean that the devout truthteller
is more veracious than the pagan truthteller. Both, he admits, are
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telling truths; they are each virtuous. (It might be that the devout
are less likely to lie, owing to their fear of divine retribution, than
pagans are, but that is a different matter altogether.) Nor is there a
difference in the result: God and right reason each prescribe telling
the truth. Instead, the difference lies in where one puts one’s trust
for a source of truth – God or reason.
Reason is, first and foremost, an individual cognitive capacity, as

sight is an individual perceptual capacity; when Ockham and others
speak of “right” reason they mean an intellectual capacity that is
not disordered. One of the signs that reason is functioning properly
is its ability to recognize evident truths, including those discussed
in Section II (e.g., “Murder is wrong”). Now it is by no means wrong
to trust right reason. Yet our finite and limited cognitive capacities
can take us only so far. Human reason does not tend to converge
on nonevident truths (witness long-standing philosophical disagree-
ments). Fortunately we are not limited to cognitive capacities; in
good Franciscan fashion, Ockham holds that the will can reach be-
yond the intellect and even help to guide it. In more traditional ter-
minology, faith can extend the grasp of reason.
Ockham holds it cannot be proved by natural reason that we

require any “supernatural habit” (such as faith or charity) for our
ultimate end; faith is not enjoined by reason,35 though it may com-
plement and extend it. Recall fromOckham’s definition of the fourth
stage of moral action that it builds on the third stage: the agent per-
forms an action precisely because it is dictated by right reason and
precisely for the love of God. That is, one expresses the love of God
by acting in accordance with the dictates of right reason. The feature
added in the fourth stage is to see moral action itself as expressing
one’s love of God. This deepens the ordinary notion of the moral but
does not alter or replace it. Hence Ockham can maintain some pa-
gan thinkers led lives of perfect moral rectitude and were deserving
of final reward: “It is not impossible that God ordain that one who
lives according to the right dictate of reason, in such a way that he
believes only what he concludes through natural reason he ought
to believe, be worthy of eternal life.”36 This is true even though
there is an important sense in which the moral virtues of the pagan
philosophers are systematically different from the moral virtues of
Ockham and his contemporaries, the latter inspired as they are by
faith.37
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vi. subordination of the will

The highest stage of moral behavior, then, is to act out of the love
of God above all else for his own sake. What does this formula en-
tail? How is moral action structured by this end? Ockham has al-
ready suggested the answer in the discussion of the logical puzzle
presented at the end of Section III – “to love God above all else is
this: to love whatever God wants to be loved.”38 Again, “anyone
who rightly loves God loves all that God wants to be loved.”39 In
short, the will binds itself to God by subordination. We love God
above all else by wanting what God wants precisely for the reason
that God wants it. For Ockham, then, the core of ethics is the love
of God (the intrinsically good act), and the love of God is a matter of
conforming one’s own will to God’s will.
In Sent. I.48, Ockham asks whether every created will is bound to

conform itself to God’s will. In the course of his answer he draws a
series of distinctions to make precise the sense in which we subordi-
nate our wills to God’s will. The first andmost important distinction
is that one will can conform itself to another in three ways40: (1) to
will what has been willed by another will; (2) to will what another
will wills it to will; (3) to will something in a way similar to that
in which another will wills it. Ockham puts the last of these aside
and concentrates on the first two. The natural way of interpreting the
phrase “loving what Godwants to be loved” is in line with (1), where
the agent adopts the will of another. Brown wants to make Smith
happy; Jones, who wants to conform his will to Brown’s, adopts the
desire to make Smith happy. However, Ockham holds (2) to be the
better interpretation, where the agent takes his will to be directed
by the will of another and not merely to adopt whatever desires the
other has.41 Thus, the appropriate desires on the part of those con-
forming their will may differ systematically from one another, and
any or all desires may differ from the will of the one to whom they
conform their wills. For example, Brown may want to make Smith
happy but wants Jones to do something that would make Smith sad
(perhaps so that Smith can thereafter be made happy by contrast);
Jones, in conforming his will to Brown’s, should thereby want to
make Smith sad rather than happy. Ockham elsewhere offers a pair
of examples where (1) and (2) come apart42: God from eternity willed
the death of Christ and yet wanted the Jews not to want Christ’s
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death in the way they brought death upon him; God wills my fa-
ther to die and yet wants me not to want my father’s death. To love
God above all else, then, involves willing what God wants one to
will.
More precisely, Ockham argues in Sent. I.48 that any given created

will is bound to will habitually and mediately what God wills it to
will precisely because God wills it, thereby manifesting the love of
God above all else for his own sake. Ockham unpacks this claim as
follows:

And if the question were raised what the habit is that inclines one to will ev-
erything willed by God, it should be said that it is some such habit by which
one’s will is pleased by everything that pleases the divine will, and this
should always exist in everyone having the use of reason after he achieves
(or can achieve) a cognition of God. Yet this habit doesn’t incline one im-
mediately to everything willed by God. For it has to presuppose a cognition
in which it is known that this is willed by God, and it inclines one to act
through the mediation of this cognition.43

The will is not a blind faculty; it operates through the mediation
of right reason, though it need not follow its dictates; the will is free.
To act properly, therefore, an agent must try to be the sort of person
who wills what God wants him to will precisely because he knows
God wills him to will it.
This is, roughly, a general condition on rational action: to be ha-

bitually disposed to carry out God’s will. When it comes to the ac-
tual cognition of God’s will, Ockham points out that we are not
bound to know everything willed by God, for this is simply impos-
sible for our finite capacities. However, if we do know something is
willed by God, then we are bound to conform our will to it; such
is the case for particular precepts as well as general moral rules.44

Ockham says the expected things about our epistemic responsibil-
ities: the will can elicit a right act even with an error in the in-
tellect, provided the error could not be overcome and the agent is
in no way culpable,45 for “a created will following reason that is
erroneous through an invincible error is right.”46 If God wants us
to act in a certain way, then he can make his will known to us,
and we are bound to carry out his will, as described earlier in this
section.
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vii. divine commands

God can issue commands that differ systematically from one agent
to another,47 but he cannot give anyone contradictory commands,
nor can he will a contradiction.48 Because the very notions of theft,
murder, adultery, and the like involve the notion of someone per-
forming an action who is under the obligation by divine command
to the opposite, it follows that God cannot make such actions the
objects of his commands, that is, God cannot make murder or theft
right; he can, however, enjoin the acts commonly described by these
names, for the acts in themselves are morally neutral.49 Ockham of-
fers a lively illustration: when God commanded the sons of Israel to
despoil the Egyptians, this, it turns out, was not a case of theft at all;
“it was a good thing rather than an evil.”50

Given the moral neutrality of acts, it seems as though God could
command any given act or type of act to be obligatory or prohibited,
and indeed that his command would be constitutive of the rightness
or wrongness of these acts. Yet the matter is not quite so straightfor-
ward. In Sent. I.46.1,51Ockhamdiscusses the case inwhichAbraham
is told he must sacrifice his son Isaac. He is reluctant simply to as-
sert God’s freedom to command anything; he recognizes God granted
Abraham the power to sacrifice Isaac and gave him the command to
do so but maintains God did not want to be a coparticipant in the
sacrifice.52 But why not? It would no more have been murder than
despoiling the Egyptians was theft. Ockham even hints that the rea-
son God did not permit the sacrifice to occur was that “God neither
commands nor counsels sin.”53

NowGod devised humans in such away that clear cases ofmurder,
theft, and the like would appear to be such. (There may be difficult
borderline cases.) Were God to command that some class of acts is
obligatory or forbidden that appears to our faculties to be otherwise,
then we should have been designed otherwise. This is, of course,
compatible with God’s informing us of special cases that might ap-
pear to be theft (despoiling the Egyptians) ormurder (sacrificing Isaac)
but in fact are not such.However, the tension betweenGod’s freedom
to command and the apparently wrongful acts that are commanded
is one of the most controverted points in scholarship on Ockham’s
ethics, and there is no consensus about his response to the difficulty
or even whether he recognized a difficulty at all.
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No matter how this issue is resolved, it is clear that Ockham’s
ethics ultimately rests on at least the possibility of different divine
commands to different agents. Yet there is something that underlies
all of their actions, namely their virtue.

viii. the virtues

In Sent. III.11, Ockham asks where the virtues are located in human
psychology: the intellect? thewill? the passions? He offers a complex
and subtle argument that advances the following theses54: First, we
should postulate a habit in the sensitive appetite that inclines one to
act – roughly, that we have or can develop patterns of emotional re-
sponses. Second, this habit is not, strictly speaking, a virtue, although
it is often loosely called one. Third, for every such habit postulated
in the sensitive appetite a corresponding habit should be postulated
in the will. Fourth, this habit in the will is properly the virtue.
The will is a free potency and so of its nature is no more inclined

to one alternative than to another in a choice situation. Yet after
eliciting several acts of the same sort there does seem to be an effect
on the will such that it is inclined (but not determined) to act in
that way, or at least to act more easily in that way than in other
ways. In fact, we experience this effect in ourselves. We can call it
a “habit” and recognize it in other faculties as well; habits are a
fundamental part of Ockham’s philosophy of mind. Our ability to
train our responses, emotional and otherwise, is also a phenomenon
of habit.
Ockham’s argument for the crucial fourth thesis presented ear-

lier is short and to the point. The only thing that can properly be
called a virtue is that whose act is strictly virtuous; but only the act
of the will is virtuous; hence, virtue must be a habit of the will.55

Now traditionally the virtues were taken to be patterns of emotional
andmotivational responses to situations. Those that were stable and
abiding could be identified as character traits. Ockham rejects this
traditional account and replaces it with the idea of an inclination to
choose in certain ways. On his account, the virtues are much more
closely linked with the will.
Ockham recognizes two kinds of virtues: theological and moral.

The theological virtues are those of faith, hope, and charity; themoral
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virtues include justice, temperance, and fortitude. (Ockham does not
treat prudence as a virtue.) He occasionally refers to other virtuous
conditions, such as chastity and virginity, abstinence, and the like,
but for the most part his discussion is only concerned with the spe-
cific virtues listed have. As noted in Section IV, each of the moral
virtues may occur in various stages.
Ockham has an extensive discussion of the nature of the virtues

and their interrelations inConnex.; most of the following discussion
will be indebted to his analysis there. But before turning to it, we can
summarize its main results by looking at Ockham’s more compact
discussion in Sent. III.12.56 His conclusion can be summed up in
a slogan: the moral virtues are connected dispositively but not for-
mally. That is, no given moral virtue of its nature involves any other
moral virtue; they are formally independent. They are of course each
compatible with one another. Yet in addition to their formal inde-
pendence and their actual compatibility, there is an important fact
about the moral virtues: the possession of one may dispose their
bearer to the possession of another (or all the others). They are con-
nected “dispositively.”
In Connex. Ockham again inquires into the connection of the

virtues but this time in the context of the stages outlined in Sec-
tion IV and adds a treatment of the theological virtues. His analysis
defies summary. However, a statement of some of the main points
can provide a feeling for the subtleties and nuance of which Ockham
was capable.
Start with the moral virtues. Ockham holds that third-or fourth-

stage moral virtues are such as to incline their possessor to engage
in acts generative of other virtues. For instance, someone with third-
stage justice would be so unwilling to perpetrate injustice or to see
it done that he would at least begin to resist, even in the face of
danger – which is to say, he would thereby make a start on the
virtue of fortitude as well. An agent who merely had a second-stage
moral virtue might or might not be so inclined; it would depend
on the virtue and on the case. But first-stage moral virtue does not
so incline its possessor for the agent would presumably be willing
to abandon the moral pursuit for another concern (because the dis-
tinction between first- and second-stage moral virtue amounts to
this).
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Matters become more complex when we take the vices contrary
to these moral virtues into account. Any given first- or second-stage
moral virtue may coexist in an agent with the vice contrary to some
other moral virtue. But this is not the case for third- and fourth-stage
moral virtue, which, as just noted, tend to reinforce other moral
virtues and thereby drive out the corresponding contrary vices. The
only exceptions for the latter are instances of nonculpable ignorance;
an agentmay have fourth-stage justice, for example, and as the result
of unavoidable ignorance commit an intemperate act.
The theological virtues do not admit of stages; they all express

the agent’s love of God by their very nature. They are formally in-
dependent of one another; as Ockham remarks in Sent. IV, God can
make charity without faith or hope, at least by his absolute power.57

Because the theological virtues usually occur together, though, it is
clear they are mutually compatible.
Returning to the discussion in Connex., Ockham notes that the

theological virtues can be possessedwithout all themoral virtues, al-
though they are directly incompatible with the moral vices. Clearly
fourth-stage moral virtues require the theological virtues. But none
of the preceding stages ofmoral virtue requires the theological virtues,
and the first two stages of moral virtue are also compatible with the
theological vices (contrary to the theological virtues). The third stage
of moral virtue, however, is only compatible with a theological vice
through some form of reasoning error.

ix. conclusion

Ockham’s scattered and fragmentary presentation of his ethical
views belies the systematic rigor and unity they possess. His insis-
tence on themoral centrality of the agent aswell as themoral central-
ity of God gives shape to his distinctive and original claims regarding
actions, the will, divine commands, and the virtues. Ockham’s eth-
ical theory, centered on the subordination of the human will, serves
as a marked contrast to our modern insistence on the autonomy
of the will as a fundamental ethical principle. It is a testament to
Ockham’s philosophical creativity that he could devise such a
powerful and original theory – not to mention having done so within
the traditional constraints of Biblical and Aristotelian morality.
Ockham’s theory deserves more attention than it has received.58
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11 Ockham on Will, Nature,
and Morality

Among other things, Ockham is notorious for his doctrine of the li-
berty of indifference1: the notion that created willpower is power to
will, to nill,2 or to do nothing with respect to any object.3 By con-
trast with his great medieval predecessors, many estimate, Ockham
has staked out a position fraught with disadvantages. First, it cuts
will off from nature. The liberty of indifference turns created wills
into neutral potencies unshaped by natural inclinations.4 Second,
it “frees” will from reason’s rule: no matter what reason dictates,
created willpower can disobey.5

To some, such consequences have seemed momentous for ethics
because they are inconsistentwith a kind of naturalism. For example,
Maurer writes that

the scholastics prior to Ockham looked upon goodness as a property of be-
ing. Saint Thomas, for example, speaks of goodness as the perfection of being
that renders it desirable. Because God is all-perfect and supremely desirable,
he is supremely good. A creature is good to the extent that it achieves the
perfection demanded by its nature. Moral goodness consists in man’s acting
in accordance with his nature, with a view to attaining his final end (happi-
ness), which is identical with the perfection of his being. For Saint Thomas,
therefore, morality has a metaphysical foundation, and it links man with
God, giving him a share in the divine goodness and perfection.
Ockham, on the other hand, severs the bond between metaphysics and

ethics and basesmorality not upon the perfection of humannature (whose re-
ality he denies), nor upon the teleological relation betweenman andGod, but
upon man’s obligation to follow the laws freely laid down for him by God.6

Likewise, Bourke sees Ockham as challenging the teleology of hu-
man nature – as rejecting eudaemonism (the notion that humans are
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naturally ordered to the pursuit of personal well-being or happiness),
as well as denying that philosophy can prove “the finality” of human
nature (in particular, that God is its ultimate end).7 Bourke infers
that Ockham cannot regard either the properties of moral goodness
or badness or moral laws as a function of natural human proprieties8

and concludes with Maurer that Ockham must embrace an authori-
tarian, divine-command theory of ethics. Because, for Ockham, the
divine will is unencumbered by obligations and free to will anything
that does not involve a contradiction, moral demands will be arbi-
trary and contingent, even changeable!9

Nevertheless, caution is in order. However distinctive, Ockham’s
theories of will andmorality are developed within the broad outlines
of an Aristotelian theory of rational self-government, according to
which it belongs to the intellect to deliberate and legislate, whereas
implementation pertains to the will. Not only does Ockham sub-
scribe to the truism that agents cannot will what they do not think
of,10 he also upholds the Aristotelian doctrine that an agent’s own
practical dictates are morally normative for willing,11 that not only
right reason but erring conscience binds.12 Likewise,Ockham retains
the distinction between nonpositive morality or ethics – which is
based on principles known per se or through experience quite apart
from the commands of any authority – and positivemorality – which
pertains to human or divine laws having to do with matters that are
neither good nor bad except insofar as they are commanded or pro-
hibited by the authority.13

In fact, more detailed examination of Ockham’s writings shows
how he weaves a complex tapestry of continuity and innovation. Al-
though his critics rightly suspect Ockham of significant departures
regarding relations between will and nature, they drastically overes-
timate the consequences for ethics.

i. natural excellence versus
natural teleology?

I.1. Mapping the Issues

Where nature and goodness are concerned, Ockham is supposed to
have rejected a variety of theses his eminent predecessors held:

(T1) Good/‘good’ and being/‘being’ convert.
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(T2) Natures form an excellence hierarchy descending under a
maximum value.

(T3) Natures constitute norms for individuals of their kind.
(T4) Natures other than the divine have a teleological structure:

(a) they aim at God as ultimate and external end and (b) at their own
perfection as proximate and internal end.

These claims fit together easily in the thought of Anselm, who holds
that to be is either to be Supreme Goodness or a way of striving
towards it (hence [T1]). Supreme Goodness is the paradigm, cre-
ated natures constituted as ways of imperfectly imitating it.14 The
SupremeNature (= Supreme Goodness= Supreme Being=God) and
created natures form a hierarchy of natural excellence, and each of
the created natures is ranked lower or higher according to its de-
gree of God-likeness (thus [T2]). Created natures have a double tele-
ological structure. Most fundamentally, nature-constituting powers
collectively aim at Supreme Goodness (their “ultimate” and “ec-
static” end); their unsuccessful effort to reach it attains a character-
istic “proximate” or “internal” end, the that-for-which-they-came-
to-be of that nature (that is, [T4]).15 Thus, Beulah the cow’s nature-
constituting powers aim at being Supreme Goodness, but the most
they can produce is the bovine imitation she is. Anselm takes a fur-
ther step, reasoning that, because each nature-constituting power
must be telos-promoting insofar as each contributes to the defini-
tion of the nature’s internal end, each – taken singly – can aim only
at some good. Because all creatures owe their being to the Supreme
Nature (insofar as the Supreme Nature causes them to exist), all
“owe” their being to the Supreme Nature (that is, they owe it to
the Supreme Nature to be and to do that-for-which-they-came-to-
be (and so [T3]). Thus, fire owes it to the Supreme Nature to heat
nearby combustibles, earth to seek the center, and so on. Barring
obstructions, nonrational natures fulfill such obligations by natural
necessity. By contrast, rational creatures (angels and humans) should
do so freely.
If Aquinas and Henry of Ghent share Anselm’s notion that created

natures are constituted by imitability relations, Duns Scotus rejects
it. Scotus argues that relata aremetaphysically and epistemologically
prior to their relations. If creatable natures owe any being (real or
intelligible) they have toGod, their “contents” (nonrelational formal
constitutive principles, e.g., rationality and animality in the case of
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human nature) and their possibility pertain to them of themselves.16

Thus, for Scotus, the active and passive efficient causal tendencies
constituting creatable natures do not, of themselves, have an ecstatic
focus on God. Instead, they converge on because they define the
“internal” end of the nature, which is the completion or perfection
of the being they constitute.17 Following Aristotle, Scotus conceives
of natural powers and inclinations as deterministic in the sense that
(a) given appropriate, obstacle-free circumstances, they necessarily
act to their limit, and (b) given “Aristotelian optimism,” obstacles
are rare.

I.2. Embracing Natural Excellence

Contrary to his recent reputation, Ockham appropriates much of
Scotus’s metaphysical picture. In Sent. and SL, Ockham employs
the notion of transcendental goodness (and thus endorses [T1])18 and
embraces the category of natural (as distinct frommoral) goodness.19

Further, Ockham takes hierarchies of natural excellence for granted:
angels are better than humans, humans than donkeys20; the hu-
man intellectual is superior to the human sensory soul21; substances
are more excellent than inherent accidents22; and within the same
species, qualities of greater are better than those of lesser intensity.23

InQuodl. I.1, hemounts an argument from a hierarchy of natural per-
fection or excellence to establish the existence but not (pace Scotus)
the unity of God, where ‘God’ is understood to mean that than
which nothing is better or more perfect.24 That God alone is the
highest good25 and most worthy of honor26 is given by faith. More-
over, Ockham assumes that the natural perfection of the divine
essence as well as that of created substance and accident natures
is prior in the order of explanation to, and furnishes reasons for, di-
vine or created choice.27 (Accordingly, Ockham’s acceptance of [T2]
is unproblematic.)
Like Scotus, Ockham denies that creatable natures are constituted

by imitability relations. Although none could have any being apart
from God, their constitutive contents are defined independently of
God’s essence as much as the divine will.28 In his Physics com-
mentaries, Ockham views “Aristotelian” natures as reified complex
active and passive efficient causal powers, the coordinated operation
of which converges on forms or functional states that constitute the
substantial or accidental perfection of things of that kind. Because
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obstructions are rare, natural powers act deterministically, by natu-
ral necessity, to produce such agent perfection always or for themost
part.29 Such forms or functional states constitute norms relative to
which particularsmay be judged to be perfect or imperfect specimens
(hence, [T3]). Likewise, although the unaided active powers of cre-
ated rational agency are unable to reach it, the nature-constituting
powers still make it the case that beatific vision and enjoyment of
God would satisfy in the weak sense of putting the rational creature
beyond any need or pain. Thus, Ockham’s endorsement of (T1)–(T3)
is unhesitating. It is with the meaning and truth of (T4) that he has
difficulties.

I.3. Teleological Troubles

For Anselm, Goodness explains being. The Supreme Nature is too
good not to be real.30 Goodness explains creatable natures, too, inso-
far as they are metaphysically defined as ways of imitating it31 and
insofar as Goodness is the transcendent object of their constitutive
powers. Likewise, especially in Physics II, Aristotle assigns a na-
ture’s proximate and internal end (the perfection-constituting forms
or functional states) explanatory value, and numbers final alongwith
material, formal, and efficient causes. Ockham finds such claims
problematic.32

Once again, Ockham does not deny that efficient, causal nature-
constituting powers act always or for the most part to produce forms
or functional states that complete or perfect the being of things of
that kind (compare [T3]).33 Sometimes, Ockham is willing to speak
of such states as the “end” the nature “intends” or “for the sake of
which” it acts34; in Quodl. IV.1, he dismisses such talk as a cate-
gory mistake.35 Because he regards efficient causality as fundamen-
tal, Ockham can think of only one way for ends to have explanatory
value – by helping to account for the motion of the efficient cause.36

According to him, intelligent voluntary agency is the one clear case
where this happens: when cognition and love of, or desire for, an
end give the agent a reason and likewise function as efficient partial
causes of the agent’s efficaciously willing something else.37 Here the
explanatory link is forged by the intelligent voluntary agent’s actu-
ally intending the end and efficaciously willing something for its
sake. In Expos. Phys.38 and Phil. nat.,39 Ockham interprets Aristotle
as beginning with paradigm-purposive agency (intelligent voluntary
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agency) and mounting an argument from analogy for teleology in
nature. Ockham worries that this inference is undermined by a dou-
ble disanalogy: that nature lacks cognition and so cannot act for a
reason and that, although thought and love of an end “trigger” the
efficacious willing of something else in voluntary agents, there is
no comparable way for the not-yet-extant perfecting end products
to “trigger” natural agents; moreover – because natural agents act
always or for the most part by natural necessity – such triggers are
superfluous.40 Thus, in Expos. Phys., Ockham concedes as “true but
not evident”41 what in Quodl. IV.1 he denies: that ends in nature
add anything to the explanation over and above what efficient causal
powers provide.
Such scruples explain why Ockham defines transcendental good-

ness not as “being considered as proper object of appetite” but as “be-
ing considered as willable42 or lovable43 or lovable according to right
reason.”44 At best, Ockham treats natural teleology as a second-class
citizen and ‘appetite’ as an analogical term. What remains uncontro-
versial is that natural goodness provides genuine (if often defeasible)
reason for intelligent voluntary agents to love it and so is that upon
which right reason bases its practical calculations.
Likewise, Ockham gives up the idea that goodness, by virtue of its

very normative force, explains being. For what makes ends causally
salient is their actually being so loved or desired that the efficient
cause produces something for their sake. Because of the liberty of
indifference, however, goodness is incidental to an object’s filling
that explanatory role. True, natural goodness supplies the agent with
a reason to will it. But if the intelligent voluntary agent freely does
not will in accordance with right reason or even wills against it,
what ought to be the end may not be.45 Nor does Ockham accept
Anselm’s notion that goodness explains being by virtue of being the
object of nature-constituting powers. For Ockham, efficient causal
powers are fundamental. Their being what they are comes first; their
mutual coordination determines what completes or perfects things
of their kind.

ii. will and nature

Ockham’s vacillations about natural teleology prove his recent crit-
ics’ hunch about another point: he does not begin with a generalized
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account of natural agency and subsume intelligent voluntary agency
as a special case, nor does he treat will simply as a species of natural
power driven by natural inclinations.

II.1. Anselm’s Account – Beginning With Nature

By contrast, Anselm understands rational natures (angelic and
human) within his comprehensive theory of natural goodness, tele-
ology, and obligation. Reason is given for discerning relative good-
ness,46 andwill for loving in accordwith correct excellence estimates
– in particular for upholding justice for its own sake47 and for loving
God above all and for God’s own sake and Elsewhere he says ratio-
nal creatures were created for happy eternal intimacy with God,48

an ecstatic goal for which we must strive with all our power but
which we cannot reach without divine aid. As essential, the will and
its freedommust be telos-promoting powers. Anselm concludes that
freedom of the will cannot consist in a power for opposites – to sin
or not to sin – because the former aims away from the agent’s proxi-
mate and remote ends.49 Rather it is the power to uphold justice for
its own sake.50

Because rational creatures (angelic and human) are the crown of
creation, Anselm’s God wants them to be as God-like as possible:
in particular, to imitate him in being just somehow of themselves.
Divine self-determination requires no power for opposites in God
because Anselm’s God is and does whatever God is and does through
Himself. God is Justice Itself, throughGodself.51 By contrast, Anselm
reasons, because creatures get their natures from God, they are not
self-determining with respect to whatever they do by natural neces-
sity. To get spontaneity into rational creatures, Anselm concludes,
Godmust build into them a power for opposites after all by endowing
createdwillswith the affection for justice and the affection for advan-
tage,whichmetaphysically define themas a power to aimat theGood
in two ways: by willing the apparent maximum of the agent’s advan-
tage, or bywilling the agent’s advantage only to the extent that justice
allows. For Anselm, no unmotivated willing is possible: agents can
will less than their apparent maximum advantage only if considera-
tions of justice appear to tell against it; conversely,they can will less-
than-maximal justice only if considerations of advantage seem to
oppose it.52 These twin affections will not suffice to put Anselmian
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created rational agents in a position to be self-determining with re-
spect to preserving justice for its own sake, if they have full relevant
information. For if they know God will punish sin, they recognize
they have nothing to gain by willing more advantage than justice
permits, and so they will only what justice permits by natural ne-
cessity. Further, such knowledge would make it impossible for them
to will justice precisely for its own sake or to choose it in preference
to their own apparent advantage.53 Anselm concludes that God will
have to withhold full knowledge, if he is to give rational creatures
the opportunity to transcend concern for their own advantage, to be
just somehow of themselves.
Notice, although Anselmian agents can will things only under the

aspect of good, their spontaneity is not restricted to choice of means
or proximate ends. Rather Anselm’s God has the project of giving ra-
tional creatures the opportunity to be self-determining with respect
towilling their ultimate end. That is, they are able to choosewhether
to preserve the orientation to justicewithwhich theywere created or
to desert justice in favor of greater apparent advantage. Notice, too,
howAnselm’s understanding of the relation between reason and will
in rational creatures makes it impossible for fully informed agents
to have the relevant power for opposites apart from somemeasure of
ignorance.

