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1

INTRODUCTION

The era from 1050 to 1500 was one of remarkable philosophical activity in the West—certainly 
the most intensive such period prior to the twentieth century. Equipped with logic as expressive 
as contemporary first-order logic (see Parsons 2014), and with many of the classics of earlier 
Greek and Islamic philosophy at hand, thinkers from the Middle Ages developed a huge vari-
ety of innovative theories in almost all areas of the discipline. The institutional context was the 
early university, organized, much like the modern one, around a standard undergraduate liberal 
arts curriculum (at the time largely comprising training in logic and philosophy of language), 
followed by study in one of the professional graduate schools (medicine, law, or theology). Many 
of the most talented students opted for graduate training in theology, which, combined with the 
training in arts, could take close to 15 years or more, and focused almost exclusively on topics that 
we would regard as philosophical in character. This provided ample scope for the development of 
sophisticated theories in metaphysics, ethics, philosophy of mind, and more. So the Middle Ages 
was par excellence the period of the professional philosopher, and, as one would expect, was full of 
discussion, intense debate, and deep disagreement.

The chapters gathered together here cover many of the primary philosophical topics discussed 
by these professional philosophers during this period of medieval Latin scholasticism. Taken 
 together, these chapters are intended to offer an introduction and guide to the variety and diver-
sity of technical theories that are found in the texts of these philosophers, as well as to some of the 
modern scholarship that surrounds them.

The lingua franca of the period was Latin, and, like all philosophers, the medieval ones devel-
oped within it their own highly specific technical language, of which ours is a descendent, but a 
much-altered one. So it is very hard for the modern neophyte—even one with a first-rate phil-
osophical training of their own—to dive into the field of medieval philosophy and make much 
progress without some kind of guide. There is nothing a book such as this can do about the lin-
guistic problem. But it is not at all difficult to draw out resemblances and dissimilarities between 
medieval theories and terminology and modern ones: something that should be no surprise given 
the evident continuities, admittedly long occluded, between medieval and modern philosophy 
(on which, see for instance Pasnau 2011). So what we provide here constitutes an attempt to give 
a reader with no prior knowledge of medieval philosophy what they need to work with the tech-
nical texts and scholarship in the field. We have tried to be particularly sensitive to the sheer range 
of medieval views on the subjects under discussion. There simply was no “standard” medieval 
view on almost any philosophically interesting topic. On the contrary, medieval philosophy was a 
powerfully argumentative and dialectical discipline, with the constant back-and-forth of debate, 
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and the chapters in this volume try to bring this out. Philosophy in the Middle Ages was also 
notable for what is known as the scholastic method: its rigorous attention to disambiguation and 
conceptual analysis—features that it has in common with much recent work in the Anglophone 
tradition of philosophy.

We have arranged the volume topically rather than chronologically, and the chapters do not 
focus on any one particular scholastic thinker. Rather, each chapter focuses on the various theo-
ries the scholastics proposed for the topic at hand. Taking the volume as a whole, we aim to cover 
most of the central topics of philosophy: language and logic, metaphysics, cosmology and physics, 
psychology, cognition, ethics and moral psychology, and political philosophy. We have tried to be 
systematic, and we have also tried to organize the themes under the most useful headers and titles. 
Some are more modern, some are more medieval. We are aware that this risks the problem of a 
certain kind of anachronism. But we believe that this arrangement maximizes the book’s useful-
ness, allowing the reader both to focus on distinctively medieval topics and to see how and in what 
way distinctively modern concepts arise in the Middle Ages. It frequently turns out that medieval 
writers have a lot to say on such matters, but framed in slightly different terminology, terminol-
ogy not designed to reveal the presence of theories on the relevant topics. Of course, many issues 
occur in clearly theorized ways in both medieval and recent philosophy (e.g., substance, identity); 
and many medieval topics arise too in modern discussions, though not always using the same 
terminology, or in ways that obviously reveal the presence of theories on the relevant subjects 
 (e.g., form, accident). Our approach enables both resonances and divergences to become apparent. 
And the commonalities and shared traditions mentioned above to some extent obviate the dangers 
of anachronism.

The historical focus of the volume is primarily on Latin scholasticism, especially the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries—though not exclusively so. One reason for this is that there already are 
excellent handbooks on Islamic philosophy (Nasr and Leaman 1996; Taylor and López-Farjeat 
2016). And to the extent that there are historical links and commonalities between medieval 
 Islamic philosophy and modern European philosophy (e.g. Avicenna and Leibniz), they tend to be 
mediated through medieval Latin philosophy, which adopted various parts of the Islamic tradition 
through Latin translations. So for the heuristic purposes of this volume, an emphasis on the Latin 
tradition offers the most fruitful approach. And for better or worse, most of the names likely to be 
familiar to and useful to the likely reader of this book come from the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries: for example, Thomas Aquinas, Duns Scotus, and William of Ockham. But other nota-
bles appear too: particularly, from the earlier period, Anselm and Abelard.

The combination of medieval and modern topics will, we hope, make the volume useful to 
the reader with a basic grounding in contemporary philosophy. But we have tried to pitch these 
chapters so that their introductory character will make them accessible to others interested in the 
history of medieval philosophy as well, be they theologians or historians. The chapters avoid big 
narratives and focus on the details, mindful of what scholastic authors said and meant, and careful 
to avoid saying more than the texts permit. One hope is that the approach will be illuminating for 
the expert in the field; but our aim, above all, is to be helpful to the interested beginner.

References
Nasr, S. H. and O. Leaman (1996) History of Islamic Philosophy, 2 vols. New York: Routledge.
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1
PROPOSITIONS

Nathaniel E. Bulthuis

When philosophers in the twenty-first century speak about propositions, they typically intend to 
refer to a kind of entity that (ideally, at least) fulfills certain alethic, cognitive, and semantic roles. 
In particular, by “proposition,” contemporary philosophers mean to talk about a kind of entity 
which is:

1  the primary bearer of alethic properties,
2  the object of one’s propositional attitudes, such as belief,
3  the meaning, or sense, of (one’s utterances of ) declarative sentences, and
4  the referent of that-clauses.1

For most contemporary philosophers, then, propositions are defined by their functional roles. 
Contemporary debates about the proposition typically focus on the nature and status of the prop-
osition itself: is it plausible that one entity can fulfill all of these various roles? Assuming that one 
entity could fulfill all (or even most) of those roles, is that entity mind-independent? abstract? 
structured? If structured, what is it composed of, and what unifies it? In virtue of what does it play 
the functional role(s) that it does? And so on.

When medieval philosophers speak of propositions (propositiones; sing., propositio), in contrast, 
they do not necessarily mean to refer to entities of this sort. Rather, they intend to refer to 
 utterances—typically tokens, but sometimes types—of declarative sentences.2 For philosophers in 
the medieval period, then, the central task with respect to the proposition needn’t be to explain 
how it can fulfill the alethic, cognitive, and semantic roles mentioned above. Yet this does not 
mean that the proposition (as they understood it) was not a source of intense philosophical interest 
throughout the medieval period. Rather, medieval philosophical reflection on the proposition 
typically focuses on what one does in uttering a declarative sentence, namely, that one says (means) 
something.3 The medieval interest in propositions is motivated by considerations of the nature of 
saying (meaning) itself, and in particular by what sort of thing, if any, one says (means) in saying 
something—a concern typically expressed in the medieval tradition by an interest in what a prop-
osition signifies. Moreover, as many medieval philosophers accepted—to varying degrees—that 
cognition is linguistic in nature, so that to have a belief, for example, is (at least in part) to form a 
declarative sentence in mental language, medieval interest in the proposition likewise concerned 
what sort of thing, if any, one believes in believing something. Consequently, though many me-
dieval philosophers mean something very different by “proposition” than do most contemporary 
philosophers, the medieval philosophical concern about the proposition anticipates many of the 
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motivations for contemporary theories of the proposition, in the sense that philosophers under-
stand the term today.

The goal of this chapter is to provide an introduction to the main positions that arise within medi-
eval philosophical reflection upon propositions, as they understood them. I will begin ( in the section 
 “Language and Cognition”) with some brief remarks on the relationship between propositions in nat-
ural language and thought. After that, I will focus on medieval views about the nature of thought itself, 
and in particular on the development of the claim that thought is propositional in structure—that is, 
that thinking occurs within a mental language, populated by mental propositions. I will first consider 
(in the section “Mental Propositions”) the mental proposition itself: the sort of philosophical anteced-
ents we find in the medieval period to the full-fledged accounts of mental propositions and mental lan-
guage developed in the fourteenth century, and the various accounts of the metaphysics of the thought 
developed during that century and the one that preceded it. I will then (in the section “The Significa-
tion of the Mental Proposition”) focus on a central semantic debate in medieval philosophy about the 
mental proposition, namely, whether—and what—it  signifies. I will conclude (in the section “Con-
clusion”) with a short discussion of the secondary literature on medieval theories of the proposition.

