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John Buridan

Preface

The idea of this book first emerged after the publication of what the noted Buridan-scholar, Jack

Zupko, quite aptly designated as my “mammoth translation of the entire Summulae”. 1 That

volume is indeed rather large, maybe intimidatingly so to students, or even to professional

philosophers who just want to get an introduction to medieval nominalist thought in general, or

to Buridan’s philosophical logic and metaphysics in particular.

It was therefore a plausible idea to provide something by way of a companion to that large

volume, which would help the modern reader to approach (borrowing the catchy phrase of E. A.

Moody) Buridan’s “architectonic work in logic”. The result is the subsequent discussion of

Buridan’s logical, and closely intertwined metaphysical and epistemological ideas.

This book, therefore, does not even pretend to provide a complete survey of Buridan’s

philosophy. In fact, given the enormous output of medieval philosophers and theologians, any

book on almost any medieval figure can only pretend to provide a complete survey of their

thought. But this book does not have even this pretense. Indeed, attempting to provide a

complete survey of Buridan’s ideas ranging from logic to metaphysics, physics (including

cosmology as well as biology and psychology), ethics, and politics would be not only futile, but

also ineffective and superfluous.

After the appearance of Jack Zupko’s excellent monograph, 2 there is no need for another

primarily historical survey of Buridan’s life and works. What we need now is a careful doctrinal,

philosophical analysis of those of his ideas that were truly ground-breaking in his time and that

still make Buridan an exciting thinker to us, worth engaging for what we can learn from him

about issues that intrigue us today. The ideas in question are in particular those that constitute

Buridan’s distinctive brand of nominalism, his conception of how our rich linguistic and

conceptual structures can be mapped onto a rather parsimoniously construed reality.

Accordingly, having this conception in its focus, this little volume certainly contains less, but in

many respects more, than the large one it is supposed to accompany.

On the one hand, focusing on what is intriguing to us, this book will not consider a number of

elements of Buridan’s logic that were important parts of the discipline as it was taught in

Buridan’s time, but would not particularly further our understanding of Buridan’s nominalist

conception of the relationships between language, thought and reality. Thus, for instance, a

systematic survey of Buridan’s discussions of topics (rules of probable reasoning), fallacies, or

even syllogistic rules would be beside the point from this perspective. Those discussions are

considered only to the extent they are relevant to our primary focus.



1



Zupko, Jack; “John Buridan” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2002 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),

URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2002/entries/buridan/

2



See Zupko, J. John Buridan: Portrait of a 14th-century Arts Master, Notre Dame University Press, 2002.
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On the other hand, given its focus on Buridan’s conception of the relationships between

language, thought and reality, this book does cover not only Buridan’s strictly logical ideas, but

also his closely related ideas concerning the philosophy of mind and language and epistemology,

as well as some illustrations of the application of his nominalist conceptual apparatus in

metaphysics and other fields, to convey an idea of how Buridan’s nominalism is supposed to

“work”.

Throughout this book, wherever possible, I will let Buridan speak for himself. Nevertheless, I

will discuss in detail especially those aspects of his thought that are most directly relevant to our

modern theoretical concerns in philosophical logic, philosophy of mind and language,

metaphysics and epistemology. In these discussions, I will try to present his ideas as providing

an at least reasonable (if not more reasonable) alternative to our modern ways of approaching

these issues. I hope that in these discussions Buridan’s ideas will prove to be at least provocative

enough to motivate the modern reader to engage him directly in the contemporary discourse in

these fields.
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1 Buridan’s life, works, and influence

The little we know about Buridan’s life can easily be summarized in a couple of sentences.

Between the tentative dates of his birth and death (ca. 1295-1361), he spent the greater part of his

life first studying and then teaching at the University of Paris. He was a very highly regarded

philosopher, who served twice as rector of the university, in 1327/8 and 1340. He was obviously

influenced by the logic and philosophy, but not by the theology and politics of William Ockham.

Indeed, he apparently made very conscious efforts, both in his administrative and professional

capacities, to shield what he regarded as sound logical and metaphysical doctrine in Ockham

from its “ideologically charged” ramifications. If this was indeed Buridan’s “tactic”, then it

worked: it is largely due to Buridan’s and his students’ and associates’ work that the nominalist

via moderna could emerge as a viable alternative way of doing philosophy in the later Middles

Ages, shaping much of the intellectual conversation of the renaissance and early modern period. 3

Buridan’s works are mostly the by-products of his teaching. As such, they for the most part

consist of commentaries on Aristotle, covering the whole extent of Aristotelian philosophy,

ranging from logic to metaphysics, to natural science, to ethics and politics. Besides running

commentaries on Aristotle’s texts, Buridan wrote particularly influential question-commentaries,

a typical genre of the medieval scholastic output, in which the authors systematically and

thoroughly discussed the most problematic issues raised by the text on which they were

lecturing. The question-format allowed Buridan to work out in detail his characteristically

nominalist take on practically all aspects of Aristotelian philosophy, using the conceptual tools

he developed in his works on logic. Of his logical works, which also comprise a number of

important question-commentaries on Aristotle’s logical writings, two works stand out for their

originality and significance: the short Treatise on Consequences, providing a systematic account

of Buridan’s theory of inferences, and the much larger Summulae de Dialectica, Buridan’s

monumental work covering all aspects of his logical theory.

Buridan’s influence in the late Middle Ages can hardly be overestimated. His ideas quickly

spread not only through his own works, but also through the work of his students and/or younger

colleagues, such as Nicholas Oresme, Marsilius of Inghen, or Albert of Saxony. They, in their

turn, became very influential themselves, and turned Buridan’s ideas into standard textbook

material in the curricula of many late medieval European universities.

Nevertheless, with the waning of scholasticism Buridan’s fame quickly faded. His name was

preserved only in the (phony) legends about his affair with the queen (immortalized in François

Villon’s famous ballad with the ironically fitting refrain about the snow of yesteryear) and about

the ass allegedly starving to death between two equal stacks of hay (rather unfortunately
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The best modern discussions of the (rather sparse) sources we have on Buridan’s life are Faral, E. Jean Buridan:

Maître és arts de l'Université de Paris; Extrait de l’Histoire littéraire de la France, Tome XXXVIII, 2e partie. Paris:

Imprimerie Nationale, 1950, and Michael, B. Johannes Buridan: Studien zu seinem Leben, seinen Werken und zu

Rezeption seiner Theorien im Europa des späten Mittelalters. Vols. 1-2. Doctoral Dissertation, University of Berlin,

1985. A more detailed account of Buridan’s life in English can be found in an excellent recent study by Jack Zupko,

discussing Buridan’s work in the intellectual context of his own time. See Zupko, J. John Buridan: Portrait of a

14th-century Arts Master, Notre Dame University Press, 2002. In general, Zupko’s more historically oriented

approach provides a very useful complement to the more “analytic” approach I take in this study.
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preserved in the phrase “Buridan’s ass”), or in learned histories of science, mentioning his

historically important impetus theory.

Yet, the fact that Buridan’s ideas were doomed to near-oblivion as a result of the changing

interests of an emerging new intelligentsia of the early modern period is no more evidence for

the philosophical irrelevance of his ideas than the general decline of logic in the same period can

be evidence for the irrelevance of logical analysis to philosophical inquiry. Indeed, now that we

have sufficient historical distance from the mostly ideological concerns of the new intelligentsia

of that period, and yet we have academic concerns that are sometimes strikingly similar to those

of the scholastic philosophers, we should seriously reconsider their often unduly forgotten ideas.

This holds especially in the case of someone like John Buridan, whose work sometimes quite

directly addresses our own philosophical questions.

1.1



A “medieval analytic philosopher”



To be sure, John Buridan was very much a philosopher of his own time, the late Middle Ages.

Still, he would surprisingly well fit into a contemporary philosophy department. This is no doubt

partly because, unlike many other great thinkers of the Middle Ages, he was a professional

philosopher, and not a theologian, as were, for example, Aquinas, Scotus, and Ockham. 4

However, this alone would not be sufficient for a good fit. Other great professional medieval

philosophers – Siger of Brabant and Boethius of Dacia come to mind – would be very difficult to

fit into a modern department. For if what makes for a “good fit” is an overlap of interests and

general approach, then these philosophers’ interests and approach would mostly be regarded by

most modern philosophers as idiosyncratic, at best, or indeed downright nonsensical. On the

other hand, Buridan’s philosophical interests and his general approach to philosophical problems

would probably be considered as providing sometimes curious, but certainly intriguing and wellargued alternatives to our contemporary ways of doing philosophy. As Peter King, the first

English translator of Buridan’s treatises on suppositions and consequences aptly remarked:

Buridan’s medieval voice speaks directly to modern concerns: the attempt to create a genuinely

nominalistic semantics; paradoxes of self-reference; the nature of inferential connections;

canonical language; meaning and reference; the theory of valid argument. It is to be hoped that

Buridan can reclaim his lost reputation among contemporary philosophers for his penetrating and

incisive views on these and other matters. 5



What primarily accounts for this striking “modernity” of Buridan’s philosophy is his

characteristically self-reflective style of doing philosophy. While using his conceptual tools in

approaching philosophical problems in general, he is also constantly reflecting on the use of

these tools themselves, paying careful attention to not only what we are talking about, but also

how we are talking about it.

In a typical anecdote – which is best characterized by the Italian saying: se non è vero è ben

trovato – Buridan was once asked by the pope, Clement VI, with whom they had some scuffle in

their youth: “Why did you hit the pope?”. To which Buridan answered: “It is the pope I hit, but I

4



This is also due to recent changes in contemporary philosophy, which in its current cycle is much more

sympathetic to the scholastic enterprise than early modern philosophers were.

5



P. King, Jean Buridan’s Logic (Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1985), p. 4.
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did not hit the pope; that is to say, I hit someone who was no pope then, but who is the pope

now”. 6 This provides a nice illustration of the way Buridan uses carefully regulated language to

make important distinctions discussed in his logic (in this case, in his theory of “appellation”), of

course, not only in such a mundane context, but also in serious philosophical discussions.

This style of doing philosophy, put in these general terms, is of course also the trademark of

modern analytic philosophy, and so in this general sense Buridan could very easily fit into the

ranks of contemporary analytic philosophers.