II.2. Duns Scotus’s Dichotomizing – Natural Versus
Voluntary Agency

Although willpower is essential to, and so constitutive of, intelli-
gent or rational agency (divine, angelic, human), Scotus contends,
it is contrary both to experience and to the systematic demands of
ethics and religion to style willpower as such a deterministic natural
power. For voluntary action (inaction) is supposed to be imputable to
the agent for praise or blame, reward or punishment, which would be
inappropriate unless it were within the agent’s power to act or not.
Moreover, morality and virtue require that an agent reach beyond its
own (individual or species) perfection, to love goods for their own
intrinsic worth quite apart from whether they are (really or appar-
ently) good for the agent or its kind. Likewise, merit involves the
agent in loving God above all and for God’s own sake.54
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Thus, Scotus understands willpower, first of all, to be a self-deter-
mining power for opposites (both of contradiction and contrariety).55

As such it possesses a “superabundant sufficiency” insofar as it is not
exhaustively constituted by any tendency or tendencies toward ob-
ject(s); rather over and above the latter, there is power to act or not
with respect to its object(s) and to act in contrary ways.56 Scotus
concludes that because will alone possesses “superabundant suffi-
ciency,” it is the only rational power (in Aristotle’s Metaphysics IX
sense).57

Reworking Anselm’s doctrine of the dual affections, Scotus sees
the affection for advantage as analogous to the natural inclinations
of nonrational natures because it tends towards objects insofar as
they contribute to the agent’s own (individual or species) comple-
tion or perfection.58 If willpower were constituted by the affection
for advantage alone, it would lack the ecstatic reach required for
moral virtue or merit, which Scotus takes to be the glory of cre-
ated rational agency.59 Concluding that capacity for such must be
essential, Scotus declares the affection for justice as well as the
affection for advantage to be native and inalienable.60 Although con-
ceptually distinct and logically independent, the “superabundant
sufficiency” and the affection for justice go together when consid-
ered teleologically. If imputability is in service of morals and merit,
then a self-determining power for opposites would be otiose without
the affection for justice that makes self-transcendent aim possible.61

Conversely, as Anselm argued, if the point of an affection for jus-
tice is to enable the agent, not simply to act justly, but to be just,
to have justice imputed to it, then it would be incongruous to have
the affection for justice without the “superabundant sufficiency”
as well.62 Thus, when in different passages Scotus identifies the
will’s freedom with one apart from mentioning the other, this is
against the background understanding that each brings the other in
its wake.
Interestingly, although for Scotus willpower is not exhausted by

object tendencies (insofar as it includes “superabundant sufficiency”)
and its object tendencies transgress the aim of “Aristotelian” natu-
ral powers at the agent’s own (individual or species) perfection, the
Subtle Doctor retains the notion that at the most generic level the
proper object of willing is good and that of nilling evil or bad. Thus,
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humans can will or not will but cannot nill happiness, can nill or
not nill but cannot will misery.63

II.3. Ockham’s Irony – Beginning with Morals

Methodologically, Ockham takes his cue from Scotus, insisting that
the philosophical portrait of willpower must reflect our experience
of self-determination and be drawn from moral and religious re-
quirements for imputability. Ockham’s doctrine of self-determining
liberty of indifference is part of his answer to these empirical and
systematic demands. Thus, from Ockham’s point of view, his recent
critics have it backwards. They think his rejection of natural teleo-
logy and refusal to cast will as a natural power jeopardize ethics. But
he reasons that morals force us with Scotus to see voluntary and nat-
ural as fundamentally disjoint types of agency – somuch so, Ockham
thinks, as to place natural teleology in doubt64!
Moral evaluation targets intelligent voluntary agency.Ockhamde-

clares that no act can be morally virtuous unless it is done with
knowledge and freedom.65

II.3.1. reason’s role True to his Aristotelian inspiration, Ockham
consistently presents will as rational appetite in multiple equivocal
senses. First, and most obviously, no one can will or nill what he or
she never actually thinks of.66 Second, the agent’s own intellectual
noncomplex and complex cognitions normally are efficient partial
causes of the will’s acts67; and were God to suspend that causal con-
nection, the resultant action or inactionwould not qualify asmorally
appraisable.68 Third, the agent’s own practical reason enjoys a nor-
mative function as rightful regulator of the agent’s will. Agents are
bound tomake their own practical calculations (neithermindless nor
slavish actions are candidates for virtue) and to do so correctly inso-
far as they are able.69 If incorrigible ignorance excuses, conquerable
ignorance places the agent in a double-bind: to conform is wrong
because the dictated course is contrary to right reason, to disobey
wrong because it shows contempt for conscience70 inasmuch as the
agent does not actually know it to be erroneous.71

Nevertheless, Ockhamdenies that any deliverance of reason deter-
mines the will’s action (inaction), for the principal systematic reason
that then the will’s action (inaction) would not be within the agent’s
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power and so would not be imputable.72 Scotus had already chal-
lenged Giles of Rome and Godfrey of Fontaines precisely on this
ground – the determination of the will by the intellect would turn
the former into a passive rather than an active power; for Scotus,
no matter what reason dictates, the will retains power to act or not.
This is not enough control for Ockham, who insists that experience
shows that “no matter how much reason dictates something, the
will still has power to will or not to will or to nill it.”73 Moreover,
systematic considerations require it: the power of inaction contrary
to reason opens the possibility of sins of omission, but created will
power must extend further to sins of commission!74 In the same
vein, Ockham finds it counterintuitive to explain sins of inconti-
nence and malice in terms of ignorance; rather they are instances of
action against full knowledge.75

II.3.2. freedom amidst inclinations As to freedom, Ockham fo-
cuses on what Scotus calls “superabundant sufficiency,” remodeling
Scotus’s characterization of the self-determining power for opposites
into his own doctrine of the liberty of indifference. Given the re-
quired cognition of the object and divine will to concur with the will
in its action or inaction, “the will can by its liberty – apart from
any other determination by act or habit – elicit or not elicit that act
or its opposite.”76 That is, it can will it or not, and it can nill it or
not. Nevertheless, Ockham does not use this definition to empty
willpower of any and all object tendencies. Contrary to what recent
critics suggest, Ockham recognizes that many inclinations pertain
to the human will in and of itself – for example, the Anselmian
inclinations for advantage and for justice and against disadvantage
and injustice77; inclinations to will (nill) things that produce sensory
pleasure (harm, sorrow, anger, fear, etc.), which function as efficient
partial causes to make certain acts difficult or easy,78 not to men-
tion acquired habits that may function as efficient partial causes to
make certain actions barely resistible.79 But he denies that any in-
clination is natural, either in the sense of defining the will’s scope
or in the sense of causally determining its actions. Where others
(including Anselm, Aquinas, and even Scotus) allow the will’s ob-
ject tendencies to define the proper object of willing as good and of
nilling as bad or evil, Ockham lets the will’s self-determining power
plus the agent’s intellectual capacities define the will’s scope. For the
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nondefectible power of an omnipotent and omniscient God, the non-
complex object of willing is being-in-general, and the complex object
is whatever does not involve a contradiction.80 For created wills, the
scope of each willing and nilling is delineated by what the agent’s
intellect can conceive of. Moreover, no matter how strong (Ockham
admits the inclination to accommodate the senses is very powerful),
none causally determines the will’s choice.81 In these twin senses,
willpower is a neutral potency.82

II.3.3. causally determined willing and nilling? Ockham rea-
sons that, because the will’s inclinations are not natural in the strict
sense of Aristotle’s Physics, motion contrary to them does not count
as “violent,”83 nor can the will be coerced in the strict sense of be-
ing forced to act contrary to its natural inclinations.84 Nevertheless,
in sponsoring the liberty of indifference, Ockham does not mean
to imply that willpower is not the kind of thing whose acts can be
causally determined. If voluntary and natural are fundamentally dif-
ferent forms of agency, the More than Subtle Doctor finds counter-
examples to Scotus’s claim that it is impossible for the same power to
produce some effects by natural necessity and others by free choice.85

The divinewill necessarilywills the procession of theHoly Spirit and
freely and contingentlywills to produce creatures.86Moreover, if nei-
ther the intellectual apprehensions, the will’s inclinations or habits,
nor their combination can determine the will, the will’s own acts
in the form of efficacious generic volitions can combine with beliefs
and virtuous habits, or the native inclination, to will objects whose
sensory apprehension is pleasure-producing to determine its later
acts.87 For example, the efficacious generic volition to do whatever
right reason dictates, or to eat all available sweets, combineswith the
belief that right reason dictates this, or that this food is sweet, to de-
termine a volition to do this act commanded by right reason, or a voli-
tion to consume this particular sweet. Moreover, created acts of will
can be necessitated or prevented because divine omnipotence can
act alone to produce any created act, and God can obstruct any cre-
ated act bywithdrawing divine concurrence.88Ockham suggests that
God used the latter tack to keep the Blessed Virgin Mary from sins
of commission,89 whereas God suspends the efficient causal agency
of the created will in the blessed and acts as the total efficient cause
of their acts of beatific love and enjoyment.90 No necessitated acts
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of will are within the created agent’s power; thus, none is imputable,
virtuous or vicious,worthy ofmerit or demerit. But acts ofwill neces-
sitated by the agent’s own generic volitions are indirectlywithin the
agent’s power insofar as the agent can revoke or sustain the generic
volition.

II.3.4. startling scope Ockham’s recent critics begin with the view
that human nature has a natural inclination towards happiness, in-
deed towards God as its ultimate end, and that the will as a nature-
constituting power aims at goodness as its proper object. Because
such inclinations define human nature and willpower, respectively,
these critics conclude it would be impossible for the will to nill the
good-in-general, the agent’s own happiness, or God. As we have seen,
Ockham believes ethics requires us to reject these critics’ premises,
to deny the created will any natural inclinations, and to match the
will’s to the intellect’s scope. He contends further that a conside-
ration ofAristotelian rational self-government forces us to contradict
their conclusion, to affirm thathumans cannill so-called “ultimate”
goods.
On the Aristotelian model, rational agency includes cognitive

power to calculate what ought to be done and willpower to im-
plement it. Where nonpositive morality is concerned, the agent’s
own right reason is the primary norm. But suitably informed right
reason will derive divine commands as a secondary norm via the
argument “God is the highest good; the highest good ought to be
loved above all and for its own sake; therefore, God ought to be
loved above all and for God’s own sake; therefore one ought to will
whatever God wills one to will and nill whatever God wills one
to nill.”91 Thus, the proper function of rational agency requires the
following:

(T5) Will can conform to its norms – canwill (nill) whatever (a) right reason92

or (b) God dictates to be willed (nilled), respectively.93

Rational agency deliberates by weighing up goods and evils and their
consequences.94 Ockham concludes the relevance of such delibera-
tive function presupposes the following:

(T6) Will can will (nill) the consequences of what it wills (nills).95

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

258 the cambridge companion to ockham

All agree that the point of moral science generally and prudence
specifically is to put the agent in a position to refuse what is disad-
vantageous or unjust, to pursue what contributes to justice or the
perfection of the agent’s own nature. Surely, then, in well-made ra-
tional agency, the following obtains:

(T7) Will can nill what reason judges cannot satisfy.96

On the other hand, Ockham maintains, experience shows created
rational agency to be “defectible” or “divertible.” Everyone admits
our cognitive powers are fallible in such a way that the following can
be asserted:

(T8) Created reason can make false judgments about what is good, bad or
evil and to what degree.

And Ockham believes experience shows what systematic consider-
ations demand97:

(T9) Will can fail to conform to its norms.98

According to Ockham, (T7)–(T8) by themselves show “ultimate”
goods can be nilled, and (T7) shows the possibility of nilling the
good-in-general because the good-in-general would not satisfy – only
particular goods would.99 Likewise, he claims, we can nill each par-
ticular good (perhaps because by [T8] we could believe of each that
it would not satisfy); by universal generalization, he infers, we could
nill the good-in-general. In addition, (T7)–(T8) combine with the ob-
vious possibility that one could believe happiness impossible (say,
if one rejected post mortem survival and found ante mortem exis-
tence unsatisfying) to entail the possibility of nilling happiness.100

Likewise, Ockham points out, (T7)101 combines with the belief that
God does (will eternally to) punish the agent, to yield the conclusion
that God can be nilled under the aspect of disadvantage, even by
someone who has a clear vision of the divine essence!102

A further argument that we can nill happiness is supplied by (T6).
For experience shows that believers as well as unbelievers in post
mortem existence commit suicide, or voluntarily expose themselves
to death, or both. But if we can nill existence, it follows by (T6) that
we can nill happiness, which logically and metaphysically presup-
poses existence.103
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For good measure, Ockham expands his premise set to include
(what we may style) “the Indifference Principle”:

(T10) Whatever the will can will for (a) one time,104 (b) one individual of a
given species,105 or (c) in relation to one practical dictate,106 it can will for
or in relation to any and all other(s).

Ockham expresses his understanding of the omnipotent scope of di-
vine will as follows:

(T11) God can will whatever does not involve a contradiction.

Moreover, Ockham advances further, perhaps more controversial ar-
guments for his scope claims. Thus, Ockham’s disputed belief that
each particular good can be nilled – whether supported via expe-
rience, by (T7) and instances of (T8) (for each particular good, the
belief that it is unsatisfying), and alternatively by (T9) – yields, by
universal generalization, the conclusion that we can nill the whole
category of good-in-general.107 Likewise, (T5) combines with the fact
that both right reason and God can will that a person forever lack
happiness (an instantiation of [T11]), to yield the conclusion that he
or she can nill it.108 Again, using his controversial tenet that people
commit mortal sin with eyes fully open as to its consequences, Ock-
ham infers by (T6) that we can nill both happiness in general and
happiness in particular.109 Similarly, experience shows that we can
will unhappiness for others; by (T10), it follows that we can nill it for
ourselves as well.110 Again, Ockham reasons, it follows from (T5b)
and a distinctive instance of (T11) – thatGod can command us to hate
God111 or forbid us to love God112 – that we can nill God. Of course,
(T9) interpreted via (T10) suffices by itself to yield the scope claims.
Note that, except for arguments involving (T9) and (T10c), Ockham’s
claims here about what can be nilled do not essentially depend upon
disputing conventional action-theory wisdom that something can be
nilled only under a bad or evil aspect.
Everyone agrees that evils are often willed because they appear

somehow good. Those who make good the proper object of willing
maintain this is the only possible way of willing evils. In Ockham’s
estimation, this action-theory “axiom” undermines ethics and re-
ligion because imputability presupposes our ability to will evil un-
der the aspect of evil. Arguing this time from the category of merit,
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Ockhamdeclares that “according to commonly ordained divine laws,
the will of a person in this life cannot earn merit in connection
with anything unless it can earn demerit with respect to the same
thing.”113 But if the will could not wittingly will what right reason
dictates to be evil – for example, the worship of false gods – it could
not sin by a sin of commission. Consequently, it could not earnmerit
by refusing, for example, to worship false gods or willing to worship
the true one.114 Moreover, all such options must be witting. To get
full credit (blame) for an action, it is not enough (pace Scotus) to
have the option of witting action versus witting inaction; one must
be able wittingly to perform the opposite action as well!
To the statement in Ethics III115 that “Every evil [person] is

ignorant,” Ockham replies that this is not because it is metaphysi-
cally impossible to act contrary to the judgment of reason but
because the wicked miss out on the practical wisdom they would
acquire by acting well.116 Indeed, he declares, on one and the same
occasion, the will can act in accord with some dictates of right
reason while wittingly acting contrary to others.117 Appropriately
enough, Ockham affirms that such action contrary to the dictates
of right reason would be irrational: Anselm’s “affection for advan-
tage” and “affection for justice” define the scope, not of what is
willable or nillable, but what can be elicited according to the dic-
tates of reason.118 Likewise, Ockham numbers ‘Whatever is honor-
able ought to be done/made/produced,’ ‘Whatever is just ought to be
done,’ ‘Whatever is good ought to be loved,’ ‘Whatever is dictated by
right reason ought to be done,’ ‘Whatever is pleasing to God ought
to be done,’ ‘No one ought to be led to do something contrary to the
precepts of his or her God,’ among self-evident truths.119 Ignorance
of them could never explain or excuse anyone’s action contrary to
norms. Thus, Ockham uses words that startle his opponents – that
we can will evil under the aspect of evil – to express a ready conse-
quence of liberty of indifference: that we can will evil wittingly!
Liberty of indifference reaches further, however, to imply not only

that we can will evil under the aspect of evil but that we can will
things for evil’s sake! Ockham repeatedly explains that for agent a
to make E an end, properly speaking, is for a to will or nill E and
because of that love or hatred for E efficaciously to will or nill some-
thing else. For E to be one’s end is for love or hatred of E to be both
one’s reason and also an efficient partial cause of one’s efficaciously
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willing something else.120 Liberty of indifference implies we could
have such love for evil-in-general, or such hatred for goodness-in-
general, right reason, or God, as to adopt these as our reason and have
themas efficient partial causes of our efficaciouslywilling something
else.
AlthoughOckham himself does not spell out the derivations, such

claims follow from some of his action-theory assumptions. Thus, he
could with equal ease or difficulty infer our ability to will evil-in-
general from our capacity to will each particular evil just as he can
conclude our ability to nill good-in-general from our power to nill
each particular good. The same style of argument could (via [T10c])
be deployed to prove our ability to hate right reason. We have al-
ready noted Ockham’s claim in Sent. IV.16 that we can hate God
because (T5b) the will can conform itself to divine commands, and
God can command it.121 In Quodl. III.14, Ockham observes that if
God were to command us not to love him, we would not be able to
love God above all and for God’s own sake. For the latter involves
a generalized commitment to obey all God’s commands,122 and in
this case one of these commands forbids love of him.123 Presum-
ably, he would have by the same token to acknowledge that divine
commands to hate God in this generalized way (hatred of God that
involves commitment to disobey all relevant divine commands) are
self-referential in such a way as to make generalized hatred of God
impossible. For if we disobeyed all God’s commands, we would obey
that command; and if we obeyed it, we would disobey it. Yet, if such
reflections make divine commands to hate God counterexamples to
(T5b) and so undermine Ockham’s argument that we can hate God,
they do not show that generalized hatred of God is impossible for us
but only that “generalized hatred of God when generalized hatred of
God is commanded” is. For proof that generalized hatred of God is
possible for us, Ockham might fall back on his argument that God
can appear under the aspect of disadvantage or on (T9), his doctrine
of the liberty of indifference.
In Connex., Ockham takes some of these results for granted. If

loving God above all and for God’s own sake is intrinsically virtuous,
Ockham claims it is intrinsically vicious to will to pray for the sake
of vainglory and because it is contrary to God’s precept and contrary
to right reason.124 Later, he assesses the compatibility with acquired
habitual virtue of acts of willing to do unjust works because they
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are dishonorable and contrary to right reason.125 Still further on, he
makes it criterial for mortal sin that the agent do something that
God does not will (refrains from doing what God does will) because
God prohibits (commands) it.126 Once again, Ockham does not count
such willings and nillings as violent motion because he denies the
will any natural inclination to act for the sake of the good, of right
reason, or for God’s sake!

iii. divine liberty of indifference

Ockham’s recent critics charge that his doubts about natural teleo-
logy deprive morals of their metaphysical foundation and thereby
abolish the category of nonpositive morality, leaving only an author-
itarian base. They also fear that his portrait of willpower as neutral
potency so cuts off will from nature, from natural inclinations to
goodness and perfection, as to make it arbitrary in a pejorative sense.
The consequences are unsalutary enough when focused on the hu-
man will alone. Applying Ockham’s doctrine of liberty of indiffer-
ence to the divine will conjures for them the specter of the reckless
divine commander who might enjoin anything at all! Once again,
these impressions must be sorted into insights and confusions.

III.1. Divine Will and Nature

Ockham affirms that God is a being who acts by intellect and will.
Because the divine intellect is omniscient and infallible, the scope of
divine will cannot be restricted by lack of conceptual imagination.
Because the divine will is of all wills the most excellent, nothing
essential towillpower itselfwould keep any being from fallingwithin
its scope. Ockham concludes that the scope of nondefectible divine
willpower is equivalent to omnipotence itself: being, or whatever
does not involve a contradiction!127

Ockham is on conventional ground in maintaining that, because
of divine simplicity, the act that constitutes divine willing or nilling
as well as divine understanding is identical with the divine essence
and so exists by natural necessity and eternally. Thus, in God’s case
there is no question of anything’s being an efficient cause of (the
thing that is) a divine act of willing or nilling or understanding, and
so on. What requires explanation is the intentionality of that act.
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Just as in the case of creatures, one and the same act can be an act of
willing one object and nilling another, willing one for its own sake
and willing another only for the sake of something else, so also, and
all the more so, with the divine will.
Recent critics are simply wrong to say that Ockham cuts off the

divine will from nature. In agreement with many, but contrary to
Scotus, Ockham maintains the divine will acts in relation to some
objects by natural necessity (in particular, God loves Godself, the
Father begets the Son, and the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Fa-
ther and the Son by natural necessity) but with respect to others
(the actual existence and disposition of creatures) freely and contin-
gently.128 For God as for creatures, natural excellence furnishes rea-
sons for loving. Ockham merely joins theological consensus in
asserting that only infinite divine goodness constitutes a decisive
reason to love it; the finite natural goodness of creatable natures is
too slight by itself to constitute a nondefeasible reason for God to
create or benefit them.
Nevertheless, many of Ockham’s predecessors thought God’s love

of infinite divine natural goodness and truth to himself could com-
bine with considerations of what is suitable for created natures indi-
vidually or collectively to generate decisive reasons for God to treat
such creatures one way rather than another. For example, Anselm
analyzes divine policies towards creation in terms of the integration
of justice andmercy.129Aquinas sees divine goodness as guaranteeing
God will order whatever creatures he makes into the best collective
God-likeness they can show,130 one in which a variety if not all de-
grees of being will be represented131 but in which the good of particu-
lars may be sacrificed to the good of the whole.132 Conceiving of God
as themost well organized of lovers, by nature consistent of purpose,
Scotus infers that divine election of the soul of Christ (an incomplete
substance) requires the follow-through intention to create the rest of
the hylomorphic composite along with a material world to sustain
it. Such ideas are in the background when Albert the Great contrasts
absolute divine power (divine power considered in abstraction from
other divine attributes) withGod’s ordered power, the scope of which
is constricted by his goodness.133 By contrast, Ockham envisions no
such scope-contraction and reduces the distinction between God’s
absolute and ordered power to a contrast between what he could do
and what he actually does.134
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Thus, relatively speaking, Ockham does loosen the grip of crea-
table natural excellence on the divine will when he denies such con-
siderations of natural suitability as decisive for divine policy. If the
finite goodness of a created nature does not constitute a decisive rea-
son for God to love it enough to create it, the fact that certain con-
ditions are required for its finite flourishing does not combine with
divine self-love to generate an overriding reason to situate the nature
in advantageous circumstances either. The same goes for creatures
collectively. For because an actual infinity of simultaneously exis-
ting real things is metaphysically impossible,135 any collection of
creatures would still have only finite goodness and be capable of at
most finite excellence. Thus, if nature does not so much oblige as
necessitate divine self-love, the ontological “size-gap” between God
and created natures is so great that nature cannot oblige God to love
or benefit created natures individually or collectively.
If divine natural excellence and created natural proprieties are not

enough to obligate God to creatures, can God bind himself to crea-
tures by the laws he establishes? Objectors in Sent. IV.3–5 suggest he
does: “God is a debtor Who owes rewards for merits”136 and likewise
punishment for guilt.137 The wording of Ockham’s replies suggests
that after all he agrees: “God is a debtor to none unless He so or-
dained it,”138 and “punishment is owed because God has ordained
it.”139 In fact, however, the immediate context of both passages ex-
plains away this obligation language as follows: because the laws
God freely and contingently lays down governing salvation simply
express his actual policies, he will reward and punish the acts and
conditions that thereby qualify. But God had no obligation to adopt
those or any policies.
Ockham troubles himself to spell out the ways in which nature

does not constrain God to will good in relation to creatures. Once
again, God cannot will badly or maliciously because willing badly or
maliciously is a matter of willing contrary to one’s own obligations,
whereasGod is a debtor to no one and so has no obligations.140Never-
theless, Ockham declares several times, both in earlier and later
works, that literally, so far as logic is concerned, ‘God wills bad or
evil’ should turn out true because ‘bad’ or ‘evil’ is a connotative term
signifying things that are contrary to someone’s obligations, andGod
is an efficient partial cause of any absolute things signified by those
terms. Because saints and authorities conflate ‘God wills badly or
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maliciously’with ‘Godwills bad or evil,’ the latter has come to sound
bad. Consequently, Ockham agrees to the more explicit formulation
‘God wills what is in fact bad or evil.’141

Further, although he does not put it this way, Ockham allows that
God can will what is bad for creatures. Like everyone else, Ockham
agrees that created rational powers exercised under optimal condi-
tions will not suffice with general concurrence alone to bring the
rational creature to beatific vision and enjoyment. These require a
further assertion of divine willpower, which, Ockham claims, is free
to frustrate rational creatures’ pursuit of their ends, whether of hap-
piness or uprightness. God could accomplish the former by inverse
matching of eternal rewards and punishment with virtuous and vi-
cious ante mortem careers. Even if such a divine policy, misery for
the good and happiness for the wicked, were revealed, there would
still be room for heroic human dignity that pursues loyalty to right
reason, God, or both, at the expense of their own advantage. But as
we have seen, Ockham’s God could also thwart such attempted sac-
rificial loyalty to himself by commanding rational creatures not to
love142 or commanding them to hate Him.143 This external circum-
stance would put rational creatures in the bind of not being able to
conform to their norms (contrary to [T5b]).

III.2. The Wreckage of Morality?

Ockham’s recent critics are mistaken to suppose that liberty of in-
difference simply collapses nonpositive into positive morality. On
the contrary, Ockham accepts an Aristotelian model of rational self-
government in which considerations of natural excellence undergird
right reasons that are normative for action. Thus, for Ockham, ethics
is not authoritarian the way the category of merit is. If no creature
is intrinsically worthy of being loved by God enough to be created,
a fortiori, nothing a rational creature could do or be would make it
intrinsically worthy of eternal beatific intimacy and enjoyment of
God. It is entirely a matter of free and contingent divine volition
whether or not there are any regulations according to which a crea-
ture qualifies, and of what sort.
Nevertheless, Ockham’smoral theory does inherit difficulties kin-

dred to those confronting authoritarian divine command theories.
For right reason infers from divine natural excellence that God ought
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to be loved above all and for God’s own sake; suitably informed right
reason, that divine commands are a secondary ethical norm. But ac-
cording to Ockham, divine liberty of indifference means God could
forbid us to love or even command us to hate him.144 Likewise, God
could command the opposite of what right reason dictates, whether
in general or in particular. Given such divine precepts, right rea-
son would enjoin contradictory dictates. And this would mean the
breakdown of Ockham’s ideal of the moral life as one in which at
the highest degrees of virtue agents freely commit themselves to do
whatever right reason dictates for right reason’s sake or whatever
God commands for God’s sake, or both, and do so to a heroic degree
at the cost of advantage or life. Ockham’s doctrine of divine liberty
of indifference makes such a breakdown logically possible.
In accepting this logical possibility, Ockham insists on the con-

troversial assumption that it is enough for the coherence of moral
theory if the two criteria for morally virtuous action, right reason
and divine precepts, in fact yield extensionally equivalent results.
God actually commands rational creatures to follow the dictates of
right reason and in fact rewards adherence to right reason and sacra-
mental participation with eternal life. The two norms could break
apart but they do not and will not!

III.3. Self-Transcendent Aseity

Persistent is the worry that liberty of indifference is power to act
outside the bounds of reason. Why does Ockham want to allow that
reasons underdetermine divine action in creation, that creatures can
act contrary to the dictates of right reason, indeed even make re-
bellion against reason’s norms their aim? How can the capacity for
arbitrary and perverse action be an excellence in the best of agents?
The heart of Ockham’s answer, I believe, is that the liberty of indif-
ference is a necessary condition of self-transcendent aseity.
Willing without a reason or contrary to reason when good and suf-

ficient reasons are available is often subject to moral censure. But
where creatures are concerned, Ockham’s God is never in this posi-
tion. Nor is to will or nill without decisive reasons the same as to
act for no reasons at all. If chocolate and raspberry are equally deli-
cious, or I like them equally well, or both, my choice of chocolate
when chocolate and raspberry are available has my love of chocolate
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as its reason just as opting for raspberry would have love of rasp-
berry as its reason. Thus, Ockham maintains, divine creation and
government must choose among nondecisive reasons because it is
metaphysically impossible for created nature to constitute any other
kind. At the same time, God’s choice among nondecisive reasons to
will something besides his own infinite goodness, to create and to
benefit something else, is an act of divine self-transcendence, amani-
festation of divine “liberality,” “sheer grace.”145

Similarly, as Anselm and Scotus insist, the dignity of rational
creatures, the crown of moral life, lies in their capacity for self-
determined commitment to something else – to right reason, or to
God loved above all and for his own sake, or to both, even to a heroic
degree at the cost of life and happiness.146 Following Aristotle, like
Aquinas, but contrary to Anselm, Ockham believes “ignorance di-
minishes the voluntary” so significantly that God could not create
the opportunity for such self-determination by withholding relevant
information. Ockham seizes the alternative action-theory option,
rejected by Anselm, of assigning will the power to act wittingly con-
trary to the dictates of reason, to do so not only in selecting means
but more importantly in pledging allegiance to an end.
Like Anselm, Ockham sees the capacity for self-determination as

opening the way for greater God-likeness, but his emphasis is dif-
ferent. Ockham’s God and rational creatures both choose whether
to act for the reasons available to them: the divine will for nonde-
cisive reasons and rational creatures for decisive reasons to com-
mit themselves to right reason, or to infinite goodness, or both – to
will whatever right reason dictates, or whatever God commands, or
both. Thus, for Ockham, the liberty of indifference allows God and
rational creatures to be assimilated in performing mirroring acts of
self-transcendent love.
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12 Natural Law and Moral
Omnipotence

What follows is as much reconstruction provoked by Ockham as a
study of Ockham. My main aim is to provide a framework to ac-
commodate various things Ockham said but did not put together as
neatly as we might wish.1

What provokes this project is the apparent tension between obe-
dience to divine will, which figures so prominently in Ockham’s
academic writings, and the nonsacral reasonableness so prominent
in his political works. Granted, both divine command ethics and a
demonstrative science of morals are found in the academic writings,
and extensive references to God’s will as well as astute Aristotelian
political analysis are found in the political works. Ockham did not
abandon God’s will in favor of philosophical reason when he aban-
doned John XXII for the protection of Ludwig of Bavaria. Yet there
is, I believe, something to the impression that Ockham, especially
the earlier Ockham, held God’s will to be a uniquely supreme, com-
prehensive, unrestricted moral principle, and also something to the
impression that the later, political Ockham was distinctive in argu-
ing for a secular political order operating according to a rationally
ascertainable natural law but lacking any inherent religious orienta-
tion. At any rate, such impressions set the problem I want to grapple
with in this chapter.2

The problem is to understand how something like the following
propositions go together (grounds for ascribing them to Ockhamwill
emerge as we proceed):

P1 Correct ethical and social norms can often be determined by
purely rational means, without reference to God’s will.
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P2 All and only valid norms are divine commands. (Obedience
to God is in some way a comprehensive or uniquely basic
practical principle.)

P3 God can command virtually anything.

The difficulty P2 poses for P1 concerns the rationality of ethics or nat-
ural law. It is sometimes held that forOckhamnatural law is simply a
product of divinewill, that our actions aremorally neutral apart from
God’s command.3 The difficulty P3 poses for P1 concerns the stabil-
ity of natural law. If God can command anything, what is divinely
commanded on Thursday may be divinely forbidden on Saturday. A
natural law based on divine commands emanating from “Ockham’s
God” would thus seem to be less stable than one grounded in the
enduring natures of things or in the nature or character of the divine
in other theologies. If P2makes morality authoritarian, P3 threatens
to make it capriciously authoritarian.

i. natural law as tacit divine command

My reconstructive strategy for putting P1 and P2 together begins by
distinguishing two possible moral frameworks, which I call “Moral
Naturalism” and “Natural Law.” Moral Naturalism is the frame-
work of someone who

MN1 appreciates the intrinsic value of such things as justice,
gratitude, marital fidelity, science, and pleasure but

MN2 has no beliefs about God.