Language and Cognition

The term “propositio,” in the broad sense that medieval philosophers typically used it, appears 
to first enter Latin philosophical discourse in a second-century treatise on logic called the Peri 
 Hermeneias.4 The author of that treatise, Apuleius (d. 170), argues that a proposition is a certain 
kind of oratio (speech). An oratio is an utterance of some sort: for example, a command or an in-
quiry.5 Of the various kinds of orationes, however, Apuleius identifies the proposition as particu-
larly important, for only a proposition expresses a “complete thought” (i.e., a judgment of some 
sort, such as a belief ), such that it is the only kind of oratio capable of bearing truth or falsity.6 In 
other words, the proposition is the only sort of oratio that is a statement-making utterance.

Through Apuleius’s treatise, “propositio” and “oratio” come to constitute part of the standard 
Latin logical terminology in the late antique period. Especially important for our purposes are the 
uses to which Boethius (d. 524) puts that terminology. Following Aristotle’s division of logos in 
the first chapter of the De Interpretatione, Boethius argues that orationes can be divided into those 
which are incomplete and those which are complete. Incomplete orationes are those utterances 
that are composite (that is, they are constituted by uttered expressions, voces, which are themselves 
meaningful, such as in “pale Socrates”) but which do not constitute the utterance of a sentence. 
Complete orationes, in contrast, are utterances of sentences: questions and commands, for exam-
ple.7 Complete orationes also include propositions, the kind of oratio of chief interest to the logi-
cian.8 Propositions garner that interest because they are the only sorts of orationes—complete or 
incomplete—that are bearers of alethic value, and so can figure in a demonstration.

For Boethius, then, a proposition is a kind of utterance in natural language that has alethic 
properties. But why, exactly, do propositions have alethic properties? Boethius argues that a prop-
osition is truth-apt—indeed, that it has the truth value that it does—because it is related to one’s 
thought that something is or is not the case, “in which truth and falsity are primarily engendered” 
(1877: 49.27–32). On the view of Boethius—a view informed by Aristotle and one which becomes 
standard during the medieval period—a proposition expresses the thought of the speaker that 
something is or is not the case.9 It is the thought that something is or is not the case that Boethius 
(following Aristotle) claims is primarily true or false; propositions are true or false in a secondary, 
or derivative, sense.10

How do propositions express the thoughts of the speaker? Boethius argues that “a proposition 
is an oratio signifying something true or something false.”11 According to Boethius, then, a prop-
osition expresses a thought via signification. And to signify (significare), according to Boethius’s 
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translation of Aristotle’s De Interpretatione, is to “establish an understanding,” that is, to bring about 
a thought in the mind of one’s audience.12 Nouns and verbs, by themselves, bring about a thought 
of something in the world; “Socrates” brings about a thought of Socrates, for example, and “runs” 
a thought of running. When nouns and verbs are joined together to form a statement-making ut-
terance, then, we might expect that utterance itself to itself bring about a certain thought, namely, 
the thought that something is or is not the case.13 Consequently, a speaker expresses her thoughts 
to her audience by using a proposition to signify—that is, to bring about—her thought that some-
thing is or is not the case within the minds of her audience members.

Whatever its origins and motivations, Boethius’s position—that a proposition signifies a thought 
that something is or is not the case—becomes the received view in the medieval period. In the 
twelfth century, for example, Peter Abelard (d. 1142) argues that propositions signify thoughts in 
that they generate those thoughts. Likewise, the fourteenth-century philosopher John Buridan 
(d. 1358) argues that propositions in natural language signify propositions in mental language. 
And one finds similar views defended in the generations between those two philosophers: for 
example, by Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) and John Duns Scotus (d. 1308) in the thirteenth century.

One notable exception to this position is William Ockham (d. 1347). Ockham denies that 
any proposition—whether in natural or mental language—is significative. Our discussion of part 
of Ockham’s reasoning for holding this view will need to wait until the section “The Significa-
tion of the Mental Proposition”, when we examine the signification of mental propositions. But 
 Ockham’s position is also due to his more general view about the relationship between natural and 
mental language. According to Ockham, simple categorematic expressions in natural language—
nouns and verbs—directly signify things in the world. “Socrates,” for example, signifies Socrates 
himself, rather than some thought, or concept, of him. In contrast, many philosophers throughout 
the medieval period held that such simple expressions in natural language immediately signify 
concepts, and signify things only mediately, in virtue of the fact that the concepts which those 
expressions signify, themselves represent those things. Ockham does not deny that concepts play 
a crucial role in signification; simple expressions in natural language acquire their significative 
function only in virtue of being linked in a certain way to the concepts possessed by the individ-
ual who imposes those expressions onto those things. Yet he argues that the relationship between 
expressions in natural language and mental language is rather one of subordination—simple ex-
pressions in natural language signify things by being subordinated to concepts which signify those 
things naturally—rather than of signification.14 If, then, propositions in natural language were to 
signify something, they would need to signify that which their mental counterparts signify. Con-
sequently, if Ockham were to deny that mental propositions signify anything at all (and, as we will 
see shortly, he does), then we should expect that, on his account, propositions in natural language 
will not signify anything as well—which is in fact his view.

Mental Propositions

For many philosophers in the medieval period, then, a proposition in natural language signifies 
a thought of a certain sort, namely, the thought that something is or is not the case. This view is 
Boethius’s first major contribution to medieval theorizing about propositions. His second view 
concerns the nature of thought itself. In the same work in which he argues that propositions sig-
nify thoughts, Boethius suggests that those thoughts are themselves linguistic in nature. Boethius 
writes, for example, that there are in fact three kinds of speech: written, spoken, and mental.15 The 
former two are forms of “outer” speech, while the last constitutes “inner” speech, that is, “the 
speech of the mind and the intellect” (1877: 24.24). Indeed, Boethius argues in at least one text 
that, just as natural language is partly constituted by nouns and verbs, so too one finds nominal 
and verbal elements in cognition itself (1877: 30.6–10).
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The suggestion by Boethius (among others16) that cognition is in some sense linguistic has a 
profound impact on the development of medieval philosophy of mind. One finds repeated use 
of the notion of a mental word, for example, playing a prominent role in theories of cognition 
throughout the medieval period—initially as a theologically loaded notion, a reflection in under-
standing of the divine word spoken by God the Father, and then slowly transitioning into a key 
notion in the theories of mental language developed in the fourteenth century. Just as important, 
there is a long medieval tradition of regarding thought as combinatorial in nature.17 In the twelfth 
century, for example, Abelard argues that propositions in natural language signify a certain com-
plex thought, composed of three simple intellectus—intellectual acts corresponding to the subject, 
the predicate, and the copula of the proposition in natural language—conjoined into a unit by the 
mind, where that unit is the thought that something is or is not the case.18 Likewise, for Aquinas in 
the thirteenth century, cognition is a matter of the mind’s predicating one “species,” or concept, 
of another, thereby representing the inherence of a form in matter or an accident in a subject. The 
combinatoriality of thought was the received view in the fourteenth century as well. In fact, that 
view only comes to be challenged in the fourteenth century on worries about the unity of the 
mental proposition.19

This general commitment to the combinatoriality of thought laid the groundwork for a more 
specifically compositional approach to cognition in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. In 
particular, philosophers in the late medieval period came to regard thought as having a syntactic 
and semantic structure that mirrored in all relevant respects that of natural language. Accounts 
of this sort were fully developed in the fourteenth century by philosophers such as Walter Burley 
(died c. 1345), William Ockham, and John Buridan, where the pertinent syntactic and semantic 
divisions of natural language—as well as the relationship of syntax to semantics—were mapped 
onto the mental.20 The key move for these individuals was the application to mental propositions 
of the theory of supposition, a semantic theory originally used to (among other things) specify the 
truth conditions of a proposition in natural language in terms of the things for which its subject 
and predicate terms stand, relative to a linguistic context. By applying the theory of supposition 
to mental language, Ockham and others were able to explain the supposition of the terms of 
propositions in natural language by appeal to the supposition of the terms of mental proposi-
tions to which those propositions were subordinated. And the supposition of the terms of mental 
propositions could themselves be explained by appeal to the natural relations of signification that 
those concepts bear to their significates, and to various rules that determine the supposition of a 
concept relative to a given context in mentalese.21 The result is a sophisticated theory of linguistic 
meaning, applicable both to natural and mental language, which constituted a powerful tool of 
analysis not just in logic, language, and mind, but also in epistemology, theology, and the sciences.

Even as there was general agreement in the medieval period that cognition was co mbinatorial—
even compositional—in nature, there were however significant disagreements about the meta-
physics of cognition itself. The dominant view during the medieval period was that the mind 
formed a thought that something is or is not the case out of accidents inhering in it—for example, 
its qualities, relations, or acts. These accidents were seen to be representational, so that what the 
mind combines are mental representations of things in the world. Accounts of this sort are de-
veloped in the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries—though in different ways, and for 
different reasons. Perhaps the best representative of this view is Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas argues 
that thought (or “judgment”) is a matter of the mind’s predicating one “species” of another. A 
species is, in this context, a certain form that inheres in the mind “as in a subject,” that is, it bears 
the same relationship to the mind as paleness, for example, does to a pale individual. One ac-
quires species ultimately from her interaction with the world; Aquinas is thus an empiricist about 
concept acquisition. The end result of one’s cognitive processing is understanding, in which the 
mind predicates one species of another in such a way that it knows something to be the case. The 
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product of this act of understanding is a mental word, reflecting the production of truth—the 
divine word—from God the Father.