1.2



Buridan’s modernity



However, there is an even deeper sense of the term in which Buridan is strikingly “modern”. For

what is distinctively “modern” about Buridan’s use of logic in philosophy in contrast to other

medieval philosophers is that he uses it not so much for the refutation of opposing answers to old

questions, but rather for the elimination of old questions and posing of new ones in a new

conceptual framework. For example, a generation before him the questions were: “What are the

common natures signified by our common term?” and “How are they related to singular

entities?” By contrast, Buridan’s question is “Do our common terms signify any common natures

at all?” His resounding “No” in response to this question, however, along with the careful

elaboration of the implications of this answer, obviously renders the old questions moot, but

gives rise to new ones. For example, “What distinguishes a singular term from a common term,

if they both can only signify singulars?”

Therefore, if the mark of modernity in intellectual history is the capability to bring about a

“paradigm-shift” in the sense of re-conceptualizing the problems of an entire field, as it arguably

is, then Buridan was indeed a very modern thinker in this sense. After all, he was the one who

realized, through his deliberately calm, pragmatic, and systematic work, the paradigm-shift

initiated, but never completed, by William Ockham. Buridan’s work eventually established the

new, alternative way of intellectual inquiry, the nominalist via moderna (“the new way”), as

opposed to the realist via antiqua (“the old way”), as they came to be referred to in the latemedieval universities. 7 In the apt words of T. K. Scott:

What Ockham had begun, Buridan continued, but with an even clearer realization of ends in view.

... If Ockham initiated a new way of doing philosophy, Buridan is already a man of the new way. If

Ockham was the evangel of a new creed, Buridan is inescapably its stolid practitioner. ... He is a

nominalist (a much more radical one than Ockham), but he is less concerned to defend

nominalism than to use it. Elaboration of philosophical overviews is replaced by care for important

philosophical detail. 8



6



Faral, E. Jean Buridan: Maître és arts de l'Université de Paris; Extrait de l’histoire littéraire de la France, Tome

XXXVIII, 2e partie. Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1950, p. 15. In the English translation I have punctuated Buridan’s

answer to match the doctrinal point he often makes concerning the relevance of word order for making such

distinctions.

7



For a detailed historical discussion of the late-medieval contrast between via antiqua and via moderna see: Moore,

W. L. 1989 “Via Moderna”, in: J. R. Strayer: Dictionary of Middle Ages, New York: Scribner, 1989, vol.12. pp.

406-409.

8



John Buridan, Sophisms on Meaning and Truth, tr. T. K. Scott (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1966.), p. 13.



5



Of course, Buridan’s “modernity”, precisely in those philosophical details, is still worlds apart

from ours in many important ways. For even if his analytic philosophical style and interests are

strikingly close to our modern analytic approach to philosophical problems in general, the

particular conceptual apparatus he uses is radically different from what a modern analytic

philosopher would take for granted. Still, these differences are precisely what should make

Buridan’s approach intriguing to us: his different take on the same issues modern philosophers

are grappling with should help us reconsider many of our presuppositions that usually go

unquestioned in the contemporary philosophical discourse. But besides the obviously intriguing

logical relationships between Buridan’s and our methodological presumptions, since Buridan’s

influence set the stage for the shaping of many of our modern presumptions (in ways that are by

now mostly forgotten), reflecting on these genealogical relations also holds the promise of a

number of further, intriguing philosophical lessons.

In any case, these general, introductory remarks will all make much better sense once we see the

details of the theoretical foundations of Buridan’s philosophical methodology as it is

systematically spelled out in his logical theory.



2 Buridan’s logic and the medieval logical tradition

Just as in modern analytic philosophy, logic has a central role in Buridan’s philosophy. As he

remarks:

… we should note that dialectic (that is, logic) is rightly said to be the art of arts, by reason of a

certain superiority it has over other arts, [namely], in virtue of its utility and the generality of its

application to all other arts and sciences. Due to this generality, which it shares with metaphysics,

it has access to disputations that concern not only the conclusions, but also the principles of all

sciences. 9



To be sure, this conception of logic was not unique with Buridan in the Middle Ages. In fact, his

remark is a comment on Peter of Spain’s opening words of his Summulae Dialecticales, 10 which

in turn ultimately derive from a passing remark made by Aristotle in his Topics. 11 In general,

logic had been established early on in medieval curricula as the prerequisite for rational inquiry

in any discipline. As the anonymous author of the 12th-century tract named Dialectica

Monacensis wrote:

As we are going to deal with dialectic, which is, as it were, the pathway to all the other arts, at the

beginning of this treatise we provide the division of science.



9



John Buridan: Summulae de Dialectica, an annotated translation with a philosophical introduction by G. Klima,

New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001, henceforth: SD 1.1.1, p. 6.



10



Who exactly Peter of Spain was is still an open question. See: D’Ors, A. “Petrus Hispanus O.P. Auctor

Summularum”, Vivarium, 35(1997), pp. 21-71.

11



For several medieval versions of the famous dictum, apparently deriving from St. Augustine's De Ordine, II.13,

see L. M. de Rijk, Logica Modernorum, Assen, 1967, II-1, pp. 32-33, 412, 418, 428, 431, 435, 436; II-2, pp. 357,

379, 417; Peter of Spain, Tractatus, ed. L.M. de Rijk, Assen, 1972, p. 1. According to the critical apparatus of this

edition, the phrases ars artium [‘art of arts’] and scientia scientiarum [‘science of sciences’] occur only in some

variants of the text, in accordance with Buridan’s remarks below. The phrase derives ultimately from Aristotle,

Topics, I, 2, 101b3-4.
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… Science is divided into rational, natural and moral philosophy. … Rational science is divided

into three parts: grammar, rhetoric and logic. Grammar teaches the proper arrangement of letters

into syllables, syllables into words and words into expressions. Rhetoric deals with three kinds of

causes, namely demonstrative, deliberative and judicial. Dialectic deals with syllogism absolutely

speaking, as in the Prior Analytics, and with its subjective parts, as in the Posterior Analytics, in

the Topics, and in the Sophistical Refutations, while its integral parts are dealt with in the

Categories and the Perihermeneias. 12



This description of the role of logic in the system of medieval learning, besides providing us with

the conception of logic as a universal methodological tool, also presents a nice example of how

the Aristotelian logical corpus was integrated into this system, and how the role of its individual

books was conceived within the system. About two centuries later, Buridan still offers a very

similar picture concerning the latter point:

Logic is in its entirety about arguments, their principles, parts, and attributes; therefore, we should

consider in logic everything in its relation to argumentation. Thus, the division of logic is taken

from argumentation. For logic is divided into Old Logic (Ars Vetus) and New Logic (Ars Nova).

The Old Logic considers argumentation not in itself as a whole, but its integral parts, which are

incomplex terms and expressions or enunciations. For incomplex terms are the remote parts of

argumentation, whereas enunciations are the proximate parts. The remote parts, namely,

incomplex terms, are discussed in Aristotle’s Categories, whereas the proximate parts, namely,

enunciations, are treated of in &lt;his&gt; On Interpretation. But you should know that Porphyry

prepared a book On the Five Predicables, by way of an introduction, which is very useful for

understanding Aristotle’s Categories. In addition, since Aristotle in the Categories very quickly

passed over the last six categories, Gilbert of Poitiers prepared a special book dealing with those

six categories to supplement Aristotle’s Categories, which he called The Book of Six Principles.

Therefore, these two books, namely, Porphyry’s and The Book of Six Principles are taken to

belong to the Old Logic; not as principal books, but as ones related and connected to the

Categories. Why is this called the Old Logic, and the other the New Logic? One may reasonably

answer that the matter of a thing precedes in time the thing that comes from it, and that which is

earlier in time is said to be older. However, the terms and enunciations, which the Categories and

On Interpretation deal with, are the material parts that make up argumentations. Therefore, they

can be said to be “old” with respect to the whole argumentation, and this is why the part of logic

dealing with them is called Old Logic. The New Logic is subdivided, because argumentation can

be considered in itself as a whole in one way, insofar as it infers the conclusion from the

premises, and in another, insofar as it proves the conclusion by means of the premises. In the

first way it is discussed in the Prior Analytics, in the second way in the other books. But differently

[in the different books]. Since the proof of a conclusion has to be from better known premises, a

proof is sometimes from self-evident [propositions] or ones that are proven to be self evident, and

then it is called a demonstration, which produces knowledge of the conclusion; and this [sort of

proof] is discussed in the Posterior Analytics. Sometimes, however, a proof is from premises that

are neither necessary, nor self-evident, but which are merely probable, and then the

argumentation is called dialectical, which generates not knowledge, but mere opinion; and this

[sort of proof] is discussed in the Topics. Sometimes the argumentation is sophistical, which

appears to prove but does not; and this [sort of argumentation] is discussed in the Sophistical

13

Refutations.



12



L. M. De Rijk, Logica Modernorum, Volume II Part 2, Van Gorcum: Assen, The Netherlands, 1967, pp. 459-460.
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“... logica tota est de argumentationibus et earum principiis, et partibus, et passionibus, et ideo nihil

considerandum est in logica nisi secundum habitudinem quam habet ad argumentationem. Ideo ab argumentatione

accipitur tota divisio logicae. Logica enim dividitur in Veterem Artem et Novam. Ars enim Vetus considerat de

argumentatione non secundum se totam sed secundum eius partes integrales, quae sunt termini incomplexi et
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There are a number of noteworthy points in this passage, both in itself, and in comparison to the

previous quote.

In the first place, both passages agree that logic focuses on reasoning (‘argumentation’ in the

Buridan-passage, and ‘syllogism’ in the other passage are used in the same, somewhat loose

sense), and that whatever is considered in logic in relation to reasoning is virtually contained in

Aristotle’s books on logic. The first two books deal with the “integral parts” of reasoning, i.e.,

the parts that make up any piece of reasoning, namely, propositions and their parts, viz., terms.

The remaining books deal with the “subjective parts”, i.e., the various sorts of reasoning,

considered either with respect to their validity or with respect to their probative force.