That Ockham accepted the intrinsic value of pleasure and of moral
and intellectual virtues is evident from his approval of Aristotle’s
claim that we would choose honor, pleasure, understanding, and the
virtues for their own sake, even if nothing further came of them.4

That Ockham would call Moral Naturalism amoral framework, de-
spite the moral naturalist’s ignorance of God, is suggested by his
contention that it is not necessarily morally bad to act for the sake
of goods less than the highest possible good. An act is inordinate,
however, when something that should not be loved as supremely
good is loved as supremely good.5 For Ockham, Moral Naturalism
would have been the position of pagan philosophers. In contrast with
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some earlier Christian thinkers, Ockham believed the philosophers
could attain genuinemoral virtue, including rejection of idolatry and
respect for the inherent value of rationality, although not any certain
positive knowledge of God.6 They would be aware of some intrinsic
goods or reasons for action, and they would have everything needed
for an objective ethic, a science of morals.
Natural Law I construe as a specifically religiousmoral framework

of a peculiar kind. It is the moral framework of someone who

NL1 appreciates the same intrinsic values as the moral natural-
ist, but

NL2 recognizes an additional intrinsic value: loving God above
all and for God’s own sake – praeter omnia and propter se
(call this the value of godliness) – but beyond this believes
about God only that

NL3 God’s free action is a causally necessary condition for any-
thing that exists other than God.

What is peculiar about this conception of natural law is that it both
brings God into the moral picture and yet stipulates an artificially
limited set of beliefs about God. Historically, those who hold there
is such a value as loving God praeter omnia and propter se and who
believe God’s free causality is required for everything else in the
universe typically believe a good many other things about God, in-
cluding things about God’s will for human beings. It might be better
to say natural law in the present sense would be the moral frame-
work of someone for whomNL1–3 obtained, if such a person existed.
My aim in putting other beliefs about God to one side is to show as
clearly as possible the congruence in content of a large area of secular
and religiousmorality in an Ockhamist perspective while preserving
as sharply as possible their difference of essential form.
I suppose agents operating in these two frameworkswould perform

the same actions, materially speaking (or, in Ockham’s terms, as to
anything “absolute” in their actions). Even their reasons for action
would coincide, as far as the moral naturalist’s reasons went. The
difference is that moral naturalists, having no beliefs about God, do
not regard theirmoral principles as having to dowithGod, and hence
they cannot regard them as principles of natural law in my sense of
the term.
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HowdoNL2 andNL3 affect actions performed on the basis ofNL1?
I want to argue that operating by natural law inmy sense involves re-
garding God as the decisive determiner of all one’s reasons for action.
The problem is to understand howGod determines reasons for action
in such a way that we maintain a general coincidence in content be-
tween natural law and moral naturalism and also preserve whatever
is authentic in religion’s claim to represent a unique and supreme
moral value. This is a problem of maintaining the distinctness of
godliness from other goods, and even the supremacy of godliness in
comparison with the other goods, while finding a systematic con-
nection between them. If this is to be done under Ockham’s aegis, it
seems natural law must be interpreted as a kind of divine command
but one whose content necessarily corresponds to the dictates of ra-
tional morality, even though, as a command, it is determined solely
by God.
Here is another statement of the problem, inOckham’s own terms.

InConnex., Ockham distinguishes degrees or grades of moral virtue.
One grade (the third among five Ockham recognizes) is found when
someone wills to do something that accords with right reason and,
besides this, “wills the performance of such a work . . . precisely and
solely because it is dictated by right reason.” The next highest grade
(fourth among Ockham’s five) is when someone “wills . . . according
to all the conditions and circumstances discussed above [in preceding
grades] and beyond this wills that work precisely on account of love
of God – because, for example, the intellect has dictated that such
works should be performed precisely for the sake of love of God.”7

The question iswhether the transition fromGrade 3 toGrade 4moral
virtue is in some sense natural. For Ockham, does the understanding
always tell us that something dictated by right reason should also be
done for the love of God? Can the dictates of right reason or natural
law reasonably be regarded as divine commands?
Partly on the basis of a text I will cite,8 but mainly as a friendly

supplement to what Ockham says, I suggest natural law can indeed
be understood as divine command, but as tacit divine command. The
form or structure as well as the basic motive of a Natural Lawmoral
framework thus understood is properly religious, the basic principle
being godliness. But its content needs to be derived by purely natural
or rational means. For this suggestion to work, we need a plausible
concept of tacit command. If we can understand what is involved in
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one person’s tacitly commanding another to do something, we may
be able to understand rational morality as in some cases a response
to God’s will.
With a bow to a Gricean account of speech acts,9 I propose the fol-

lowing rough analysis.10 Atacitly commands B to do X (in preference
to Y) if and only if

TC1 A brings it about that there is reason for B to do X rather
than Y.

TC2 Aalso brings it about that B is in a position to see there is
reason for her to do X rather than Y.

TC3 Acould have brought it about that TC1– 2 did not obtain.
TC4 B is aware that TC1–3 do obtain.
TC5 A does not directly (or conventionally) command B to do

X.
TC6 Adoes not directly command B to do Y.

The idea is to treat our having reason to do one thing rather than
another as the token of a speech act, if it is plausible to regard that fact
as produced by the intentional action of a “speaker.” At one point
in his political writings, Ockham gives two arguments for extending
the concept of divine law to cover all natural law. One is that God is
the creator or author of nature.11 I offer the concept of tacit command
as a way of spelling out how God writes to us in nature.
The point of conditions TC1–6 will become clear as we see how

they are met when A is God and B is someone who accepts the
premises of my Natural Law framework – someone who believes
in God’s goodness and power but has no further morally relevant
religious knowledge or beliefs. According to NL3, God’s action is
causally necessary for anything that exists other than God. If this
is true, TC1–3 are satisfied whenever B can see there is reason for
her to do something. That is, if there is reason for B to do X, then
it is true that God brings it about that there is reason for B to do
X, and if B can see there is reason for her to do X, then it is true
that God brings it about that she can see there is reason for her to do
X. Condition TC3 stipulates that Amust have been able to bring it
about that TC1–2 did not obtain. (A speech act or its vehicle or token
must normally be in the speaker’s power to produce or not produce
at will.) This condition is met by the assumption in NL3 that God
is a freely acting cause. Now for a command to be effectively given,
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the intended recipient must recognize the command. There must be
uptake. This is the point of TC4. Condition TC4 will be met if B,
instead of being a moral naturalist, accepts the basic framework of
NL1–3. Or at least TC4 can readily be satisfied if B herself places the
reasons she has for doing X and her awareness of those reasons among
the facts ascribed to God’s causality in NL3. Finally, in order that a
command be merely tacit, what it prescribes must not be directly or
conventionally commanded (TC5), and for it to be in force it must
not be cancelled by a contrary order (TC6). Conditions TC5–6 are
satisfied by the stipulation that B has no beliefs about God beyond
NL2–3. She has no relevant direct divine commands or prohibitions
to consider.
Because the value of acting to conform with another person’s will

can be realized whenever that will is known, it follows on the pre-
ceding analysis that acting rationally will be a way of achieving
the supreme value of godliness for anyone operating in the frame-
work NL1–3. A connection is established between God’s will and
the norms of moral naturalism via the causal relation traditionally
held to obtain between God and the world. There is no need to de-
fine specifically religious values in terms of an external, nonreli-
gious conception of holiness, as Kant tried to do, but neither is there
need to regard other values as inapprehensible apart from religion,
the position frequently but falsely ascribed to Ockham. Insofar as
the connection between religion and morality suggested here is in
Ockham’s spirit, wemay conclude that, contrary to objections some-
times raised against it, Ockham’s emphasis on obedience to God as
a basic practical principle allows due weight to the essential ratio-
nality of natural law. The detailed theory of rationality need not be
religious, but its practice, in this framework, is a sacred activity.
If P1–2 are thus consistent with one another and an Ockhamist

conception of natural law can claim to be fully rational, what about
the relation of P1 to P3, the nub of the charge that Ockham deprives
natural law of stability by allowing that God can command virtually
anything? On the preceding analysis God could indeed change our
obligations under natural law but only by creating a world with dif-
ferent laws of nature in the physicist’s or biologist’s sense. The virtue
of temperance, for example, would have no place in a world where ra-
tional creatures had no physical desires or in one where our appetites
were wholly unaffected by habituation. But there is no loss ofmoral
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stability in such scenarios. Similarly, improved knowledge of the
world God actually has made, including improved knowledge of our
own nature, could change our conception of what is dictated by nat-
ural law, and hence by God. But in this situation, instability, if we
call it that, would be a virtue – moral enlightenment or, in religious
terms, clearer discernment of God’s will.
Like Augustine, Aquinas, and all other pre-Enlightenment

Christian theologians, however,Ockhamheld thatGod could change
our reasons for action in another way – not by changing the laws of
nature or our knowledge of the natural world but by directly order-
ing us to do things we would otherwise have no reason to do. In my
terminology, God could issue direct commands – which brings us to
Section II.

ii. direct divine commands: god’s
moral omnipotence

The most straightforward examples Ockham cites of direct divine
commands are land grants recorded in Scripture. Ockham holds that
no divine grants of particular territories to particular individuals or
groups are presently in force, but in his political writings he repea-
tedly refers to such grants in theOldTestament precisely to highlight
his contention that there is nothing like them in theNewTestament
or any later revelation.12Other examples Ockham considers of direct
divine commands will be discussed in this section.
What is the scope of such direct divine commands? As is well

known, Ockham’s position concerning limits on God’s power is that
the only limit is the law of noncontradiction. God can do anything
it does not involve a contradiction for God to do.13 For Ockham
are there any further limits to what God can will or command? I
argue that in substance there are not. God can command virtually
anything.14

If God cannot do anything it would be contradictory for God to
do, does it follow that God cannot command someone else to do
something involving a contradiction? Ockham’s discussions of the
possibility of a divine command to hate God suggest that God could
issue a command it would be impossible to obey. Ockham holds at
one point that God could command someone to hate him and that
the individual could conform to the command,15 but elsewhere he
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asserts that love and hatred of God are incompatible.16 So, as he
concludes in still another passage, although it seems God can with-
out contradiction command someone to hate him, such a command
could not be obeyed. “For . . . by the very fact that it elicited such
an act it [the will] would love God above all things and, as a result,
would fulfill the divine precept . . . and by the very fact that it loved
in this way it would fail to fulfill the divine precept in this particular
case. As a result, by loving in this way [the will] would both love and
not love God.”17 God presumably cannot wish for the impossible (as
we ourselves do so often). This would imply that God cannot will
the fulfillment of an impossible command,18 but as far as Ockham’s
general principle is concerned, God could wish us to attempt the im-
possible and hence order us to do so. According to Saint Paul,19 God
keeps faith and does not permit us to be tested beyond our powers,
but for Ockham this seems to be a matter of divine choice, not a
limitation on divine moral power.
Does God’s goodness limit the things God can command?

Ockham holds that God is “supremely good” and “a cause of every
good.” “Properly speaking,Goddoes nothave justice. Properly speak-
ing, the highest nature is justice.” “From the fact thatGoddoes some-
thing it is done justly.” “God cannot will evil.” Even the act of hating
God, if it is caused in a creature solely by God, “will always be for
a good end.”20 Such statements provide backing for Ockham’s asser-
tions that it seems “self-evident” that one should never act against
God’s command and that “from the very fact that the divinewillwills
something right reason dictates that it should be willed.”21 None of
this entails, however, that there are any physically or psychologi-
cally performable acts God cannot command. God’s goodness does
entail that God cannot will badly (male). In this sense God cannot
will evil (malum),22 but Ockham is clear in holding that the same
act may be evil when caused by a created will but good when willed
by God. In discussing sin, for example, he argues that

if we speak of a sin of commission, . . . the efficient cause of that act is not
solely the createdwill, butGodhimself, who is asmuch the immediate cause
of every act as any second cause. . . .Someonemight say that then Godwould
sin by causing such a deformed act, just as a created will sins by causing such
an act. My reply is that God is a debtor to no one, and therefore he is not
obligated to cause either that act or the opposite act; nor is he obligated not
to cause that act. Therefore, however much he might cause that act, God
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does not sin. But the created will is obligated by divine precept not to cause
that act, and consequently it sins by causing that act because it does what
it ought not to do. Hence, if the created will were not obligated not to cause
that act or its opposite, however much it caused that act, it would not sin,
just as God does not sin.23

But if right reason dictates that we should will what God wills us to
will, and if God’s lack of indebtedness is transferable by divine com-
mand, thenGod’s goodness does not seem to foreclose the possibility
of God’s commanding any conceivable action.24

Is God’s lack of indebtedness transferable by divine command, or
does the rationality of natural law place limits on what God can
command or the actions we might be obliged to perform in obedi-
ence to God? Ockham’s distinction between the third and fourth
grades of moral virtue may suggest that the independent rationa-
lity of an action is a precondition for its being motivated by love of
God, for virtuous action for God’s sake presupposes that the condi-
tions for virtuous action at the level of rationality for its own sake
have been met. As stated earlier, there is Grade 3moral virtue when
someone wills to do something that accords with right reason and,
besides this, wills to do it “precisely because it is dictated by right
reason.” There is Grade 4 virtue when someone “wills . . . according
to all the conditions and circumstances discussed above [in preced-
ing grades] and beyond this wills that work precisely on account of
love of God.”25 Is Ockham saying an act must independently accord
with right reason before it can be done from love of God? This would
mean that all religious morality is the morality of natural law in the
sense discussed in Section I, or at least that religious obligations can-
not legitimately conflict with natural law. One could still imagine
God’s issuing commands contrary to reason, but, as with hating God,
such commands would be impossible to obey.
Ockham’s treatment of theft, adultery, and fornication indicates

this would be a misreading. He cites Aristotle and the saints to the
effect that such actions are inherently bad26 but argues that their
badness depends on our being obligated not to perform them. Any-
thing “absolute” in such an action could be done well, not badly,
in response to a divine command, in which case the action would
not count as theft or adultery.27 I take Ockham to mean here that
the same physical acts that would count as theft or adultery in the
absence of a divine command to perform them would not count as
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theft or adultery when performed in obedience to divine command.
The moral seems to be not that God can command the irrational but
rather thatwhatwould otherwise be irrational orwrongwould not be
irrational or wrong if done in obedience to divine command.28 There
is a sense, then, in which God cannot command anyone to commit
adultery – because, if God commanded a person to have intercourse
with someone else’s spouse, it would not be adulterous.29

In terms of Ockham’s grades of moral virtue, then, the presence or
absence of divine commands is something for an agent to consider
at Grade 3. It is always rational to obey a divine command, Ockham
holds. Thus, an agent who both does what right reason dictates, sim-
ply and precisely because right reason dictates it, and recognizes a
divine command will obey the divine command on the ground that
it is rational to do so, even if recognition of the command depends
on faith or revelation. Ockham discusses something like this solu-
tion in the OND, when he argues it is a matter of “natural equity”
for Christians to support preachers of the gospel, given that what
they preach is true, beneficial, and necessary, even though the value
of their preaching cannot be proved by pure natural reason.30 He
makes what looks like the same point in terms of right reason when
discussing Eleazar’s refusal to eat pork in violation of divine law.31

What happens, then, when we move to Grade 4 moral virtue? Here
love of God above all and for God’s own sake is a new and trans-
forming motive for acting as one is rationally bound to act anyway.
Instead of respect for a rational principle, love of a person moves us.
Or perhaps ‘instead of’ is the wrong term. For Ockham holds it is
rational not only to obey God but to love God, for God is supremely
lovable.
Is the independently ascertainable rationality of some actions of

no consequence, then? There are, as I understand it, some things God
cannot bring about in the moral sphere. God cannot bring it about
that, in the absence of direct divine command to the contrary, it
is right to commit adultery, or wrong, other things being equal, to
benefit benefactors, at least in a world like ours, or that it is wrong
to love God praeter omnia and propter se in any world whatever. If
it really is self-evident that adultery is wrong or that benefactors are
to be benefited, God cannot bring it about that these things are not
self-evident.32 The conditional character of these norms – that their
validity depends on no contrary direct command being in force –
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does not affect their validity on that condition. For example, a direct
divine command to kill an innocent child (such as the command
to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac) would not make it false that in the
absence of such a command such an action is horribly wrong. To
suppose, as Ockham does, that a direct divine command to kill an
innocent child would make the action right does not at all imply
that, absent such a command, the action is morally neutral, that we
have no reason to reject it.33

One could go a step further to suggest that the rationality or ir-
rationality of an action apart from direct divine command properly
affects one’s interpretation of what one might take to be a direct
divine command. Perhaps a very strong impulse to have an affair
with someone else’s spouse is less likely to be a prompting of the
Holy Spirit than is a weaker impulse to help a friend (or an en-
emy) in need. More broadly, perhaps an interpretation of a sacred
text that makes the divine will fly in the face of all that otherwise
seems reasonable is, other things being equal, less acceptable than a
reading in which the independently rational and the revealed are in
accord.
The hermeneutical principle of employing reason in the interpre-

tation of revelation finds support in Ockham’s interpretation of reve-
lation itself. I mentioned earlier that Ockham had two arguments in
favor of extending the concept of divine law to cover all natural law.
The first was that God is the creator or author of nature. Section I of
this chapter was a way of spelling out that argument. Ockham’s sec-
ond argument was that the principles of natural law are to be found
in Scripture:

Every law that is contained explicitly or implicitly in the divine Scriptures
can be called a divine law . . . but every natural law is contained expli-
citly or implicitly in the divine Scriptures, because in the divine Scriptures
there are certain general propositions fromwhich, either alone or with other
[premises], can be inferred every natural law . . . though it may not be found
in them explicitly.34

Thus, what I construed earlier in an artificially restricted Natural
Law moral framework as tacit divine commands are confirmed as
direct divine commands for those who accept the Bible as revealing
God’s will. Ockham presumably has the Decalogue’s prohibitions of
adultery and bearing false witness in mind when he offers “Do not
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commit adultery” and “Do not lie” as examples of a kind of natural
law or natural reason that “in no case fails.”35

Given his earlier treatment of theft and adultery, however, we
must understandOckhamas allowing apparent failures of such natu-
ral law precepts in the face of what I have called cancellation of one
divine command by another. Whether or not he should have done
so, Ockham would not have agreed with Kant that the command to
sacrifice Isaac could not have come from God simply because delib-
erately taking innocent human life “flatly contradicts morality.”36 It
seems, then, that forOckham the irrationality of an action apart from
direct divine command is a good but not always a conclusive reason
for rejecting what appeared to be a direct divine command to the
contrary. The inclusion of the principles of natural law in Scripture
gives these principles the status of direct divine commands, but this
does not rule out the possibility of more specific or later contrary
commands.
The thought that God might on occasion command actions that

look very much like adultery may not strike terror in a twentieth-
century heart; hope might be a more common reaction. There are
cases that may be more difficult to imagine, however – cases even
more difficult in someways than that of Abraham and Isaac. The last
thesis ofCentil., a work formerly attributed to Ockham, implies that
the damned ought to will their own damnation, for “they are equally
bound to love God for damning them as the blessed are bound to love
God for beatifying them.”37 Ockham does not consider quite this
situation, but he comes close. For he holds that in obedience to divine
command a person might will not to have the beatific vision.38 The
difficulty in trying to obey a divine command to hate God would not
be involved here, for not having the beatific vision does not imply one
hatesGod. For the same reason,willing not to have the beatific vision
is not the same as willing one’s own damnation. For the damned do
hate God.
If Ockham does not envision the possibility of God’s ordering us to

will our own damnation, he does consider it possible that God assign
eternal punishment to those who love him and eternal blessedness
to those who hate him – or at least that God might have done so.39

God is debtor to no one and hence is not required in the nature of
the case to reward any creaturely act, including the act of loving
God praeter omnia and propter se, an act intrinsically virtuous of its
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own nature.40 For Ockham, the category of merit – eternal reward
and punishment – is an entirely gratuitous one, as Adams has rightly
emphasized.41

Ockham believes God has arranged the conditions for salvation
and damnation in a way that has traditionally struck Christians as
more than reasonable. Those who accept Christ and do all that is in
them to love God above all else will be saved. That is God’s offer. But
this raises an obvious question. Is God obligated to keep his word?
Does the thesis that God is not a debtor to anyone apply even after
God has announced the terms of salvation? Granted no one else can
obligate God, can God obligate himself?
Common sense, the Bible,42 and, for philosophers not reliant on

either, Searle’s derivation of ‘ought’ from ‘is’ (arguing from the fact
of a promise to an obligation to fulfill it)43 support an affirmative
answer. By promise or covenant, it seems, God can obligate himself,
and because nothing other thanGod could prevent God fromkeeping
his promises, they seem to provide complete assurance thatwhatwas
promised will occur.
Ockham sometimes seems to speak as if this is his view. Can God

not grant eternal life to someone in whose soul the supernaturally
created form of charity is present? Absolutely speaking (de potentia
absoluta) yes, but in accordance with the order of things God has
established (de potentia ordinata) no. “God will give [eternal life]
freely and purely from his own grace to whomever he will give it,
although de potentia ordinata he cannot do otherwise [than bestow
it on those in charity] because of laws voluntarily and contingently
ordained by God.”44 In parallel contexts Ockham claims, similarly,
that “according to the laws now ordained by God, no human being
will ever be saved or be able to be saved without created grace” and
that “if one is speaking about conditional necessity, then God of
necessity accepts an act elicited out of charity.”45

Ockham’s treatment of theft and adultery suggests, however, ei-
ther that God cannot make a binding promise or – what amounts to
the same thing – that any eventuality could count as God’s keeping
his promises. For a promise is fulfilled, arguably, when the promiser
provides something better than what was promised. Now Christians
ask God to fulfill their desires and petitions as may be best for them,
but much of Ockham’s discussion of these issues suggests that what
is best for all of us is whatever God wants for us. It is important to
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recall here that the love of God Ockham commends as the noblest
act of the created will is love of God above all and for God’s own
sake. It is the noblest example of love of a friend for whose sake one
acts (amor amicitiae), not desire for a result (amor concupiscentiae),
even for the result of having the beatific vision.46 If what is best for
us is what best serves what we best love, then what is best for us is
what God wills for us.47

Christiansmayfind it blasphemous to supposeGod’s promiseswill
not, ormight not, be kept, and it is natural to expect that promises be
kept in amanner consonant with one’s understanding of them (what-
ever the basis for that understanding).48 The question iswhether con-
fidence in God’s promises should rest on the idea that such promises
limit God’s power, that we should think of God as bound to keep
those promises.

iii. ockham’s god and morality

As I have construed his position, Ockham’s affirmation of God’s will
as the uniquely supreme principle of right and wrong is perfectly
consistent with his espousal of an ethic of right reason and natural
law not dependent on reference to a superior’s will. On one hand, it
is self-evidently reasonable to obey divine commands, for God is the
highest good, and whatever God commands is by that fact just. On
the other hand, there are also self-evident normative principles and
intrinsic goods apprehensible even by a natural reason that knows
little or nothing of God. Philosophers and saints share many values.
The difference is that for achieving even these shared values the saint
has a motive not necessarily operative for the philosopher: love of
God. Love of God above all else and for God’s own sake, the one
human act that cannot possibly be vicious (or irrational), supports
the pursuit of philosophically intelligible human goods both directly
and indirectly: directly in scriptural endorsements of the principles of
natural law and indirectly through reflection on God’s authorship of
nature and the consequent reasonableness of interpreting our natural
grounds for action as divine precepts. To love God perfectly involves
acting as God wishes us to act, and both directly and indirectly God
orders us to act reasonably.
The apparent tension between P1–2 discussed at the beginning of

this chapter has thus been resolved. Correct ethical and social norms
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can often be determined purely rationally, without reference toGod’s
will (P1), while all and only valid norms are divine commands (P2).
But the question remains whether P3 can be satisfactorily accom-
modated. If I am right in taking Ockham to hold that God can com-
mand virtually anything (P3), will not the consistency of rational and
divine-command moralities summarized in the last paragraph turn
to chaos? To put it otherwise, is it reasonable to love and obey a God
understood in Ockham’s terms?
InOckham the impulse to theodicy is severely tested. The problem

is not with justifyingwhat God actually does or commands. Ockham
is in as good a position here as any medieval theologian. The fearful
difficulty is with Ockham’s emphasis on the contingent character of
God’s actions, especially with what appears to be the morally con-
tingent character of the future in God’s hands. In Ockham’s terms, it
is fair to ask whether God, who can still command or will or justly
do anything, is indeed the highest possible good. Is God the best of
all possible gods? It is under this description, in effect, that Ockham
presents God as the due and proper ultimate object of creaturely
love, the only being capable of “quieting” or satisfying a reasonable
will.49

The divine authorship of creation gives us continuing reason to be-
lieve God wishes us to do what creation (including our own creation)
gives us reason to do. This includes using reason to aid in interpreting
scriptural revelation, though not as a warrant for rewriting it. The
idea that “Ockham’s God” is hostile to human reason is unfounded,
as is the implication that for Ockham our actions aremorally neutral
in the absence of direct communications of the divine will.
Furthermore, if Godmakes promises – if God “swears by himself,”

for example50 – that does provide reason to believe that what was
promised will occur. There could be no better reason.
Should we ask for more? Granted, if I read Ockham correctly, then

no matter what occurs, one is never in a position to blame God for
nonperformance or unsatisfactory performance of a contractual obli-
gation. But the ultimate poverty of our legal position in relation to
God is perhaps the right and therefore rationally more satisfying po-
sition to take. To look for more may amount to converting God from
a trustworthy person into a moral machine.51 Ockham holds that
God is supremely lovable (diligendus, to be delighted in or cher-
ished), but this is because God is God, the highest good, not because
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of past or prospective benefits granted to us or others. (This is not to
say that gratitude, hope, fear, and longing to live in God’s presence
are out of place in an Ockhamist relationship with God, but their
proper placement depends on loving God for God’s sake.) To love
God praeter omnia and propter se is the supreme and supremely rea-
sonable act of the human spirit, a necessary condition for complete
satisfaction of the human will. That is the point of Sent. I.1, at the
beginning of Ockham’s major theological work.52 The rest of his the-
ology unfolds from this beginning. That he renounces all claims to
power over the beloved in so thoroughly Franciscan a manner is not
an inconsequent result.

iv. moral theology and secular politics

What are the consequences of this position for politics, which is
the question that provoked this chapter?53 Theocracy, personally or
biblically based, is one possible consequence of taking seriously the
assertion of God’s moral omnipotence that I attribute to Ockham.
According to the position I have presented, anyonewho knowsGod’s
will is bound to attempt to put it into effect, no matter what circum-
stances obtain. An individual possessing such knowledge from per-
sonal revelation seems entitled to dictate to everyone accordingly.
Theological experts qualified to elicit God’s will from a sacred text
seem entitled to dictate to all who accepted the text as sacred. Insti-
tutions claiming scriptural support for their authority seem entitled
to obedience from those who accepted the texts or interpretations
being alleged. Why did Ockham’s political thought not follow this
path?
The first thing to say is that it did. The second is that in follow-

ing the path of theologically motivated political reflection, Ockham,
consistent with his initial principles, arrived at a relatively liberal
conception of religious authority and a distinctly secular conception
of politics.
Ockham never claimed personal revelation,54 but he considered

himself obligated, as a theologian, to make God’s will as revealed in
Scripture clear to his fellow Christians.55 Indeed, his political writ-
ings so abound in references to the Bible and its interpreters that
the editor of one of these works questioned whether Ockham was a
political thinker at all. “He was above all a theologian, and nothing
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can lead to greater errors than considering his political views apart
from his theological starting point.”56

Themost obvious theological starting point for Ockham’s political
views was his commitment to a particular Franciscan understanding
of the life and teachings of Jesus Christ. As God and human being,
Christ had “demonstrated” that God most wants us to live as much
as possiblewithout private property or political entanglements. Con-
vinced as Ockhamwas that the way of life exemplified and taught as
most perfect by Christ and the apostles called for complete absence
of property, he became equally convinced that John XXII had fallen
into heresy in denying even the moral possibility of such poverty. So
persuaded, Ockham wrote the final treatise in the poverty contro-
versy, OND, and the most systematic medieval treatise on heresy,
Part I ofDial., which is concerned especiallywith papal heresy (a pos-
sibility recognized but not thoroughly explored by other theologians
and canon lawyers of the day).
Two other biblical starting points for Ockham’s political views

must bementioned, one positive and onenegative. The positive start-
ing point, easily overlooked by those shocked or dazzled by his life
of radical opposition to John XXII and his successors, is Ockham’s
acceptance of the traditional basis for papal authority, the interpre-
tation of certain passages in the gospels as showing that Christ had
conferred power over the other apostles on Saint Peter.57

The most important biblical starting point for understanding
Ockham’s conception of politics as secular is negative, the absence
in Scripture of specific directions for the general organization of po-
litical and economic life. On Ockham’s reading of the Gospels, the
most perfect way of life for a Christian is one without property or
humanly established legal rights. He acknowledged that such a life is
not possible for everyone, not even for every Christian. Positive law,
government, and property are necessary for most of us. But Ockham
does not find in Scripture specific instructions for arranging such
matters. We are left to our own devices, although not our own unin-
hibited desires.
Given the view of God’s moral omnipotence I have attributed to

Ockham, he would allow that all three of these biblical starting
points could have been different. God in Christ could have set forth
a life of philosophy, crime, or industrious capitalism as most per-
fectly meritorious. He could have conferred supreme ecclesiastical
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authority on anyone or ones other than Peter, or on no one. He could
have prescribed divine right of kings, the U. S. constitution, or the
syndicalist state as an obligatory basis for all political arrangements.
With respect to his actual biblical starting points, however,