In Aquinas’s account, species represent due to conformality: a species inhering in the mind 
represents a thing because it is a form of the same sort as a form inhering in the thing it represents. 
One potential difficulty for Aquinas’s account of mind generally, however, is to explain how the 
same sort of form that inheres in a thing and makes it what it is, could also be said to inhere in the 
mind without the mind itself becoming that sort of thing. How can the form of being ten feet tall, 
for example, inhere in the mind without the mind itself being ten feet tall?

Partly in response to these difficulties, Scotus proposes a slightly but significantly different 
account of conformality. Scotus suggests that there is not one but rather two forms essential to 
cognition: one form that inheres in the mind “as in a subject,” and another form that exists in 
the mind only objectively, such that the latter form is “contained” in the former.22 Scotus’s sug-
gestion, in other words, is that we separate content from its representational vehicle. The form 
which inheres in the mind, which Scotus calls a concept (conceptus), is the vehicle, representing 
things outside of the mind. The form that exists merely objectively in the mind—the same form 
possessed by various individuals outside of the mind—is that vehicle’s content, in virtue of which 
a concept represents. Indeed, insofar as we consider a thing irrespective of its matter, that is, only 
in virtue of its form, we can even call that content a “thing,” res.

Scotus’s account of mental representation is fascinating in its own right, but it is significant for 
our purposes because, in his commentaries on the De Interpretatione, Scotus proposes that, beyond 
a proposition composed of concepts, the mind is able to produce a “composition of things,” that 
is, something composed of the contents of its concepts. He writes, for example, that 

this composition [i.e. this mental proposition] is not out of species but out of things—not, 
however, as they exist but as they are understood. And therefore truth and falsity are said to 
concern composition and division of the understanding, because that composition is caused 
by an act of understanding.23 

Consequently, the product of a thought that something is or is not the case—what we can call that 
thought’s content—is a certain composition containing conceptual contents as its parts. And it is 
this composition, rather than a proposition composed of the concepts themselves, that propositions 
in natural language signify (Scotus 2014: 35, para. 33).

Crucially for Scotus, conceptual content, though a “thing,” still has merely objective existence 
within the mind, not subjective existence outside of it. A half-generation after Scotus, however, 
another philosopher—Walter Burley—argues that the content of a concept needn’t have a mere 
objective existence in the mind. Rather, it can be—and often is—something that exists wholly 
outside of the mind. Like Scotus, moreover, Burley argues that the mind can fashion the contents 
of concepts into mental propositions. And so, on Burley’s view, mental propositions turn out to 
be themselves composed of things that exist outside the mind (res extra animam).24 On Burley’s 
account, for example, the mental proposition that Socrates is human is composed of Socrates—the 
man in Athens himself—and humanity, a universal existing outside the mind which Socrates 
might possess.

Burley’s account represents the farthest that the pendulum swings in favor of a strongly realist 
account of the constituents of mental propositions. The evolution of the thought of his contem-
porary, William Ockham, represents a swing back to a strongly mentalist account. The account of 
mental propositions that Ockham defends very early in his career reflects to some degree elements 
of the accounts developed by Scotus and Burley. At that time, Ockham argued that mental prop-
ositions are typically constituted by ficta. These ficta differ from Scotus’s “things as they are under-
stood,” in that they are not the same as certain forms that exist in reality; rather, they are products 
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of intellectual activity.25 Like Scotus’s “things as they are understood,” however, Ockham’s ficta 
have merely objective existence in the mind. Even more significant, on Ockham’s early account, 
some mental propositions—namely, singular mental propositions—appear to be composed (at 
least partly) of things outside the mind (Karger 1996: 210–229). On this account, for example, the 
mental proposition that Socrates is human is composed not only of a certain fictum—the product 
of an act of thinking about humans, which represents individual humans—but also, as on Burley’s 
view, of Socrates himself.

At some point in the 1320s, however, Ockham comes to hold that ficta are not required for a 
compelling theory of mind. Rather, all that is required are mental acts themselves—acts which 
have no products.26 That change in his theory of mind has implications for his theory of mental 
propositions, for he now maintains that mental propositions—whether singular or general—are 
composed entirely of mental acts, that is, accidents really inhering in the mind, representing 
particular substances, qualities, or relations outside of it. In other words, Ockham’s mature view 
involves a reversion back to an account of the metaphysics of the mental proposition similar to 
the sort defended by Aquinas in the thirteenth century—though, it must be noted, differing from 
Aquinas’s account in how and why accidents of the mind represent.

From roughly 1250 to 1350, then, accounts of the metaphysics of mental propositions swing 
from mentalist accounts of the constituents of those propositions, to strongly realist accounts, and 
then back to a strong commitment to mentalism. The development of these different accounts 
of the metaphysics of mental propositions reflects an intense interest at that time in the nature of 
mental representation generally, and the mental proposition in particular. But that interest was not 
limited merely to the metaphysics of the mental proposition. Rather, there was just as intense an 
interest in the semantics of the mental proposition, and in particular in whether mental proposi-
tions are signs of something else.

The Signification of the Mental Proposition

Throughout medieval history, there was a strong theological interest in the nature of the objects 
of religious belief. That interest comes to the fore in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, where 
two opposing camps develop.27 The first, which we will call the complexum camp, argues that 
the object of faith is an enuntiabile or complexum—a proposition-like object that is, for example, 
expressed when one says the creed. The second, which we will call the reist camp, argues that the 
object of faith is something (aliqua res)—for example, Christ—or some collection of things in the 
world. These theological debates anticipate (and then are subsumed by) a broader philosophical 
debate that occurs in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries about the signification of the mental 
proposition. Within that debate, four positions emerge: nihilism, reism, sui generism, and mod-
ism. I will take each of these positions in turn.

Nihilism. Nihilists deny that mental propositions as such signify anything. Some nihilists (e.g., 
Scotus, Burley,28 and Ockham) deny that mental propositions signify anything at all.29 Others 
(e.g., Buridan) allow that there is some loose sense in which a mental proposition signifies some-
thing, but argue that its signification is reducible to the signification of one or both of its terms.30

Nihilism has its roots in the complexum camp mentioned above. For the complexum theorist, 
the object of faith is a certain complex thing, a bearer of truth value. Many philosophers in the 
fourteenth century readily identified that complexum as a mental proposition. On this view, the 
object of faith—and, more generally, the object of judgment—is a mental proposition. Prominent 
defenders of this view include Scotus, the early Ockham, and Buridan. On Scotus’s account, 
for example, belief and similar attitudes are mental acts of judgment, which take as their objects 
mental propositions.31
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Yet not all nihilists regarded mental propositions as objects of judgment. Rather, some denied 
that belief and similar attitudes have any objects at all, or at least over and above the things that 
are or are represented by the terms of a mental proposition. Views of this sort distinguish between 
what we can call the content object and referential objects of an act of judgment (Brower-Toland 
2007: 98–100). On this kind of view, a judgment can have referential objects—that is, it can be 
about the things that are or are represented by the terms of a certain mental proposition—but it 
has no content object because judgment is not a relation directed at a mental proposition but rather 
a certain contentful activity of the mind, namely, the activity of constructing the mental propo-
sition itself. The two most prominent defenders of this sort of account are Burley and (excepting 
cases of demonstrative judgment) the later Ockham. I will briefly discuss Burley’s account here.32 
Unlike most philosophers in the fourteenth century, Burley does not recognize a distinction 
between force and content. For him, the mind’s formation of a mental proposition itself involves 
some attitude or other.33 On this view, for example, judgment is not a relation to a mental propo-
sition, but rather an activity of predicating one thing in the world of another, both of which things 
are objects of cognition. Consequently, the mental proposition is not what is believed, but rather 
is (at least partly constituted by) the act of believing itself. A belief can be said to be about things 
in the world—Socrates and the property of humanity, for example—but it is not, on Burley’s ac-
count, a relation to some proposition. Rather, it is a certain activity that the mind undertakes: the 
predication of one thing of another.

Reism. Whereas nihilism can be seen as a descendant of the complexum position, reism is— 
unsurprisingly—a descendant of the reist camp. Unlike nihilists, who deny that, strictly speaking, 
a mental proposition itself signifies anything, reists hold that a proposition does in fact signify 
something, in just the way that its terms signify things. Reist accounts can be regarded as either 
simple or complex.

Simple reism is the view that a proposition signifies something in the world—that is, some en-
tity falling within one of the ten Aristotelian categories. Perhaps the most well-known defender 
of this form of reism is Walter Chatton (d. 1343), a close colleague and oft philosophical critic of 
William Ockham. In contrast to what he takes to be Ockham’s account of judgment—that the 
object of judgment is a mental proposition—Chatton (2002: d. 39, a. 2) argues that the object 
of judgment is not a mental proposition but rather something, or things, in the world. Take, for 
example, the belief that God is three and one. The object of that belief, Chatton argues, is not the 
mental proposition that God is three and one; rather, it is God himself. On this view, it is God, 
and not a mental proposition, that one “assents” to. None of this is to suggest that Chatton does 
not regard thinking to be linguistic in nature. On the contrary, Chatton readily accepts Ockham’s 
thesis that thinking occurs within a language of thought, such that belief requires (in part) the 
formation of a mental proposition. But he denies that it is the mental proposition itself which is 
what one believes. On the contrary, what one believes is what is signified by that proposition: 
God, for example.