Now this may indeed appear to be a comprehensive account of what logic is all about, but as

Buridan’s remarks also indicate, medieval logicians did not think that Aristotle’s books

contained all there is to logic. For besides Aristotle’s books, there were in the first place the two

“supplementary” books, mentioned by Buridan here, of which the Isagoge in particular was very

influential, and served as the starting point of medieval discussions on universals. 14 Buridan does

not mention here even other important books he himself heavily relied on in his own systematic

work on logic, the Summulae de Dialectica. Among these, besides commentaries on Aristotle’s

books by Boethius, Themistius and Ammonius, the short logical treatises of Boethius on

syllogisms and divisions, and Cicero’s Topics were particularly influential.



orationes sive enuntiationes. Termini enim incomplexi sunt partes remotae argumentationis, enuntiationes vero sunt

partes propinquae. De partibus igitur remotis, scilicet de terminis incomplexis, determinatur in libro

Praedicamentorum Aristotelis; de partibus autem propinquis, scilicet de enuntiationibus, determinatur in libro Peri

Hermeneias. Verumtamen scias, quod Porphyrius fecit librum De Quinque Praedicabilibus tamquam introductorium

et valde utilem ad intelligendum librum Praedicamentorum Aristotelis. Et quia etiam Aristoteles in libro

Praedicamentorum valde breviter pertransivit de sex ultimis praedicamentis, idea Gilbertus Porretanus fecit librum

specialem de illis sex praedicamentis ad supplementum libri Praedicamentorum Aristotelis, quem vocavit librum

Sex Principiorum. Et ideo illi duo libri, scilicet Porphyrii et Sex Principiorum, reputati sunt de Veteri Logica non

tamquam principales, sed tamquam reducti et annexi ad librum Praedicamentorum. Nova autem Ars logicae tractat

de argumentatione secundum se totam. Quare autem haec dicitur Vetus Ars et illa Nova? Potest dici rationabiliter,

quod materia rei praecedit tempore rem quae fit ex ea, et illud quod praecedit tempore dicitur antiquius. Modo

termini et enuntiationes, de quibus agitur in libris Praedicamentorum et Peri Hermeneias, sunt partes materiales ex

quibus fiunt argumentationes. Ideo possunt dici Veteres in respectu totalis argumentationis et ob hoc pars logicae

tractans de eis vocata est Logica Vetus. Logica autem Nova dividitur, quia argumentatio potest dupliciter considerari

secundum se totam: uno modo prout est illativa conclusionis ex praemissis, alio modo prout est probativa

conclusionis per praemissas. Primo modo determinatur de ea in libro Priorum, secundo modo in aliis libris. Sed

differenter: quia cum probatio conclusioinis debeat esse ex praemissis notioribus, aliquando probatio est ex

necessariis et per se notis vel probatis per se nota, et tunc vocatur demonstratio, quae generat scientiam conclusionis;

et de illa agitur in libro Posteriorum. Aliquando autem probatio est ex praemissis non necessariis et non ex per se

notis, sed solum ex probabilibus et tunc vocatur argumentatio dialectica, quae generat non scientiam, sed solum

opininem; et de illa tractatur in libro Topicorum. Aliquando autem est sophistica argumentatio, quae apparet probare

et non probat; et de illa determinatur in libro Elenchorum.” John Buridan: Quaestiones in Porphyrii Isagogen, in: R.

Tatarzynski, “Jan Buridan, Kommentarz do Isagogi Porfiriusza”, Przeglad Tomistyczyny 2(1986), pp. 111-95,

(henceforth: QiPI) pp. 122-124.

14



See Klima, G. “The Medieval Problem of Universals”, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2001

Edition), E. N. Zalta (ed.), URL = http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2001/entries/universals-medieval/ For an

eminently useful collection of relevant texts in a reliable English translation see Spade, P. V. Five Texts on the

Mediaeval Problem of Universals, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994.
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However, these works still do not represent those characteristically medieval logical doctrines

that in systematic works on logic were contained in separate little treatises (the so-called parva

logicalia = small logical [treatises]). These were sometimes attached to the treatises discussing

the issues covered by Aristotle’s books as parts of systematic textbooks on logic, sometimes

published separately. These separate little treatises eventually gave rise to entirely new genres of

logic texts, such as the treatises on the properties of terms, on syncategoremata, sophismata,

sophistaria, obligations, or consequences. 15 In fact, these treatises were usually distinguished as

the “logic of the moderns” (logica modernorum) from the “ancient logic” (logica antiqua),

comprising the books of the “old logic” (logica vetus) and the “new logic” (logica nova)

described by Buridan in the above-quoted passage (which, despite Buridan’s speculative

explanation here, were so-called for simple historical reasons). 16

But given the abundance of this rich, original literature of the “modern logic” proliferating from

the 12th century onward, how come neither Buridan nor the 12th-century author even mentions it

in their divisions of logic? The clue is already provided by Buridan’s remark concerning the

books added to the Aristotelian corpus, but a more detailed explanation is offered by another,

anonymous, medieval author writing as late as the 15th century:

If the treatises listed earlier [namely, the treatises of parva logicalia] pertained to logic, then it

would follow that Aristotle incompletely and insufficiently handed down logic to us, and it was

without merit that he requested us to say thanks to him for providing us with a complete logic. The

reasoning is proved with reference to the fact that he did not give us the knowledge of those

treatises. We should reply [to this objection] in two ways. First, [by pointing out] that Aristotle did

complete logic, as far as the being [esse] of logic is concerned. Nevertheless, some other little

treatises may be added for its well-being [bene esse], explaining the principal treatises and

serving as their complements. We should say in the second place that even if Aristotle did not

invent the logic that is provided here in itself and in the proper form of these treatises, he

nevertheless did invent these treatises in their principles, for he laid down certain principles from

which these treatises are in their turn elicited and derived. Therefore, he is said to have invented

even these treatises in a way, namely, virtually, in their roots. Whence it is clear that we should

rather say thanks to Aristotle than to Peter of Spain, for the invention of the principles is a greater

achievement; since in possession of the principles it is easy to add to and augment the rest, as

17

the Philosopher says in bk. 2 of the Sophistical Refutations.
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For a discussion of these genres and further references see Sweeney, E. “Literary Forms of Medieval Philosophy”,

The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2002 Edition), E. N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2002/entries/medieval-literary/

16



Cf. De Rijk, L. M. Logica Modernorum, Volume I, Van Gorcum: Assen, The Netherlands, 1962, pp. 13-23. For

detailed accounts of the recovery of the entire Aristotelian corpus by, and its influence on, the Latin West see Dod ,

B.G.: “Aristoteles latinus”, and Lohr, C.H.: “The medieval interpretation of Aristotle”, in Kretzmann, N., Kenny, A.,

and Pinborg, J. (eds.), The Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy, Cambridge University Press:

Cambridge, 1982, pp. 45-99.
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“Si isti tractatus superius enumerati pertinerent ad logicam, sequeretur quod Arestoteles (!) incomplete et

insufficienter nobis tradidisset logicam et quod absque meritis in fine Secundi Elenchorum peteret sibi grates haberi

de logice traditione completa. Sequela probatur quod ipse illorum tractatuum noticiam nobis non tradidit. Dicendum

est dupliciter. Primo quod ipse Arestoteles sufficienter complevit logicam quantum ad esse logice. Nihilominus

tamen possunt superaddi quidam alii tractatuli ad bene esse tanquam principales libros declarantes et ad eorum

complementum deservientes. Secundo dicendum quod, quamvis Arestoteles non invenit istam logicam que hic

traditur, in se et in propria forma istorum tractatuum, tamen invenit istos tractatus in suis principiis, quia posuit

quedam principia ex quibus isti tractatus ulterius eliciuntur et fiunt. Et ergo dicitur quodammodo, hocest radicaliter
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However, this typically medieval, deferential attitude toward authority expressed in this passage

should not fool us into believing that medieval authors were not aware of their own originality,

or they were uncritical toward their authorities. As we shall see in greater detail, Buridan, who

deftly uses authoritative references when they squarely support his position, does not hesitate to

engage in some “creative interpretation” when they don’t, or even to brush aside some lesser

authority, such as that of the author of The book of Six Principles, when it directly conflicts with

his doctrine. 18

Furthermore, Buridan wrote his Summulae de Dialectica, which was to become the primary

textbook of nominalist logic at European universities for about two centuries, in the form of a

running commentary on the enormously influential logic tract of the venerable realist master,

Peter of Spain. 19 However, for the purposes of his commentary, Buridan completely reorganized

Peter’s treatise, and where Peter’s realist doctrine went against his own nominalism, he simply

replaced Peter’s text with his own. As he remarks in his Preface:

I have chosen to deal in particular with that short treatise of logic which the venerable professor

master Peter of Spain composed a while ago, by commenting on and supplementing it. Indeed,

occasionally I am going to have to say and write things that differ from what he has said and

written, whenever it appears to me suitable to do so. 20



In fact, Buridan uses Peter’s text to discuss only the traditional material of the logica antiqua,

and even in those matters, he often revises the main text, or changes the doctrine in his

comments. However, when it comes to the presentation of material pertaining to the logica

modernorum, Buridan simply discards Peter’s text or supplements material missing from Peter’s

discussion, and ends up commenting and expanding on his own summary account of his own

doctrine, occupying the place of the authoritative text. Nevertheless, despite all the liberties

Buridan takes in his treatment of his authorities, he never really comes across as arrogant.21 On



et virtualiter, istos tractatus invenisse. Unde patet quod magis est regratiandum Phylosopho quam Petro Hyspano,

cum circa principia major sit labor inventionis; habitis enim principiis facile est addere et augere reliquum, Ut inquit

Phylosophus in Secundo Elenchorum.” In the Cologne edition of 1493 Textus et copulata omnium tractatuum Petri

Hispani, quoted by De Rijk, L. M. Logica Modernorum, Volume I, Van Gorcum: Assen, The Netherlands, 1962, p.

15.

18



“We should note that concerning action and passion and the four other remaining categories I do not intend to

follow the doctrine of the author of The Book of Six Principles. For I think that he was mistaken, since he believed

that no terms that pertain to diverse categories can supposit for the same thing, and so he maintained that action is

one form and passion is another, and that passion would hence be an effect of action; this is totally false, and thus

his doctrine made many people err.” SD 3.6.1, p. 193. Anonymi Fragmentum vulgo vocatum Liber Sex

Principiorum, ed. L. Minio-Paluello, Aristoteles Latinus, Bruges/Paris 1966, I 6-7, p. 41, l. 8.