Ockham’s understanding of what God has or has not commanded
fits his own conception of what is reasonable apart from divine com-
mand. (Disagreement with Ockham’s interpretation of the biblical
passages might accordingly be a result or a cause of disagreement
with his conception of what is reasonable.)
Startling as Saint Francis’s dedication to poverty was to his con-

temporaries and is to many others who go beyond the more anodyne
popular images of him, love of “Lady Poverty” jibes well with the
emphasis in Ockham’s academic theology on loving God for God’s
own goodness and denying all limits to God’s will. A leitmotif in the
writings of Ockham’s group of friars in their attacks on John XXII
is Peter’s statement to Jesus (on behalf of all the apostles), “Behold,
we have forsaken all and followed you.”58 Ockham’s concentration
on God’s goodness is not a denial that other things are good, but it
involves a sometimes startling (yet for Ockham perfectly reasonable)
displacement of other values from any possible competing position.
Ockham found Christ’s decision to set up a monarchical govern-

ment for the church perfectly reasonable. The greater part of a book
of Dial. is devoted to showing, largely from Aristotle’s Politics, that
it is beneficial for the whole congregation of believers to be under
one faithful head, leader, and prelate subordinated to Christ. For
Ockham, however, the reasonableness of papal monarchy depends
on conditions not respected in absolutist theories of authors like
Giles of Rome, James of Viterbo, and Augustinus de Ancona. First
is respect for the freedom of the pope’s subjects in religious matters
not requiring authoritative regulation. Of comparable importance
is respect for the normal autonomy of secular political processes.
Ockham found what he took to be ample support in Scripture and
many of its interpreters for a pastorally mild, normally apolitical
ideal of papal government. He went beyond the Western tradition of
his time in arguing that drastic failure of the pope or his subjects to
rule and be ruled according to this ideal justified temporary recourse
to other forms of administration. He thus interpreted the gospel texts
supporting papal primacy as allowing the community of believers
power to change this form of Church government temporarily as
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circumstances might require.59 Acute disillusionment with his pa-
pal and papalist contemporaries, realistic but not deeply pessimistic
longer-term philosophical considerations, and a desire to discern
Christ’s will as revealed in Scripture are tensely balanced at this
point in Ockham’s thought, but balanced they are.
Finally, for Ockham, politics’ secular character depends on an ab-

sence of direct divine commands establishing political institutions
on specifically religious foundations. It would, however, be a great er-
ror to conclude from this that for Ockham God has left the political
arena vacant for amoral combat (or compact) among blind human
wills. As we ought to expect from the commitment to right rea-
son in Ockham’s academic works, Ockhamist secular politics is to
operate within a framework of rationally construed natural law and
natural rights.60 Within that framework, granted, there is room for
reasonable choice among a variety of governmental and economic ar-
rangements, depending on historical circumstances, including what
people are willing to agree to at particular times and places.61 Never-
theless, nothing could bemore opposed toOckham’s spirit than a pol-
itics of absolute sovereignty or blind decision. The medieval models
for modern theories like this are rather to be found in the curialism
Ockham so strongly opposed.
The apparent shift of emphasis from divine command to natural

law betweenOckham’s academic and political writings is thus not so
much a volte-face on his part as a reversal of figure and ground in the
eye of the beholder. What stands out about Ockham in the context
of Scholastic academic theology is the extent to which he holds the
revealed, believed truth of faith apart from the conclusions of natural
reason. He holds that theology is not strictly a science or wisdom,
that God’s uniqueness and infinite power cannot be philosophically
demonstrated, that God’s will is not constrained by a metaphysic
of perfection. Struck by these aspects of his thought, we are apt to
ignore his constant affirmation of natural human powers. His epis-
temology is not skeptical. It allows the existence of sciences in the
strict sense, in some of which he had a contributing interest. His
refined analysis of moral conduct centers on commitment to the dic-
tates of right reason, including the dictate to act from love of God,
but he by no means takes that dictate as warrant for ignoring the
fruits of purely philosophical and scientific reflection on ourselves
and our circumstances.
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What stands out about Ockham in the context of late-medieval
political controversy is the extent to which he holds what we can
recognize as politics apart from religious control. Spiritual and sec-
ular institutions are normally to operate independently. The pope’s
fullness of power does not include power to command just anything
consistent with divine or natural law. He must especially respect
rights of secular rulers, his approval is not required to make civil
government legitimate, and even within his own sphere he must
not govern harshly. Struck by these aspects, we may glide over the
dense apparatus of biblical, patristic, and earliermedieval theological
citations Ockham uses to make room for a reasonable secular poli-
tics (as readers of Locke are apt to glide over the biblical references
in his works). It may not occur to us to imagine that the ultimate
raison d’être of politics might be (in Ockham as in Locke) to provide
a framework where individuals are safe to seek God.62

The different saliences in our perceptions of Ockham at different
stages of his career are natural enough in view of his circumstances
and our own. Thus, there is indeed something to the diverse impres-
sions of the More Than Subtle Doctor with which we began. But
an image in depth must show the same mind at work consistently
throughout.Ockhamdoes not produce afinished systemat any stage,
let alone a formula for deducing his politics from his academic the-
ology or vice versa. I have not meant to neaten him up in a way that
suggests such constructions. Ockham’s synthesizing of reason and
revelation, of human autonomy and love of God, of P1, P2, and P3,
is more in the nature of a strenuous ongoing project. The disquieting
personal demands of the project in the last twenty years of Ockham’s
life give energetic point to his early contention that the enjoyment
of God “on the road” in this life and in the homeland of the blessed,
different as they are in other respects, have an identical focus, an
ultimate if unsystematic unifier. In an Ockhamist framework it is in
all circumstances fitting and by nature pleasant to rejoice and delight
in God.63

notes

1 Section I is based on a paper I gave on “tacit divine command” inOckham
at the American Philosophical Association Eastern Division meetings
(abstract McGrade 1974a). Section II considers the scope of “direct” di-
vine commands in an Ockhamist framework. I then consider the two
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sorts of dictates together. I am indebted to discussions of Ockham’s
ethics that have appeared since 1974, especially Adams 1986 and 1987b,
Holopainen 1991, Kilcullen 1993, Wood 1994, and Kaye 1997.

2 Compare Cross 1997 (review of McGrade and Kilcullen 1995): “The ed-
itors’ introduction leaves at least one question unanswered. In the texts
printed,Ockhamconsistently defends natural law:whereas in his earlier,
non-political discussions he rejects such a theory in favour of a divine-
command meta-ethic. The volte face seems to me worthy of comment.”

3 Oakley 1961. Compare Knowles 1962, 324, “Acts are not good or bad
of themselves, but solely because they are commanded or prohibited by
God.” (As quoted, along with similar judgments, by Adams 1986, 2.)
Recently Mann 1991, 257, has argued that, “Because God’s will deter-
mines what counts as created goodness and because God’s perfect good-
ness places no constraints on what he could have willed for creatures,
Ockham’s position assigns God’s perfect goodness to a kind of explana-
tory limbo.”

4 Nicomachean Ethics I.5.1097b3–5; Sent. I.1.1 (378). Ockham argues that
“in moral philosophy there are many principles that are known per se”
on which a demonstrative science can be based which “directs human
acts apart from any precept of a superior.” (Quodl. II.14. Translations
from Quodl. in this essay are from Freddoso and Kelly 1991.) This is in
contrast to a “positive” moral science containing “human and divine
laws that obligate one to pursue or to avoid what is neither good nor evil
except because it is commanded or prohibited by a superior whose role it
is to establish laws.” (Ibid.) See also Connex. 2.1–74. The demonstrative
moral science of Ockham’s academic writings is linked to the natural
law of his political works by the fact that, for Ockham, natural law is
not a matter of instinct but of evident rationality. See Dial. III-2.i.15
and III-2.iii.6 (= McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 273–4, 285–93). See also
Kilcullen 1993.

5 Sent. I.1.1 (374–5, 376–9), 1.4 (431). In arguing that there can be a demon-
strative science of morals, Ockham defines ‘moral’ broadly, as referring
to “human acts subject to the will – without further qualification,” and
more strictly, as referring to “habits or acts that are subject to the power
of the will insofar as they are measured by the natural dictate of rea-
son and by the other circumstances.” (Quodl. II.14.) I take it “the other
circumstances” include the facts of a situation. These might include a
command from a human or divine superior, which would bring positive
moral science into the situation. But Ockham argues here that positive
moral science is not always a demonstrative science, “even though it is
regulated by a demonstrative science in many ways.” On the grades of
moral virtue recognized by Ockham, some of which involve no reference
to God, see later in this section.
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6 See McGrade 1974b, 101–2, 134, 201.
7 Connex. 2.132–41. Translations from Connex. in this essay are taken
from Wood 1997.

8 See n. 11.
9 Grice 1990. Compare Strawson 1991. I am grateful to Ruth Millikan for
these references.

10 I follow current custom in discussing the theological dimensions of
Ockham’s ethics in terms of divine commands. His own term ‘prae-
ceptum’ is sometimes better translated ‘precept.’ If we bear in mind
Ockham’s view that the proper religious motive in life is eagerness, born
of love, to be in accord with themind and gracious will of a loving God, it
seems clear that ‘command’ will often set the wrong tone. Other divine
speech acts deserve thinking about. The analysis I propose doubtless also
needs refining on other grounds.

11 “Every law that is fromGod, who is the creator [‘conditor,’ also translat-
able as “author”] of nature, can be called a divine law; but every natural
law is from God who is the creator of nature; therefore etc.” (Dial. III-
2.iii.6 [= McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 290].) The idea of the natural
order as a book written by God is traditional, but it is typically used to
argue that creation tells us something about God’s nature or that God’s
authority over creation serves as a model for authority in human affairs.
Neither of these uses is involved here.

12 Brev. III.10; OND 88 (657–8; McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 64).
13 There is room to question whether this should be called a limit. See
Ockham’s discussion of whether it more primarily pertains to God to be
unable to do the impossible or to the impossible to be unable to be done
by God. Ockham concludes it is a draw. Sent. I.43.2 (648–50) (= Bosley
and Tweedale 1997, 88–9; Wippel and Wolter 1969, 452–3).

14 I agree with Adams 1987b, 241, that for Ockham, “[t]he scope of God’s
options matches the range of His omnipotent power (whose boundaries
are defined only by the principle of noncontradiction.”

15 Sent. IV.16 (352).
16 Connex. 4.349–52.
17 Quodl. III.14.
18 Perhaps this is what Ockham has in mind when he says “opposites can-
not fall under a divine command at the same time.” (Sent. II.15 [352].) In
any case, this passage is earlier than Quodl. III.14, where Ockham rec-
ognizes the possibility of a divine command impossible of fulfillment.
According to the Rule of St. Benedict 68 (Benedict 1982, 70), the proper
response to a monastic superior’s command to do the impossible is first
to point out the difficulty but then, if the superior persists, to attempt
to comply.
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19 1 Cor. 10:13.
20 Sent. I.1.5 (464), I.47 (683); SL I.7; Sent. IV.3–5 (55), I.47 (680), II.15 (353).
21 Sent. I.41 (610). Compare Connex. 3.580–9.
22 Sent. I.47 (684–5).
23 Connex. 4.310–30.
24 Ockham’s assertion that “from the very fact that God does something it
is done justly” is not based on an obligation on God’s part to do anything
positive that is owing to anyone, but just the reverse: “God is debtor
to no one, but whatever he does to us, he does purely from grace. And
hence from the very fact that God does something, it is done justly.”
(Sent. IV.3–4 [55], my emphasis.) Again, Ockham’s claim that hatred of
God, if caused in a creature solely by God, “will always be for a good
end” does not depend on supposing that God will always have a further
good in mind as a reason for causing what is ordinarily the worst of all
possible acts when caused by the creature itself. The argument is rather
that God suffers no harm from such hatred. (Sent. II.15 [353–4].) (To be
sure, God is not harmed when a creature hates him of its own volition,
but as some manuscripts make explicit here, in “the worst hatred” of
God the intention would be that God not exist.)

25 Connex. 2.135–141. Emphasis added.
26 Theft and adultery in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II.6.1107a8–12;
theft and fornication in Ockham, Connex. 2.216–26.

27 Sent. II.15 (347, 352–3); Connex. 4.353–66.
28 “If God had not given them [the children of Israel] the land of the
Chanaanites through a particular revelation they would not have had
the power to appropriate that land rather than another.” Brev. III.10.

29 Ockham’s position here seems substantially identical withAquinas’s (ST
IaIIae.94.5 ad 2). Aquinas considers three divine commands apparently
contrary to natural law: to Abraham to sacrifice his innocent son Isaac,
to the Israelites to plunder the Egyptians at the Exodus, and to Hosea
to marry a prostitute. In each case he holds that God’s position vis-à-vis
human beings exempts the action from being a violation of the natural
precept. He notes that death was introduced into the world as a conse-
quence of sin, but he does not say God must have had some rationally
intelligible further end in view to justify these apparently contrarational
commands.

30 OND 65 (OPol II.574–5) (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 51).
31 Circa virtutes et vitia (280).
32 The situation with principles and conclusions of demonstrative moral
science is analogous to that with demonstrative natural science. As
Leppin argues, Ockham consistently maintains both the utter contin-
gency of creatures with regard to their existence and the possibility
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of necessary truths regarding their natures and natural operations.
(Leppin 1995, 51–8, with references to the secondary literature). Compare
Adams 1987a, 784–98; Adams 1987b, 227–8.My contentionhas been that
Ockhamist nonpositivemoral science and natural law are similarly grou-
nded in objective assessments of how it is reasonable for creatures like us
to act in our world. In both the physical and moral cases, however, God
can nullify the natural effects of creatures. In the physical world nul-
lification is by miracle. Can pigs fly? No, and necessarily no. But God
can carry a pig through the air with an indetectable hand (in which case
the pig is being flown, not flying) or instantaneously metamorphose it
into an avian look-alike equipped with scientifically intelligible means
of flight. We can think of direct divine commands as capable of effecting
similar nullification in themoral order. That it is in principle impossible
for us to understand miracles may suggest that it is in principle impos-
sible for us to understand how God could rightly do or command some
of the things Christians and others have traditionally supposed him to
have done or commanded.

33 Ockham offers killing an innocent person as an example of something
obviously wrong on even the briefest consideration. (Dial. III-2.i.15
[=McGrade andKilcullen 1995, 273].) There is no doubt that forOckham
the clearest example of an intrinsically virtuous act is the act of loving
God praeter omnia and propter se. But besides holding that some acts are
good in their general character he is prepared to call an act intrinsically
virtuous without reference to God if a person wills to perform it because
it is dictated by right reason. “An act can be called virtuous, either intrin-
sically or extrinsically. . . . Here is an example: In abstraction from any
[particular] circumstance someonewills [to] study. That act [A] is generi-
cally good. Subsequently the intellect dictates that that act of will should
be continued according to all requisite circumstances, and the will wills
to continue the first act according to the dictate of right reason. That
second act [the act of willing to continue A in accordance with reason]
is perfectly virtuous, since it conforms to a complete dictate of right
reason, and it is intrinsically virtuous. The first act [A] is virtuous only
by extrinsic denomination – namely, because it conforms to the second
act.” (Connex. 4.184–98.) This is consistent with his occasional qualifi-
cations of judgments about virtue as valid “as long as the [relevant] divine
precept remains in force” (Quodl. III.14), if we understand him to be pre-
supposing God can cancel or override any obligation wemight otherwise
have. There is one odd passage where Ockham appears to say that “lov-
ing God is the sole virtuous act” (Quodl. III.14). Two early manuscripts
used in the critical edition ofQuodl. observe that this seems nonsensical,
perhaps because what the argument logically requires here is a different
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proposition, that “loving God is solely an act of will” (a difference of
one word in Latin, ‘voluntatis’ for ‘virtuosus’). In any case, a claim that
loving God is the only virtuous act would go counter to the passage cited
earlier in this note and to the whole conception of Grade 3moral virtue.

34 Dial. III-2.iii.6 (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 290).
35 Ibid. (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 285). I understand in this light the
biblical command to love God. Ockham’s recognition that there can be a
difference between a “natural” and a meritorious love of God (the latter
an effect of the infused virtue of charity) might seem to suggest that the
dictate to love God holds only in the context of revelation and grace.
Ockham’s point is rather the reverse. His contention in this passage is
that natural and meritorious acts of loving God are of the same species
when they have the same object. They are specifically different actswhen
they have different objects. The example Ockham gives to illustrate dif-
ference of objects does not mention grace or divine command: “As if
someone loved God above all [but] not according to any required cir-
cumstance, and the same individual later loved God above all according
to all [required?] circumstances, say according to right reason, because
he is the ultimate end, and so about the other [circumstances?].” (Dubi-
tationes addititiae [292–3]).

36 Kant 1960, 81–2 (II, General Observation). Compare ibid., 175 (IV.4).
37 Centil. §100.
38 Sent. I.1.4 (443).
39 Sent. I.17.1 (454–6), IV.3–5 (55); De necessitate caritatis (17–9).
40 Ockham distinguishes two ways something could be called intrinsically
good: from its own nature, or because some extrinsic cause accepts it
as such. Acts of understanding could be intrinsically good in the second
way (as some acts of will now are) if God accepted them, but nothing can
be intrinsically good from its own nature except an act of will. (Connex.
4.144–54.)

41 Adams 1987b, 243–7; Adams 1986, 18–37. The thesis that God is free
to reward or punish whomever he pleases on whatever basis he pleases
obviously can be used as a basis for conjuring up scenarios even more
terrifying than sinners in the hands of an angry God, but the initiative
here lies with the conjurer. Adams suggests a more plausible motive
for Ockham’s emphasis on God’s freedom in setting up the conditions
for salvation as he has. “When Ockham draws out the implications of
how He didn’t have to do it, he is not trying to scare people, but trying
to offer a measure of His generosity.” (Adams 1987b, 246.) Rega Wood
rightly points out that inOckham’s viewGod ismerciful, not cruel,more
prone to forgive and to reward than to punish. His mercy ordains that
no good act will go unrewarded, and even unjustified sinners sometimes
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escape punishment.Wood 1994, 44, citing Sent. IV.10–11 (237); Praedest.
4; Sent. I.1 (603–4, 606), IV.3–5 (61).

42 Heb. 6:13–8.
43 Searle 1969, 175–98.
44 Sent. I.17.1 (455).
45 Quodl. VI.1–2.
46 Sent. I.1.4 (441, 444).
47 In Quodl. VI.1, Ockham compares God’s absolute and ordained power
with the pope’s power in a way that suggests God is not bound to observe
the order he has established. “There are many things God is able to do
that he does not will to do. . . . And these things God is said to be able to
do by his absolute power. In the same way there are some things that the
pope is unable to do in accordance with the laws established by him, and
yet he is able to do those things absolutely.” It is not self-evident that
legislators are bound to act in accordance with the laws they have es-
tablished, although it seems reasonable to require justification for their
not doing so if we are speaking of human legislators. This is Ockham’s
position with regard to promises by a secular ruler. “Student Say, there-
fore, whether . . . just as it is not permissible for [the emperor] to assert
something false or to promise deceitfully or fraudulently anything he
does not intend to perform, so it would not be permissible for him to
revoke in any way something promised, or not fulfill it, or postpone it.
Master Some think [that], although the emperor should not fulfill things
promised badly or things he promised licitly and afterwards considers are
beginning to be harmful but should rescind them . . . yet he should not
in any way revoke other promises or postpone them without manifest
necessity.” Dial. III-2.i.17 (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 279).

48 One could perhaps argue that a divine promise is a basis for claims against
God, even insistent claims. (Some Christians, relying on Paul’s assertion
that God wills all human beings to be saved [1 Tim 2:3], may find it rea-
sonable to hope and pray urgently that that should occur.) Butwhowould
be the appropriate judge? Ockham’s papalist contemporary Augustinus
deAncona rejected the possibility of the pope’s appointing a third party to
judge an appeal against his own sentence by arguing that the pope would
then be denying he was pope, head of the whole Church, just as God
would be denying hewasGod if he permitted anything to be exempt from
his jurisdiction in the natural order (Augustinus de Ancona 1584, VI.7).
Could one know that divine promise will be kept? Ockham begins

Sent. I. Prol. by arguing it is consistent with the conditions of human
understanding in this life for God to cause someone to have “evident”
(objectively certain) knowledge of at least some truths of theology, but
he expressly excludes here both contingent truths (‘God is incarnate,’
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‘There will be a resurrection of the dead,’ ‘A blessed soul will be blessed
in perpetuity’) and necessary truths involving reference to contingent
truths not evidently knowable in this life (‘God is capable of incarna-
tion’). (Sent. I. Prol.1.5 [49–51].) In a later work he holds that God can
cause in a human being an evident awareness of future contingents. (For
God himself has such an awareness. Hence it can exist; hence it can be
caused and revealed byGod to someone else.) But since the foretold event
will occur contingently, it is possible that it not occur. In that case the
proposition about the future that God had caused would turn out not to
have been a revelation (since revelation implies that what has been re-
vealed is true). (Quodl. IV.4.) For an acute and approving presentation of
this position as amounting to the thesis that God can lie (a formulation
not in Ockham), see Kaye 1997, chap. 2.

49 Sent. I.1.4 (429–47).
50 Heb. 6:13, referring to Gen. 22:16–17.
51 Thomas 1990 distinguishes trust from reliance insofar as trust assumes
a possibility of nonfulfillment, whereas reliance sometimes does not, as
when we rely on the laws of physics or when a creature’s metaphysi-
cal constitution is such that it necessarily chooses to do what is moral.
“Trust is anchored in the belief that a person will choose not to per-
form the action that he has been trusted not to perform, rather in the
belief that he cannot perform it. Trust is unnecessary if the person is
incapable of performing the action (or if it is highly improbable that he
could perform it).” (Ibid., 245.) “I maintain that wholly rational moral
selves are metaphysically constituted so that they necessarily choose to
do what is moral.” (Ibid., 246.) Thomas concludes, “It has been brought
to my attention . . . that a most untoward consequence of the conception
of trust that I offer is that it is not possible to trust God. Surprisingly,
perhaps, I accept this, if it were possible to know how God should be-
have and what God would deem right. But clearly, whatever relationship
there might be between God and human beings, it is surely one of radical
uncertainty, owing, presumably, to the inability of human beings both
to fathom God’s will and to determine whether they measure up to it.”
(Ibid. 257, n. 14.) I am grateful to Jessica Prata-Miller for bringing this
article to my attention.
Following Ockham, we can, I think, rely on God not to do anything

wrong. If there is a Platonic Good beyond God or some feature of divine
nature that restricts what God can rightly will, Ockham’s contention
that God is justice would seem to entail that God would not do any-
thing contrary to such a Good or to such a normatively limiting natural
feature. Therefore, insofar as trusting human beings involves the possi-
bility of their doing wrong, the situation is different with respect to God.
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Ockham’s apparent conviction that nothing logically possible is morally
foreclosed from being actually willed by God emphasizes, however, that,
in Thomas’s words, we do not “know how God should behave.” To this
extent, trust in God is possible and (on the basis of Ockham’s reading of
God’s actions in creation and history) appropriate.

52 For fuller discussion of some of the issues Ockham considers in Sent.
I.1, see McGrade 1981. I have discussed later treatments of the subject
in McGrade 1987.

53 I more fully present the view of Ockham’s political thought sketched
here in McGrade 1974b, the introductions to McGrade and Kilcullen
1992 and 1995, and McGrade 1994–97.

54 Leppin 1995, 127–35 suggests that Ockham’s account of Saint Paul’s rap-
ture (2Cor. 12:1–4) as a beatific vision of the divine essence (Quodl.VI.1)
may have been one stimulus for a sermon by JohnXXII inveighing against
this interpretation. The issues are connected with the pope’s deep dis-
quiet about the teaching of Joachim of Fiore and Peter John Olivi. See
Lambert 1977, 182–206, and Tierney 1988. In Dial. I.ii.5, 27, Ockham
presents the possibility of postbiblical revelation as a source of Catholic
truths, belief in which would be required for salvation, but he avers (if,
as I suppose, the opinion recited in chap. 27 is his) that the Church has
never based itself on such revelation in condemning heresy.

55 See especially Epist.; Dial. I.i and I.vii.48; Brev. I.
56 Scholz 1944, 1. I have discussed the theological interpretation of
Ockham’s political works in McGrade 1974b, 34–7, 210–1. Leppin 1995,
325, is primarily concerned with Ockham’s academic writings, but in
a chapter on the postacademic works he concludes it is the question
of theology, the search for believed truth, that binds the parts of
Ockham’s life together. “His life was in certain respects lived theology”
(ibid., 331). The conclusion of Kaye 1997 is that in some ways Ockham’s
entire twofold career can be understood as a defense of the belief that we
are free to love God.

57 See especiallyDial. III-1.iv.8–11 and III-1.iv.22 for Ockham’s rejection of
Marsilius of Padua’s conciliarism and his affirmation of Peter’s superior
authority.

58 Matt. 19:27, Mark 10:28, Luke 18:28.
59 Ockham’s defense of monarchy as regularly the best form of Church gov-
ernment andhis arguments for the possibility of temporary shifts to other
regimes are inDial. III-1.ii. ForOckham’s criticismof curialism, seeBrev.

60 In Ockham’s usage ‘ius naturale’ is sometimes best translated “natural
law,” sometimes “natural right” in the sense of “a” right. On Ockham’s
considerable contributions to the idea of natural rights (rationally con-
ceived), see Tierney 1997, Brett 1997, McGrade 1980 and 1996.
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61 Ockham holds that monarchy is normally the best form of government
in secular affairs for the world as a whole, but even if such a government
has been legitimately established, its claims should not be pressed in all
circumstances. (Dial. III-2.i.6–10.)

62 The comparison of Ockham with Locke is suggested by Gewirth 1951,
258. On religious motives in Locke’s political thought, see Dunne 1969
and 1979, 36–40.

63 Sent. I.1.3, 4 (414–22, 443). On love of God as a source of pleasure, see
McGrade 1981.
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13 The Political Writings

In the year 1328Ockhamand certain leading members of the Francis-
can order became convinced that the pope of the day, Pope John
XXII, was a heretic and therefore no pope. From then until his death
in 1347 Ockham wrote nothing more (or almost nothing) on logic,
natural philosophy, or speculative philosophy but produced a large
body of books and pamphlets, commonly called his “political” writ-
ings, advocating the deposition of John XXII and his successors,
Benedict XII and Clement VI.1 The quarrel with these popes began
when John XXII issued several documents attacking doctrines and
practices of the Franciscan order on the subject of poverty, doctrines
the Franciscans believed to be based on the Bible and the accepted
teaching of the Church. To understand Ockham’s political writings,
therefore, we must first consider Franciscan ideas about poverty.

i. franciscan poverty

Most people today, including most Christians, see nothing ideal in
poverty. God provides for us partly by giving us the intelligence to
provide for the future, for example by gathering a moderate amount
of money and property, without which it may be more difficult to
advanceworthwhile purposes in future. In theNewTestament, how-
ever, many passages seem to idealize poverty and improvidence.
Jesus himself was poor: “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of Man [i.e., Jesus] has nowhere to lay his head.”2

“If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”3

And

302
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No one can serve two masters. . . . You cannot serve God and Mammon.
Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns,
and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than
they? Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you shall
eat or what you shall drink, nor about your body, what you shall put on . . .

your heavenly Father knows that you need [these things]. But seek first his
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things shall be yours as well.
Therefore, do not be anxious about tomorrow.4

By voluntary poverty medieval Christians hoped to humble them-
selves and do penance for sin, to acknowledge the superiority of spiri-
tual over worldly values, to be set free from worldly cares to serve
God, and to express faith in God’s providence; for the Franciscans
poverty was also a way of identifying with the poor to whom they
preached the gospel.
Saint Francis of Assisi, the founder of the Franciscans,5 was the

son of a rich merchant who renounced his inheritance to follow
Christ. At Mass one day he was struck by the words of the Gospel
in which Jesus addresses the disciples he is sending out to preach:
“Take no gold, nor silver, nor copper in your belts, no bag for your
journey, nor two tunics, nor sandals, nor a staff; for the laborer de-
serves his food.”6 Francis took this text as the charter of the Order of
Lesser Brothers; they were to be itinerant preachers without money
or possessions, depending for the necessities of life on gifts made
by the people they preached to. Looking back at the end of his life,
Francis wrote in his “Testament”: “Those who embraced this life
gave everything they had to the poor. They were satisfied with one
habit [i.e. tunic] which was patched inside and outside, and a cord,
and trousers. We refused to have anything more.”7 But even before
Francis died, controversies had begun, both within the Order and be-
tween the Franciscans and others, about the theory and practice of
poverty.
In matters of poverty, Francis was an extremist. He did make pru-

dent provision for the needs of sick Brothers and for possession of
basic clothing, but these were about all the concessions he made.
Theologians at the time drew a distinction between duties incum-
bent on all and “counsels of perfection” not binding on all: “If you
would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor” – but
we are allowed to choose not to aspire to this degree of perfection.
Francis seemed to want his Brothers to bind themselves by vow to
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observe the counsels of perfection. In particular, he wanted his order
to exemplify the highest poverty. “The friars should be delighted to
follow the lowliness and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ, remem-
bering that of the whole world we must own nothing; ‘but having
food and sufficient clothing, with these let us be content,’8 as Saint
Paul says. They should be glad to live among social outcasts, among
the poor and helpless, the sick and the lepers, and those who beg
by the wayside.”9 “The friars are to appropriate nothing for them-
selves, neither a house, nor a place, nor anything else. As ‘strangers
and pilgrims’10 in this world, who serveGod in poverty and humility,
they should beg alms trustingly.”11 Once when he and his compa-
nions were living in an old shed, a peasant who wanted to claim the
shed but expected to be repulsed sent his ass into it; Francis and his
companions simply moved out of the shed and left it to him.12 “No
matter where they are, in hermitages or elsewhere, the friars must
be careful not to claim the ownership of any place, or try to hold it
against someone else.”13 “They should give to every man who asks,
and if a man takes what is theirs, they should not ask him to restore
it.”14 Francis was especially opposed to the use of money. “All the
friars, no matter where they are or where they go, are forbidden to
take or accept money in any way or under any form, or have it ac-
cepted for them, for clothing or books, or as wages, or in any other ne-
cessity, except to provide for the urgent needs of those who are ill.”15

When they went begging, it was for food and things they needed, not
for money to buy them.
Francis and his first companions had been laymen. Soon, how-

ever, priests joined the Order, and before long most of its members
were priests. The approach to preaching and priestly ministry be-
came more professional. Brothers became students, eventually there
were Franciscan schools of theology in the universities, there were
Franciscan convents, churches and other buildings. Attitudes began
to change. It seemed to some in the Order that more thought needed
to be taken for tomorrow, that a somewhat more assured access to
material means might be required, that it might be useful to gain
and exercise some legal rights (at least indirectly, through agents).
Changing attitudes led to conflict among the Franciscans between
those who modeled themselves most closely on Francis (notably
those who had been his closest companions at the end of his life,
when he was no longer the head of the Order) and those who made
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plans for themorrow. The zealots told stories about Francis illustrat-
ing the authentic Franciscan attitudes: “He ordered the friar who did
the cooking for the brothers, when he wanted to give them vegeta-
bles to eat, not to put them in hot water in the evening ready for the
following day, as is usually done, so that theymight obey that saying
of the holy Gospel, ‘Take no thought for the morrow.’”16 When the
citizens of Assisi (with an eye to the tourist dollar already?) built
a house for the brothers coming to a general chapter of the order,
Francis started to tear it down: “He got up on the roof and with
strong hands tore off the slates and tiles. He also commanded the
brothers to come up and to tear down this monstrous thing contrary
to poverty. . . . He therefore would have destroyed the house to its
very foundations, except that a knight who was standing by cooled
the ardor of his spirit when he said that the house belonged to the
commune and not to the brothers.”17