Critics of simple reism typically argue that the view cannot sufficiently distinguish between 
simple and complex mental activity: between a thought of God, for example, and the thought that 
God is three and one. But there must be a difference, those critics argue because the latter but not 
the former is truth-evaluable. Complex reism can be seen as one sort of response to that criticism. 
Complex reism is the view that the significate of a mental proposition is in some way distinct 
from the significate of any of its terms. Proponents of this approach include William Cr athorn 
(fl. 1330s), Richard Brinkley (died c. 1379), and John Wyclif (d. 1384). Broadly speaking, on 
this view, a mental proposition signifies some structured whole composed of the significates of 
its terms. On Brinkley’s approach, for example, a mental proposition signifies an n-tuple of the 
significates of its terms (1988: 34–51, esp. 34–35).
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Sui Generism. Whereas reists attempts to locate the significate of the proposition in some way 
within one or more of the Aristotelian categories, sui generists argue that the significate of a mental 
proposition falls completely outside of that schema. Sui generism in fact first arises not out of theo-
logical debates in the thirteenth century but rather develops in the twelfth century, in the philos-
ophy of Peter Abelard and his immediate successors.34 Abelard argues that a proposition in natural 
language, in addition to signifying a thought, also signifies a dictum propositionis, that is, what is said 
by the proposition. Dicta are, on Abelard’s view, the primary bearers of truth and falsity, as well as 
the fundamental bearers of modality. A dictum, Abelard is keen to emphasize, is not a thing (res), nor 
is it an essence (essentia) or even a something (aliquid). A dictum is none of these things because the 
semantic role of a proposition is not (like a noun) in naming a thing (res) but rather in saying (dicendo) 
that something is or is not the case (1919: 327.18–329.28; 365.13–370.22). The use of any of those 
expressions to describe what a proposition signifies is thus a kind of category mistake: applying at the 
level of propositions what is only proper at the level of nouns and verbs.

Abelard’s notion of a dictum is taken up by his immediate successors, whose interest in it con-
cerns especially its metaphysical status. One of the more prominent discussions of the dictum occurs 
in the anonymous Ars Burana, whose author argues that the dictum (or, equivalently, the enuntiabile) 
is neither a substance nor an accident, but belongs to a category outside of the  Aristotelian cate-
gorical schema, which that author calls the praedicamentum enuntiabilium, that is, the category of the 
enuntiabile (de Rijk 1967: 208–209, f. 113v-f, 114r).

Sui generism seems to have fallen out of fashion for much of the thirteenth century, but it is 
revived in the fourteenth century, first by Ockham’s student, Adam Wodeham (d. 1358), and sub-
sequently by Gregory Rimini (d. 1358) —who was clearly influenced by Wodeham’s work—and 
others in Paris.35 Reflecting Abelard’s distinction between naming and saying, Wodeham argues 
(1990: d. 1, q. 1) that asking what (quid) is signified by a proposition is ill-formed, for the signif-
icate of a proposition is not a “something” (quid) but rather a “being something” (esse quid). This 
“being something” is what Wodeham calls the total significate of the proposition. Wodeham’s 
insights are adopted by Rimini, who calls the total significate of the proposition a complexe sig-
nificabile, or something signifiable in a merely complex way. Unlike Wodeham, however, Rimini 
suggests that the question “what is the significate of a proposition?” is perfectly apt, for that signif-
icate is indeed something (aliquid), at least in a certain sense. If, as Wodeham seems to suggest, we 
were to restrict the sense of “something” to substances and accidents, then it is right to say that a 
proposition signifies nothing, or not something. Restricting that notion in this way limits its scope 
to existing things. But, Rimini argues, the sense of “something” can be more general, so as to 
include not just existing things but also whatever can be signified, whether complexly or incom-
plexly, truly or falsely. In that more general sense of “something,” then, a complexe  significabile is 
itself something—even though it cannot be reduced to any of the standard Aristotelian categories 
(1979: prol., q. 1, a. 1–2).

Modism. Like sui generists, modists argue that the significate of a proposition is not some thing 
or collection of things falling with the Aristotelian categories. Unlike sui generists, however, who 
argue that the significate of a proposition is entirely distinct from things within the categories, 
modists maintain that a proposition signifies a mode of a thing (modus rei), where a mode of a 
thing is not really distinct from that thing which it modifies. Notable modists include Richard 
 Billingham (fl. 1350s), Nicole Oresme (d. 1382), and Albert of Saxony (d. 1390).

Modists emphasize that propositions always contain a syncategorematic element, namely, the 
copula. Traditionally, syncategoremata were said to be consignificative, that is, significative only 
when paired with some categorematic expression(s). Moreover, when paired with categorematic 
expressions, syncategoremata were said to signify not a thing but rather a disposition (dispositio) of 
a thing.36 Modists draw from this tradition, arguing that propositions signify not things (or at least, 
not just things) but rather a certain mode of them.
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Perhaps the most interesting account of modism was developed by Richard Billingham. 
Known to us only through Richard Brinkley’s criticisms of the view, Billingham’s view is that 
the significate of a proposition is not a thing but rather a mode of a thing. He draws an analogy 
to adverbs, which he argues do not signify things but rather “ways” of things (Brinkley 1988: 
52–73). Billingham suggests there are a number of benefits to his view. First, unlike a thing, which 
exists at a particular place, the mode of a thing exists not in one place but rather in every place, all 
at once. But the truth or falsity of a proposition is not restricted to one place; a true proposition 
is true wherever it is formed. And so modes, which are everywhere, accommodate spatial con-
cerns about truth. Second, the significates of certain propositions—such as the proposition that 
a chimera does not exist—cannot be things, since, for example, there are no chimeras. But since 
propositions must signify something, what they signify must thus be a mode of a thing (a mode, 
presumably, possessed by some or all the things that do exist).

Modism was likely never a popular position in medieval philosophy, as evidenced by the fact 
that some of the most prominent accounts are known to us only via their critics.37 But it represents 
an interesting attempt to reconcile, in a way, the reist and sui generist approaches to the problem 
of the signification of the proposition. On the one hand, it accepts with the sui generism that 
the Aristotelian categories cannot handle the kind of complexity required of the significate of a 
proposition. On the other hand, it attempts to link discussions of propositional significates to the 
categories, by suggesting that, while not reducible to things in the categories, the significates of 
propositions are supervenient upon them.

I will end with a brief mention of what seems to me to be at stake, philosophically, in dis-
putes about the signification of the mental proposition. One must always be cautious in making 
generalizations about debates in medieval philosophy; disagreements and categories of response 
in the medieval period rarely match up with conceptual frameworks prevalent today, at least not 
perfectly. But it does seem that, at least broadly speaking, the debate about the significate of the 
mental proposition concerns the role of states of affairs in the semantics of the proposition (Cesalli 
2012). Nihilists, on the whole, deny that states of affairs are necessary to the semantics of propo-
sitions, whereas proponents of the other camps see them as essential. But even among those who 
regard states of affairs as essential to an articulation of the semantics of propositions, there is still 
significant disagreement about how to express the metaphysics of states of affairs relative to the 
Aristotelian background within which those figures were all working.38

Conclusion

It is my hope that this essay has provided a brief introduction to the main issues that arise from 
medieval philosophical reflection on the proposition. But it has been brief, and the scholarship on 
this topic is vast. The locus classicus for (ancient and) medieval treatments of the proposition—at 
least in the English-speaking world—is Nuchelmans (1973). This work presents an incredibly 
thorough treatment of the topics I have covered here, and also nicely articulates how medieval re-
flection on the proposition is rooted in ancient philosophical traditions—in particular, in S toicism 
and Aristotelianism. A sort of summary version of the medieval portion of that work can be found 
in Nuchelmans (1982).39 A central deficiency of Nuchelmans’s works is that it largely ignores 
thirteenth-century philosophical treatments of the proposition. One can go at least part-ways in 
rectifying that oversight by consulting Bos (1987). In addition to these works, there is  Kretzmann 
(1970). In this seminal article, Kretzmann argues that the twin notions of signification and suppo-
sition provided medieval philosophers with the tools to articulate the sense and reference, respec-
tively, of a proposition—in other words, a complete theory of meaning.40

The main drawback to the works just mentioned is simply their age. Scholarship on medieval 
approaches to the proposition has advanced significantly since the 1970s and 1980s, resulting in 
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important expansions upon, corrections to, and disagreements with some of the claims devel-
oped in those earlier works. One important debate in the last decade, for example, concerns 
the extent to which Peter Abelard endorses a language of thought. King (2007a) argues that 
Abelard was the first in the Middle Ages to defend a language of thought. Panaccio (2010) 
argues that King overstates his case and that it is only with Ockham that we have a clearly 
compositional approach to mind. Beyond Abelard in the twelfth century, the bulk of recent 
scholarly attention on our topic has focused on the fourteenth century, and especially on what 
Susan Brower- Toland calls the “in-house debate” about the objects of judgment that occurred 
among Ockham, Robert Holcot (d. 1349), Chatton, and Wodeham. An excellent article on the 
development of Ockham’s theory of judgment is Brower-Toland (2007). In addition to her work 
on Ockham, Brower-Toland (2006) also provides an important reexamination of Wodeham’s 
account of the “total significate of the proposition,” arguing that that significate is a fact, or 
concrete state of affairs, rather than (as some have argued) something like propositional con-
tent. For a good account of Parisian developments of Wodeham’s account, and also reactions to 
those developments, see Conti (2004) and Zupko (1994). And, while it is hard to pinpoint just 
one important article on Buridan’s approach to the issues covered in this article, Klima (2008) 
does a wonderful job of laying out the nominalist semantic program in the fourteenth century 
generally, and of detailing the specifics of Buridan’s program (including his semantics of prop-
ositions) in particular.