19



For brief analyses of Peter of Spain’s and Buridan’s work, see Klima, G. “John Buridan” and “Peter of Spain: the

Author of the Summulae”, in Gracia, J. and Noone, T. (eds.), Blackwell’s Companion to Philosophy in the Middle

Ages, Oxford: Blackwell, 2003.



20



SD, p. 4.



21



See, however, Buridan’s Quaestiones in Praedicamenta, ed. J. Schneider (Munich: Verlag der Bayerische

Akademie der Wissenschaft, 1983), pp. 129, 149, 145, where at one point he exclaims that the teachings of the Liber

Sex Principiorum are strong enough to kill dogs! To be sure, this uncharacteristically bold remark may reflect the

general attitude toward this work by Buridan’s time (but it may still have had the effect of making him appear

“cool” in the eyes of his students).
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the contrary, his general tone is very cautious and reserved. He obviously regarded nurturing and

spreading his most innovative ideas through research and teaching more important than picking a

fight over them.

2.1



Logic as a practical science



Therefore, given the central role of logic in Buridan’s enterprise, it is worth considering exactly

how he conceives of logic as a science. Commenting on Peter of Spain’s above-quoted remark

on logic as the art of arts, Buridan has the following to say:

Concerning the first section, we should note that a certain [other version of our] text has [the

formulation]: ‘dialectic is the art of arts, the science of sciences . . . etc.’, but it is more correct to

say only that it is the art of arts. For the names ‘art’ and ‘science’ are sometimes taken broadly,

and sometimes strictly or properly. If they are taken broadly, then we use them interchangeably,

as synonyms; hence, taken in this way, in this description it would be sufficient to insert only one

of these two names. Indeed, logic should not even be called the science of sciences, for this

would indicate a certain excellence of logic with respect to [all] other sciences, which it cannot

have with respect to metaphysics; in fact, metaphysics, rather than logic, should more truly be

called the science of sciences, having access to the principles of all inquiries. But when the

names ‘art’ and ‘science’ are taken strictly, then, in [accordance with] bk. 6 of the Ethics, 22 there

are five intellectual habits, or virtues, distinguished from one another, namely, understanding,

wisdom, prudence, science [or knowledge: scientia], and art. Therefore, taken in this way, no

such habit is at the same time art and science; in fact, logic thus understood is an art, rather than

a science. 23



In his questions on Porphyry’s Isagoge, Buridan elaborates his point in more detail.24 There he

also distinguishes between ‘science’ in the strict sense, in which it applies only to the body of

necessary, universal, theoretical knowledge of the conclusions of scientific demonstrations in the

strict Aristotelian sense, 25 from ‘science’ in a broader sense. In the latter sense the term applies

not only to strictly theoretical, but also to practical subjects, namely, subjects concerning things

that are within our power to make or do (or to refrain from making or doing), and the knowledge

of which is useful for achieving our ends in these activities. In this broader sense, the art of logic

also deserves to be called a science, namely, a practical science, the possession of which guides

us in our rational practice of forming and evaluating arguments.

In this connection Buridan also draws the famous distinction between logica utens and logica

docens, that is, logic-in-use and logical doctrine, only the latter of which can be called an art or

practical science, while the former embodies those operative principles that are spelled out by the

latter. For of course logical rules are operative in all our rational activities, yet those rules in

operation, without being spelled out and reflected on, do not constitute logical knowledge. In

fact, as Buridan remarks, sometime, as in the case of sophistic arguments, they lead to something

contrary to knowledge, namely, deception.



22



Aristotle, Ethics VI, 3. 1139a15-17.



23



SD 1.1.1.



24



QiPI, qq. 1-2, pp. 124-133.



25



I will discuss the criteria for this sort of knowledge as Buridan analyzes them in c. x below.
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But logical doctrine, the systematic body of knowledge concerning the universal, necessary laws

of various forms of reasoning, is certainly a science, even if not a theoretical one, such as

metaphysics, mathematics, or physics, but a practical one, teaching us how to construct and

evaluate our argumentations to achieve our desired ends with them, whatever those ends may be.

2.2



Token based logic, and the conventionality of natural language



However, this conception of logic as a science gives rise to the following problem for Buridan. 26

A science has to demonstrate universal conclusions. Therefore, apparently, it cannot concern

itself with singular terms or propositions. However, in logic we often deal with contingent,

singular propositions, such as the proposition ‘Socrates is a man’ and singular terms, such as

‘Socrates’, as it concerns itself with terms and propositions of all sorts. 27 Therefore, logic cannot

be a science.

Indeed, quite paradoxically, while Buridan is trying to use his logical theory to show that we can

have a consistent metaphysics without universal entities, logical theory itself seems to demand

them. For in formulating our logical laws we often talk about terms and propositions as if they

were abstract, universal entities, somehow remaining the same in all their individual instances.

For instance, we talk about the term ‘Socrates’ as being a singular term, regardless of whether

this term exists printed on this page or as uttered by Plato addressing his master. Apparently, we

talk about this singular term as if it were a universal entity! However, can we possibly avoid this

way of talking, i.e., apparently referring to universal entities, in logical theory itself, if we are to

formulate universal logical laws that equally concern the term ‘Socrates’ in all its instances?

Buridan’s reply to his own objection provides a nice sketch of his consistently nominalist,

“token-based” logic:

[In reply] to the fourth [objection] we concede that no science is of conclusions or premises

consisting of personally suppositing singular terms, but [there] certainly is [some science] of

materially suppositing 28 ones, for such conclusions and premises can be universal, indefinite,



26



“Item: nulla scientia est de singularibus; sed logica est tam de terminis singularibus quam de propostionibus

singularibus, de omnibus enim se intromittit; ergo etc.” QiPI, q. 1, p. 125.

27



In medieval logic, the term ‘proposition’ is used in a sense in which modern logicians would talk about “sentencetokens”. The modern philosophical understanding of “proposition” as referring to some “abstract entity” expressed

by a sentence would be closest to some medieval philosophers’ understanding of what they would call an

enuntiabile, and what others, especially after Gregory of Rimini, would call a complexe significabile. For the history

of these terms and the related conceptions, see Nuchelmans, G. Late-Scholastic and Humanist Theories of the

Proposition, Amsterdam: North Holland, 1980. I will take up the issue of complexe significabilia in discussing

Buridan’s theory of propositions. Throughout this book, however, I am going to use the term ‘proposition’ in the

way Buridan uses propositio, as referring to single sentence-tokens of concrete spoken or written languages (or even

of “mental language”, i.e., single acts of judgment of human thought denoted by the corresponding spoken or written

sentences).

28



The verb-coinage ‘supposit for’ is the nowadays widespread rendering of the medieval Latin technical term

supponit pro, indicating the semantic function of a term in a proposition of standing for what the proposition is

about. The medieval theory of supposition was designed precisely to describe the various ways terms can be used in

this function in various propositional contexts. Among the many refined distinctions provided by this theory (which

will be discussed later in detail), the most fundamental one exploited by Buridan here is that between personal and

material supposition. In Buridan’s interpretation, a term is suppositing personally when it stands for what it
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particular or singular. For I can certainly say “Every term ‘Socrates’ is a singular term”, and “Some

term ‘Socrates’ is a singular term”, and “A term ‘Socrates’ is a singular term, and “This term

‘Socrates’ is a singular term”. The first of these is universal, the second is particular, the third is

indefinite, and the fourth is singular. And the fourth is no more demonstratively knowable than

this: ‘This man is risible’. For just as this man will no longer exist after he perishes, and thus one

cannot truly say of him that this man is risible, so this term: ‘Socrates’ will no longer exist after it

perishes, and it will not be true to say that it is a singular term, although another, similar one

certainly is a singular term. 29



So, when Buridan says that logic primarily studies arguments, their kinds, and their integral

parts, he does not conceive of this enterprise as a study of some “abstract structures” – there is no

place for such things in his nominalist ontology. It is always particular arguments, particular

propositions, particular terms, existing in their singularity that are considered in logic, although,

of course, they are considered in a universal manner, insofar as we can state universal laws

covering potentially infinite sets of such particulars. Indeed, this concerns not only items in our

various spoken or written languages, because, after all, any item in any human language is

meaningful only insofar as it is some expression of human thoughts, but also items in our mental

activities, namely, human concepts, that are expressed by these linguistic items. As Buridan

remarks:

… everything in the world is singular; this is what Boethius asserts by saying that everything that

exists is numerically one and undivided. Indeed, in this way a genus is one singular term, insofar

as it exists just as singularly in my understanding or yours, or in my voice or yours, as this

whiteness does in this wall. 30



Since everything in the world is singular, every item logic considers is singular. It considers

singular arguments and their constitutive parts in speech, in writing, and in the mind. Indeed,

primarily in the mind. For the items constituting speech, articulate sounds or utterances, and the

items constituting writing, namely, inscriptions, are not constituents of a language on account of



signifies, whereas it supposits materially when stands for itself or any other token term of the same type. Of course,

we are going to discuss Buridan’s theory of supposition in detail, once we get there.

29



“Ad quartum conceditur quo nulla scientia est de conclusionibus vel ex praemissis constitutis ex terminis

singularibus personaliter supponentibus, sed bene materialiter supponentibus, quia tales conclusiones vel praemissae

possunt esse universales, indefinitae vel particulares sicut et singulares. Ego enim possum bene dicere: “omnis

terminus ‘Socrates’ est terminus singularis”, et “quidam terminus ‘Socrates’ est terminus singularis”, et “terminus

‘Socrates’ est terminus singularis”, et “iste terminus ‘Socrates’ est terminus singularis”. Prima enim istarum est

universalis, secunda particularis, tertia indefinita, quarta singularis. Et illa quarta non est scibilis demonstrative plus

quam ista: iste homo est risibilis; sicut enim isto homine corrupto non amplius erit iste homo, nec de ipso erit verum

dicere: iste homo est risibilis, ita isto termino ‘Socrates’ nunc demonstrato corrupto non amplius erit iste terminus

‘Socrates’, nec erit verum dicere quod ipse sit terminus singularis, licet alius consimilis sit bene terminus singularis.