This last story implies the compromise that the majority of the
Order (the “conventual” party) adopted: the Franciscans themselves
owned nothing (they had no dominium, i.e. “lordship,” or propri-
etas), but they had the use (usus) of things that always remained
the property of the donors. The zealots (or “spirituals”) seem to
have accepted this theory but emphasized that Franciscans should
practice “poor use,” that is not use an abundance of good things
made available by donors but be content with poor houses, simple
food, and short and patched habits. The “minister general” who did
much to stabilize the order, Bonaventure, defined the evangelical
(i.e., “gospel”) poverty practiced in the order as follows: “Since there
are two things to be considered with regard to the possession of tem-
poral goods, dominium and usus, and usus is necessarily annexed to
the present life; it is the nature of evangelical poverty to renounce
earthly possessions in respect of dominium and proprietas, and, not
to reject usus utterly, but to restrain it.”18 The members of every re-
ligious order took a vow of poverty. What distinguished the poverty
of the Franciscans was, they claimed, that not only individual mem-
bers of the Order, but also the Order itself as a body, had no lord-
ship over any thing – no property either individually or in common.
Everything the brothers used belonged to someone else, either the
original donors or the pope. According to the Franciscans, Jesus and
the Apostles had also been poor in this sense: that is, they owned
nothing, either individually or as a group, but made use of things
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that others made available to them. The theory of poverty elaborated
by Bonaventure was endorsed in the constitution Exiit qui seminat
issued by Pope Nicholas III in 1279.19

ii. john xxii’s attack on franciscan poverty

In the years 1322 and 1323, after much intervening controversy,20

Pope John XXII acted to repudiate the Franciscan theory. In his con-
stitution Ad conditorem (December 1332; second version January
1323)21 he decreed that in future (with the exception of church build-
ings, vestments, and other things used in divine worship) the papacy
would not accept ownership of things given to the Franciscans; the
Franciscan Order would be the owners themselves. This destroyed
in practice their claim that as a body they held no property. He also
rejected their theory. The idea that the papacy can own something
of which the Franciscans permanently have the use is incompatible
with the Roman law principle that ownership and usufruct cannot
be separated permanently. Ownership permanently separated from
use would be “simple” or “bare” and useless, and the Franciscans’
lack of it would not constitute poverty. In respect of things con-
sumed by use (such as food), there can be no separation, even tem-
porary, between ownership and use: In the technical sense the word
had in the Roman law, “use” is a right to use something without
destroying its substance, but the use of things consumed by use de-
stroys their substance; to give the use of a consumable thing is there-
fore to give ownership. Simple use of fact without any right to use
would be unjust because just use of a thing requires a right to use
it. In the everyday “factual” sense of ‘use,’ it is impossible for an
owner to grant use to another person, for the act of using is already
necessarily the act of the person using; the owner merely gives the
other a right to perform that person’s own act (e.g., riding) upon the
owner’s thing (e.g., the horse). In another constitution, Cum inter
nonnullos (November 1323), John rejected the doctrine that Jesus
and the Apostles had nothing either individually or as a group. In a
third constitution,Quia quorundam (November 1324), he defended
Ad conditorem and Cum inter against critics who alleged it was
beyond his power to contradict the teachings of Nicholas III in the
decretal Exiit. On the topic of property, he once again argued that no
one can justly use things without some right of use.
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In 1328 Ockham studied these three at documents “at the com-
mand of a superior,” perhaps the head of the Order, Michael of Ce-
sena. Ockham found in them “a great many things that were hereti-
cal, erroneous, silly, ridiculous, fantastic, insane and defamatory,
contrary . . . to orthodox faith, good morals, natural reason, certain
experience, and fraternal charity.”22 After they broke with the pope
and left Avignon, Michael published an Appeal (in a long version
and a short version), to which William of Ockham was a signatory,
subjecting John’s constitutions to close criticism.23 In another con-
stitution, Quia vir reprobus (1329), John replied to these criticisms,
quoting them extensively. (What modern church or political leader
would give a critic so much publicity, or undertake to answer in de-
tail?) In three months early in 1332 Ockham wrote OND to answer
John’s answer to Michael’s criticisms.24

The OND is a “recitative” work; others include Dial. and OQ.
In OND Ockham reports (“recites”) the arguments of “the attack-
ers” without any assertion by Ockham himself on the matters in
dispute. Ockham was one of the dissident group, so presumably his
own opinions are included; but because “the attackers” disagreed
among themselves on some points,25 there is a problem about as-
cribing the arguments inOND to Ockham. However, believing that
Christians have a duty to speak out plainly in defense of the truth,26

he also wrote “assertive” works, including Brev., IPP, andCB. These
can guide our interpretation of the recitative works. Thus, the re-
statement in Brev. of the main elements of the theory of property in
OND justifies ascribing it toOckham (though not as original to him).
Even within the recitative works themselves there are clues to the
author’s opinions, such as repetition, especial subtlety of thought, or
some emphasis in presentation – for example, in Dial. the Student
sometimes expresses surprise or disbelief and asks for a thorough
explanation.27 The recitative works are in a sense academic, offering
an objective treatment of the issues and leaving readers to decide on
the weight of evidence. Books written in that way would be more
likely to circulate and be read, and no doubt Ockham was sure what
he regarded as the truth would prevail in argument. He wanted read-
ers to forget personalities and focus on the arguments. It seems rea-
sonable, however, to attribute to Ockham himself opinions found in
the recitative works, especially when there are clues such as those
mentioned earlier in this paragraph, if they are not refuted elsewhere,
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if they are consistent with opinions expressed in assertive writings,
and if they support purposes pursued in those works.

iii. property in the work of ninety days

Pope Johnhadmade twomain points: (1)No one can justly use a thing
without having some right in it, at least a right of using, and (2) no one
can justly “use” a thing consumed by use (i.e., consume it) without
having a particular right in it, namely property. According to John,
property existed as soon as human beings began to consume; Adam,
even before Eve was created, had property in the Garden of Eden,
granted to him by God. Property is essential to human existence,
and it exists by positive divine law.
The answer given by “the attackers” to John’s first point28 is based

on a distinction between iura fori and iura poli, respectively rights
under human law and rights under natural or moral law.29 To use
things justly a legal right under human law is not required; a moral
right is enough. There were no property rights in the Garden of Eden;
originally everyone had a natural right to use anything at all. After
Adam’s sin the human race (not only Adam, but human beings col-
lectively) acquired, by God’s grant, the power to establish the insti-
tution of property in view of its likely benefits in the new situation
of human sinfulness. Once property was actually established by hu-
man custom or agreement (“human law”), the original natural right
to use any thing at all was tied, restricted, or impeded, because there
is a moral duty to respect the legal rights of others. However, in situ-
ations of necessity the original moral right revives and overrides the
owner’s legal right to exclude use by others. The moral right can also
be untied by the owner’s permission. Permission sometimes confers
a legal right, but not always; it may be what the civil law calls a
precarium, and this is the kind of permission the Franciscans have.
They do not claim or exercise any legal rights, either individually or
as an order. They have amoral right to use things because the owners
give them precarious permission, but if permission is withdrawn (for
any reason, or none), the Franciscans have no right they can enforce
in court. This is “simple use of fact.” In this context the phrase does
not mean the act of using, it means a right; but it is a moral right, not
a legal right. Simple use of fact is “a licit power of using . . . to which
there is not necessarily” – in the Franciscans’ case, not actually –
“annexed any right by which one might claim use in court.”30
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The answer to the second point – that permission to “use” a thing
consumed by use (i.e., to consume it) transfers ownership – is made
chiefly by examples. According to civil law a slave cannot acquire
ownership, yet a master can permit or direct a slave to use consum-
ables. Ownership implies a right to give or sell, but if a host invites
guests to eat and drink, they do not thereby acquire a right to take
away any of the food and give or sell it to anyone else. In other
religious orders individuals must eat food the order owns, yet the
individual monk has renounced property.31

Ockham’s thesis that property did not exist in the Garden of Eden
and is an institution of human law was the standard view of the-
ologians before John XXII (Aquinas included), and later theologians
judged that in OND Ockham had got the better of the dispute with
the pope.32 However, it must be said that the Michaelist theory of
apostolic poverty was a little odd. On their account the poverty of
the Franciscans, like the poverty of the Apostles, consisted in the
fact that property in the things they used was not vested in them
individually or as a body but in the larger body of which their body
was a part, namely the Church. A business school could just as well
claim to be in absolute poverty because all its splendid facilities be-
long to the university. Poverty should have something to do with
“poor use,” about which the Michaelists had little to say.

iv. heresy and heretics

In the last two chapters of OND, Ockham explains why “the at-
tackers” say John XXII is a heretic. John’s predecessors had defined
doctrines on the poverty of Christ and the Apostles, matters within
the scope of “faith andmorals,” and because their teachings had been
accepted by the Universal Church they must be Catholic truth. Be-
cause John’s teachings were inconsistent with this Catholic truth,
they were heresies, and his attempt to define his teachings and im-
pose them on all Catholics showed that he was pertinacious in his
heresies and therefore a heretic.
Part I of the Dialogue Between Master and Student Concerning

Matters Disputed Among Christians (= Dial.) was a thorough dis-
cussion of questions about heresy and heretics. Dial. is a “recita-
tive” work, but to summarize boldly, Ockham seems to be intend-
ing to suggest the following. A heresy is a doctrine inconsistent
with Catholic truth.33 Catholic truth includes anything taught in
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the Bible, anything at any time accepted as Catholic truth by all
Catholics without dissent, and any new revelation attested by
miracle.34 A heretic is not merely someone who believes a heresy
but someone who holds a heretical belief pertinaciously. There are
various indicators of pertinacity: for example, a person who tries to
impose a heresy on others by threats is pertinacious. On the other
hand, not to lay heretical opinion aside at the mere behest of a
prelate is not proof of pertinacity; anyone, including a lay person,
is entitled to defend a heretical belief a thousand times, even in the
court of the pope, until that person is shown that the belief is a
heresy. Being shown that one’s belief is heretical is what Ockham
calls “legitimate correction”; someone who holds a heresy but is
open to “legitimate correction” is not a heretic, but someone who
believes a heresy and refuses to listen to attempts to show that it
is a heresy is pertinacious and a heretic.35 Anyone can become a
heretic – the pope and the cardinals, all the clergy, a general coun-
cil, and so on of every part of the Church; no part of the Church is
infallible. Christ’s promise, “I will be with you all days, until the
end of the age,”36 guarantees it will never happen that all Catholics
become heretics at the same time, but any Catholic may become a
heretic at any time.37 If it is claimed that a man generally accepted
as pope is in fact a heretic, many people will not know whether the
claim is correct or not, and nonculpable ignorance will excuse them
if they reject the claim when it is correct; but they are obliged to
protect the accusers against coercion until it has become clear to
them that the accusation is unjustified – no one can be nonculpably
ignorant of the fact that the accusers, if they are indeed right, are
obliged to campaign in defense of the Catholic faith and ought to get
a hearing.38

The practical outcome is that a popewho (like John) tries to impose
a heresy on others by threats is a heretic, even if he claims to be ready
to be corrected; and on the other hand those who (like the dissident
Franciscans) merely argue in public without trying to coerce others
are not heretics, even if their beliefs are in fact heresies, as long as
they have not been “legitimately corrected,” that is, as long as no
one has answered their arguments and shown to them that their po-
sition is heretical. Meanwhile they should not be coerced, and faith-
ful Catholics, even if they do not know whether their accusations
against the pope are right, should protect them against coercion.
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Ockham’s argument amounts to a defense of a limited right of
freedom of thought and discussion.39 The limitation is that Ockham
is defending the rights of true Catholics; he is not advocating free-
dom of speech for atheists, heretics, Jews, or Muslims. His argument
is that Catholics should not punish, silence, or coerce people who
merely argue for a certain interpretation of the Catholic faith, even
if their beliefs are in fact heresies, unless they persist after that fact
has been shown to them.

v. the papacy

In the first stage of Ockham’s campaign against John XXII his gen-
eral line of argument was that because John is a heretic he is not
pope and should be removed from office; the main premise is that
a pope who becomes a heretic automatically ceases to be pope. In
later writings Ockham began to use a second main line of argument:
because John is a tyrant who threatens the rights of others, includ-
ing emperors, kings and other lay persons, he is therefore a grave
sinner and should be removed from the papacy; the main premise
is that grave sin justifies deposition of a pope even if he has not
automatically ceased to be pope by becoming a heretic.40 The two
lines of argument were brought together by the concept of “fullness
of power.” Ockham presents John and his successor Benedict XII as
claiming full power to define and redefine the Catholic faith and to
grant or cancel rights of all sorts. Strong doctrines of papal power
were in the air. Without knowing Plato’s Republic, theologians were
moving toward a doctrine that made the pope a kind of “theologian
king,” a superexpert on the matters most important to human exis-
tence, not normally occupied with the details of secular government
but able to intervene at any time by superior right untrammeled by
man-made laws.41 In opposition to this development and in defense
of the older medieval idea that the world is ruled by two powers,42

Ockham labored to define and limit the power of the pope.43

Ockham does not deny that the pope has “fullness of power” in
some sense of the term. The conception he attacks is that the pope
has such fullness of power that he can do anything not contrary to
natural law or divine positive law. The main argument for attribut-
ing such “fullness of power” to the pope was formulated by Pope
Innocent III: “The Lord said to Peter, and in Peter to his successors,
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‘Whatever you bind on earth will be bound also in heaven,’44 truly
making no exceptions – ‘whatever you bind.’”45 Ockham answers
that even if Christ mentioned no exceptions, there must be excep-
tions. General statements are not always to be taken generally. This
is true even of statements found in the Bible: Paul says, “Children,
obey your parents in all things,” “Slaves, obey your lords in the flesh
in all things,” “As the Church is subject to Christ, so also are women
to men in all things” – yet “in many things children are not bound
to obey their parents, since they are not slaves but free, or wives
their husbands, since they are not maidservants but are judged to be
entitled to equality in many things . . ., and slaves are not bound to
obey their masters in all things without any exception.”46 The main
exception to papal power that Ockham wants to assert is that popes
must respect liberties as well as rights, including those that exist
under human law (which included the “law of nations” and the civil
law, that is, laws or customsmade or observed by a particular people)
and other rights and liberties acquired by agreement – provided, of
course, they are consistent with natural and divine positive law.
Ockham does not seem to have believed there would be any philo-

sophical objection to the combination of supreme religious and secu-
lar authority in one person.47 The objection is theological. It is clear
from the Bible and the writings of the Fathers of the Church that the
clergy should avoid entangling themselves in secular affairs so that
they can devote themselves to religious activities. For this reason
the two powers must be separate. His main argument against papal
“fullness of power” in the sense he rejects is that if Christ had given
so much power to the pope, Christians would be the pope’s slaves.
It is clear from the Bible that Christ did not intend this and that he
recognized rights existing under human law, including rights of un-
believers. It is also clear from the Bible and the Fathers that (though
asGod he could have done so) Christ did not in fact abolish or abridge
the rights and liberties rulers and others legitimately had before the
time of Christ. These rights included the right of an independent
people to establish rulers for themselves and the already-established
rights of the Roman Empire, which Christ himself recognized as
legitimate.
So from the power of the pope “there must be excepted the legit-

imate rights of emperors, kings and the rest, believers or nonbelie-
vers, which do not conflict with good morals, God’s honor and the
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observance of the gospel law.” This is not a blanket endorsement of
existing rights: the popemust respect the “legitimate rights . . .which
do not conflict with good morals,” and so forth. This might seem to
open a wide door to papal intervention. But the passage continues,
“according as . . . Christ, the evangelists, and the apostles have more
fully taught and more clearly explained” somewhere in the Bible:
that is, those who wish to argue that the pope may interfere because
the rights in question are not legitimate must prove they are not
legitimate from the Bible.48 There are other limits. The pope must
respect not only the rights but also “the liberties granted to mortals
by God and nature,” and “in the things he can do by right . . . the
Roman pontiff should not exceed due measure” – that is, he must
not impose unnecessary burdens. It is clear from the Bible that Christ
meant the gospel law to be a “law of liberty,” less burdensome than
the Old Law had been.49

Such are the limitations on the pope’s power. What power does
he actually have, then? Ockham distinguishes between power the
pope has from Christ and other powers that he may have by human
law (for example, his powers as temporal ruler of certain regions of
Italy). As for the power he has from Christ, Ockham distinguishes
between the pope’s “regular” power and the powers he may have
“on occasion.”50 In spiritualmatters (i.e., matters relating to eternal
salvation and peculiar to the Christian religion) that are of necessity
(as distinct from those that are supererogatory or merely useful), the
pope regularly has over Christian believers (not over unbelievers) full
authority on earth. In temporal matters he regularly has no author-
ity at all (though he is entitled by divine law to a reasonable supply
of temporal goods, not necessarily in the form of property,51 for his
sustenance and for carrying out his duties). On occasion, however,
“in a situation of necessity, or of utility tantamount to necessity,”
both in temporal matters and in spiritual matters that are not nor-
mally necessary for salvation, the popemay dowhatever is necessary
(for example, to ward off some imminent danger to the Christian
community or to the faith) if it is not being done by whoever is nor-
mally responsible (and, in the case of temporal matters, if the laity
will not do it). The legitimate conception of “fullness of power” is
that the pope can do all of the above, either “regularly” or “on oc-
casion.” Ockham never settled on a neat formula summing up the
exceptional powers of the pope. “It is not easy to give a particular
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description of all the cases in which he can do these things, or some
of them. And perhaps no universal doctrine can be given about them
by which it may be known with certainty and without error, espe-
cially by the simple, when the pope can do such things and when he
cannot.”52

It should be noted that Ockham is not an opponent of the papacy
as such, only of certain pseudopopes and of a certain conception of
papal power. Besides opposing the extreme doctrine of fullness of
power, Ockham also opposed a doctrine that attributed to the pope
very little power indeed, that of Marsilius of Padua. According to
Marsilius, Christ did not make Peter head over the other apostles
and gave him no more power than he gave the others; the papacy is a
purely human creation.53 It seems clear that Ockham’smain purpose
in Dial. III-1 is to refute Marsilius.54 After a discussion in Book One
of various opinions about papal power, including that of Marsilius,
Book Two discusses whether it is more beneficial for the Church to
be ruled by one or bymany. Most of the commonplace arguments for
rule by one55 are in fact arguments for unified government, whether
by one person or by a committee. The main advantages specific to
monarchy are that it is easier for subjects to get access to one person
than to many, a single bad ruler is more easily removed, the ruler
need not wait for colleagues to concur before taking action, the ruler
can manage the process of deliberation more flexibly, and there is
less likely to be conflict within the rulership.56 The main objections
come from three points made by Aristotle: (1) Monarchy is unjust
unless the monarch is clearly superior in virtue and wisdom; (2) de-
cisions made by many consulting together are wiser than decisions
made by one person; and (3) a community should be able to adapt
its form of government to circumstances.57 The answer to the first
is that rule by one ruler who is good and wise enough but not out-
standing is just if his equals and betters consent, as they should do if
monarchy is otherwise best for the community.58 The answer to the
second is that provided the ruler is willing to take wise advice, it is
better to have one sufficiently good and wise ruler than many good
andwise rulers obliged to act together.59 The difficultywith the third
point is that, if the papal monarchy was established by Christ, the
Christian community cannot go against his command. The answer
is that Christ can be assumed to intend (except when he explicitly
says otherwise) that exceptions can be made to his commands when
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necessity or great utility requires.60 If Christ did establish amonarchy
in the Church, it will nevertheless be possible, when necessity de-
mands, to have several popes jointly in office at the same time, or to
have no pope but independent patriarchs ruling separately in differ-
ent parts of the world; but a single pope must be elected as soon as
circumstances permit.61

Whether monarchy is more advantageous or not, the question re-
mains, Did Christ in fact establish monarchy in the Church? Book
Three discusses the preliminary question, What counts as evidence
of Christ’s intentions? Marsilius held that no Christian is obliged
to believe anything except the Bible and General Councils of the
Church.62 TheMaster presents arguments against the infallibility of
General Councils and also arguments to show that the testimony
of even fallible writers on factual matters within their knowledge
must be presumed to be true unless there is some specific reason
for disbelief.63 In Book Four we reach the main question. The Mas-
ter presents Marsilius’s arguments against belief in Peter’s headship
and the traditional arguments in favor. Because (as the argument of
Book Three implies) we must accept the testimony of early Chris-
tianwriters as to themeaning of Christ’s words, the traditional belief
that Christmeant Peter to be head of the Church is vindicated.64 The
papacy exists not by the choice of Christians, still less by the choice
of the secular ruler, but by divine institution.

vi. the empire

When Michael of Cesena and his companions fled from Avignon,
they went for protection to the court of the “Roman Emperor,”
Ludwig of Bavaria.65 Ludwig had been excommunicated by John XXII
for exercising imperial rights without first obtaining the pope’s ap-
proval of his election. According to advocates of papal supremacy in
temporal matters, the emperor-elect needed papal approval because
the Empire was subject to the Church, as had been demonstrated by
its transfer from the Greeks to Charlemagne by Pope Leo III. The
Michaelists, on the other hand, alleged that John’s interference with
the government of the Empire was an injustice and that such in-
justices flowed from principles threatening not only the rights of
the Empire (about which many people outside Germany would not
have cared) but also the rights of all secular rulers and indeed of all
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mortals. Hence the second of the two lines of argumentmentioned at
the beginning of Section V above, that even if he were not a heretic,
John should be deposed for serious and incorrigible sins of injustice.
In Dial., the Master recites the arguments for the opinion that

the world should be ruled by one secular ruler, “not inappropriately
called emperor.” Mostly they are arguments for world government
of some sort – perhaps no more than a United Nations and a World
Court – thatwould keep the peace and restrain thewicked.66 The best
arguments specifically for a world monarchy (or at least for a strong
Secretary General) are again in terms of the importance of flexibility
in consultation and action. The answer to the argument that com-
mittee government is best because many are less likely to err than
one, is that although advice is needed, it is useful for one person
to control the process of deliberation.67 Monarchy is therefore regu-
larly the best regime for the world, but under some circumstances –
for example, if there are powerful groups who will not submit – the
best regime should be suspended, perhaps for an extended period,68

though it could not be abolished or impaired permanently.69 The
Empire need not be a unitary state. The emperor can establish parts
of the Empire as independent kingdoms or dukedoms or grant exemp-
tions to individuals or groups,70 and such a grant gives the recipient
a right the emperor cannot revoke unless there is some fault on that
person’s part or some good reason in terms of the common good.71

No sovereignty is absolute; the emperor must be able on occasion to
correct governments or individuals who are normally independent
and conversely, on occasion others may need to correct or depose a
bad emperor – one of the advantages of monarchy is that one ruler
is easier to remove if he rules badly. The ruler should therefore not
have somuch control that he can evade correction. It is unnecessary,
indeed dangerous, for everyone in the state to be subject regularly and
in every case to the supreme ruler.72 Thus Ockham rejects the view
ofMarsilius73 (andHobbes, andmany others) that government power
must be absolutely unified.
On Ockham’s view world government has existed since ancient

times in the form of the Roman Empire. All peoples not already
subject to a superior have a natural right to make laws for them-
selves and to establish a government for themselves.74 This is true
also of unbelievers.75 Like other peoples, the pagan Romans estab-
lished their own government, and in course of time it obtained power
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over other peoples. It may be that their rule over others was first
established by unjust force,76 but by Christ’s time it had become
legitimate, as the New Testament proves.77 How it became legit-
imate Ockham does not know, but perhaps it was by the consent
of their subjects, in view of the usefulness to the world of Roman
rule.78 Theworld Empire belongs fundamentally to the peoples of the
world, but by consenting to Roman rule they have entrusted it to the
Romans, who therefore have a right to it that they cannot lose with-
out some fault or for some other good reason, and there is no reason
to think that they have ever lost it.79 The Romans, in turn, entrusted
their government to one person, namely the first emperor, Augustus,
with the right to provide for succession. As befits the highest level of
government, succession is determined by the best method, namely,
election – that is, deliberate choice, either by the emperor or by an
electoral college. The Empire has never been hereditary, though there
have been times when the emperor chose his eldest son as his suc-
cessor. In more recent times the successor has been elected by an
electoral college, existing by the emperor’s choice, consisting of cer-
tain German princes.80 Their election is enough to give the elect full
right to administer the Empire without waiting for papal confirma-
tion or coronation. When a people establish a government, they can
impose whatever conditions they think appropriate, and they could
provide that a successor should not take office until he has been ap-
proved by the pope or crowned, but if the people impose no such
condition the monarch can determine the conditions under which
his successor will assume administration of the government. Im-
mediate power upon election has many advantages for the common
good and is the practice established for the Roman Empire by the
emperors.81

Ockham’s account of the Empire is developedmainly in opposition
to the opinion that the emperor derives his power from the pope.82

According to Ockham, the power of the emperor comes from God,
not through the pope but through the people. The Empire was estab-
lished by the Roman people, and through any “transfer” it remained
the same Empire: later emperors therefore succeeded in the same
right as the first emperors,83 that is, as empowered by the Roman
people. The pope does not have any regular power over the Empire,
but on occasion popes may have intervened legitimately in the af-
fairs of the Empire, either with the consent of the Romans, or to
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remedy the Romans’ negligence or incapacity in situations of urgent
necessity when the laity would not or could not act.84 Conversely,
after the emperors became Christians, there have been cases when
the emperor (not as emperor but as a leading Roman Christian) has
legitimately intervened in Church affairs, either with the consent of
the Catholic Romans, who by divine law have the right to choose
the pope, or with the consent of some person or persons to whom
the Romans have entrusted some right in Church affairs.85

Ockham’s account of the power of the emperor parallels his ac-
count of the power of the pope. Both are limited by the rights of
free subjects and by the requirement that whatever is imposed be for
the common good. In Dial. III there is a discussion of whether the
emperor has “fullness of power.”86 One opinion is that in temporal
affairs the emperor can command anything not contrary to divine
or natural law; this corresponds to the doctrine of papal “fullness of
power” to which Ockham was so much opposed. Another opinion
is that “his power is limited, so that, with respect to his free sub-
jects and their property, he can do only the things that are useful to
the common benefit.” If he had more power than that, his subjects
would be slaves, which would be incompatible with the character
of the Empire as the best form of government.87 The emperor has
his power from the people, and the people never had power to im-
pose on anyone anything that is not necessary without that person’s
consent; the emperor’s power has the same limit. According to this
second opinion, the emperor is bound not only by natural and di-
vine law but by the law of nations. On behalf of those who hold the
second opinion the Master answers the famous “absolutist” texts
of Roman law: That the emperor is “released from the laws” is not
true, because he is bound not only by natural and divine law but also
by the law of nations (a branch of human positive law), according to
which at least some are free and not slaves. “What pleases the prince
has the force of law,” but only when it is something reasonable and
just for the sake of the common good and when this is manifestly
expressed.

vii. women

Ockham does not say much about women. What he says is consis-
tent with the views of Aristotle and Augustine, according to whom
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women are naturally subordinate to men. But there are some quali-
fications. LikeAristotle,Ockhamacknowledges that there are excep-
tions to the natural superiority ofmen over women.88 Evenwhen the
natural superiority does obtain, a husband does not have “fullness
of power” over his wife “because she is not a maidservant, and in
many things is judged to be entitled to equality.”89 In the Garden
of Eden God granted lordship not only to Adam, but to “Adam and
his wife for themselves and all their posterity”90; if (as John XXII
claimed) Adam had lordship before Eve was made, he had no power
to withhold it from Eve, and no act on Adam’s part (for example, no
grant) was necessary for Eve to acquire it.91 Matters of faith concern
women as well as men, for “in the new man there is neither male
nor female.”92 Women should (when necessary) take part in general
councils of the Church: “Where the wisdom, goodness or power of
a woman is necessary to the discussion of the faith . . . the woman
should not be excluded from the general council.”93

viii. conclusion

Ockham did not write “political” writings as a contribution to po-
litical philosophy; he wrote as a theologian engaged in a campaign
to remove a pseudopope from office. His premises were drawn from
traditional sources in theology, philosophy, and law;many of his con-
clusions were also traditional, but some were new justifications for
a radical activity, the attempt to depose a pope. Even this activity
had conservative aims: to preserve the Franciscan way of life, to re-
instate the practices that had been observed in the Church before the
late-medieval inflation of papal claims, to defend the ancient rights
of the Roman Empire, and above all to preserve the Church from
heresy.
However, there is a political philosophy in his “political writ-

ings,” and in some ways it resembles nineteenth-century liberalism.
Ockham’s Utilitarian theory of property, his defense of civil and
(within limits) religious liberty, and his emphasis on the inevitability
of exceptions to rules and the need to adapt institutions to changing
circumstances anticipate John Stuart Mill. The connecting link is
Aristotle: there is an analogy between Aristotle’s criterion, the com-
mon good, and the Utilitarian criterion, the general happiness. That
government is for the sake of the common good is the leading idea of
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Ockham’s political philosophy. In combination with his belief that
human affairs are unpredictable, it leads to his characteristic formu-
lation of Aristotle’s idea of “equity,” namely the contrast between
what is “regularly” right and what is right “occasionally.” Rules are
needed, but because no humanly made rules can guarantee the com-
mon good in all the multifarious cases that will arise, individuals
must be prepared on occasion to act without the rules or against the
rules – a line of thoughtMill would have endorsed. Such comparisons
with other writers may help place Ockham’s political thought into a
larger historical context, but the real interest is in the details, in the
thoroughness and subtlety withwhich he applied his leading ideas to
the complexities of his own world. His theological arguments may
have little appeal to non-Christians (though they may find them
interesting historically), but any reasonably persistent reader will
come to respect the intelligence, seriousness, courage, and modera-
tion with which Ockham wrote about some of the major issues of
his time.
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the Roman Pontiff] to whom pertains the care of the ultimate end.” For
telling criticism, see John of Paris 1971, 184–6. For other arguments for
papal supremacy (in some sense) over secular government, see Giles of
Rome 1986; James of Viterbo 1995; Tierney 1980, 123–4, 131– 8, 143–4,
147–9, 153–7.