Finally, while most of the philosophical scholarship on fourteenth-century theories of the 
proposition in the last three decades has focused on the nominalist tradition, there is a growing 
community of scholars interested in fourteenth-century realist approaches to the proposition. I’ll 
conclude by briefly mentioning the scholarship on Walter Burley’s account of the mental proposi-
tion. There are, broadly, two current interpretations of Burley’s account: either that Burley takes 
a nihilistic approach (the interpretation I have articulated above), or that he adopts something like 
a proto-modistic approach, where the proposition signifies an “aspect” of a thing, which (these 
scholars argue) he calls a “real proposition.” For a reading of the first sort, see Karger (1996) and 
Bulthuis (2016).41 For a reading of the second, see Conti (1992).42

Notes
 1 For a good introduction to theories of the proposition live today, including the development of the 

contemporary notion of the proposition from the early analytic tradition onwards, see McGrath (2014).
2 More precisely, they mean to discuss utterances and/or inscriptions of declarative sentences. That said, 

utterances receive the most attention in the medieval period, the written language having been seen as 
derivative upon spoken language. Indeed, many philosophers in the medieval period held that written 
language signifies spoken language, with only spoken language signifying one’s thoughts.

3 Kretzmann (1970) argues that a central confusion in medieval philosophy of language was between what 
a proposition says and what a proposition means, a confusion encouraged by the synonymous use of the 
Latin verbs “dicere,” to say, and “significare,” to signify (or mean), in various medieval debates about the 
proposition.

 

 

 4 On the origins of “propositio,” see Nuchelmans (1973: 118–122).
 5 Nuchelmans (1973: 118) notes that Apuelius’s list of the types of orationes is quite long, including, for 

example, “vowing, showing anger, hatred or envy, favouring, pitying, admiring, despising, objurgating, 
[and] repenting.”

 6 Note that propositions are, in this context, assertoric utterances.
 7 Boethius’s (1877: 95ff ) division of orationes is derived from the Peripatetic division of speech (sermones) 

into the oratio imperativa (an imperative utterance), the oratio optativa/deprecativa (an optative utterance), 
the oratio interrogativa (an interrogative utterance), the oratio vocativa (a vocative utterance) and the oratio 
enunciativa (an indicative, or statement-making, utterance).
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 8 Broadly speaking, Boethius uses “oratio enuntiativa” and “enuntiatio” synonymously with “propositio.” On 
the precise sense of each expression, see Nuchelmans (1973: 131–132).

 9 Note that this thought is an act of judgment. There are no merely entertained propositional contents on 
this view. Indeed, in the medieval period, the distinction between force and content will not be intro-
duced until the late thirteenth century, by John Duns Scotus. See n. 35.

 10 On the Aristotelian context of this view, see Nuchelmans (1973: 134).
 11 “Propositio est oratio verum falsumve significans” (Boethius 1891: 1174B, 1177C).
 12 “[C]onstituere . . . intellectum” (16b20–22), substituting “constituere” for “constituit” (Aristotle 1965: 7).
 13 It should be noted that this is hardly a mere restatement of Aristotle’s position. Aristotle himself only 

hints that propositions (προτάσεις) are themselves significative when he writes that “‘goatstag’ signifies 
something, but not, as yet, anything true or false—unless ‘is’ or ‘is not’ is added” (De Interp. 16a16–18). 
However, as Nuchelmans notes, one can find historical antecedents for Boethius’s claim. In particular, 
Ammonius “makes rather frequent use of it [i.e. the signification of the proposition] in his commentary 
on De interpretatione” (1973: 133).

 14 Interestingly, Walter Burley—often a vociferous critic of Ockham—has a similar view about the re-
lationship between categorematic expressions in natural language and concepts. Yet he accepts that 
propositions in natural language signify mental propositions, precisely because he holds that mental 
propositions are composed of things. On Burley’s theory of the relationship between natural and mental 
language generally, see Spade (2007: 142–145). For his theory of the relationship between propositions 
in natural and in mental language, see Karger (1996).

 15 For an analysis of whether Boethius’s view constitutes a commitment to a language of thought, see Suto 
(2012: 77–113).

 16 Just as—if not more—influential in the development of medieval philosophy of mind was Augustine. 
For example, the notion of a mental word that is introduced into the medieval theological and philo-
sophical discussion seems to be due especially to the influence of Augustine’s De Trinitate.

 17 The combinatorial approach to thought can be traced back to the Aristotelian claim that “truth and 
falsity concern combination and separation. So names and verbs by themselves—for instance, ‘man’ or 
‘white’ when nothing is added—are like the thoughts that are without combination and separation” (De 
Interp. 16a11–16; see also DA 430a26).

 18 On Abelard’s account of thinking, see Nuchelmans (1973: 142–143).
 19 For example, John Buridan argues that mental propositions are simple qualities of the mind, lacking syn-

tactic structure. But Buridan makes a distinction between the metaphysical (or syntactic) complexity of a 
mental proposition and its semantic complexity. On that division, and Buridan’s account of the semantic 
complexity of simple mental qualities, see Klima (2004: 423–426).

20 The notion of a mental proposition (“propositio mentalis” or “propositio in mente”) also emerges at this 
time.

 21 There is a considerable disagreement in the scholarship over the nature of Ockham’s semantics of mental 
language—in particular, whether it is atomistic or holistic. For an atomistic reading, see Panaccio (2004: 
53–55). For holistic interpretations, see Dutilh Novaes (2008) and Vaughan (2013: 131–176).

 22 For an excellent overview of Scotus’s account of mental representation—for that matter, for an excellent 
overview of medieval approaches to mental representation generally—see King (2007b).

 23 Super librum I Perihermeneias, q. 2, n. 9: 

[C]ompositio est illarum rerum, non tamen ut existentium, sed ut intelliguntur, et ideo dicitur 
veritas, et falsitas circa compositionem et divisionem intellectus, quia illa compositio ab intellectu 
causatur, et est in intellectu, ut cognitum in cognoscente, non autem ut accidens in subiecto.

(Scotus 1891: 543)

  

 24 Burley writes, for example, that 

whatever the intellect can put together, or divide from one another, can be parts of speech [oratio], 
and consequently can be a subject or a predicate. But the intellect can put together things [res] by 
asserting that they are the same, and can divide things from another by asserting that they are not the 
same . . . Therefore, some proposition can be composed of things outside the soul [res extra animam].

(Burley 1967: c3rb)

 25 These differences are likely due to Ockham’s account of natures: for Ockham, there are no common 
natures in re for those ficta to be conformal to. On the notion of ficta as a nominalist take on Scotus’s 
account of mental content, see Karger (1996: 218).
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 26 The development of Ockham’s account is largely the result of Walter Chatton’s criticisms of the fictum 
view. See Chatton, Sent., Prol., q.1, a.1 (1989: 1–8).

 27  This history is complicated by the abundance of “mixed” theories in the tradition, which attempt to 
include elements of both. See Nuchelmans (1973: 177–185). Walter Chatton (see infra) might be seen as 
defending a mixed view of a certain sort.

 28  For the most part, Burley defends a nihilist account. However, in his first literal commentary on the 
De Interpretatione, he does argue that true mental propositions signify what he then calls “real proposi-
tions,” which are complex, public entities, having merely objective existence in the mind, which serve 
as the truth-makers for propositions in mental and natural language. See Burley (1973: 61–62, para. 
1.26–1.27). That account is wholly absent, however, in Burley’s earlier and later works.

 29 We might also include Aquinas in this camp, though in this section I focus (except in the case of sui 
generism) exclusively on philosophers active in the fourteenth century. Aquinas argues that the object 
of judgment can be considered in two ways: in terms of the object known, in which case it is a thing, 
or in terms of the way in which it is known (namely, in a complex way), and then the object is a mental 
proposition. See Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 1, a. 4 (Aquinas 1952).

 30 See Buridan (2001: 10–14, tr. 1.1.6; 21–22, tr. 1.3.1). See also Perez-Ilzarbe (2004: 153–181).
 31 See Scotus (1998: 68, bk. VI, q. 3, nn. 36–39). Giorgio Pini (2004) argues that Scotus is one of the first 

philosophers in the medieval period to recognize a distinction between force and content; Aquinas, for 
example, does not appear to recognize it. See Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 1, a. 2 (Aquinas 1952).

 32 Ockham’s endorsement of the view is more complicated, as he seems to allow, even in his later works, 
that mental propositions are the objects of demonstrative knowledge—but only because demonstrative 
knowledge, on his view, is a reflexive mental act, that is, a second-order mental act directed at a first- 
order mental act. See Brower-Toland (2007: 100–102).