Et de hoc dicetur alias plus.” QiPI, q. 1, p. 128.



30



“omnis res de mundo est singularis; unde sic dixit Boethius quod omne quod est est unum in numero et indivisum.

Immo sic genus est unus terminus singularis, scilicet ita singulariter existens in intellectu tuo et meo aut in voce tua

vel mea sicut haec albedo in hoc pariete.” QiPI, q. 9, p. 158. Cf. “Again [Op1r3.2], our concepts exist in our intellect

as singularly and distinctly from one another and from other things as colours and flavours do in bodies; although

such concepts do not in themselves have extension or corporeal location, they certainly all exist singularly.” John

Buridan’s Philosophy of Mind: An Edition and Translation of Book III of his ‘Questions on Aristotle’s De Anima’

(Third Redaction), edited by J. A. Zupko. Ph.D. diss., Cornell University, 1989, 2 vols. Ann Arbor: University

Microfilms International, 1990 (henceforth QDA3), q. 8. p. 296.
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their physical properties, since we can produce such utterances and inscriptions any time that are

nevertheless not constituents of a language, since they mean nothing at all. For instance, if I form

the utterance ‘biltrix’, 31 or I write down the corresponding inscription following the rules of the

Latin alphabet, as I just did, I do not thereby form a constitutive part of a language (at least,

certainly not one I know), for this inscription and the corresponding utterance mean nothing to

me. To be sure, given the physical properties of this thing, I conveniently and easily can make it

a part of our language, by giving it some meaning. Indeed, depending on my intention, I can

introduce it in a number of different ways, in any grammatical category. I can make it into a

noun, verb, an adjective, a participle, even a simple preposition, or an entire proposition.

Buridan is very much aware of the consequences of this approach to the subject matter of logic.

If logic is to be a universal, necessary science of particular utterances and inscriptions insofar as

they constitute particular arguments of particular languages, then the obvious conventionality of

the use of these particular utterances and inscriptions has to be taken into account in the

construction and interpretation of logical theory. For given the conventionality of our written and

spoken languages, and given the fact that the fundamental logical properties of particular items

of these languages, such as the validity of arguments, truth of sentences, or reference of terms,

are obviously dependent on their conventional use, changes in usage can simply alter these

properties. Buridan provides a vivid illustration of this phenomenon in the following way:

… An utterance like ‘A man is a donkey’ can be true. Suppose that, by a deluge or by divine

power, the whole of the English language is lost, because all those who knew English are

destroyed. Then a new generation following them impose by convention the utterance ‘man’ to

signify the same as that utterance signifies to us now, and the utterance ‘donkey’ to signify the

same as the utterance ‘animal’ signifies to us now. This case is possible. Therefore, nothing

impossible should follow from positing it. However, it does follow that this spoken proposition or

utterance would be true, namely, ‘A man is a donkey’, for it would designate a mental

[proposition] that is now signified to us by ‘A man is an animal’; therefore, it would designate a

true mental [proposition], and it would be subordinated to a true mental one. However, a spoken

proposition is said to be true because it is subordinated to a true mental one (or false, because it

is subordinated to a false one); therefore, it is not impossible that such [a proposition] be true. …

The … conclusion is inferred that numerically the same written proposition that now is an

impossible proposition can be necessary. For let the proposition ‘A man is a donkey’ be written in

stone. This written proposition now is an impossible proposition. However, if the language were to

change in the manner described earlier, namely, so that the term ‘donkey’ would then signify the

same as ‘animal’ signifies to us now, while the stone and the writing on it would be preserved,

then that written proposition would be a necessary proposition, for it would designate a mental

32

proposition that is necessary.



Given the radical conventionality of our written or spoken languages, the question necessarily

arises: what can fix the representational function of these conventional marks, so we are able to

formulate necessary, universal laws concerning their logical use?

Buridan explicitly raises this issue several times, especially in connection with the question of

whether the sentence “Man is a species” is true. Clearly, if in this sentence the subject term is

31



‘Biltrix’ is one of the several standard examples of a meaningless utterance (along with ‘bu’, ‘ba’, ‘baf’, ‘buba’,

etc.) one can find in medieval commentaries on Aristotle’s relevant passage at the beginning of his On

Interpretation and in the corresponding sections of medieval logical treatises.

32



Sophismata, c. 6, 1st sophism (tr. somewhat revised)
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taken in personal supposition, that is, if it is taken to stand for what the term ‘man’ in English is

imposed to signify, namely, individual humans, then the sentence is false, since no individual

human being is a species. On the other hand, if the same term is taken here in material

supposition, that is, if it is taken to stand for itself or for any other term of the same type, then the

proposition is true, for of course any such term is a specific term, signifying individual humans

in abstraction from their individual differences. However, which one of these two possible

interpretations should we take to be expressed by this sentence properly speaking (de proprietate

sermonis)? In general, what are the rules governing the proper interpretation of words, that is, the

interpretation in which they are supposed to be taken by virtue of their proper meaning (de

virtute sermonis)? Buridan explicitly discusses this issue at length both in his Summulae and in

his question-commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge. Because of its significance and lucidity, it will

be useful to quote here the latter discussion in its entirety:

However, it appears to me that … a phrase [sermo] does not have in an enunciation any proper

force [virtutem] on its own, but from us, by convention [ad placitum]. Therefore, if we use a phrase

in the way philosophers and others normally use it, we do not do anything against the proper

force of the phrase. Indeed, an utterance, at least an articulate one, certainly has the force and

capacity that it can be imposed by us to signify what we wish and that, once it is imposed to

signify, we can use it as we wish, whether significatively or materially; and in doing so we do

nothing against the force of the phrase. What is more, an utterance imposed to signify a certain

signification is imposed in such a way that we can legitimately use it with the signification

primarily and properly given to it, or according to a similar or metaphorical signification, indeed,

even according to a signification contrary to its primary one, as when we want to speak ironically.

In fact, such uses pertain to an utterance by virtue of its primary signification, and in relation to it;

33

therefore, such uses are never against the proper force of a phrase.



In short, there is nothing illicit about improper uses of our words, for those improper uses are just

as possible uses of a phrase as its proper use was in the first place. In addition, there are

“normal” improper uses of our phrases (i.e., ones that are squarely within the norms of

linguistically competent usage, such as metaphor, analogy, or irony), which even presuppose the

primary, proper use. But if we can use our linguistic signs any way we wish, what is it that

distinguishes some uses as “proper” and “primary” from those that are “improper” and

“secondary”? Is there any rationale for this “inegalitarianism” concerning the several, apparently

equally possible uses of our words? Buridan continues his discussion by answering this tacit

question:

We should note, however, that I do not want to deny entirely the customary manner of speaking,

namely, that a phrase is sometimes taken in its proper force and sometimes it is not. For I say

that this is an improper locution, but it can be saved, for in truth, although a phrase can be taken



33



“Sed mihi videtur, quod isti omnino non bene dicunt, quia sermo non habet in enuntiatione virtutem ex se, sed ex

nobis ad placitum. Ideo si utamur sermone sicut ipso consueverunt uti philosophi et alii, nos nihil agimus contra

virtutem sermonis, immo certe talem virtutem et potentiam habet vox, saltem litterata, quod ipsa est in potentia ad

hoc, quod imponamus eam ad significandum quod volumus et quod ea imposita ad significandum utamur sicut

volumus, scilicet vel significative vel materialiter; nec in hoc agendo agimus contra virtutem sermonis. Immo quod

plus vox imposita ad significandum certam significationem sic est imposita, quod licite possumus uti ea secundum

significationem sibi primo et principaliter institutam, vel secundum significationem similitudinariam vel

metaphoricam, immo etiam secundum significationem contrariam significationi eius primariae, ut quando volumus

loqui ironice. Immo tales usus conveniunt voci in virtute primariae significationis secundum attributionem ad eam,

et ideo tales usus nequaquam sunt contra virtutem sermonis.” QiPI, q. 5, p. 143.
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in several senses, nevertheless, one of those senses is reasonably called “the primary”, “the

principal”, or “the proper sense”, whereas the other senses are called “secondary”, or “attributive”,

or “improper”. For that sense is called “primary” and “proper” which accords with the signification

primarily and principally imposed on the utterance. And that sense is called “secondary” or

“improper” which accords with another signification connected [attributa] to the primary one by

reason of similarity or some other relationship. For example, the word ‘healthy’ primarily and

principally was imposed to signify an animal that is appropriately proportioned in its active and

passive qualities for exercising well and pleasurably its vital functions. However, later on the

name ‘healthy’ was extended and transferred to signify urine, because it is the sign of a healthy

animal, and to food, because it makes an animal healthy and preserves it in its health. Therefore,

the primary and proper sense is that according to which we call an animal healthy, and the

secondary or improper sense is that according to which urine or that according to which food is

34

called healthy.