42 See Pope Gelasius, Duo sunt, translated in Tierney 1980, 13.
43 Ockham’s first references to “fullness of power” are in CB IV.12, VI.2.
It is discussed also in Brev. II, OQ I, Dial. III–1.i, AP 1–6, and IPP. See
extracts in Lewis 1954, 606–15. Marsilius of Padua had also seen the
doctrine of “fullness of power” as the main source of the revolutionary
encroachments of the papacy on secular government. Marsilius of Padua
1980, 313–64.

44 Matt. 16:19.
45 Brev. II.2.
46 Brev. II.14. For discussion whether and when it is permitted to make
exceptions where the words of the Bible do not mention any exception,
see Dial. III-1.ii.23–4.

47 See the arguments reported in OQ V.5.
48 Or, presumably, from one of the other “sources” of Catholic truth.
49 For the quotations in this paragraph, see Brev. II.16, 17, 18.
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50 For this distinction, see Brev. IV.4. See Bayley 1949; Bayley relates it
to the traditional concepts of equity (in the Aristotelian sense – setting
aside the letter of the law for the sake of its purpose), the common good,
and necessity (“What is not licit by the law, necessity makes licit”).

51 Brev. I.7. See also McGrade and Kilcullen 1992, 12 n. 30, and OND
88.201–4 (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 66).

52 Dial. III-1.i.16; see also i.17. For other passages in which Ockham tries
to sum up, see Brev. II.20; McGrade and Kilcullen 1992, 62–3 nn. 95, 96;
and OQ I.7.30–87.

53 Marsilius of Padua 1980, 233 ff. (II.xv, xvi).
54 Ockham seems to have writtenDial. III-1 partly because he had obtained
a copy of Marsilius’s book, to which he had not previously had access
(Dial. III-1.iii.1).

55 Dial. III-1.ii.1, 9–10.
56 Ibid., ii.18. The discussion is not about a monarch succeeding by inher-
itance (which Ockham regarded as an inferior mode of succession), but
about a monarch elected for life.

57 Although Book Two contains an exposition of Aristotle’s political
thought (Dial. III-1.ii.3–8), one of its chief purposes is to counter Aris-
totle’s practical opposition to monarchy. Aristotle echoes Plato’s prefer-
ence for monarchy but with a qualification that makes the preference
merely academic, namely, that the monarch must be clearly superior to
all his subjects.

58 Ibid., ii.17.
59 Ibid., ii.19, III-2.i.13, 15. The ruler will need to be wise enough to know
when he needs advice and where to get it – and good enough to take it.

60 Dial. III-1.ii.20–4. A command byChrist is an item of divine positive law.
No exception can be made to natural law except when God explicitly
commands it (ibid., ii.20). That God can command exceptions to natural
laws does not imply that they hold (when they do hold) by virtue of
a divine command or that the exceptions could become the rule. For
discussion of these issues see Chap. 12.

61 Dial. III-1.ii.26–8, III-2.i.8 (the election of a pope “could licitly be deferred
for a hundred years, or two hundred, or more”); Dial. III-1.iv.24. In the
seventeenth century some Anglicans argued that, although episcopacy
was of divine right, by reason of necessity a church might live for a time
without bishops. See Sykes 1956, 69 ff.

62 Marsilius 1980, 274ff. (II.xix).
63 For Ockham’s opinion, see Dial. III-1.iii.4–7, 22–6, and iv.13, 14, 22.
64 Dial. III-1.iv.13–7, 22.
65 What Ockham called the “Roman Empire” was later called “The Holy
Roman Empire of the German People”; it lasted until Napoleon.
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Constantine transferred the capital of theRomanEmpire toConstantino-
ple, and Pope Leo III transferred the Empire from the Greeks to the
Franks; it was then transferred to the Germans. The kingdoms of Spain,
France, and England did not recognize its authority; the spokesmen for
the Empire claimed that the independence of their kingdoms was de
facto, not de iure. Like the pope, the Emperorwas an electivemonarch for
life; the cardinals elected the pope, the German Princes Electors elected
the Emperor.

66 Dial. III-2.i.1.
67 Ibid., i.13.
68 Ibid., i.5–10.
69 Ibid., i.8; OQ III.11, VIII.4.210–7; Dial. III-2.i.31.
70 OQ III.9.1–12.93 (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 320–6); OQVIII.4.237–

44.
71 OQ IV.4.115–23, VIII.4.276–84.
72 OQ III.3.34–9 (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 310, last paragraph).
73 Marsilius of Padua 1980, 80 ff. (II.xvii).
74 Brev. IV.10; Dial. III-1.ii.28.
75 Brev. III.
76 Ibid., IV.9.
77 Ibid., III.3, 10.
78 Ibid. The consent of a majority would have been sufficient: Dial. III-

2.i.27, Master’s third speech. In Brev., Ockham mentions just war as a
way of legitimating empire, but see OQ IV.4.63–95.

79 Brev. IV.13; Dial. III-2.i.29 (Master’s last speech), ii.5.
80 OQ IV.6.161–95, IV.7.8–17, IV.9.50–66, VIII.4.218–36. The Electors rep-
resent the Romans: Brev. VI.2.

81 Dial. III-2.ii.29; OQ IV.10, V.6; CB VI.6 (283.35–284.5).
82 See CB VI.2, 5; OQ II; Brev. IV, V; Dial. III-2.i.18–25, 28. Ockham also
criticizes the views of Lupold of Bebenburg, who tried to reconcile the
papal view with the view of the German princes. According to Lupold,
election makes the elect “King of the Romans” as successor to Charle-
magne with immediate administrative power in the lands that belonged
to Charlemagne before Pope Leo crowned him Emperor, but he needs to
be crowned by the pope before he has power in other lands. For Ockham’s
criticisms see OQ IV, VIII, especially VIII.4.

83 OQ IV.2.29–40; Brev. IV.1, 9.
84 OQ II.10.14–33, IV.6.72–97, VIII.6.21–32, 6.48–62. See similar remarks
about the transfer of the kingdom of the Franks, Brev. VI.2;OQ IV.3.132–
50. See also Dial. III-2.ii.13–19 on supplying the deficiencies of secular
judges.

85 Dial. III-2.iii.3–7. Also ibid., iii.11–4.
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86 Dial. III-2.ii.26–8.
87 OQ III.6, 7.
88 Dial. III-1.ii.3.
89 Brev. II.6; see II.14. See also Dial. III–1.ii.4.
90 Brev. III.7.
91 OND 27.71–84 (=McGrade and Kilcullen 1995, 40).
92 Gal. 3:28.
93 Dial. I.vi.85.
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14 Ockham on Faith and Reason

Analytic philosophers specializing in medieval philosophy have ten-
ded to focus on those aspects of Catholic medieval thought that
seem relevant to research programs already firmly establishedwithin
the mainstream of contemporary academic philosophy. In this way
they have tried to convince other philosophers that the Catholic
medieval thinkers, despite their theological presuppositions, have
something useful to contribute to current discussions.1 The ten-
dency in question has been especially pronounced in the case of
WilliamofOckhambecause he is at his bestwhendoing ontology and
philosophical semantics, two areas that have figured prominently in
recent analytic philosophy and that seem safely removed from dis-
tinctively Catholic beliefs.
Undeniably, much valuable reflection on Catholic medieval

thought has been generated by this desire to show how certain parts
of the works of Ockham and the others might bear on contemporary
problematics or even inspire us to reconfigure those problematics;
indeed, many academic philosophers who would not otherwise have
noticed the medievals have thereby been led to treat them as full-
fledged interlocutors. Still, to limit ourselves to this fragmentary
approach prevents us from understanding these thinkers as they un-
derstood themselves and renders us vulnerable to the abiding temp-
tation to refashion their work so as to make it suit our own cultural
and philosophical biases.
But how can we hope to understand the intellectual projects of the

Catholic medieval thinkers as they themselves understood them? A
first step in the right direction is to ask how they perceived their
own relationship to the classical non-Christian philosophical tradi-
tions they had inherited. TheMiddleAgeswere, of course,marked by

326
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spirited and sometimes bitter debates about how, or even whether, a
given one or another of those traditions might contribute to the sys-
tematic articulation of the Catholic faith. But the question I mean
to raise here is a more basic one, Did the Catholic medieval thinkers
see themselves in any philosophically interesting sense as the suc-
cessors of classical philosophical inquirers such as Socrates, Plato,
Aristotle, and the Stoics?
Here I will explore answers to this question gleaned from

Ockham on the one hand and from his predecessors, especially
Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scotus, on the other. In so doing
I will touch upon the most important general issues that have come
to be lumped together under the rubric “Faith and Reason” in studies
of Catholic medieval thought.

i. catholic tradition on the frailty
of natural reason

If the term ‘successor’ is taken in a suitably broad sense, then the
answer to our question is unequivocally affirmative, once we grant
three important assumptions that were shared by all the thinkers to
be discussed here. The first is the Socratic conviction that the aim of
an intellectually and morally integrated philosophical life is the at-
tainment of wisdom – that is, the attainment of a comprehensive and
systematic elaboration of the first principles of being that provides
definitive answers to ultimate questions about the origins, nature,
and destiny of the universe and about the good for human beings and
the ways to attain it. In Aquinas’s more precise formula, unqualified
wisdom,which enables its possessor to “order things rightly and gov-
ern them well,” consists in (1) knowledge of God as he is in himself,
(2) knowledge of creatures insofar as they proceed from God as their
origin, and (3) knowledge of creatures insofar as they are ordered to
God as their end.2 The second assumption is that in the pursuit of
wisdom, so conceived, philosophers should draw upon all the cogni-
tive resources available to them. The third and final assumption is
that one indispensable cognitive resource is the Catholic faith itself.
Given these assumptions, the Catholic medieval thinkers found it

easy to identify Christian wisdom, personified in the incarnate Son
of God and articulated systematically by Christian theology, as the
real (albeit hidden) object of the quest for wisdom that the classical
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philosophical inquirers had initiated but had been incapable of bring-
ing to fulfillment in the absence of Christian revelation. Indeed,
this commonly shared perception of themselves as the intellectual
heirs of the classical philosophers helps explain the naturalness with
which the Catholic medievals carried out their interestingly diverse
attempts to assimilate, or at least make use of, a wide variety of
non-Christian philosophical traditions.
As we will see in Section II, agreement on this general point did

not preclude an animated dispute over the precise sense in which
Christian theology can claim to be the successor of classical philo-
sophical inquiry. However, I want to pause for a moment to consider
an important implication of what has been said thus far, namely the
(perhaps surprising) extent to which the Catholic faith itself deflates
the pretensions of natural reason unaided by divine revelation. For it
is a central Catholic doctrine that our natural cognitive powers, both
theoretical and practical, are severely limited to begin with and, to
make matters worse, have been gravely wounded by sin, with the
result that they cannot lead us to genuine wisdom unless they are
healed and elevated by the supernatural virtue of faith graciously
bestowed upon us by God.3

To be sure, the Catholic tradition has time and again repudiated
what it considers to be insufficiently circumspect condemnations of
the influence of non-Christian philosophical traditionswithinChris-
tian thought. I have inmind the sort of radical intellectual separatism
championed in different historical contexts by the likes of Tertullian,
Eusebius of Caesarea, Martin Luther, and Karl Barth.4 Yet it is im-
portant to see that this combative intellectual separatism, with its
animus against pagan and secular philosophy and its characteristic
call for a “return to Scripture,” has its origins in a central Chris-
tian teaching, namely that as long as human reason is cut off from
the illumination made available through the salvific action of Jesus
Christ, it cannot perceive fully or definitively the metaphysical and
moral truths that constitute the object of the classical search for
philosophical wisdom. Thus, although while the Catholic tradition
has always viewed radical intellectual separatism as a misguided ex-
aggeration, it has nonetheless seen such separatism as the excess
of a genuine virtue, to wit, an intellectual modesty that might lead
even the greatest of pagan and secular philosophers to acknowledge
that, as Aquinas puts it, “in divine matters natural reason is greatly
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deficient,”5 and to remain open, at least in principle, to the possibi-
lity of divine revelation.
All this is necessary by way of a preface to Ockham on faith and

reason. Ockham is not a radical intellectual separatist, but he is in
fact less hopeful than Aquinas or even Scotus in his assessment of
just how much philosophical truth natural reason is capable of ac-
quiring without the aid of divine revelation; nor, in what follows,
will I underplay the resulting differences or suggest that they are not
significant. Still, I want to emphasize from the beginning that the
differences, great as they might be, are no more impressive than the
similarities.
The reason this point is not commonly emphasized is that Scotus

and especially Aquinas have often been cast as veritable rationalists
in order to contrast their views on faith and reason with Ockham’s
alleged “fideism.” To some extent this is to be expected, for histo-
rians of philosophy who follow the chronological progression from
Aquinas and Scotus to Ockham have naturally tended to underscore
what is distinctive to Ockham. But more recent cultural and his-
torical factors have also engendered exaggerated estimates of the
degree of confidence that Aquinas and Scotus repose in natural rea-
son. For instance, at various times since the seventeenth century
the Catholic intellectual tradition, including the Church as an in-
stitution, has deemed it necessary to defend the basic integrity of
natural reason against those forms of skepticism regarding philo-
sophical wisdom that Chesterton aptly grouped under the title “The
Suicide of Thought” in his early-twentieth-century apologetic work
Orthodoxy.6 Then too, given the increasingly pluralistic character
of Western liberal democracies, Catholic thinkers have felt an added
pressure to find common ground with nonbelievers on important
metaphysical andmoral issues, and this has helped generate, to put it
bluntly, unconscionably optimistic assessments of the power of nat-
ural reason to fashion a lingua franca that is wholly independent of
specifically Christian revelation. Yet if the resulting picture is taken
myopically to imply that natural reason can provide a wide range of
substantive and easily discernible points of agreement between be-
lievers and nonbelievers regardless of other historical, cultural, and
moral differences in their respective epistemic situations, then it is
contrary to the positions of Aquinas and Scotus no less than to that
of Ockham. In short, a good dose of wariness about the capacity of
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natural reason, as situated in concrete historical and cultural set-
tings, to discern with clarity even relatively fundamental metaphys-
ical and moral truths is and must be endemic to any authentically
Catholic philosophy.
An analogy might be useful here. Radical and universal Christian

pacifism is often portrayed within mainline Catholic circles as a
(perhaps dangerous) aberration in order to contrast it with what are
taken to be the more reasonable requirements of classical just war
theory. Yet although not entirely misleading, such a portrayal con-
ceals the extent to which just war theory, if applied rigorously to
concrete historical situations, is itself a modified pacifism that at-
tempts to respond faithfully to the very same gospel imperatives that
inspire universal pacifism. In the same way, Ockham’s emphasis on
the limitations of unaided human reason is often portrayed within
mainline Catholic circles as a (perhaps dangerous) aberration in order
to contrast it with the less gloomy assessment of natural reason asso-
ciated with thinkers such as Anselm, Aquinas, Scotus, and Suarez,
who constructed elaborate natural theologies and were convinced
that the Catholic faith could in principle be shown to satisfy any
plausible standards of rationality. Although not entirely misleading,
such a portrayal obscures the firmness with which all the important
Catholic medieval thinkers held to the conviction that divine reve-
lation is absolutely necessary for us to flourish as human beings and
that, as far as ultimate metaphysical and moral questions are con-
cerned,we remain in an utterly perilous state of ignorancewithout it.
Byway of corroboration one need only cite SCG I.4, whereAquinas

argues in great detail that even though God’s existence and many of
the divine attributes can in principle be discovered by natural rea-
son, hardly anyone, even the most astute philosophers, would have
a sufficiently accurate and secure cognition of God were it not for
divine revelation – and this just a few chapters before Aquinas lays
out his most sophisticated rendering of the proof for an unmoved
mover.7 Likewise, in ST IaIIae.94.4 and 6, he claims that, although
we have a sort of “connatural” cognition of the moral law, even
fundamental moral precepts such as the prohibitions of theft, idola-
try, and various other forms of moral corruption can be “abolished
from the human heart” in fitting historical and cultural settings.
Moreover, as regards moral knowledge at least, Scotus’s assessment
of the power of natural reason is even more bleak than Aquinas’s.8
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With this point fixed firmly in mind, we can now move on to
investigate the differences between Ockham and his predecessors.

ii. the cognitive status
of christian theology

As noted earlier, if the medieval Catholic thinkers concur in seeing
themselves as the heirs of the classical philosophers, it is because
they view Christian theology as the successor, broadly speaking, to
the best of classical philosophical inquiry, both speculative (meta-
physics) and practical (ethics). The disagreement between Ockham
and his predecessors is most fruitfully understood as a dispute about
the exact way in which this “successor” relation should be spelled
out.9

According to Aquinas, Christian theology is a successor to classi-
cal metaphysics and ethics not merely because it replaces them or
merely because it brings them to fulfillment in the sense of providing
otherwise hidden answers to the questions they pose, but precisely
because it perfects them according to standards of intellectual perfec-
tion that the best classical philosophers themselves subscribe to.10

In an effort to show this clearly, Aquinas himself finally abandoned
the standard theological practice of commenting on Peter Lombard’s
Sentences in order to reconfigure Christian theology in a systematic
and nonrepetitiousway thatwas expressly intended to satisfy the cri-
teria for a science laid down by Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics.
This effort explains the origins of ST.11

Ockham, for his part, denies thatChristian theology canbe thought
of as a successor to classical philosophy in this strong sense. But in
order to put his disagreement with Aquinas into proper relief, we
must begin by drawing some pertinent distinctions. The first is laid
out by Aquinas in SCG I.3:

Among the things we profess about God there are two types of truths. There
are some truths about God that altogether exceed the capability of human
reason, for example, that God is [both] three and one. But there are other
truths that natural reason is also capable of arriving at, for example, that God
exists, that there is oneGod, and others of this sort. Indeed, the philosophers,
led by the light of natural reason, have proved these truths aboutGod demon-
stratively.
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Aquinas thus divides divinely revealed truths into what he else-
where calls the “mysteries” [or “articles”] of the faith, which “al-
together exceed the capability of human reason,” and the “pream-
bles” of the faith, which can at least in principle be established
by the light of natural reason. Ockham draws a similar distinction
between theological truths we are naturally able to have evident
cognition of and theological truths we can have cognition of only
supernaturally.12

Aquinas and Ockham agree that if we are to assent to the myster-
ies in this life, then we must accept them on faith and thus cannot
have evident cognition of them.13 This leads us directly to the dis-
tinction between faith and other intellectual acts (or habits) with
propositional objects. Aquinas defines Christian faith in its most
proper sense as an intellectual act (or corresponding habit) by which
a person, desirous of everlasting human fulfillment andmoved by di-
vine grace, gives firm intellectual assent voluntarily to propositions
that are not evident by the light of natural reason but are taken to
be revealed as truths by an unfailingly trustworthy God. Christian
faith so defined is distinguished from intellectual acts like vacilla-
tion, tentative preference, and probable opinion by the fact that it
involves firm assent to its objects; on the other hand, faith is distin-
guished from the grasp of evident first principles and the knowledge
of conclusions seen clearly to follow from such principles by its ob-
jects’ not being evident by the light of natural reason and hence not
commanding “automatic” assent but instead being freely assented
to.14 Ockham’s own remarks about the supernaturally infused habit
of faith fully cohere with this account.15

We can now begin to appreciate the quite astonishing strength of
Aquinas’s claim that Christian theology counts as a science and in-
deed as the highest science possible for us in this life. According to
Aristotle, inquiry in a given domain has as its goal wisdom with re-
spect to that domain. Starting with an indistinct and tentative grasp
of an initial set of pertinent first principles, and making full use of
available logical, conceptual, and experiential resources, one con-
ducts the inquiry by reasoning from effects back to causes, aiming
ultimately to perfect one’s cognitive grasp of the domain in such
a way as to be able to exhibit it as a series of evident conclusions
validly derived from a fully specified set of what have now become
evident first principles. To have wisdom with respect to a domain
is just to have a solid grasp of a full set of evident first principles
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of that domain along with firm knowledge of the conclusions that
are seen clearly to flow from those first principles (scientia). And to
have absolute or unqualified wisdom is just to have wisdom with
respect to the first principles of all being; alternatively, as Aquinas
andOckhamwould put it, to have absolute wisdom is to have a share
in God’s own knowledge of himself and in God’s own knowledge of
all other beings insofar as they originate from him as their efficient
cause and are ordered to him as their final end.16

Yet, as we have seen, Aquinas not only admits but insists that
in this life we can never have an evident grasp of the mysteries of
the faith, which are included among the first principles of Chris-
tian theology. Rather, we must accept these mysteries on faith not
only at the beginning of theological inquiry but for as long as that
inquiry continues in this life. It seems to follow straightforwardly
that theological inquirers cannot have scientia with respect to the
conclusions of theology. This is a point Ockham emphasizes repeat-
edly in his critique of the claim that “our theology” counts as a
science:

An [intellectual] habit with respect to the principles is better known and
more evident than [the corresponding] habit with respect to the conclusions;
therefore, it is impossible for the principles to be taken merely on faith and
the conclusions to be known scientifically.17

As Ockham well realizes, Aquinas has a reply to this objection.18

An evident grasp of the first principles of theology is, to be sure, had
only by God himself and by the blessed in heaven, who see God face-
to-face and participate to greater and lesser degrees in the “light of
glory.” Still, one science can be subordinated to a second and higher
science in the sense that it includes among its own first principles
propositions that are evident only to one who possesses that second
science – in the way, for instance, that physicists and chemists take
for granted various conclusions of the mathematical sciences. Simi-
larly, Christian theology is a subordinate or subalternate science that
includes among its first principles certain propositions – namely, the
mysteries of the faith –which are evident only to thosewho have per-
fect absolute wisdom, namely, God and the blessed in heaven. And
just as it is reasonable to credit physicists and chemists with sci-
entific knowledge of their domains even when they do not have an
evident grasp of all the mathematical conclusions they make use of,
so too theological inquirers can be creditedwith scientific knowledge
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about God and creatures even though they do not have an evident
grasp of the mysteries of the faith. Thus, Aquinas concludes, Chris-
tian theology augments the first principles available to the classical
philosophers with certain propositions which, though they can be
grasped evidently only by God and the blessed in heaven, must be
firmly assented to by anyone who wishes to attain the highest sci-
ence, and thus the highest degree of absolute wisdom, possible for
us in this life.
To this line of thought Ockham has an unceremonious reply. He

is simply unwilling to back away from the strict definition of what
it is for someone to have scientific knowledge of a conclusion:

As for the claim that there are two kinds of science, one of which proceeds
from principles that are known per se by the light of a higher science, I reply
that even though this is true of a subordinate science, still, no given individ-
ual ever has evident knowledge of the relevant conclusions unless he knows
them either through experience or through premises that he has evident cog-
nition of. Hence, it is absurd to claim that I have scientific knoẃledge with
respect to this or that conclusion by reason of the fact that you know princi-
ples which I accept on faith because you tell them to me. And, in the same
way, it is silly to claim that I have scientific knowledge of the conclusions
of theology by reason of the fact that God knows principles which I accept
on faith because he reveals them.19

Once again, though, Aquinas has the resources for an interesting
counterargument. Classical philosophical inquirers had aimed for a
certitude that perfects the human intellect both in its theoretical
function of grasping ultimate metaphysical and moral truths and
in its practical function of making good deliberations, judgments,
and precepts of action whose purpose is to guide the philosophical
wayfarer successfully through day-to-day living. But, says Aquinas,
there are two distinct types of certitude, one associatedwith faith and
the other with the natural intellectual virtues of intellectus (evident
grasp of first principles), scientia (evident knowledge of conclusions
derived from those principles), and sapientia (wisdom that combines
intellectus and scientia so defined):

Certitude can be thought of in two ways. First, in terms of the cause of certi-
tude and, accordingly, that which has a more certain cause is said to be more
certain. And in this sense faith is more certain than the three intellectual
virtues mentioned above [intellectus, scientia, and sapientia], since faith is
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founded on divine truth, whereas those three virtues are founded on human
reason. In a second way, certitude is thought of in terms of the subject and,
accordingly, that which the human intellect perceives more fully is said to
be more certain; and because the things that belong to faith, but not the
things that belong to the three virtues in question, lie beyond human un-
derstanding, faith is less certain in this sense. Yet since each thing is judged
absolutely according to its cause, . . . it follows that faith is more certain
absolutely speaking.20

Thus, even though it is true that the natural intellectual virtues
in their perfected states exceed faith in the degree of evidentness
with which one who has them grasps their objects, it is equally true,
Aquinas asserts, that Christian faith in its perfected state exceeds
the natural intellectual virtues in the degree of firmness with which
one who has it adheres to divinely revealed truth – even to the point
of voluntarily undergoing martyrdom in order to give witness to that
truth.
Here we glimpse unmistakably the wariness about natural reason

that characterizes Aquinas no less than Ockham. In other places
Aquinas cites approvingly Aristotle’s dictum that natural reason is
as incapable of comprehending the most intelligible natures as the
eye of an owl is of viewing the sun.21 Even though the mysteries of
the faith are not evident to us by the light of natural reason, they are
nonetheless more certain for the devout and prayerful believer than
are even the simplest self-evident truths. For God himself, who by
his grace enables us to recognize certain nonevident propositions as
divinely revealed truths and empowers us to adhere to those truths
by the gift of faith, is a more reliable source of true cognition than
is the relatively dim light of natural reason. In short, our grasp of
the first principles of theology by faith is firmer and more certain
than any grasp of first principles we might have by the faint light of
natural reason, and our consequent grasp of the conclusions validly
derived from those principles will share in the certitude we have
with respect to the first principles and will thus be more certain,
absolutely speaking, than our grasp of the conclusions of any merely
human science. If, therefore, like the classical philosophical inquir-
ers, we have as our goal certitude with respect to a full set of ul-
timate metaphysical and moral truths, then Christian theology, by
including the mysteries of the faith among its first principles and by
exemplifying the highest available degree of certitude in both its first
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principles and its conclusions, brings classical philosophical inquiry
to perfection and provides us with the surest and most comprehen-
sive philosophical wisdom possible for us in this life. Consequently,
it is wholly appropriate to extend to “our theology” the honorific
status of a science; it is, after all, a “superscience” that exceeds
every human claim to absolute wisdom according to the very same
standards – namely, completeness and certitude – appealed to by the
classical philosophical inquirers themselves.
In response, Ockham begins by conceding that “the Saints all call

[theology] a science by extending the term ‘science’ to the certain
cognition . . . of [propositions] that are of themselves fit to be the
objects of science and wisdom [in the strict sense].”22 Yet he res-
olutely insists that the strict Aristotelian standard of evidentness
must govern any proper application of the terms ‘intellectus,’ ‘scien-
tia,’ and ‘sapientia.’ And by this standard, Ockham charges, Aquinas
is inconsistent in denying that Christian inquirers have intellectus
with respect to the principles of theology, which they firmly adhere
to without evidentness, while affirming that they have scientia –
which by Ockham’s lights can only mean evident knowledge – with
respect to the conclusions of theology:

It does not detract from the dignity of our theology that its conclusions are
not known with evidentness – just as it does not detract from the dignity
of our cognition of the principles of theology that they are not known with
evidentness. And so just as there is no derogation involved in the fact that
the principles are not known evidently, so too with the conclusions. And
when it is claimed that [our theology] exceeds other [sciences] both in the
dignity of its subject matter and in certitude, I reply that this argument
proves equally well that the principles [of our theology] are known with
evidentness; for those principles exceed the others both in certitude (since
they are not subject to human reason) and in the dignity of their subject
matter just aswell as the conclusions do. Therefore, I claim that ‘certitude’ is
being taken either for adherence or for evidentness. In the first sense, they do
exceed [the conclusions of the other sciences], but not in the second sense.23

iii. substantive or merely
verbal disagreement?