 33 See, for example, Burley (1974: 249–250, para. 3.553). It seems probable that Burley was aware of the 
distinction between force and content early in his career, and it certainly was a distinction with which he 
would have been familiar during the middle and later portions of his career. It is unclear why he rejects 
the distinction, but it may have been motivated by concerns that were traditional (it is not a distinction 
Aristotle would have recognized), psychological (he might regard acts of mere apprehension as simple 
rather than complex), or philosophical (he might find the relational analysis of belief unmotivated)—and 
perhaps it is a combination of some or all of these concerns.

 34 In fact, Abelard seems to have established at least some of the conceptual framework within which that 
debate was waged.

 35 Interestingly, Adam Wodeham and Gregory of Rimini—the two most prominent defenders of sui ge-
nerism in the fourteenth century—seem oblivious to Abelard’s view.

 36 There was a significant debate in the thirteenth century about whether the copula is a syncategorematic 
term. See, for example, William of Sherwood (1968: 90–93). By the fourteenth century, there appears 
to be a general consensus that the copula is syncategorematic. See, for example, Burley (2000: 139–145).

 37 There is always the possibility, of course, that the present scholarship simply does not accurately reflect 
the popularity of a given position, such as modism, in the debate.

 38 Alternatively, we might borrow a suggestion from Susan Brower-Toland (2002: 29–32), who argues that 
the fourteenth-century debate about the “object” of judgment within Ockham’s circle is to some extent 
a non-debate, since many of the relevant positions can be seen as responding to different questions about 
the nature of belief. Along those lines, we might see nihilistic accounts as centrally concerned with 
the content of a propositional attitude, reist accounts with what the attitude is about, and sui generist 
accounts with what the attitude is directed toward (assuming that there is some difference between the 
aboutness and directedness of a propositional attitude, though this is an assumption which Brower- 
Toland herself does not make).

 39 Both Nuchelmans (1973, 1982) end with the fourteenth century, but Nuchelmans (1980) covers the 
remainder of the late medieval period, as well as the renaissance. See also Ashworth (1978).

 40 But see Dutilh Novaes (2007: 17–46) on recent concerns over associating signification and supposition 
with sense and reference, respectively.

 41 For a different account of Burley’s nihilism, see Cesalli (2001). According to Cesalli, Burley’s mental prop-
ositions are composed of “immanent, intentional objects,” rather than of things outside of the mind.

 42 On Conti’s view, Burley’s mental propositions are composed of subjective features of the mind— 
concepts, or species—rather than of things outside of the mind. Complicating this issue is the fact that 
Burley seems to admit of two kinds of mental propositions: one kind composed of concepts, and another 
composed of things, where both are composed by the mind. For a discussion of the relationship of these 
two kinds of mental propositions to one another, see Bulthuis (2014: 219–242).
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2
QUALIFICATION

Allan Bäck

In ordinary discourse, people often qualify what they say by appealing to one respect or another of 
what is being said in order to avoid contradiction. A person may be excellent at basketball but not 
excellent at ballet; an animal may be a big mouse but not a big mammal. Philosophers too seek to 
qualify their statements, for the sake of greater precision of theory, or for the sake of avoiding the 
ignominious elenchus of Socrates, or for the sake of pretentiousness, or what have you. For instance, 
in Republic I, Socrates gets Thrasymachus to admit that, although rulers do make mistakes, still 
the ruler qua ruler does not err. But does this qualification, “qua ruler,” avoid the contradiction?

Indeed some whole metaphysical systems seem to have been built upon such qualifications, 
more or less explicitly: Father Parmenides, one hopes; certainly the Cārvāka and the Nyāya and 
certain Buddhists; perhaps Spinoza with his modes and Hegel with his moments. All of these hold 
that there is no plurality. Still, they admit that the world of our experience has different, mutually 
opposed aspects: some people are enlightened; others are not; thoughts about goats differ from 
thoughts about planets. To explain the diversity it is natural to talk about different respects about 
the world or about our experience.

So it is not surprising that philosophers have given logical analyses of the structure of state-
ments containing qualifications, so as to determine which qualifications are legitimate and which 
are not, which ones avoid the contradictions of the unqualified statements and which do not. 
 Medieval philosophers are no exceptions. To use a standard example from Christian theology: on 
the orthodox view of the Incarnation, Jesus is both the Creator God and a human creature. So 
He is both Creator and creature; hence He is created and not created. Such cases motivated many 
medieval philosophers, like Aquinas and Scotus, to develop an elaborate logical theory of qualifi-
cation in order to show doctrines like the Incarnation to be consistent.

A simple declarative statement may be qualified in many ways: by adjectives, by subordinate 
clauses, by the context of the speech act, by being put into indirect discourse, by a propositional 
attitude like “it is unlikely that . . . ,” and so on. More directly, terms or clauses may be attached 
adverbially, directly to the statement, like “quickly,” “necessarily,” and “deceitfully.” Following 
Aristotle, the medievals separated out a particular type of such qualifications that specify the re-
spect in which the predication is asserted to hold, having the general form, “S is P in respect of 
being M”—often put in terms of “qua.” This connective is represented by many expressions in 
ordinary language, such as “insofar as,” “in virtue of,” and “in the sense that.” Traditionally, a use 
of this connective was called a reduplication.
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Greek Sources

Aristotle himself has a philosophy teeming with such qualifications, often expressed via the “qua” 
locution. He says things like “A doctor builds a house, not qua doctor, but qua housebuilder, and 
turns gray, not qua doctor but qua gray-haired. On the other hand, he doctors or fails to doctor, 
qua doctor” (Phys. 191b4–6). Aristotle calls his science of first principles the study of “being qua 
being.” He uses this talk of “qua” to signify abstractions that are the subjects of the sciences. More 
generally, Aristotle takes universals to be abstracted from individuals and not to exist like Plato’s 
Forms in their own right (APo. 81a38–b9; Phys. 193b31–5). He describes mathematical objects, 
“the ultimate abstractions,” by speaking of substances “qua planes” or “qua indivisibles” (Met. 
XIII.3). Thus, understanding the status of these qualifications has great importance for under-
standing the philosophy of Aristotle.

Being reflective like other philosophers, Aristotle himself analyzes the logical structure of 
propositions with such qualifications. Indeed, he began developing what turned into a canonical 
account of abstraction (Weinberg 1965: 5). He discusses formal properties of such propositions 
with qualifying phrases not systematically but topically, as the need arose (Bäck 1996: chs. 1–3). 
Aristotle never clearly gave a general overview of his views on qua propositions. However, he did 
hint that there are two logical types, which came to be called the reduplicative and the specificative 
in medieval times. Their difference becomes clear in considering the secundum quid ad simpliciter 
inference:

(1) S qua M is P; therefore S is P.

This inference holds for the reduplicative but not for the specificative type. In the (strictly) redupli-
cative type, the respect introduced by the M term has a predicative relation to the original subject 
and predicate and sets restrictions on that predication. The original subject S is preserved along 
with P continuing to be asserted of it. In the specificative type, the respect introduced by the M 
term has another, “mereological” relation to the original subject and predicate, and changes the 
original predication, so as not to be true of the original subject but of its “part” in varied senses. 
Aristotle discusses formal features of the reduplicative type in his works on syllogistic, demon-
stration, and science, while discussing those of the specificative type when dealing with fallacies.

Late Greek philosophy had extensive commentaries on Aristotle where his doctrines were 
elaborated. Various passages where Aristotle discusses the logical structure of qualification were 
collated and their doctrine systematized. The medievals, both Islamic and Latin, came to have 
translations of these commentaries as well as of Aristotle’s works.

Medieval Developments

Although current research is scanty, the Islamic philosophers seemed to focus on qualification 
as the need arose when dealing with specific issues—in the way that Aquinas or Scotus would 
develop logical doctrines in their theological or metaphysical discussions. Apart from some com-
mentaries on the syllogistic, there were few separate logical treatises.

Once the Latin medievals had access to Aristotle’s full corpus (the logica nova), with the Greek 
and also with some Arabic commentaries, they too appropriated and elaborated upon Aristotle’s 
analyses of qua propositions. On account of Aristotle’s calling some qua phrases “reduplications” 
in Prior Analytics I.38, they called all such propositions containing them “reduplicative”—but then 
distinguished the strictly reduplicative logical type from other types.

Reduplicative propositions appeared along with exceptives, exclusives, inceptives in that part 
of logic called “the exponibilia,” namely, propositions able to be resolved into simpler and clearer 
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ones (Ammonius 1897: 217.5–12; Peter of Spain 1964: 1–16, 104). It is plausible that the original 
motivation for the treatment of the exponibles was theological: to get clear on Christian doc-
trines as in: “all men sin except Jesus”; “God had only one Son”; “the Host began to be the body 
of Christ”; Christ qua God is not a creature, while Christ qua man is a creature. (There were 
antecedents: the Stoics had an elaborate theory of conditionals: hypothetical, disjunctive, and 
conjunctive.) This work continued in Islamic philosophy (Avicenna 1964). What do such claims 
mean? What are their truth conditions?