Indeed, as in the continuation of his discussion Buridan observes, this distinction concerns not

only the use of single words, but also the construction of complex phrases, or sentences:

Furthermore, it happens sometimes that an expression is not used in the proper sense even if the

words [in it] are taken properly, for the words can be construed in different ways and in different

orders, even if in speech or in writing they are ordered in the same way, as poets often change

word order, as in saying “[An] animal is every man”. For the proper sense [of this sentence] would

be expressed by construing words in the order in which they are uttered or written, and thus

‘animal’ would be the subject and ‘man’ would be the predicate, and the proposition would be

false. But the improper sense would be the construal of ‘man’ as the subject, as if it were placed

first, and of ‘animal’, as the predicate, and in this way the proposition would be true, and it would

be equivalent to the proposition ‘Every man is an animal’ taken in the proper sense. 35



Therefore, in a syntactical construction, word order is crucial in determining the proper sense,

although the proper sense may not be the intended sense, as is the case with a poetic reversal of

word order relative to the word order properly expressing the intended sense. Now, a similar

distinction needs to be made between the intended and the proper sense of words, while keeping
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“Sed tamen notandum est, quod non intendo omnibus modis negare modum loquendi consuetum, scilicet quod

sermo capitur aliquando de virtute sermonis et aliquando non. Dico enim, quod haec est impropria locutio, sed sic

salvari potest, quia secundum veritatem, cum sermo possit capi secundum plures sensus, tamen illorum sensuum

unus rationabiliter vocatur ‘primus sensus’ et ‘principalis’ et ‘proprius’; alii autem sensus vocantur ‘secundarii’ vel

‘attributi’ vel ‘improprii’. Ille enim sensus dicitur ‘primus’ et ‘proprius’, qui est secundum significationem primo et

principaliter voci impositam. Et ille sensus dicitur ‘secundarius’ vel ‘improprius’, quae est secundum aliam

significationem illi primae attributam aut propter similitudinem aut propter aliam habitudinem. Verbi gratia: haec

dictio ‘sanum’ primo et principaliter imposita fuit ad significandum animal debite proportionatum in suis

qualitatibus activis et passivis ad exercendum bene delectabiliter opera vitae. Sed consequenter illud nomen ‘sanum’

fuit ampliatum et translatum ad significandum urinam, ex eo quod significat animal sanum, et cibum, quia efficit

animal sanum et conservat in sanitate. Est igitur sensus primus et proprius secundum quem dicimus animal esse

sanum et sensus secundarius vel improprius secundum quem dicimus urinam esse sanam vel cibum sanum.” Ibid.

35



“Deinde etiam aliquando contingit, quod non fit sensus proprius ex parte orationum, quamvis dictiones propriae

sumantur, quia dictiones possunt simul construi diversis modis et diversis ordinationibus, quamvis in voce vel in

scriptura similiter ordinentur, sicut metrificatores saepe praeposterant ordinem dictionum, ut dicendo ‘animal est

omnis homo’. Sensus enim proprius diceretur construendo dictiones illo ordine, quo proferuntur vel scribuntur, et sic

‘animal’ esset subiectum et ‘homo’ praedicatum, et esset propositio falsa. Sed sensus improprius esset, quod ‘homo’

construeretur subiectum ac si anteponeretur et ‘animal’ praedicatum, et sic propositio esset vera, et aequivaleret isti

propositioni sumptae secundum sensum proprium ‘omnis homo est animal’.” Ibid. pp. 143-144.
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in mind the proviso that of course there is nothing inherently illicit in diverging from proper

usage. As Buridan continues:

Again, concerning the material and personal sense, it appears that the sense according to

personal supposition is to be deemed proper with respect to the sense according to material

supposition, and the sense according to material supposition is to be deemed improper. For the

sense according to personal supposition pertains to an utterance according to the signification

appropriately imposed on it, but the sense according to material supposition does not, indeed, it is

common to every articulate voice, whether it was imposed to signify by convention or not, that it

can be taken materially in an enunciation. For just as I can say “‘lecture’ is a verb or a word of two

syllables”, so I can say that ‘buba’ is an utterance of two syllables. Moreover, just as I can say

that ‘donkey’ is a conventionally significative utterance, so I can say that ‘buba’ is an utterance

not yet imposed to signify by convention. Now, therefore, the principal question is going to be

whether we should take expressions absolutely and without qualification in their proper sense,

and whether we should accept or deny them in accordance with the proper sense. I reply at once

that the force of an expression [virtus sermonis] never obliged us to do so, indeed, sometimes we

are supposed to take expressions in the proper sense, and sometimes in improper, such as

36

parabolic or ironical, senses, or in other senses, far removed from their proper sense.



So, although we can use any utterance and inscription in the way we wish, once it is

conventionally instituted to signify somehow, that established signification is to be regarded as

its proper, primary sense, and any other only as a secondary, improper sense. Nevertheless, there

is no hard and fast rule that says that we should take the expressions of our spoken or written

languages always in their primary sense, and that we should evaluate our propositions for their

truth or falsity accordingly. On the contrary, sometimes we are obliged to take written or spoken

expressions in their secondary, improper sense, if that is what is intended:

For example, if we read the books of our masters, such as Aristotle or Porphyry, we should take

their expressions according to those senses according to which these masters imposed them,

even if they are improper, and thus we should absolutely accept those expressions as true, for

taken in those senses they are true. Nevertheless, we should note that they were stated

according to those senses, and if they were taken in their proper senses, then they would be

false. And if those who lecture on the books of these masters were to interpret their expressions

otherwise than they believe they were stated by the masters, then they would be cantankerous

and insolent, and not worthy of studying or lecturing on the books of philosophers. 37 Likewise, we

36



“Sed iterum de sensu personali et materiali videtur quod secundum suppositionem personalem deberet reputari

proprius respectu sensus, qui est secundum suppositionem materialem et ille sensus secundum suppositionem

materialem deberet reputari improprius. Quia sensus secundum suppositionem personalem debetur voci secundum

significationem appropriate sibi impositam, sed sensus secundum suppositionem materialem non, immo commune

est omni voci litteratae, sive fuerit imposita ad significandum ad placitum sive non, quod possit sumi materialiter in

enuntiatione. Sicut enim possum dicere: ‘legere’ est verbum vel vox trium syllabarum, ita possum dicere, quod

‘buba’ est vox duarum syllabarum. Et sicut possum dicere quod ‘asinus’ est vox significativa ad placitum, ita

possum dicere, quod ‘buba’ est vox nondum imposita ad significandum ad placitum. Nunc igitur erit principalis

dubitatio, utrum simpliciter et sine determinatione debeamus recipere sermones secundum sensus proprios et illas

proposiitiones concedere vel negare secundum exigentiam suorum sensuum propriorum. Et ego statim respondeo

quod nunquam ad hoc virtus sermonis nos obligavit, immo aliquando debemus sermones recipere secundum

proprios sensus eorum et aliquando secundum sensus improprios, ut parabolicos vel ironicos, vel alios etiam valde

remotos a sensibus propriis.” Ibid. pp. 144-145.



37



Cf. SD 4.3.2, p. 256. Buridan’s stance on the issue is particularly important in the context of contemporary uproar

over the teaching practices of some of his colleagues formally condemned in the university statutes of December 29,

1340. For detailed discussion and further references, see Zupko, J. John Buridan: Portrait of a 14th-century Arts

Master, Notre Dame University Press, 2002, p. 18ff.
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should assert all expressions of the Bible and the Gospels to be absolutely true, and take them

according to the senses according to which they were stated and according to which they are

true; and anyone doing otherwise would be mistaken and blasphemous, or perhaps heretical.

However, we can certainly say of several of those expressions that they would be false, if they

were stated and received in their proper sense. 38



Indeed, using narrow-minded literal interpretations may provide an easy way to debunk

authority. In Buridan’s time, this was the tactic of religious zealots, like Nicholas of Autrecourt,

to “expose Aristotle’s errors”, in order to discourage the youth from the vain pursuit of the

worldly wisdom of philosophy and to turn them toward religious life. In modern times, on the

contrary, it has been often used by “enlightened intellectuals” to expose “the inconsistencies of

the creation story”, either deliberately ignoring or just not having a clue about the sophisticated

allegorical interpretations provided by the theological tradition, which contains sometimes

strikingly penetrating insights into such metaphysical issues as the nature of space and time.

Buridan concludes his discussion as follows:

Now, therefore, because of the usual way of speaking I say that we are allowed to use phrases

the way we wish [ad placitum], as long as we do not take them according to false senses, and

this is why we usually understand by ‘the force of a phrase’ [virtus sermonis], not properly, but

conventionally [ad placitum], its proper sense. Therefore, when we say that a proposition is true

according to the force of the phrase [de virtute sermonis], by this we should understand that it

would be true for someone taking it in its proper sense. And when we say it is false according to

the force of the phrase, by this we should understand that it would be false for someone taking it

in its proper sense, although absolutely speaking it is true, for we are taking it in another sense,

according to which it is true. And if we understood these words of ours differently, then we would

understand them in the wrong way. Therefore, we should note that the same spoken proposition

could be true to me and false to you, for a spoken proposition is true only because it designates a

true mental one. So, the proposition ‘Man is a species’ stated by Porphyry is true to me, for I take

it according to material supposition, and thus it designates for me something true, since I receive

it according to material supposition and thus it designates to me a mental proposition that is not

false, but true, in my mind. But perhaps it is false to you, for you want to take it only according to

39

its proper sense, according to which it designates to you a false mental proposition.



38



“Verbi gratia, si legimus libros doctorum, ut Aristotelis aut Porphyrii, debemus recipere sermones eorum

secundum illos sensus, licet improprios, secundum quos illi doctores imposuerunt eos, et sic simpliciter debemus

illos sermones concedere tamquam veros, quia recepti secundum illos sensus sunt veri. Sed tamen debemus dicere,

quod secundum tales sensus positi sunt et quod si essent positi secundum suos sensus proprios, ipsi essent falsi. Et si

legentes libros doctorum aliter reciperent sermones quam credant eos esse positos a doctoribus, ipsi essent protervi

et dyscoli et non digni studere vel legere libros philosophorum. Similiter omnes sermones Bibliae vel Evangeliorum

debemus simpliciter dicere esse veros et debemus eos recipere secundum illos sensus secundum quae positi sunt et

secundum quos sunt veri; et aliter facientes essent erronei et blasphemi, vel forte haeretici. Sed tamen de multis

illorum sermonum, licet nobis bene dicere quod essent falsi, si essent positi et recepti ad proprios sensus.” QiPI, q. 5,

p. 145.