At this juncture it might appear that the dispute between Ockham
and Aquinas is merely verbal. And to some extent this is surely true.
After all, both agree that neither our grasp of the first principles of
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theology nor our logically subsequent cognition of the conclusions
of theology strictly satisfies the definitions of ‘intellectus’ and ‘sci-
entia’ laid down by Aristotle because those definitions include the
stipulation that the objects of these cognitive virtues are evident by
the light of natural reason. Further, they agree that theology has, in
Ockham’s words, “the role of standing in judgment on the other arts
because of a greater truth in the things that are cognized and because
of a firmer adherence [to them].”24 For even though the mysteries of
the faith are, like the sun, too bright for us to take in directly, they
nonetheless illuminate all other things much more brightly than do
the deliverances of natural reason.Again,OckhamandAquinas agree
that theological sophistication is not necessary for salvation and that
all devout believers, even the theologically unsophisticated, have di-
vinely infused “gifts of the Holy Spirit,” habits by which they are
able – through supernatural instinct, as it were, rather than through
reasoned cognition – (1) to distinguish genuinely revealed doctrines
from counterfeits, (2) to view created things in the supernatural light
of faith, and (3) to knowmore intimately theDivine Persons towhom
they are joined in the friendship of supernatural charity.25 Finally,
Ockham andAquinas agree that the systematic study of theology en-
genders in theological inquirers various intellectual acts and habits
that distinguish them from those theologically unsophisticated be-
lievers who are ill-equipped to engage in the properly theological ac-
tivity of articulating and defending Christian doctrine. Yet, although
Aquinas confers the honorific title ‘science’ on this set of intellectual
acts and habits, Ockham steadfastly demurs:

From the distinction between the acts [proper to faith and those proper to
theology] it cannot be proved that theology is a science. For every [prop-
erly theological] act that a believer has can be had by a nonbeliever who is
trained in theology. After all, such a nonbeliever could defend and confirm
the faith, persuade believers and nonbelievers, and reply to the arguments
of heretics and nonbelievers in just the way that any believer could. And
yet it is obvious that such a nonbeliever would not have scientia properly
speaking. Therefore, from such acts it cannot be proved that theology is a
science properly speaking.26

One could, of course, accept the entire antecedent of this argument
and still reject the consequent, noting that it is hardly implausible
to restrict the terms ‘scientia’ and ‘sapientia’ to those who actually
assent to the first principles from which the conclusions of theology
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are derived. But, once again, this terminological point does noth-
ing to dispel the impression that on the issues we have been dis-
cussing there is no substantive disagreement between Aquinas and
Ockham.27

Nevertheless, if we situate the dispute over the cognitive status
of theology within the broader context that renders it fully intelli-
gible, we will indeed discover a substantive disagreement. We must
begin by fleshing out more explicitly Aquinas’s claim that Christian
theology perfects classical metaphysics and ethics according to stan-
dards of intellectual perfection that the best classical philosophers
themselves subscribe to. Once we see clearly the far-reaching impli-
cations of this claim, we will be in a better position to understand
just why Ockham rejects it.
What Aquinas is suggesting is that those classical philosophical

inquirers who are morally and intellectually well-disposed could be
led, by standards they themselves have adopted, toward recognizing
Christian theology as a plausible candidate for the absolute wisdom
they are seeking. This is not to say, however, that such recognition
would come immediately or easily; rather, if it came at all, it would
likely emerge in three stages, each of which presents a daunting chal-
lenge to the Christian apologist.
In the first stage the Christian apologist would try to convince the

best classical philosophers that certain first principles of Christian
theology – namely, the preambles of the faith – are either conclusions
that they themselves have already arrived at by their own standards
of successful philosophical inquiry or conclusions that they would
have arrived at had they done better by those very same standards.
This is precisely the apologetic task that Aquinas undertakes in the
first three books of SCG and that Anselm and Scotus undertake in
their own natural theologies.
Now suppose the Christian apologist accomplishes this first task

and in so doing removes one set of intellectual obstacles that might
prevent classical philosophical inquirers from seeing Christian
theology as a serious candidate for absolute wisdom. At this point
the classical philosophers will likely express the worry that even if
one part of Christian doctrine can be established by their own stan-
dards, there are other elements – including doctrines about the Trin-
ity, the Incarnation, the Atonement, the Sacraments, and so forth –
that not only cannot be so established but also have every appear-
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ance of directly contravening those standards. At this second stage,
then, the Christian apologist, who concedes that themysteries of the
faith cannot be proved by the light of natural reason, has the task of
showing that neither can they be shown to be false or impossible by
the light of natural reason. This is precisely the task that Aquinas
undertakes in Book IV of SCG, and the result of which Scotus (as
summarized by Ockham) characterizes as follows:

With respect to any [truth] of [Christian] theology it can be known scientifi-
cally that nothing impossible follows from it, since either (i) there will be a
flaw in the form [of the relevant argument], in which case the argument can
be refuted, or else (ii) there will be a flaw in the matter [of the argument], in
which case [the relevant premise] can be rejected.28

Assume, once again, that theChristian apologist has accomplished
this task and in so doing has removed a second set of intellectual ob-
stacles that might prevent the classical philosophers from acknowl-
edging Christian theology as the culmination of their own search for
absolute wisdom. Obviously, not just any claim to absolute wisdom
will have survived this far and been shown to be consonant with the
classical standards of successful intellectual inquiry as measured by
the light of natural reason. Indeed, one can plausibly imagine that
well-disposed classical inquirers, especially those who have a just
sense of the limitations of human reason, might by this point have
adopted a cautious openness toward Christian revelation that was
not present at the beginning of their dialogue with the Christian
apologist. Recall Aristotle’s comparison of the light of reason to the
eye of an owl, and consider the words that Plato puts into the mouth
of Simmias during an interlude in the debate over immortality in the
Phaedo:

I think, Socrates, as perhaps you do yourself, that it is either impossible or
very difficult to acquire clear knowledge about these matters in this life.
And yet he is a weakling who does not test in every way what is said about
them and persevere until he is worn out by studying them on every side.
For he must do one of two things; either he must learn or discover the truth
about these matters, or if that is impossible, he must take whatever human
doctrine is best and hardest to disprove and, embarking upon it as upon a
raft, sail upon it through life in the midst of dangers, unless he can sail upon
some stronger vessel, some divine revelation, and make his voyage more
safely and securely.29
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The third stage of the Christian apologist’s task consists in point-
ing out that because some elements of Christian theology have been
proved by the light of natural reason (first stage) and all of them
have been shown not to be contrary to reason (second stage), the
classical philosophical inquirers can now see by their own standards
that those who assent to Christian revelation are, from within the
framework of faith, entitled to think of Christian theology, which
articulates that revelation systematically, as the perfection of classi-
cal philosophical inquiry. After all, given the admission that natural
reason cannot take us all the way to our preferred destination of cer-
titude with respect to a full set of ultimate metaphysical and moral
truths, the classical philosophical inquirers would be foolish by their
own standards if they curtly dismissed any claim to divine revelation
that passes the first two tests and promises certitude with respect to
matters that all sides admit to be crucial for living the sort of life
worthy of a human being.
The Christian apologist would presumably go on from this point

to produce, as Aquinas does in SCG I.7, various further indications of
the reliability of the specifically Christian claim to divine revelation
over other such claims. However, we have already said enough to
establish a context that renders intelligible and perhaps even plau-
sible the Thomistic and Scotistic claim that Christian theology is a
science that perfects classical philosophical inquiry.
Yet given this same context, we can now understand more easily

why Ockham balks at the suggestion that Christian theology is a
science and why he insists on adhering to the strict senses of terms
such as ‘intellectus,’ ‘scientia,’ and ‘sapientia.’ The reason is simple
and straightforward: he is convinced that the first two stages of the
Christian apologist’s task, as described in the preceding paragraphs,
are doomed to failure. But if this is so, then it is utterly pointless
to claim Christian theology is something more than a mere replace-
ment for classical philosophical inquiry. Why, after all, would Chris-
tian intellectuals even bother to press such a claim? Whom would
they be trying to impress? If little or none of Christian doctrine can
be established by natural reason, and if much of what is peculiarly
Christian cannot even be shown not to be contrary to the light of na-
tural reason, then no classical philosophical inquirer, no matter how
well-disposed, would be so much as tempted to accord any special
intellectual merit to the acceptance of Christian revelation.
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Iwill nowexpound a bitmore onOckham’s attitude toward natural
theology and on his contention that themysteries of the faith cannot
be shown to be consonant with natural reason.

iv. natural theology

As a Catholic thinker of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth cen-
turies, Ockham inherited from Anselm, Aquinas, and Scotus three
magnificent, yet quite dissimilar, attempts to establish by the light
of natural reason the existence of a being with an array of positive
and negative perfections that Christian revelation attributes to the
divine nature.
Anselm had formulated a two-step natural theology consisting of

(1) an ingenious a priori argument that, if successful, immediately
yields the existence of an absolutely perfect being, and (2) a syste-
matic deduction and explanation of various attributes such a being
must have.
Aquinas, rejecting Anselm’s a priori argument along with the as-

sumption that we begin with a concept of God on a par with our
simple natural-kind concepts of material entities, had constructed a
three-step natural theology consisting of (1) an a posteriori argument
for the existence of a first efficient cause or unmoved mover, that
is, a being that acts but is not itself caused or acted upon; (2) the
via remotionis, in which he argues that a first efficient cause lacks
various limitations characteristic of entities that we do have simple
natural-kind concepts of, with the result that a first efficient cause
must be an absolutely perfect being; and (3) the via affirmationis,
in which he argues that several pure positive perfections, suitably
abstracted from the restrictive conditions under which they occur in
other entities, are to be attributed literally, though analogically, to
this perfect being.30

Scotus’s natural theology, in certain respects the most impressive
of all, consists of three main stages: (1) a three-pronged proof for (a)
the existence of an entity with the relational property of being first
in the order of efficient causality, (b) the existence of an entity with
the relational property of being first in the order of final causality,
and (c) the existence of an entity with the relational property of being
first in the order of perfection; (2) an argument showing that exactly
one being has all three of these preeminent relational properties; and
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(3) a series of arguments showing that the possessor of this “triple
primacy” is an infinite being with intensively infinite power, knowl-
edge, goodness, and overall perfection.31

Ockham, by contrast, is decidedly less sanguine than his predeces-
sors concerning what natural reason, unaided by divine revelation,
can demonstrate about the existence and nature of God. It is demon-
strable, he believes, that there is a being such that no being is prior
to or more perfect than it, but it is not demonstrable that there is
just one such being.32 Moreover, even though there are “probable” –
that is, not implausible – philosophical arguments for the conclusion
that one or another infinite absolute perfection is actually possessed
by some being,33 unaided reason cannot demonstrate that any being
has any such perfection.
Like many another medieval thinker, Ockham tries his hand at re-

futing Anselm’s a priori argument for the existence of an absolutely
perfect being.34 However, he focuses his attention mainly on Scotus,
arguing in effect that each of the three stages of Scotus’s natural
theology is flawed. In particular, he contends that (1) natural reason
cannot prove the existence of a being that has any one of the three
types of primacy Scotus argues for; that (2) even if natural reason
could prove the existence of a being with one or another of these
types of primacy, it would still be unable to prove that just one be-
ing has all three of them; and that (3) even if natural reason could
prove that there is just one being with all three types of primacy,
it would still be unable to prove that this being has any intensively
infinite perfections.35 Without spelling out in detail the many ob-
jections that Ockham levels at Scotus’s arguments, I will note only
that these objections are of uneven quality. Some are quite ingenious
and worthy of serious consideration, whereas others amount to little
more than the unadorned assertion that a given proposition or infer-
ence cannot be proved by natural reason or that it would be rejected
by a nonbelieving philosopher.
However, the most important difference between Ockham and

his predecessors is more subtle than any standard philosophical dis-
agreement over a particular premise or inference. In perusing the
objections Aquinas and Scotus raise against Anselm’s natural theol-
ogy or Scotus raises against Aquinas’s natural theology, the reader
has the sense that the later thinkers take themselves to be collab-
orators with their predecessors in the shared project of exhibiting
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the intellectual merits of Christian doctrine from the perspective of
natural reason. Their intent is always either to rectify arguments
they see as defective or to suggest alternative ways of proceeding.
Moreover, they view their common project both as perfective of the
thinkers who engage in it and as useful for carrying on a potentially
fruitful conversation with those nonbelieving yet morally and intel-
lectually well-disposed classical philosophers with whom they feel
a special kinship. By contrast, Ockham’s discussions of natural the-
ology give the clear impression that he has no interest at all in re-
pairing the arguments he finds defective or in trying to reveal new
intellectual horizons to the nonbelieving philosophers he so often
invokes as witnesses against his predecessors. And even though this
negative attitude is undoubtedly as much a symptom as a cause of
Ockham’s misgivings about Scotus’s arguments, it often permeates
his discussions of natural theology to such an extent as to give them
the appearance of being mere technical exercises.

v. conflicts between faith and reason

Yet even though the disagreements over natural theology are sig-
nificant, the deepest split between Ockham and his predecessors is
reflected in their differing attitudes toward the epistemic tensions
generated by certain mysteries of the faith, especially the doctrines
of the Trinity and the Incarnation.
I will focus here on Ockham’s discussions of the Trinity. Accord-

ing to this doctrine, a unitary divine nature with undivided intellect
and will is shared by three distinct divine persons. A tension first
arises in Ockham’s thought when, after having argued in favor of
what he takes to be Aristotle’s contention that there are no real re-
lations and hence that relative terms do not signify entities distinct
from absolute entities, he concedes that the doctrine of the Trinity
entails or at least strongly suggests that the three divine persons are
constituted by real relations of knowing and loving that they bear to
one another.36

Given this apparent conflict between faith and reason,Aquinas and
Scotus would maintain that the ontological theory (call it T) leading
to the strong conclusion that there are and can be no real relations
contains a flaw thatmay at least in principle be detected and rectified
by the light of natural reason. In a case like this, revelation guides
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reason by prompting the reexamination of a philosophical theory
that it has exposed as unsound.37

Ockham, however, does not see things this way. To be sure, T
contains a flaw because it yields the false conclusion that there are
and can be no real relations. But it is only through revelation that we
can so much as detect T’s falsity, and so we should not expect the
flaw in T to be one that can be corrected by the light of natural reason.
Indeed, the presence of this sort of flaw in T does nothing to alter
its status as the best account of the signification of relative terms
that can be formulated by unaided natural reason. Thus, although
we must reject T, the proper course is to accept a restricted version
of T (call it T*) that applies to all and only those cases about which
revelation has nothing contrary to say – even while we admit that T
has no flaw detectable by natural reason and hence that by the light
of natural reason there is no warrant for preferring T* to T.
To make this a bit clearer, suppose that a non-Christian philoso-

pher invokes T to pose an objection to the doctrine of the Trinity.
This philosopher argues that because, according to T, there are and
can be no real relations, the doctrine of the Trinity is false.
As we have seen, Aquinas and Scotus will maintain in response

that T can be correctly impugned and rejected by the light of natural
reason alone. For, they will argue, natural reason is a gift from God,
who cannot be the direct source of error and hence could not create
us with cognitive faculties that systematically mislead us regardless
of how carefully or skillfullywe use them and regardless of the condi-
tions under which we carry out our inquiries. It follows that T is not
so highly warranted by the light of natural reason as to rule out its
competitors as unacceptable by that same light. Christian thinkers
are thus charged with the task of carrying out a careful critique of T
by the light of natural reason and constructing an alternative to it.
In general, they will try to show (1) that the doctrine of the Trinity,
whether or not it generates exceptions to otherwise general truths,
cannot be shown to be unacceptable by the light of natural reason,
and thus that (2) an adequate ontological account of relations will
have within itself the conceptual resources to accommodate this
doctrine, as well as any exceptions it might engender, without in-
consistency or incoherence. To be sure, there is no guarantee that
any particular attempt to carry out this task will be successful, but
there is a guarantee that success is at least in principle possible.
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Ockham, by contrast, seems fully prepared to hold that T, despite
entailing conclusions contrary to the faith, is indeed warranted to
such a degree that it renders its ontological competitors unaccept-
able by the light of natural reason. His response to the nonbelieving
philosopher goes like this: “I affirm by faith that T is mistaken, even
though you and I share no common ground upon which I can argue
my case against T in a way that has some purchase on you. But be-
cause T is the only rationally acceptable account of relations, I do
not propose to jettison it entirely. Instead, I will substitute T* for
T so that we can agree at least on all those cases that divine reve-
lation does not speak to. You might find this response deficient and
even a bit annoying because I have not tried to refute your objection
directly. But in this instance such a refutation is impossible.”
In short, Ockham seems clearly to countenance the possibility of

conflicts between faith and reason that are in principle irresoluble.
As he sees it, certain mysteries of the faith are not just beyond natu-
ral reason but contrary to natural reason. And, once again, it is easy
to understand why someone who holds this view would not be in-
clined to value very highly – or, a fortiori, engage in – the sort of
apologetic outreach to philosophically sophisticated non-Christians
that Aquinas and Scotus take as an integral part of the task of Chris-
tian intellectuals.

vi. conclusion: ockham’s irenic separatism

Ockham is not a radical intellectual separatist who disdains nat-
ural reason or regards with suspicion any Christian thinker who
wishes to study the works of non-Christian philosophers with the
same intensity as the books of Sacred Scripture. In fact, anyone fa-
miliar with Ockham’s thought knows that he has immense respect
for Aristotle and that his theology is marked by (what he believes to
be) Aristotelian positions on a wide range of issues in ontology and
philosophical semantics.38

Yet, as we have seen, Ockham rejects the notion that intellec-
tual inquiry as practiced by the classical non-Christian philosophers,
evenAristotle himself, is a useful propaedeutic to theChristian faith.
Natural reason is sufficiently powerful and trustworthy when it op-
erates within its proper sphere, but it is too weak to provide much
illumination in the arena of natural theology, and it is downright
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unreliable when used to pass judgment on the first principles of re-
vealed theology. To be sure, philosophical inquiry unaided by divine
revelation can help foster logical skills and intellectual habits that
are required for the articulation of true wisdom within Christian
theology; it can even provide Christian thinkers with new and use-
ful conceptual resources. But it cannot on its own make any note-
worthy progress toward providing us with the substance of absolute
wisdom.
Therefore Ockham’s is an irenic separatism that rejects the pro-

totypically Catholic intellectual project of unifying classical philos-
ophy and the Christian faith in such a way as to exhibit the latter
as the perfection of the former, and yet that stops short of disdain-
ing the light of natural reason in the manner of radical intellectual
separatism. Perhaps this explains why, on the matters we have been
discussing here, Ockham will always be viewed as something of an
outsider both by the radical separatist, who is bent on isolating faith
and reason completely from one another, and by the mainstream
Catholic thinker, who seeks a genuine synthesis of faith and reason.

notes

1 The most salient piece of evidence for this claim is found in the table of
contents and introduction of Kretzmann et al. 1982.

2 SCG I.1, I.9.
3 See, for example, ST IaIIae.85, on the effects of sin, both original sin and
personal sin.

4 For an excellent discussion of the relevant theological and philosophical
issues, see Murray 1964, Chap. 2.

5 ST IIaIIae.2.4. See also SCG I.2.
6 Chesterton 1908, Chap. 3. Chesterton is uncannily prescient in his de-
lineation of the conceptual rhythm of postmodern skepticalmovements,
especially pragmatism and Nietzscheanism.

7 Surprisingly, even though almost every anthology designed for use in
introductory college courses in philosophy either contains or alludes to
Aquinas’s arguments for God’s existence, hardly any of them (I know of
only one) sets the context for those arguments by reprinting SCG I.4, or
ST IIaIIae.2.4.

8 A closely reasoned argument for this claim can be found in Williams
1994, especially Chap. 5.

9 I will concentrate here mainly on Aquinas’s argument for the claim that
Christian theology is a science, for his discussion is somewhat richer
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andmore easily available than Scotus’s. However, Scotus holds basically
the same position, and Ockham’s arguments are directed against him as
well as against Aquinas. I wish to acknowledge here a debt of gratitude
to my colleague John Jenkins, C.S.C., whose recent book, Jenkins 1997,
has helped me appreciate the centrality of the medieval discussion of
whether Christian theology is a science and has shaped my reflections
on that question.

10 This is the thrust of the first seven articles of ST, which should be read
in conjunction with the first nine chapters of SCG. In similar fashion,
Ockham takes up these questions at the very beginning of his commen-
tary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences; see Sent. I.Prol., especially q. 7.

11 In the prologue to ST Aquinas explains: “We have taken into consider-
ation the fact that newcomers to this study are commonly hampered
by the writings of different authors – (i) partly because of the prolifer-
ation of superfluous questions, articles, and arguments, (ii) partly be-
cause the things they need to know are taught not according to the
order of learning, but instead as is required by the exposition of given
texts or as opportunities arise for disputing given questions, and (iii)
partly because frequent repetition has generated both antipathy and con-
fusion in the minds of the listeners. In an effort to avoid these and other
such problems, we will try, with trust in God’s help, to set forth what
pertains to sacred doctrine as briefly and clearly as the subject matter
allows.”

12 See †Sent. I. Prol.1 (7).
13 This claim stands in need of a minor qualification, for, according to
Ockham, there are some mysteries of the faith that we could – though
onlymiraculously – have evident cognition of in this life without having
attained the beatific vision. See †Sent. I.Prol.1 (49–51), and Quodl. V.4.
However, this qualification does not figure in what follows.

14 See ST IIaIIae.2.1 and De veritate, 14.1.
15 See, for instance, Quodl. III.7–8, IV.6.
16 For an especially penetrating account of inquiry according to the
Aristotelian model, see MacIntyre 1990, §§ III–IV. Notice that there is a
systematic ambiguity between (1) science (or better, wisdom) conceived
of as an abstract propositional structure that is capable of being grasped
by an intellect and (2) science conceived of as an ordered set of psycho-
logical acts or habits that are present in an intellect. In what follows I
will not always take the time to translate claims made in one of these
modes into the other mode. However, this should engender no confusion
because the relevant translations are easy enough to make.

17 Sent. I. Prol.7 (189).
18 What follows is a reconstruction of remarks Aquinas makes in ST I.1.2,

5, 6.
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19 Sent. I.Prol.7 (199).
20 ST IIaIIae.4.8.
21 See, for example, ST I.1.5, ad 1.
22 Sent. I.Prol.7 (200).
23 Ibid. (199–200).
24 Ibid. (200). Aquinas makes precisely the same point in ST I.1.6, ad 2.
25 The three functions mentioned here are assigned, respectively, to the
gifts of intellectus, scientia, and sapientia, which are similar to the
homonymous intellectual virtues in their functions but dissimilar in
their mode of operation. Aquinas characterizes this dissimilarity as a
difference between judging “by way of inclination” and judging “by way
of cognition.” (See ST I.1.6, IIaIIae.45.2.) Consider the following anal-
ogy: One who has acquired the virtue of temperance will judge by way
of inclination – that is, instinctively or by second nature – that a cer-
tain concrete situation calls for restraint and will act accordingly even
without having thought deeply about moral theory; by contrast, a moral
theorist who lacks temperance might make the very same judgment by
way of cognition even though lacking the capacity to act promptly on
that judgment. The same, says Saint Thomas, holds for Christian wis-
dom. All devout Christians possess the gift of wisdom, which enables
them to judge things correctly by way of inclination and to act promptly
on those judgments; this is the wisdom that accompanies the supernatu-
ral love of God and is especially well-developed in those who lead saintly
lives. On the other hand, those versed in theology or sacred doctrine ac-
quire through study the ability to make wise judgments about divine
things by way of cognition. As with temperance, it is better, all other
things being equal, to have wisdom in both ways than to have it in just
one; but given that one has it in only one way, it is better to be wise by
way of inclination than merely by way of cognition.

26 Sent. I.Prol.7 (190).
27 Aquinaswould undoubtedly questionOckham’s assertion that every the-
ological act had by a believer could be had by a nonbeliever trained in
theology. For, he would claim, certain theological acts can be had only by
one who combines intellectual brilliance, the infused gifts of the Holy
Spirit, and a deep sanctity nurtured by prayer and the sacraments. How-
ever, this issue is too complicated to pursue here.

28 Sent. I.Prol.7 (186). Compare Aquinas, SCG I.7.
29 Phaedo, 85c–d, translated by Howard North Fowler.
30 This triadic structure is clearly evident in SCG I.10–102.
31 See Opus Oxoniense I.3.1–2 (Scotus 1950– , III.1–68). An English trans-
lation of q. 1 (from an original manuscript) is available in Scotus, 1987,
13–33.
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32 SeeQuodl. I.1, where Ockham argues for the existence of a being that is
unsurpassed in perfection.

33 See, for instance,Quodl. VII.18, where Ockham lays out and defends an
interesting argument for God’s omnipotence.

34 See Quodl. VII.15 (especially 759–761).
35 The following questions of the Quodl. contain Ockham’s most mature
thought on these issues: I.1, II.1, III.1, IV.1–2, VII.11–18.

36 “This fourth opinion, [namely, that the divine persons are constituted
by absolute properties and not by real relations] could seem plausible
to someone. Nonetheless, since the citations from the Saints seem ex-
pressly to posit relations in the divine nature – not just in the sense that
certain relative concepts are truly predicated of the divine persons, as
when we say that Socrates is similar and that Socrates is a father or a
son, but rather in the sense that in the divine nature there exists a real
paternity and a real filiation and that these are two simple entities nei-
ther of which is the other – I affirm in agreement with them that the
divine persons are constituted and distinguished by relations of origin.”
Sent. I.26.1 (156–7).

37 I am assuming that in the present context there is no question about
what the relevant theological doctrine entails. But this need not always
be the case according to Aquinas and Scotus. For they believe that reason
can legitimately constrain the interpretation of the sources of revelation,
and thus apparent conflicts between philosophical or scientific theories
and articles of the faith may in some instances call for careful analysis
of doctrinal statements as well as of arguments yielded by the light of
natural reason.

38 He is not so taken with Plato and neo-Platonism, but that is a tale for
another time.
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15 Ockham’s Repudiation
of Pelagianism

Pelagianism is a heresy first defined in reaction to the views of the
monk Pelagius in the fifth century and attacked by Saint Augustine.
In the centuries since Pelagius’s defeat, theologians have repeatedly
stigmatized their opponents as Pelagians. Such disputes typically pit
those who emphasize predestination and original sin against those
who believe in human freewill and human capacity for goodness. But
seldom are the arguments in these debates straightforward. Often
incredibly refined, they frequently ask us to consider not the human
situation as we know it but the situation before the Fall and even the
options that obtained (or did not obtain) before humanswere created.
Not only is Pelagianism a heresy, but so is semi-Pelagianism, and so
complicated are the issues involved that advocates of contrary views
on relevant issues have both been accused of Pelagianism. So the first
question to be addressed here is why anyone should care whether
Ockham was a Pelagian (or a semi-Pelagian).
This question is important in evaluating Ockham because, as a

Christian theologian, it was an essential part of his philosophical
project to describe human relations with God in terms consistent
with the teaching of the saints. Like Saint Augustine, Ockham be-
lieved that relationship could not be correctly described without ex-
alting divine freedom and stressing human dependence on divine
liberality. Some who accuse Ockham of Pelagianism, however, say
that he depicted not a generous God but an arbitrary tyrant who
fails to provide reasonable guidance for people seeking salvation.1

Others fault Ockham for departing from Thomas Aquinas’s charac-
terization of grace as an effect of the sacraments acting as instru-
mental causes.2 Elsewhere I have argued that God’s promises are
reliable in Ockham’s view.3 Here I will consider the suggestion that
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Ockham’s views were Pelagian. Dismissing each reasonable form
of the accusation in turn, I hope to persuade readers to reject the
quite common claim that Ockham was either a Pelagian or a semi-
Pelagian.
Because the issues are many and their presentation sometimes

confusing, a roadmapmay be useful. Themost basic issue is whether
humans can achieve salvation without divine assistance. Here two
secondary issues confront us: (1) For what do we require assistance
and what form does it (or can it) take? (2) Who or what controls the
offer of assistance? The third and last basic issue is whether (given
that unaided salvation is impossible) any role for human initiative
remains; here we will consider the doctrines of predestination and
semi-Pelagianism.

i. the necessity for grace

Pelagius opposed the doctrine of original sin, according to which the
whole human race dies as a result of Adam’s transgression; he was
also incorrectly accused of denying the necessity for infant baptism.4

By contrast, Ockham accepts without reservation the doctrine of
original sin, whichmakes the unbaptized newborn detestable to God
on account of Adam’s sin,5 and no one has accused Ockham of deny-
ing the necessity for infant baptism. Ockham holds that the punish-
ment for original sin is the loss of eternal life, whereas actual sins
merit the pains of hell.6

Though Pelagius was accused of denying that grace is necessary
for salvation, he affirmed its necessity. What made Pelagius’s affir-
mation unacceptable was his definition of grace. Instead of seeing
grace as a special form of assistance to individuals, Pelagius argued
that creation itself involves grace. As the author of our nature, God
graciously created the whole human race with the capacity not to
sin. God’s grace is generally available, and it serves a purpose; it is
necessary for every act, every hour, every minute.7

Ockham, too, has been accused of misrepresenting grace (an accu-
sation we will consider in Section I.2 ), but not by claiming God cre-
ated us with the capacity not to sin. As noted earlier, Ockham holds
that original sin makes us detestable to God. Indeed, for Ockham,
no natural act could possibly be meritorious. “For no act [elicited] by
natural [causes] or by any created cause whatever can bemeritorious.
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Rather [merit comes only] from the grace of God voluntarily and
freely accepting [some act].”8

I.1. For What Is Grace Necessary?

ForOckham, grace is necessary for salvation,merit, and divine accep-
tance – closely related concepts for him. On the other hand, Ockham
does not hold that grace is necessary for virtue. He shares with
Pelagius, and more importantly with Aristotle, the view that cre-
ated human nature functions properly for the most part. Ockham
did not hold that without baptism human goodness is impossible.
By contrast, Augustine claims that the very capacity to will the good
comes from God, not in creation but through grace in baptism.9

Like other Christian Aristotelians, Ockham has to find a way to
reconcile Augustine’s views with a more optimistic view of the ca-
pacities of human nature. Ockham’s response contains two distinc-
tions: the first is between merit and virtue; the second, between
different degrees of virtue. Merit is contrasted with sin; virtue with
vice. Merit is the lovable quality that God rewards with eternal life;
virtue is the practice of the good life on earth. Merit requires obe-
dience to divine precept and is impossible without grace; virtue is
defined by right reason and does not require grace.10 Cases of unbap-
tized members of the Christian community and apparently upright
pagan moral philosophers make this evident according to Ockham.
Whereas some medieval theologians simply deny that pagans can

be virtuous,11 Ockham considers only pagan merit impossible. Ac-
cording to Ockham, experience teaches that a person raised among
Christians but not baptized can believe all the articles of faith. Al-
though she cannot elicit a meritorious act and be saved, since she
lacks infused virtues, she can pray and praise God, and she could
even love God above all if God had not ordained otherwise.12 Pro-
vided they do not engage in idolatry, pagans can be virtuous.13 Some
pagans, especially pagan philosophers, have been just without divine
assistance.14

The second distinction restricts the scope of virtue possible with-
out adherence to the Christian faith. In a famous definition from
his treatise On Free Will, Augustine describes virtue not only as a
quality that enables us to act correctly but as one that does so infal-
libly so that no one can misuse it.15 Such perfect virtue is possible
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only for those who profess Christians views, not pagans. Though he
holds that the capacity towill the good is possible for the unbaptized,
Ockham denies that the virtue of upright pagan philosophers is like
Christian virtue. Christian virtue is specifically different from pa-
gan virtue because Christian virtue has a different object.16 The ulti-
mate purpose of Christian virtue is love of God and obedience to
divine precept. It is the virtue that aims precisely at obedience to
divine precept, the will to obey divine commands, which is not sus-
ceptible of abuse.17

Thus for Ockham, pagans are capable of virtue. Correctly instruc-
ted in the divine precepts by Christians, even the unbaptized have
access to an infallible guide to virtue. But unaided human reason is
not capable of the sort of virtue described by Augustine, for “no act is
meritorious or perfectly virtuous without [infused] charity.”18 True
but not perfect virtue is possible for paganmoral philosophers.19 Fac-
ing the same difficulty, Aquinas makes similar distinctions. He al-
lows that we can achieve natural ends by natural means, but divine
assistance is necessary to achieve supernatural ends20; moral cer-
tainty is not possible for human virtue.21 Both Aquinas and Ockham
agree with Augustine’s claim that virtue, as Augustine understood
it, is not possible for unaided human nature. There is no certainty
of virtue without divine assistance. As Christian Aristotelians, both
Aquinas and Ockham have made the sort of compromises dictated
by the Christian doctrine of original sin.