In sum, from Aristotle’s scattered remarks there arose a theory of qua propositions, or a theory 
of reduplication, fully developed by the high Latin medieval period (1250–1350). Although there 
are of course different philosophers with different views on reduplication in that period, their views 
overlap a lot, and it makes sense to talk of the rise of a single logical theory of reduplication. For 
instance, William of Ockham, the nominalist, and Walter Burleigh, the realist, have similar logical 
doctrines here despite their great metaphysical differences. The similarity of their views is partly due 
to their using Aristotle’s works as a common reference point: they all heed what Aristotle says about 
qua propositions, and attempt to offer analyses that demonstrate the truth of those qua propositions 
that Aristotle (as well as others in the Aristotelian tradition) asserts and the validity of inferences 
involving qua propositions that he maintains. Rather, they differ mostly on the applications of that 
logical theory—what we today would call “interpretations of the formal model.”

The Aristotelian Theory of Reduplication: The Old Logic

Islamic and Byzantine philosophers had the full Aristotelian corpus about from the start. The 
Latin medievals did not (the “old logic”) but came to have it (the “new logic”) in the thirteenth 
century. That corpus included the Greek commentaries and some Arabic materials. Among the 
latter were all the literal commentaries of Averroes and many of the more original discourses of 
Avicenna. However, with the exception of his work on Porphyry’s Eisagoge in Al-Madkhal (called 
the Logica in the Avicenna Latinus), Avicenna’s logical treatises were not translated, so far as we 
know.

I now present some examples of the logical theory of qualification and its application in Latin 
medieval philosophy (for the Islamic materials, see Bäck 1996: ch. 4). I shall focus on Peter of 
Spain (thirteenth century), whose books were used as texts for centuries, and on William of 
 Ockham (fourteenth century).

Even before the Latin medieval philosophers had the full corpus, they had Aristotle’s doctrine 
of logical fallacies in the Sophistical Refutations, including one involving an inference dropping a 
qualification: the fallacy of secundum quid ad simpliciter. The canonical example from Aristotle is:

(2) An Ethiopian is white with respect to his teeth (i.e., has white teeth);
therefore he is white. 

(SE 167a7–9)

Commenting upon the doctrines of complex predication, they also considered the reverse infer-
ence, of simpliciter ad secundum quid.

(3) S is P; therefore S is P qua M.

To take an instance from Aristotle’s On Interpretation 11:

(4) Socrates is good; therefore Socrates is a good cobbler. 
(20b35–7)
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Both inferences, of types (1) and (3), were grouped together, under the fallacy of secundum quid et 
simpliciter. In later centuries, the fallacy of accident was considered to be the converse of the fallacy 
of secundum quid ad simpliciter; still later, the names reversed, so as to get the fallacy of accident and 
the fallacy of converse accident, as seen in many logic textbooks (Versor 1473: 465, col 1; Reisch 
1496: II.VII.10–11; Whately 1855: III.12; Copi 1994: 125).

Because the old logic contained most of the texts where Aristotle discusses the fallacy of se-
cundum quid et simpliciter but few texts on essential qua propositions, logical theories of specifi-
cative qualification arose first already by the twelfth century (De Rijk 1962–1967, vol. I). The 
qualifications were not yet called “specificative.” Rather they were called determinations (William 
of Sherwood 1995: 96.32–97.2; translation in Kretzmann 1966: 153–154). Following Aristotle, 
medieval logicians formulated general rules detailing when the determinations could be validly 
dropped. As the rules depended greatly on the subject matter of the determinations, they were not 
rules of formal logic but of material logic.

Peter of Spain mostly codified what Aristotle says in various texts. For instance, he says:

Therefore first note that “in virtue of something” (secundum quid) is said in two ways. That 
in one way “in virtue of something” diminishes its whole, e.g., as “white of foot” dimin-
ishes “white” without qualification, and “dead man” “man”. And through such “in virtue of 
something” [qualifications] the fallacy of secundum quid ad simpliciter occurs.

But in another way “in virtue of something” does not diminish its whole, but puts it, and 
implies it without qualification. E.g., “he is curly in the head; therefore he is curly,” whatever 
accident that denominates the whole through the part, as curliness which denominates man 
through the head. And snubness and aquilinity are in the nose alone, and through this it is said 
that a man is snub or aquiline. And blindness is in the eyes, and through this it is said that a 
man is blind. And science and virtue are in the soul, as in the subject, and through this a man 
is said to be wise or to possess virtue, and likewise for any other cases denominating the whole 
through the part.

But those forms and accidents that are forms and accidents of that whole in such a way that 
they do not belong to the part only, I say, cannot denominate the whole, unless they are in 
the whole without qualification. And in such cases the fallacy of secundum quid ad simpliciter 
occurs, since the determination which is made in such in virtue of a part or in some respect 
diminishes it without qualification. 

(Peter of Spain 1972: 157.14–34)

Peter claims that inferences like

(5) Socrates is a dead man; therefore Socrates is a man 

are invalid, whereas those like

(6) Socrates is curly-haired; therefore Socrates is curly 

are valid.
The source and authority for these inferences lie in Aristotle (De Interp. 11; Phys. V.1 and IV.3). 

He himself remarks that the inference depends upon the relation of part to whole, of which he rec-
ognizes different types. The medievals then developed and applied this doctrine of parts and wholes, 
already elaborated upon by Boethius, to the fallacy (1891: 461A–C, 877C, 1188B; cf. De Rijk 
1962–1967, vol. I: 278). Peter of Spain does so in discussing the fallacy of secundum quid ad simpliciter:

Moreover this fallacy occurs in as many modes as it happens that a determination diminishing 
it is added to something.
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First, in virtue of a diminishing qualified part. E.g., “he is a dead man; therefore he is 
a man” does not follow since “dead” diminishes the concept of “man.” And “a chimera is 
conceivable; therefore a chimera is (exists)” (does not follow) for “conceivable” diminishes 
“is” (esse). And “it is a painted animal or painted eye; therefore it is an animal or eye” (does 
not follow), for “painted” diminishes the concept of these. Moreover Aristotle made those 
paralogisms in this way: “what is not is conceivable—such as a chimera—therefore what is 
not is.” And you can similarly construct all the others, such as “what is not a man is a dead 
man; therefore what is not a man is a man” and “what is not an animal is a painted animal; 
therefore what is not an animal is an animal.”

Second, in virtue of an integral part. E.g., “an Ethiopian is white with respect to his teeth; 
therefore the Ethiopian is white.”

Third, in those which are for something (ad aliquid). E.g., “riches are not good for the fool 
or for him who does not correctly use them; therefore riches are not good.” For riches may 
not be good when considered for something, but still they are good in themselves. And: “an 
egg is potentially an animal; therefore an egg is an animal.” For every potency is for some-
thing, since it is for the act which realizes it.

Fourth, in virtue of place. E.g., “it is good to sacrifice one’s father among the Triballi; 
therefore it is good to sacrifice one’s father” and “it is good to use a diet in places of sickness; 
therefore it is good to use a diet.” For it may be expedient there, but still it is not expedient 
without qualification.

Fifth, moreover, in virtue of time. E.g., “that man fasts at the Fortieth; therefore that man 
fasts” and “it is expedient for someone to be doctored when he is sick; therefore it is expedient 
to be doctored”.

(Peter of Spain 1972: 158.11–160.5)

These modes have their antecedents too: Aristotle (De Interp. 11; Met. 1049a1–2) and medieval 
ones like the Dialectica Monacensis (De Rijk 1962–1967, vol II: 533.13–541.5). Peter also gives 
examples of the fallacy of simpliciter ad secundum quid (see (3) above), but he does not classify those 
examples into modes (Peter of Spain 1972: 160.21–161.2).

Others like Albert the Great had much more complex theories (1632: 867, col. 2ff; 718, col. 
1ff ). By the fourteenth century the rules tended to become based on a quasi-formal semantics 
(Ockham 1974: 831.10–14; 1979: 53–56, 260–275). By then the analysis of scientifically respect-
able qualifications had arrived too. The task seems to have turned into giving a model semantics of 
the world where things had their aspects, accidental and essential and then formulating syntactic 
rules about the inference patterns of the propositions about them. The fallacies continued to be 
discussed extensively. Yet the general logical theories of qualification focused instead on how the 
accidental aspects could be handled respectably and soundly.

The Aristotelian Theory of Reduplication: The New Logic

With the advent of the new logic, the Latin medievals also dealt with Aristotle’s treatment of qua 
propositions in his syllogistic. The qua propositions were not the sophistical specificative ones 
but the scientifically respectable reduplicative ones. Avicenna, Albert the Great, and Richard 
 Kilwardby among others wrote long commentaries on Prior Analytics I.38. They also commented 
on passages where Aristotle uses these qua propositions to explain the structure of scientific 
demonstrations. For instance, he claims that “an arbitrary isosceles has its angles equal to two 
right angles, yet isosceles is not primary, but triangle is prior” (APo. 73b38–9). Thus, Aristotle says 
that triangle is the primary subject for this attribute. Therefore, he feels justified in claiming that 
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triangle qua triangle, or per se, has this attribute (APo. 73b31). Aristotle says that, since the term, 
“triangle,” “is not homonymous, and being equal to two right angles belongs to every triangle, it 
is not triangle qua isosceles, but isosceles qua triangle, that has such angle” (APo. 85b10–13). Thus, 
“a triangle qua isosceles has its angles equal to two right angles” is false, and “an isosceles qua trian-
gle has its angles equal to two right angles” is true. Aristotle also says that, when isosceles triangles 
are shown to have angles equal to two right angles, “the demonstration is not qua figure or qua 
primary element, but qua triangle” (SE 168b2–4). Thus, “a triangle qua figure has its angles equal 
to two right angles” is false, and “a triangle qua triangle has its angles equal to two right angles” 
is true. Here the task for medieval logicians was to give an exposition of such qua propositions as 
these: above all, to give truth conditions for them so as to determine their inference patterns and 
thus to analyze the soundness of demonstrations.