39



“Nunc igitur propter modum loquendi consuetum ego dico, quod licet nobis uti sermonibus ad placitum, dum

tamen non recipiamus eos secundum sensus falsos, ideo ad placitum et non proprie consuevimus per virtutem

sermonis intelligere sensum eius proprium. Et sic cum dicimus propositionem esse veram de virtute sermonis, nos

debemus intelligere per hoc, quod ipsa esset vera recipienti eam secundum sensum eius proprium; et cum dicimus

propositionem esse falsam de virtute sermonis, debemus per hoc intelligere, quod esset falsa recipienti eam

secundum sensum proprium, licet simpliciter sit vera, quia recipimus eam secundum alium sensum, secundum quem

est vera. Et si per talia verba nostra aliter intelligamus, male intelligimus. Unde notandum est, quod eadem

propositio vocalis potest esse mihi vera et tibi falsa, quoniam vocalis non est vera nisi designat mentalem veram.
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In view of this discussion, we can summarize Buridan’s position in the following way. Logic,

being a science (albeit a practical one insofar as it seeks to know with regard to some practical

end), has to demonstrate necessary, universal propositions concerning its primary subject matter,

namely, reasoning, and whatever else it considers in relation to this subject matter. These

universal conclusions, nevertheless, can only concern singular pieces of reasoning (as well as

their parts, and whatever else is related to them), because everything is singular. However,

singular pieces of reasoning and their parts are nothing but singular items of some language,

which is the necessary medium of reasoning. 40

Now any spoken language is but a system of singular utterances, while any written language is

but a system of singular inscriptions. Moreover, it is obvious that any such utterance or

inscription belongs to a language only insofar as it produces some understanding in the minds of

competent users of the language, that is to say, insofar as it is meaningful at all. Therefore, any

singular utterance or inscription is a part of a language only insofar as it is imposed to signify

what is conceived by an act of understanding, a human concept, or to use the technical phrase of

Ockham and Buridan, only insofar as it is subordinated to a concept.

However, concepts, the acts of understanding associated with utterances and inscriptions

rendering them meaningful, are just as singular occurrences as are the utterances and inscriptions

themselves. In addition, the acts of imposition whereby we subordinate utterances and

inscriptions to concepts are singular, voluntary acts. This renders the relation of subordination

conventional and changeable from one occasion of use to the next. So, the correlation of these

singular items, inscriptions, utterances, and concepts is to be established in a piecemeal way,

carefully evaluating which utterance or inscription is subordinated to which concept in whose

mind, on which occasion of its use, in what context. Apparently, this conception should render

the interpretation of linguistic signs a nearly hopeless guessing game and the formulation of

universal logical laws impossible.

Of course, this is not the case. Individual linguistic signs, symbol tokens, come in types based on

their recognizable similarities. Indeed, even if they are not inherently similar, such as the upper

and lower case letters of the alphabet (A, a, B, b, etc.) or different fonts or typefaces (a, a, a,

etc.), we are trained early on to recognize them as similar. Obviously, the same applies to

utterances at an even earlier stage, in a less formally educational setting, leaving much to our

natural abilities to recognize phonemic similarities. Therefore, what primarily allows any sort of

uniformity of interpretation is the fact that even if in principle any token of any type can be

interpreted ad placitum at any time, tokens are interpreted in types. Once we specify the relevant

variable conditions of interpretation, such as when, where, by whom, to whom, according to

Unde ista propositio ‘homo est species’ posita a Porphyrio est mihi vera, quia recipio eam secundum suppositionem

materialem et sic designat mihi vera, quia recipio eam secundum suppositionem materialem et sic designat mihi

mentalem non falsam, sed veram in mente mea; sed forte est tibi falsa, quia non vis eam recipere nisi secundum

sensum proprium, secundum quem designat tibi mentalem falsam.” Ibid.

40



Cf. “the task of logic is exercised in a disputation, which cannot take place without speech” SD 1.1.2. See also

text quoted in n. 50 below. Note, however, that reasoning, i.e., discoursive thought, and especially disputation

(which is reasoning between a respondent and an opponent), does not have to be equated with all forms of thought,

for there can be non-discoursive forms of thought, such as divine thought, which would not necessarily require some

language (i.e., a compositional system of distinct meaningful units) as their medium.
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what intention, etc. a token is to be interpreted, then any token of the same type under the same

conditions is to be interpreted in the same way. That is to say, a rule that applies to a token in

virtue of its interpretation as belonging to a given type under such and such conditions of its use

applies to all tokens of the same type under the same conditions.

To be sure, Buridan never talks about tokens or types. This is modern terminology, which I

brought in to summarize the gist of Buridan’s ideas. However, as we could see, Buridan does

talk about the fact that any linguistic sign (whether spoken, written, or even mental) is a singular

occurrence (which we call a token). He also talks about the fact that some of these are

recognizably similar (thereby constituting what we would call a type), and about the fact that

once we fix the variable conditions of interpretation, then talking about one token is equivalent to

talking about all.

Buridan explicitly takes up this issue in the sixth question of his questions on Porphyry’s

Isagoge, when he asks whether a proposition in which the subject term is taken materially is

universal, particular, indefinite, or singular. 41 In this question, Buridan provides some arguments

to show that propositions with materially suppositing subject terms cannot be singulars, because

of the fact that in logic, we do have knowledge of such propositions, and this knowledge cannot

be merely of singular propositions:

… Of singulars there is no scientific knowledge [scientia]; bur there is scientific knowledge of the

propositions ‘man is a species’, ‘animal is a genus’. This is clear, for we know that a proposition

like ‘man is a species’ has always been true according to material supposition, whenever it was

propounded, just as well as we know that a proposition like ‘man is capable of laughter’ has

always been true; therefore, it is not singular.

Again, he who a thousand years ago said ‘man is a species’ in the material sense said something

true, and he who now says ‘man is a species’ says something true without any new imposition of

the word. Therefore, the term ‘man’ taken materially supposits for several things, and

consequently it is a common term. The first consequence is proved: when I say ‘man is a species’

the term ‘man’ supposits for a term that exists now, otherwise it would not be true. And when [the

proposition] ‘man is a species’ was uttered a thousand years ago, then the term ‘man’ supposited

for a term that existed then, but the terms that exist now are other than those that existed then;

therefore, etc. 42



Accordingly, Buridan concludes that a proposition such as ‘man is a species’ is indefinite, that is,

its subject term is an undetermined common term which stands indifferently for any term similar



41



QiPI, q. 6, pp. 146-149.
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Oppositum arguitur: quia de singularibus non est scientia; sed de istis propositionibus ‘homo est species’, ‘animal

est genus’ est scientia, quod patet: quia ita scimus, quod haec propositio ‘homo est species’ secundum

suppositionem materialem semper fuit vera quando proponebatur sicut nos scimus, quod haec propositio ‘homo est

risibilis’ semper fuit vera; igitur ipsa non est singularis. Item: secundum sensum materialem ille, qui a mille annis

ante dicebat ‘homo est species” dicebat verum, et iste etiam qui modo dicit ‘homo est species’ dicit verum, et sine

aliqua nova impositione vocabuli; igitur iste terminus ‘homo’ sumptus materialiter supponit pro pluribus et per

consequens est terminus communis. Consequentia prima probatur: quia cum dico ‘homo est species’, iste terminus

‘homo’ supponit pro termino qui nunc est, aliter non esset vera; et cum a mille annis dicebatur ‘homo est species’,

tunc iste terminus ‘homo’ supponebat pro termino qui tunc erat, et tamen alii sunt termini qui nunc sunt et qui tunc

erant; igitur etc. ibid. p. 147.



20



in writing, in utterance, or in the mind to which those in speech and writing are subordinated. 43

But then this gives rise to the question just why we keep talking about the term ‘man’, or this

term when we explain what the subject term of this proposition stands for. Buridan explains this

usage in the following way:

But then the doubt arises why we usually expound such propositions by saying “man is a species,

i.e., this term ‘man’ is a species”, and “animal is a genus, i.e., this term ‘animal’ is a genus”, etc. I

respond that we usually do so because in many such cases it holds that if a singular is true, then

the universal is also true. Likewise, if a singular is false, then the universal is also false, as e.g. if

the proposition “this term ‘man’ is a species” is true, no matter which one you point out, then the

proposition “every term ‘man’ is a species” is also true. Moreover, if this is false: “this term

‘substance’ is a species”, then this is also false: “every term ‘substance’ is a species”; indeed,

since this: “this term ‘substance’ is not a species” is true, no matter which one is pointed out;

therefore, this is also false: “no term ‘substance’ is a species”. For this reason, our masters did

not mind taking a singular in place of a universal. We should note, however, that this is not

always the case, namely, that if the singular is true, then the universal is also true. For example,

although the term ‘animal’ is the predicate, pointing to this term in the proposition ‘man is an

animal’, nevertheless, not every term ‘animal’ is a predicate, indeed, in the proposition ‘An animal

44

runs’ this term is not the predicate, but the subject.



Therefore, no harm comes from talking about the term ‘man’ or the proposition ‘man is a

species’. But we have to keep in mind that we can use these singular phrases in place of

universal ones whenever we attribute to the referents of these singular phrases (namely, to the

token-expressions they refer to) attributes that pertain to these token expressions insofar as they

belong to a given type. For in those cases such singular attributions will be equivalent to

universal ones concerning all tokens of the same type. Indeed, in a similar vein, it is entirely

harmless, and does not go against Buridan’s nominalism, if we keep talking about tokens of the

same type. However, we have to keep in mind that this locution is not used to refer to some

abstract, universal “super-entity” called type. This is just a comfortable way of expressing facts

about a (potentially infinite) number of individual linguistic signs that are to be treated together

because of their recognizable similarity (which we are trained to recognize as such). Indeed, in

general, whenever we are talking about any sort of entities as being of the same type, we need not

construe this locution as referring to such an abstract entity, which is somehow the same in all its

distinct instances. Rather, this means that whatever is said of one token that is taken to be of a

given type equally applies to another token that is (taken to be) of the same type, insofar as it is

43



Inscriptions are subordinated to concepts via utterances. In fact, Buridan treats the subordination of utterances to

concepts analogously to the subordination of inscriptions to utterances. See SD 9.1, pp. 831-833.

44



Sed tunc est dubitatio, quare igitur sic solemus exponere tales propositiones dicendo “homo est species, id est iste

terminus ‘homo’ est species” et “animal est genus, id est iste terminus ‘enimal’ est genus” etc. Respondeo, quod nos

consuevimus hoc pro tanto, quia in multis talibus ita est, quod si una singularis est vera, universalis etiam est vera et

si una singularis est falsa, universalis etiam est falsa, ut si haec propositio est vera “iste terminus ‘homo’ est

species”, quemcumque demonstras, haec etiam est vera “omnis terminus ‘homo’ est species”. Et si ista est falsa ‘iste

terminus ‘substantia’ est species, etiam ista est falsa ‘omnis terminus ‘substantia’ est species’, immo etiam quod

haec est vera ‘iste terminus ‘substantia’ non est species’, quicumque demonstretur, ideo etiam haec est vera ‘nullus

terminus ‘substantia’ est species’. Et propter hoc doctores non curaverunt accipere singularem loco universalis.