I.2. In What Does Grace Consist?

In defining grace, Ockham distinguishes between grace as an infused
habit or form of supernatural origin and God’s gratuitous and merci-
ful acceptance of creatures.22 The second sense of ‘grace’ he considers
primary.
Antecedents of this distinctionmay be found in patristic and Scho-

lastic theology. Theologians distinguish between what is called “op-
erant grace” and divine acceptance, which is God’s decision to bring
an individual to salvation, grace as it destines someone for eter-
nal life. By contrast with divine acceptance, which marks us for
eternal beatitude in the future, operant (or cooperant grace) is a
form or habit that enables us to act correctly in this life.23 Both
elements of Ockham’s twofold definition can be found in the
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magisterial definition presented by Saint Bonaventure: “grace is a
form given without merit, making someone who has it lovable and
rendering their work good.”24 Ockham differs from Bonaventure in
associating the form exclusively with the operant grace that renders
a Christian good in this life, not with what destines the Christian for
eternal life. In this respect,Ockham’s views resemble those of Scotus,
who like Ockham, primarily associates salvation with divine ac-
ceptance and connects the form or habit of grace with virtuous
acts.25

If Ockham had denied the necessity for grace in either sense, he
might plausibly be accused of Pelagianism. But he did not do so.26

Ockham affirmed our need for grace under both descriptions. Sal-
vation without being destined by God for eternal life Ockham con-
sidered a contradiction in terms; being destined by God for eternal
life is logically necessary, for no one can be beloved by God without
God’s loving him. By contrast, the requirement for operant grace –
or, as Ockham describes it, the infused habit of grace – results from
divine ordination; supernatural habits are necessary for us by God’s
ordained power.27 As a result of divine covenant, the habit infused
with the sacrament affects the souls of the baptized so that they can
act meritoriously.28 According to Ockham, infused grace or charity
is necessary but not sufficient for meritorious acts. Taken together,
however, acquired and infused charity constitute a sufficient cause
not just for merit but for any act of virtue.29 Thus the masters at
Avignon who accused Ockham of Pelagianism in the 1320s were
mistaken when they claimed that according to Ockham either there
was no habit of grace or it served no purpose.30

Ockham affirmed the necessity for grace insofar as it is a habit
conveyed by the sacrament of baptism as well as for grace insofar
as it is simply identical with divine acceptance. He emphasized the
second sense of grace because he believed that grace must primarily
be understood as an expression of divinemercy and liberality. Divine
acceptancemust be freely given; it cannot be constrained by any crea-
ture. Indeed, Ockham believed that the danger of Pelagianism in the
works of his contemporaries was to be found in accounts of the econ-
omy of salvation that stressed the first sense of grace. For Ockham,
Pelagianism was an issue of who or what controls salvation. And
that brings us to Section II of this chapter, which is about Ockham’s
claim that God alone controls the offer of divine assistance.
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ii. god alone controls the offer
of divine assistance

II.1. Ockham Against Auriol: Does Created
Grace Necessitate God?

As Ockham understood the heresy, Pelagius’s error was to affirm
that creatures control salvation, to suggest that an act of our own
could merit salvation. Of course, in Ockham’s time, no one sug-
gested that the human who was (or was not) saved was in control.
But what about the form or habit infused at baptism? Did its pres-
ence or absence dictate the outcome? If so, then not God but a crea-
ture determines whether we are saved. That is the problem with
the views of Peter Auriol, as Ockham understood them. Auriol dif-
fered from Pelagius only in that he supposed that a supernatural,
not a natural creature, controls the offer of salvation, according to
Ockham.31

Marilyn Adams has considered Ockham’s dispute with Auriol.32

As she describes it, Auriol emphasizes God’s goodness and rational-
ity. He holds that God never loves without justification. For Auriol,
God’s goodness and justice require that he save the lovable and damn
the detestable.Whatmakes creatures lovable is grace (a created form),
not God’s love. God’s general love for creation provides no basis for
distinguishing the detestable from the lovable. In the absence of the
form of grace, God’s love of creatures would be unjustified and so
impossible (because God loves only with justification); in its pres-
ence God’s rationality and goodness dictate the contrary outcome.
For God is the most reasonable of lovers.33

By contrast, for Ockham, God is the most merciful and generous
of lovers, which he would not be if his love were necessitated by the
nature of the formof grace.WhatOckhamreacts against – so strongly,
in fact, as to prompt him to reply in the intemperate language that
attracted unfavorable attention at the papal court – is Auriol’s claim
that the nature of this form “necessarily” pleases God, that its very
existence in the soul makes that soul dear to God. This created form
is the immutable object required byGod’s unchanging love according
to Auriol. Auriol assimilates God’s love of creatures to God’s nec-
essary love of self: God loves the form of grace as he loves himself
because of the nature of the thing loved. And he loves that form
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not freely but immutably, from natural necessity. God’s very nature
dictates that he love all grace and virtue just as he loves his own
justice. Contrary to Scotus, Auriol explicitly denies that the form is
infused in us as a result of God’s love or acceptance; it is rather the
lovability of the form which dictates God’s love. If the acceptance
were prior, the lovewould be unreasonable forwant of the immutable
object it requires.34

Against Auriol, Ockham argues that God could, de potentia abso-
luta, accept a soul for salvation without infusing any formwhatever.
Ockham is not arguing about what God does but about what God
could do, for if God could not help but love us, his love would not
be generous. Ockham’s aim is to establish that nothing whatsoever
could necessitate God’s conferral of everlasting life. Indeed, none of
God’s external acts is necessitated because God cannot be obligated
by creatures in any respect35 – a truth that was generally accepted
by medievals36 though seldom stressed as much as by Ockham. Cer-
tainly no accidental form could necessitate God so that it would be
logically impossible for God not to award beatitude. Rather we are
saved by sheer grace freely granted.37

This does not mean that there is no reliable path to salvation; it
means rather that the divine laws according to which we are saved
by operant grace are freely and contingently ordained. Ockham re-
peatedly insists that there is no limit to God’s power to do otherwise
and that there would be nothing contradictory or even unreasonable
about God’s ordaining salvation without operant grace. But his point
is not that God is free from what he in fact ordains; it is rather that
God freely ordains the laws he establishes. That is why Ockham
says each of us is saved not primarily by the infusion of an accept-
able nature but by special acceptance granted by benevolent divine
ordination. Ockham employs the phrases ‘by sheer free love’ and ‘by
sheer divine ordination’ almost synonymously38; the ordination is
love’s manifestation.

II.2. Ockham Against Aquinas: Is Grace
an Efficient Cause?

Ockham argued against Aquinas as well as against Auriol; Ockham
and Aquinas disagreed about the manner in which operant grace
acts.39 Ockham attacked the claim that the sacraments are efficient
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causes of grace. Neither are they sufficient causes, for the effect in-
volved – predestination to salvation – cannot be achieved without
God. Instead, Ockham sees the efficacy of this and the other sacra-
ments of the New Testament in terms of God’s will; the sacraments
are causes without which God has ordained that he will not act.40

Grace is required for merit, not as a natural cause but only because
God so ordains.41 Grace is not superfluous, for God ordains that he
will not act without it, but not because he cannot act without it. Not
a natural necessity but the order freely willed by a voluntary cause
is what makes grace necessary for salvation.

II.3. Ockham in Defense of Lombard: How Is Created
Grace Necessary?

Ockham’s account of grace got him into trouble for two reasons:
First because in showing that the only natural necessity involved is
acceptance, he emphasized that operant grace need not have been
ordained. Moreover, he provided a defense of Peter Lombard’s views
that sometimes seems to describe an evenmoreminor role for operant
grace. Some may have thought Ockham’s favorable interpretation of
Lombard meant that he himself considered that grace as an infused
habit was unnecessary.
Lombard identifies grace with the Holy Spirit. Because Ockham

holds that the only logically necessary condition of salvation is di-
vine acceptance, he suggests that Lombard may endorse a similar
account. Perhaps Lombard means that charity or grace principally
signifies the Holy Spirit’s accepting the soul as worthy of eternal
life. Ockham excuses Lombard’s failure to mention created grace
on the grounds that created grace in the absence of the cooperation
of the Holy Spirit would not produce merit. Moreover, as Ockham
points out, Lombard never denied that a habit inclining us to love
of God was infused. Ockham defends Lombard by saying Lombard
understood the primary sense of grace correctly and did not deny its
secondary sense. Ockham concludes this defense by affirming the
orthodox conclusion that created charity (though not logically nec-
essary) is in fact presumed in every act of merit.42

Ockham argued that the necessity of infused grace is de potentia
Dei ordinata, not de potentia Dei absoluta. But he never disputed
the necessity for infused grace, and he never espoused the view that
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salvation is possible without created grace. Infused grace is neces-
sary because God has ordained that no one can be saved without the
infusion of a supernaturally produced form.43

II.4. Ockham and the Saints: Does God Employ
Ockham’s Razor?

The second reason for suspicion was that Ockham pretty clearly did
not believe that the system of operant grace was economical. God
could have ordained a systemwithout operant grace. That he did not
do so was evident to Ockham not from reason but from the testi-
mony of the saints.44 This might justify the charge of Pelagianism if
Ockham believed that the principle of parsimony – Ockham’s razor –
operated in the economy of salvation. But Ockham certainly did not
believe that. On the contrary, Ockham explicitly stated that God
frequently achieves by many means what could be achieved with
fewer.45

Unlike his opponents, Ockham never believed God’s acts could
be deduced by theologians describing the most reasonable state of
affairs. Rather he believed God was unconstrained either by crea-
tures or by creaturely considerations. Ockham claimed, plausibly
enough, that his denial that creatures could in any way necessitate
God maximally distanced him from the error of Pelagius, who be-
lieved that natural human acts could merit salvation. Indeed, one of
Ockham’s most important theological themes is that God and only
God controls the offer of assistance; salvation can come only from
God’s gracious and liberal acceptance of human souls.46

iii. the role for human initiative
in salvation

III.1. Merit and Will

Although Adams exonerates Ockham on the charge of Pelagianism
because of his emphasis of divine sovereignty, she considers him
a semi-Pelagian. She suggests that for Ockham the scope of God’s
power is restricted by the human will. According to Adams,
Ockham’s claim that merit must involve an act of will restricts the
operation of God’s will, leaving Ockham open to the charge of semi-
Pelagianism.
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Semi-Pelagianism questions predestination; it affirms that human
free will has occasionally taken some initiative in faith. Repudiating
semi-Pelagianism, the Council of Orange affirmed that the “begin-
nings of faith are always due to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.”47

Ockham believes in predestination (a subject about which he wrote
a treatise). He does not claim for creatures any initiative in faith.
The issue about merit raised by Adams is closely related to the

subject of the beginnings of faith, to human cooperation in salvation,
and to predestination. But more basically it is an issue of control,
like the issues considered in Section II, so we will deal with it first.
The possibility of human initiative will be considered in Section
III.2; predestination in Section III.3. The last section of this chapter
(III.4) concerns human cooperation in salvation and the question of
whether humans can resist grace.
Contrary to Adams, I do not believeOckham allows any creaturely

restriction on divine power. His claim about the activity of the hu-
man will addresses issues about the nature of merit and reward, not
about the limits of divine power. His views on the role of the hu-
man will in eliciting meritorious acts are philosophically sensible
and theologically orthodox.
OckhamemphasizesGod’s freedom to love creatures and to reward

them with beatific vision and eternal life on any basis he chooses, or
even without a basis. No human act or quality could possibly merit
this reward; the reward of beatific vision is entirely incommensurate
with any possible human merit. God offers us the reward of beatific
vision, but justice does not require that offer; indeed, God could even
annihilate us without injury or injustice.48

What Adams sees as a restriction on God is Ockham’s belief that
only a voluntary act can be meritorious.49 Adams considers this as
a restriction on God, for she thinks it eliminates the possibility that
God could have chosen to reward an involuntarily acquired quality
with eternal life. Adams asks, “Since the worthiness of eternal life is
a value dependent solely on God’s free and contingent volition, why
could God not have legislated that everyone with blue eyes is wor-
thy of eternal life. . . . In maintaining the contrary, are not Ockham’s
claims about the order of salvation semi-Pelagian?”50

The answer to this question, in my opinion, is a resounding no.
Justifying my opinion will involve two things. First, I will show that
Ockham’s insistence on the role of human will in merit is entirely
reasonable and in accordance with the views of other great medieval
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theologians. Second, I will show that, contrary to Adams, Ockham
does not maintain the opposite; he does not maintain that God could
not have rewarded a certain quality, an eye color, for instance, with
eternal life.
Adams presentsOckham’s insistence on the voluntary character of

meritorious action as if it were a singular opinion. “For in Ockham’s
opinion, it is amatter ofdefinition that ‘nothing ismeritorious unless
because it is elicited or produced freely and voluntarily’.”51 But
Ockham is not stating a personal opinion; he is repeating a medieval
Aristotelian dictum: “No one is involuntarily good or blessed.”52

Without exception, the great medieval theologians accept this view.
To cite three: Bonaventure holds that every meritorious act is volun-
tary.53 Ockham is echoing Aquinas54 when he says that the merit
of human acts requires both God’s acceptance and human willing.55

Scotus, too, holds that no act is meritorious unless it is freely
elicited.56

As Adams correctly points out, this is a question of definition.
Ockhamdefines ‘merit’ nominally; it connotes an act of will.57Merit
describes a situation in which a reward is earned. We often reward
blue-eyed blonds for their looks, but these rewards cannot be cor-
rectly described asmerited. By contrast, heroic acts or acts of obedi-
ence sometimesmerit reward.
When Ockham indicates that what is praiseworthy is both good

and within our power,58 he is making the point that only rewards
for things within our control can correctly be described as merited.
Though he does not say so explicitly, Ockham would presumably
allow that, de potentia Dei absoluta, God could reward physical
traits with eternal life. Ockham does expressly state the comple-
mentary point: God can make us suffer without sin, though no one
can be penalized without demerit. When we inflict injury on the in-
nocent, strictly speaking this should not be described as a “penalty”
but rather as “suffering” because the pain inflicted is not merited.59

Moreover, Ockham does explicitly indicate that it is within God’s
power to confer (or not to confer) eternal life on anyone.60 Ockham
would not, however, describe eternal life conferred on account of an
involuntary trait (such as eye color) as amerited reward.
Ockham is not committed to the view that a freely elicited act is

a logically necessary condition of divine acceptance (and Adams is
mistaken to support Chatton’s claim that he is).61
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That God has ordained that he will accept meritorious acts, and
hence freely elicited acts of will, is a contingent fact according to
Ockham. There is no restriction on God’s freedom to confer benefits
(or for that matter, inflict suffering) on his creatures.
Ockham is committed to the view that a freely elicited act is a

condition for merit. But merit is not a condition for grace.62 Saint
Paul received grace and was destined for eternal life without merit.63

Paul was probably not blue-eyed, but whatever quality God chose
tó reward, it was less remarkable than Paul’s disqualifications, as a
persecutor ofChristians, formercy and reward.The point of the story,
as Ockham cites it, is that Paul was entirely without merit. God
could have rewarded meritless blue-eyed bastards, deeming them
worthy of eternal life, just as he rewarded Paul. As Ockham was
perfectly aware, inferences from what is the case to what can be
the case are legitimate (ab esse ad posse valet consequentia). That
is the point of his citing the case of Paul. God could have ordained
otherwise; it would be just as reasonable to doom us all as it is to
offer eternal life to everyone. Because God’s nature does not restrict
God’s acts with respect to creatures, we have only the authority of
Scripture and of the saints to tell us what God has actually ordained
for humanity.
Making a voluntary human contribution necessary for merit is not

semi-Pelagianism, as Adams suggests.64 It is part of any reasonable
analysis of the terms ‘merit’ and ‘reward’. In this case, of course,
Ockham has denied that human acts could merit the reward of the
beatific vision. The divine economy of eternal life differs from or-
dinary natural circumstances in that we can have no claim on this
reward. But the resemblance is not entirely absent, for the acts God
chooses to reward are our own – a point to which we will return in
Section III.4.

III.2. Can Humans Achieve a Disposition for Grace?

Ockham’s closest approach to Pelagianism is a statement he made
in course of discussing predestination. Ockham holds that there are
generically good works that people in a state of sin should perform
so that God might sooner confer on them the grace by which eternal
life is merited. Such works dispose sinners for grace, but though they
are good works, they are meritorious only in a qualified sense.65
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Though many Christian theologians today would deny this claim,
others still accept the necessity for such dispositions among adults
seeking baptism,66 and this view was common in the medieval pe-
riod. Ockham claims for this position the support of the saints and
the doctors. One such doctor was Matthew of Aquasparta, who cites
Augustine, Dionysius, and John Damascene in favor of the view
that a disposition for grace is necessary.67 Aquinas, against whom
Ockham is arguing in this passage, also held that a prior disposition
is required – namely, free will.68 Among themany other authors who
held this view are Bonaventure69 and Scotus.70 As Doucet indicates
in his edition of Aquasparta, this was the common view.
Like his contemporaries, Ockham allows a humanly achievable

“disposition” to grace. However, neither for Ockham nor for other
medieval theologians is this tantamount to maintaining that people
can take an initial step toward meriting salvation. As Aquinas says,
the first preparation for grace is by divine aid.71 Ockham himself
clearly states that such works can earn only a temporal, not an eter-
nal reward. Because his brief statement comes from a discussion of
predestination, presumably the claim is that if someone is predes-
tined for grace, performing generically good acts may prompt God
to confer grace sooner in that person’s lifetime. Though they are not
rewarded by eternal life, adults are supposed to perform such good
acts while still in a state of mortal sin in preparation for baptism.
Because these generically good acts prepare us for grace, they are in
some odd sense causes – though they are neither enabling causes nor
causes in any of the four traditional senses. According to Ockham,
our knowledge of this requirement for penitents comes from the
saints and the doctors. Meeting this requirement, however, cannot
earn an eternal reward; only grace suffices for merit.72

III.3. Does Grace Cause Predestination?

In his dispute with Thomas, Ockham makes another statement on
which the charge of Pelagianism is based, namely that some predes-
tination or reprobation is not without an explanatory cause. Some-
what timidly – without daring to assert it – Ockham suggests that in
some sense foreseenmerit is prior to predestination to eternal life. It
is prior in the order of explanation. According to Ockham, when we
can infer proposition q on the basis of proposition p, proposition p is
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in some sense the cause of proposition q, using the word ‘cause’ in an
unaccustomed sense. Here modern usage might dictate reference to
a “reason” rather than a “cause.” Ockham’s “explanational causal-
ity” would certainly be strange usage today, and he says that cases
of “explanational causality” in the absence of formal, final, or effi-
cient causality are rare. However, it was a common medieval usage
with good Aristotelian warrant; as Ockhammentions, it is the sense
in which an antecedent “causes” the consequent.73 If Ockham had
used the phrase ‘explanational priority,’ we would not have much
difficulty with the concept. Indeed, not all of us would agree with
Ockham that cases in which priority in the order of explanation does
not correspond to causal priority are rare.
Ockham’s example of “explanational priority” is ordinary enough.

He says that when we explain why fire does not warm distant ob-
jects, we say “it is because the fire is not close enough.”74 The state-
ment has explanatory force, although fire, not proximity, produces
heat. ‘The fire does not warm me’ is true because ‘The fire is not
near me’ is true. By analogy, Ockham wants to claim that ‘God fore-
sees Marilyn’s merit’ in some sense explains why God predestines
Marilyn to eternal life, although it is not true that Marilyn’s merit
causes her predestination. Foreseen merit explains or makes intelli-
gible most cases of predestination75 without causing predestination
efficiently, finally, formally, or materially.
Aquinas condemns as Pelagian the view that preexisting merit is

the efficient cause of predestination.76 Ockham clearly avoids this
error, denying both that the merit in question preexists and that it
is the efficient cause of predestination. Nonetheless, some consider
Ockham’s position tantamount to semi-Pelagianism, for they believe
that it effectively vitiates the doctrine of predestination. This seems
mistaken. The position gives too little credence toOckham’s explicit
statement that the priority involved is not that of an efficient, final,
formal, ormaterial cause.77Moreover, the position overstates the dif-
ference betweenOckham’s position and that of Aquinas and neglects
an important theological reason for their essential similarity.
The reason Ockham dared to argue against Thomas, maintaining

his own view only “without prejudice” to better judgment, was to
block the inference that ‘the damned sin’ can be explained because
God reprobates them.78 In this respect, Ockham’s views were not
only sensible and ethically attractive but orthodox. Predestination
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to damnation or reprobation is affirmed by the Church in a more
limitedway than predestination to salvation.God both intellectually
knows and disposes people to salvation; he also wills their salvation.
But Roman Catholic theologians teach that God does not destine
people to eternal punishment before their sins are foreseen.79

When Ockhammaintains that foreseen merits are prior to predes-
tination in the order of explanation, hemeans that in some sense our
merits justify our predestination, and one can say ‘God reprobates the
damned’ is in some sense justified because they sin. The converse in-
ference is the problem case theologianswere out to avoid; one cannot
claim that the damned sin because God reprobates them or that their
sin is justified on account of reprobation. On the other hand, though
sin may explain damnation, it does not efficiently cause damnation
any more than merit efficiently causes eternal life. What Ockham is
trying to do here is difficult, and somemay consider he has failed, but
the attempt is certainly orthodox. Ockham is claiming that, though
foreseen merits are not temporally or causally prior to predestina-
tion, they may explain predestination by making it intelligible.
Of course, Ockham was not alone in facing the theological dilem-

mas occasioned by the doctrine of predestination. Other theologians
advanced similar solutions to the problem, solutions that allow for
someordering relation between foreseen sins and reprobation. Scotus,
who exercised the profoundest influence onOckham’s thinking, held
that, although foreseen good works are not the reason for predesti-
nation, foreseen sins are the reason for reprobation. Although sins
do not effectively cause reprobation, they explain why one person
rather than another is destined for damnation.80

Aquinas, the target of some of Ockham’s sharpest attacks, held
that in explaining the reason for predestination, it was necessary to
distinguish between the general and the particular cause. In general,
the justification for the effect of predestination is God’s goodness. In
particular, two things can be said: (1) predestination is the final cause
of grace, and (2) grace is causally prior to predestination “as a cause
of merit which reduces to a material disposition.” For this reason,
we can say that “God preordained both that he would give someone
glory on the basis of their merits and that he would give someone
grace in order that theymightmerit glory.”81 The claim thatmerit in
some sense justifies predestination to glorymayweaken the doctrine
of predestination too much for some Christian theologians, but like
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Aquinas, Scotus, and Ockham, most have held that it is compatible
with the doctrine.

III.4. Is Grace Irresistible?

There is a strand of Augustinianism that would claim that the acts
for which we are rewarded in the divine economy are not our own
but those of God.82 This ultra-Augustinian view might be based on
Paul’s words to the Corinthians83: “For I am the least of the apostles.
. . . But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me
was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them,
though it was not I, but the grace of God which is in me.” Similarly,
at Gal. 2:20 Paul says that “it is no longer I who live, but Christ
who lives in me.” These passages must be interpreted literally by
the ultra-Augustinian, but in fact they cannot be intended literally. If
they were intended literally, the phrase “Not Paul but Christ” would
mean the same thing in the sentences ‘Not Paul but Christ lives’ and
‘Not Paul but Christ fed the four thousand at the Sea of Galilee’.84 In
Corinthians and Galatians, Paul is not suggesting that only Christ
and not Paul is acting. Rather, Paul is asserting that Christ enables
Paul to preach, that the credit for Paul’s preaching belongs to Christ,
and that without divine assistance, Paul would be altogether unable
to preach.
The ultra-Augustinian not only asserts that such biblical passages

are intended literally but claims that divine grace is irresistible, so
that if God offers us grace, then no human agent could pose an ob-
stacle to its operation. The position described here is not attractive.
It would suggest that when hardened sinners are redeemed, they do
not change for the better; instead, they exchange one identity for
another. Not they but Christ lives; not their acts but God’s acts are
redeemed. Moreover, the change from enslavement to sin to submis-
sion to justice would have to be involuntary.85

Such an ultra-Augustinian might well accuse Ockham of semi-
Pelagianism. For Ockham, like Aquinas,86 holds that humans can
oppose divine grace de potentia Dei ordinata; God has ordained that
grace is conferred only in cases where there is no obstacle to its
reception.87Ockham also holds thatmeritorious acts are human acts
freely accepted by God. However, Ockham does not claim that the
initiation of such acts must be human; he maintains only that such
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acts must in some sense be in our power; we can prevent their being
elicited though we could not elicit them on our own. It is the claim
that we could initiate meritorious acts, not the claim that we coop-
erate in them, that was condemned in the canons of the Council of
Orange that define semi-Pelagianism.
Only an ultra-Augustinian would condemn as semi-Pelagian the

view that humans participate in their own salvation. And though
Ockhamdoes not uphold theAugustinian dogma of the irresistibility
of grace, he affirms thatwhateverGodwills is effected, and if hewills
that it be effected by another, it is effected by another.88 So Ockham
is not claiming that God could not save us despite ourselves but
rather that God chooses not to do so.
As Adams would be the first to point out, Ockham’s theology is a

celebration not only of divine freedom but also of divine mercy and
liberality. It would be a poor liberality that allowed no role at all to
the sinner in human salvation.

iv. conclusion

In this chapter I have examined the more plausible grounds for sug-
gesting that Ockhamwas a Pelagian; none of them can bear examina-
tion. Ockham’s insistence on the role of will in acts of merit (Section
III.1) in no sense restricts God’s freedom to save or to damn in ac-
cordance with plan. It is both doctrinally sound and philosophically
defensible to claim that no act can be meritorious unless elicited
freely. Neither Ockham’s claim that people participate in their sal-
vation (Section III.4) nor his espousal of the common medieval view
that adults must prepare for baptism (Section III.2) is tantamount
to claiming that people initiate their salvation. Instead of espousing
the semi-Pelagian view that people initiate their salvation, Ockham
maintained the orthodox view the humans participate in their own
salvation. His claim that foreseen sins in some sense explain repro-
bation does not amount to a denial of predestination (Section III.3).
In this, as in many of these cases, Ockham did not depart much from
the views of most medieval theologians.
Ockhamdiffered sharply from severalmedieval theologians in that

he did not believe that the operant grace postulated by Augustine
and the other saints was entirely reasonable or much in accord with
experience. But then he also believed that we could not know with
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certainty anything that depends on the divine will’s acting freely
and contingently, since neither reason nor experience can guide us
in such cases.89 Very controversially, Ockham claimed to be able to
show that the supernatural form of grace is logically compatible both
with divine rejection and with sin. But the conclusion he based on
these claims is that the economy of salvation is freely ordained, not
that the form of grace is not ordained for, and hence necessary to,
our salvation or that it is ineffective.
Although Ockham argues that infused grace is not logically neces-

sary for salvation, he never claims it is unnecessary. To the contrary,
infused grace is necessary because God has so ordained. ‘Not logi-
cally necessary’ is not equivalent to ‘unnecessary’ or ‘superfluous.’
God does many things that are not logically necessary; if he did not
do so, he would not be free. Ockham’s razor was never meant to
explain God’s providence; God frequently accomplishes with many
means what could be accomplished with fewer.90

Ockham not only argues that infused grace is necessary, he also
maintains it immediately inclines us to every virtue and is presup-
posed by every meritorious act; that explains its function in unifying
the virtues.91 For Ockham, grace is not merely a conventional sign
of divine acceptance; it is rather the means ordained by God for our
salvation.
Ockham believed with considerable justification that his posi-

tion was as far removed as possible from Pelagianism, since he, like
Augustine, was committed to accepting every consequence of the
thesis that God completely controls the economy of salvation. On
the other hand, Ockham also differed from Augustine in many re-
spects. He did not believe grace was necessary for virtue; neither
did he believe grace was irresistible. In these respects, however,
Ockham’swas the commonopinion of themedievalChurch.Thus, to
accuse him of Pelagianism on these groundswould be anachronistic.
In response to the accusationmade byhis contemporaries,Ockham

had a good defense, as Adams showed some years ago. That probably
explains why the judgment of the commission appointed to exam-
ine his works was quite mild, despite the presence of his enemies at
Avignon and the difficulties in which his Order found itself at that
time. It explains why when Pope John XXII subsequently tried to
hunt Ockham down and threatened to burn down a city if it shel-
tered him and his companions,92 Pelagianism was not mentioned. It
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is anachronistic folly to reinvent and redescribe the error now, based
on views his contemporaries would not have questioned. Ockham
was a competent and well-trained theologian. Though he occasion-
ally stated them in language disconcerting to the philosophically
untutored, the views he stated were consistent with ecclesiastical
dogma – or, as he would have put it, with the truths found in Scrip-
ture and stated by the saints and the doctors, the authorities he took
to be our only guide to what God has actually ordained concerning
human salvation.93
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Ockham as a Pelagian or semi-Pelagian. (On this issue, not only is there
no presumption of innocence, but even the attempt to show someone’s
innocence is taken as evidence of guilt.) Perhaps, then, it would be ap-
propriate to ask if, apart from Augustine himself, and perhaps Jansenius
and John Calvin, there ever was a theologianwho could not be accused of
Pelagianism. Indeed, even Calvin has been condemned for excess liberal-
ity. Hyper-Calvinists condemn him for holding that grace is offered to all
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and not only to the elect (Engelsma 1980, 132). Medieval scholastics, like
their modern counterparts, were all too ready to suggest that their con-
temporaries were heretics. The Franciscans Matthew of Aquasparta and
Roger Marston, for example, accused Aquinas of Pelagianism because
of his views on the necessary preparation for the infusion of grace. See
Aquasparta 1935, 94; Marston 1932, 195. Surely this regrettable history
shows that repeating the charge of Pelagianism, in itsmany guises, serves
to hinder and not to promote serious discussion of theological views.
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alla fine del medioevo. Rome: Laterza.

Birch, T. Bruce, ed. and trans. 1930. The De sacramento altaris of William
of Ockham. Burlington, IA: Lutheran Literary Board.
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varietates: Hommage à Paul Vignaux (1904–1987). Paris: E. J. Vrin.
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tion.” InArchéologie du signe, edited by Lucie Brind’Amour and Eugene
Vance, 265–86. Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1983.

. 1990. “Connotative Terms in Ockham’s Mental Language.”
Cahiers d’épistémologie, No. 9016. Montréal: Université du Québec à
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