By the thirteenth century expositions of types of strictly reduplicative propositions had a stan-
dard treatment. The Tractatus De Exponibilibus, traditionally attributed to Peter of Spain, gives the 
general approach:

[A] reduplicative expression presupposes that some predicate is in some subject, and denotes 
that that above which it immediately falls is the cause of that inherence.

(Peter of Spain 1972: 112.105–107)

This rule states that in a reduplicative “S is P qua M” proposition, the M term gives the cause of 
the predication relation holding between the S and P terms.

Peter is taking “cause” here in a strong, Aristotelian sense: the M term must name one of the 
four Aristotelian causes for that predication (Peter of Spain 1964: 370). This follows the earlier me-
dieval practice of taking reduplicative propositions as causal hypothetical propositions (Boethius 
1891: 835B–D; Abelard 1974: 401.34–402.7).

For instance, in his treatise on syncategorematic terms, Peter of Spain offers a partial analysis 
of the logical structure of these essential qua propositions. He says:

The mode of reduplication is diversified in virtue of the diversity of the causes. And therefore 
it is said commonly that the reduplication “due to the fact that” has different intensions in 
virtue of the diversity of causes. 

(Peter of Spain 1992: 370)

From this Peter gives truth conditions

The third rule is that a reduplicative proposition in which no negation is put is expounded 
through four affirmative exponents, of which the first affirms the principal predicate of the 
subject, and the second affirms the reduplicatum of the subject, and the third affirms the prin-
cipal predicate of the reduplicatum, and the fourth is a causal proposition, in whose antecedent 
the expression above which the reduplication falls is predicated, and in whose consequent the 
principal predicate is predicated. For example, “a man insofar as he is rational is able to weep” 
is expounded as: “a man is able to weep, and a man is rational, and every rational thing is able 
to weep, and since [quia] something is rational, that thing is able to weep”.

(Peter of Spain 1972: 112.110–120)

So this rule explicates reduplicative propositions. Is the whole meaning of such a proposition 
claimed to be captured in the explication? The explication given suggests so. The rule would then 
give an equivalence in meaning:
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(7) S is P qua M (reduplicative) is synonymous with: S is P, and S is M, and M is P, and since 
something is M, it is P.

He takes the last condition, “since something is M, it is P” to mean that M is the (formal, final, 
material, or efficient) cause why S is P.

To handle the qua propositions in ideal Aristotelian demonstration, “cause” must be taken even 
more strongly, so as to be immediate. That is, the M and P terms need to be commensurately uni-
versal, or coextensive, along the lines of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics I.4. Burleigh sees this, which 
he calls the “negative reduplicative” (Burleigh 1955: 175.30–176.10).

Aristotle allows also for not-so-ideal demonstrations (and syllogisms) where the middle term is 
not commensurately universal. He allows also for ones that give the cause for the predication in 
the conclusions and others where it does not (APo. I.13). “Cause” might also be taken in a weaker 
sense, of just giving a reason for the predication. Accordingly, the medievals allowed for both 
causal and non-causal reduplicative propositions, with various subtypes. The two main sorts can 
be seen in Ockham:

[I]t must be known that such a proposition can be distinguished by the fact that there can 
be concomitant or causal reduplication. If the reduplication is concomitant, then four prop-
ositions, as if explicating it, are required for its truth: one in which the principal predicate is 
truly predicated of the principal subject; another in which that above which the reduplication 
falls is predicated of the principal subject; a third in which the principal predicate is predicated 
universally of that above which the reduplication falls; the fourth will be a true conditional, 
from that above which the reduplication falls to the principal predicate, in that way in which 
a consequence from inferior to superior is said to be good, and in the way in which it is said 
that from one convertible the other follows. For example, for the truth of “Socrates insofar 
as he is a man is colored” is required the truth of “Socrates is colored,” and “Socrates is a 
man,” and “every man is colored,” and “if (he is a) man, (he is) colored,” or “if a is a man, a 
is colored.” And since such a conditional is false, therefore the corresponding reduplicative 
proposition, “Socrates insofar as he is a man is colored” is false likewise, since it indeed has 
a false exponent.

But, if the reduplication is causal, then, besides the four exponents given above, it is re-
quired for the truth of such a reduplicative proposition that that above which the reduplica-
tion falls express the cause of what is brought in through the predicate, or that it be that in 
which the principal predicate is in primarily, or that the principal predicate be in that prior 
to being in the pronoun demonstrating that for which the principal subject supposes. E.g., 
by “an isosceles insofar as (it is) a triangle has three etc. [i.e., three angles equal to two right 
angles]” is denoted that an isosceles has three etc., and that an isosceles is a triangle, and that 
every triangle has three etc., and that, if something is a triangle, it has three etc., and along 
with this that the predicate “has three” is verified of triangle prior to being verified of isosce-
les, in the way that a logician uses “prior” and “posterior,” which are conditions of proposi-
tions. Similarly, through “fire, insofar as it is hot, gives off heat” are denoted (the exponents) 
given above, and therefore it is true. Similarly, “a man, insofar as he has an intellective soul, 
is capable of knowledge” is true, since, in addition to the four exponents, the intellective 
soul is the cause of knowledge, and as this extends the name of the cause to some subject, it 
suffices for the truth of such a reduplicative proposition. But, “a man insofar as he is risible is 
capable of knowledge” is false, although it is true if the reduplication is concomitant, as the 
four exponents given above are true. 

(Ockham 1974: 290.21–291.57)
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In addition to the reduplicative sort of qua propositions, Ockham discusses another sort, the 
“specificative”:

But if the expression is not held reduplicatively but specificatively, then it is not required that 
that to which such an expression is added be the subject for the principal predicate univer-
sally, but it is required that that above which the reduplication falls indicate that by reason of 
which the principal predicate is compatible with [competit] the primary subject. For example, 
if in “fire insofar as it is hot causes heat” the “insofar as” is not held reduplicatively but speci-
ficatively, it is not necessary that “every hot thing causes heat” be true, but it is required that 
“hot” indicate the heat through which fire causes heat. Further, causing heat must be com-
patible with “hot” as more prior and more per se than with “fire,” or at least what is the prin-
ciple of causing (must be compatible in this way). And so for the truth of such a proposition 
it is required that the principal predicate be predicated of the principal subject and of that to 
which such a (reduplicative) expression is added, and that that added term be predicated of the 
principal subject. But it is not required that the principal predicate be predicated universally 
of that to which such an expression is added, but it is necessary that it indicate that by reason 
of which the principal predicate truly agrees through predication with the principal subject. 
And so the following propositions are made true: “Socrates, insofar as he is white, stands out 
[disgregat]”; “Socrates insofar as he has free will sins”; “being insofar as being is the subject of 
metaphysics”; and so forth. But of the examples there must be no concern. 

(Ockham 1974: 295.160–179)

Here, Ockham is separating off a scientifically respectable type of specificative proposition, which 
I have called the abstractive (Bäck 1996). Others, like Scotus and Burleigh, had this type too 
(Burleigh 1955: 176.19–32). The motivation again came from Aristotelian philosophy. For in-
stance, Aristotle has a science of “being qua being.” This science makes statements that hold of 
beings, real things, “qua being” (Met. IV.1; XI.3–4). This sort of specificative proposition is not 
the standard fallacious sort: the secundum quid ad simpliciter inference holds. On account of this, I 
suggest that it be considered “reduplicative” and called abstractive.

Moreover, Ockham recognizes what we may call an adverbial temporal logical type of qua 
proposition:

It is necessary also to know that this word, “insofar as” and similarly “in virtue of the fact 
that,” “under the concept of,” and so forth, are sometimes equivalent in propositions to some 
adverb of time. Just as one sense of the proposition “dog, insofar as it signifies ‘animal capable 
of barking’, makes the proposition ‘every dog is an animal’ true,” so “the proposition ‘every 
dog is an animal’, is not true except when dog stands for ‘animal capable of barking’.” And 
similarly we say “that image is a man, in virtue of the fact that ‘man’ is taken improperly” is 
true when “man” is taken improperly. 

(Ockham 1974: 295.180–296.188)

Here the “qua” expression means just “when” or “so long as,” and it is being reduced as a mere 
linguistic variant.

So the Aristotelian tradition has marked off two main logical types of qua propositions, of the 
form “S is P qua M.” In the (strictly) reduplicative type, the respect introduced by the M term has a 
predicative relation to the original subject and predicate and sets restrictions on that predication. 
The original subject S is preserved along with “P” continuing to be asserted of it. In the specificative 
type, the respect introduced by the M term has another, “mereological” relation to the original 