Notandum est tamen, quod non semper est ita, scilicet quod si singularis est vera, universalis est vera, ut licet iste

terminus ‘animal’ sit praedicatum demonstrando istum terminum qui ponitur in hac propositione ‘homo est animal’,

tamen non omnis terminus ‘animal’ est praedicatum, immo in hac propositione ‘animal currit’ iste terminus, non est

praedicatum, sed subiectum. QiPI, pp. 148-149.
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(taken to be) of the same type. 45 (It is a further issue, however, just what determines whether two

singular entities are [to be regarded as] tokens of the same type, to be discussed not in logic, but

in metaphysics.) 46

Of course, in modern logical theory we are so used to talking about types rather than tokens that

someone may even question all this apparently unnecessary fuss about tokens, as far logical

theory is concerned. After all, Buridan’s nominalist concerns aside, it may seem that we should

not really worry about tokens in logic, since logical rules are supposed to concern types anyway,

if logic is to be a science.

However, this is not the case. Indeed, quite apart from Buridan’s nominalist biases, we should be

concerned about tokens in logical theory as such. This is effectively shown by Buridan’s

considerations concerning what may be called the “Reciprocal Liar”.47 Consider the following

situation.

Plato says, “Socrates says something false”.

Socrates says, “Plato says something false”.

Robert says, “Plato says something false”.

And they do not say anything else, while both Socrates and Robert think that Plato said

something false, namely, that God does not exist. 48

On a type-based analysis, we have to claim that Robert and Socrates say the same thing, indeed,

not only syntactically, but semantically as well. They are making the same claim (namely, that it

is false) about the same thing (namely, about Plato’s proposition), with the same words, used in

the same sense with the same intention. Yet, Socrates’ claim is indirectly self-referential

(because through referring to Plato’s proposition, which in turn refers to Socrates’ proposition,

Socrates’ proposition refers to itself). Therefore, it asserts its own falsity (whence on Buridan’s

analysis it is false). However, Robert’s claim referring to Plato’s proposition (which refers to

Socrates’ proposition, which again refers back to Plato’s and not to Robert’s), is not selfreferential. Therefore, it does not assert its own falsity (and so on Buridan’s analysis it is true).

As Buridan puts it:

… we should say that without a doubt, Socrates’ proposition and Robert’s proposition are similar

in utterance and intention of the speaker and hearer alike, and yet they are not equivalent,

45



Henceforth, I will refer to this stipulation concerning the way I talk about types, as the nominalist proviso

concerning talking about types.



46



Very briefly, we can say that what determines belonging to the same type or kind, in the case of natrual things of

natural kinds is the nature of these singulars (not necessarily distinct from the singulars themselves), and in the case

of artificial things is our convention. Thus, for instance, two diamonds or two giraffes belong to the same natural

kind because of what they are, whereas two token words printed in different typefaces or two vehicles are of the

same artificial type because of what we use them for and how.



47



I am grateful to Calvin Normore for alerting me to this point. A very similar motivation for a token-based

semantics was presented by a contemporary logician: Gaifman, H. ‘Pointers to Propositions’, in: Andre Chapuis and

Anil Gupta, Circularity, Definition, and Truth, Indian Council of Philosophical Research, New Delhi/Atascadero,

CA: Indian Council of Philosophical Research/Ridgeview, 2000, pp. 79–121.

48



See SD 9.8, 8th sophism, pp. 971-974.
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because Plato’s proposition, of which both of them were speaking, is referring to [habet

reflexionem super] Socrates’ proposition and not to Robert’s proposition. Therefore, Socrates’

proposition and Plato’s proposition along with the case entail that Socrates’ proposition is false,

but they do not entail this concerning Robert’s proposition; indeed, that one is true. 49



Therefore, even if universal logical laws, as such, should concern types, it does not follow that,

as a matter of principle, logic should only concern itself with types, for at least in some cases the

purely logical features of distinct tokens of the same type, because of being distinct tokens, are

different. Therefore, again as a matter of principle, and quite apart from Buridan’s nominalist

convictions, logical theory should primarily be token-based.

Yet, this should not prevent the logician from formulating a number of type-based logical

principles, as long as he takes the proper precautions concerning cases when token-differences

cause significant logical differences. Indeed, it is not only singular tokens and the single

occasions of their use that need to be taken into account, but also several sub-types, on certain

types of occasion, constituted by improper, but accepted usage, maybe for a limited time, or in a

specific context, as in the case of slang, 50 or stipulated usage:

Also, it commonly happens in obligational disputations 51 that the master stipulates that for the

duration of the disputation the term ‘donkey’ should signify for the disputants precisely the same

as that which the term ‘animal’ signifies for us when used in accordance with its common

signification; and the respondent and the others agree. Then the proposition ‘A man is a donkey’

is true for them and is to be conceded by them, but a proposition similar in utterance would be

totally false and impossible were it propounded outside of the context of such an obligation in the

church of Notre-Dame to those there present. 52



However, once the appropriate contextual factors are duly specified, one should be able to

formulate universal logical laws concerning types of expressions, provided there is something

49



SD, Sophismata, c. 8, pp. 972-973.
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Cf.: “Dicendum est breviter quod cum sint propositiones orationes et termini mentales vocales vel scripti,

Aristotiles in hoc libro solum fecit considerationem de vocalibus propter hoc quod oportet disputationes in loyca uti.

Et quia etiam determinare de natura et consideratione conceptuum pertinet ad librum De anima vel ad librum

Metaphysice, tunc restat loyco applicare voces conceptibus correspondentes ad arguendum debite et loquendum

congrue. Ideo omne nomen de quo hic agitur est vox. Sed tu queres quomodo ille voces que sunt nomina et verba,

significant ad placitum: utrum ad placitum meum vel tuum. Dico quod aliqua sunt nomina et verba significativa

eorumdem et eodem modo uni toti magne communitati, ut voces latine omnibus latinis et voces gallice omnibus

gallicis. Et non est in potestate mea vel tua auferre vel mutare huiusmodi significationem communem. Sed hoc fuit

in potestate primi imponentis illud ydioma vel primorum imponentium, qui ad placitum suum talibus vocibus tales

significationes dederunt. Sed etiam adhuc multi inter se concordes possent fabricare ad placitum unum ydioma quo

inter se uterentur, sicud patet de illis qui loquuntur inter se garganicum. Ymmo etiam ego tecum disputans vel te

docens inpono voces ad significandum ad placitum meum, dicendo: maior extremitas vocetur ‘a’ et minor ‘b’ et

conclusio ‘c’. Possum enim aliter dicere, si michi placet.” Buridan, J.: Questiones longe super librum

Perihermeneias, ed. van der Lecq, R., Nijmegen: Ingenium Publishers, 1983 (henceforth: QDI), lb. 1, q. 3, p. 16, ll.

4-23.



51



Obligational disputations were a highly regulated formal exercise in dialectical sparring at the medieval

university. For more on the topic see: Yrjönsuuri, M. Obligationes 14th Century Logic of Disputational Duties (Acta

Philosophica Fennica 55), Helsinki: University of Helsinki, 1994; Yrjönsuuri, M. (ed.) Medieval Formal Logic:

Consequences, obligations and insolubles (New Synthese Historical Library 49), Dordrecht: Kluwer 2001; Keffer,

H. De obligationibus: Rekonstruktion einer spätmittelalterlichen Disputationstheorie, Leiden: Brill, 2001.
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that fixes the interpretation of all tokens of the same type under the same sorts of contextual

conditions.



3 The primacy of mental language

So, what is it in the last analysis that fixes the correct interpretation of a token-symbol or

expression? Moreover, once we have that correct interpretation, how can we assign the universal

logical properties of that token, insofar as it belongs to its appropriate type?

As we could see from the foregoing, Buridan’s answer is that what fixes the correct

interpretation of a spoken or written phrase is the mental concept to which the phrase in question

according to that interpretation is subordinated. To be sure, the correct interpretation need not be

the interpretation expressing the proper or primary sense, because occasionally the correct,

intended interpretation is provided by some improper, secondary sense of the phrase in question.

In fact, this is precisely why it is the intention 53 expressed by the phrase on the given occasion of

its use that determines its correct semantic evaluation. The reason for this is that the written or

spoken phrase has any sense whatsoever only in virtue of the fact that it is subordinated to the

concept or intention it is supposed to express according to the intended interpretation, for it

signifies just what is conceived by the corresponding concept. So, the correct interpretation of an

utterance or inscription is fixed by the mental concept to which the utterance or inscription is

actually subordinated on a particular occasion of its use. Consequently, the reason why tokens of

the same type have the same semantic features allowing us to evaluate them in the same way in

the same type of context is that under these circumstances they are subordinated to the same

concept.

Indeed, in a somewhat unrelated discussion, Buridan remarks that (once the context of their use

is fixed) these distinct token expressions are subordinated to numerically the same concept in the

same mind. Buridan makes this clear in his discussion of Porphyry’s definition of genus,

according to which a genus is predicable of different species or things different in species. He

first objects to this description in the following way:

… if a genus were predicated of several species, this would take place either in the same

proposition or in several propositions; but this cannot happen either way; therefore, etc. The

major premise is known because it is an exhaustive division. The minor is proved [as follows].

You cannot say that the genus ‘animal’ is predicated of several species in one proposition,

because you cannot provide such a proposition. If you say ‘man donkey is an animal’, then the

proposition is false, or perhaps ungrammatical. If you say ‘A man and a donkey is an animal’, the

proposition is still false &lt;and still ungrammatical, for the conjunctive subject would require a plural

verb, both in Latin and in English – GK&gt;. If you say ‘A man or a donkey is an animal’, then a

species or an individual could just as well be predicated of several species, for a man or an

animal is a man, and a man or a donkey is Socrates. It cannot be said either that a genus is

predicated of several species in different propositions. For every term like [omnis talis terminus]

‘animal’ is a genus, and it is not the same term ‘animal’ in the proposition ‘A man is an animal’

that I utter, and in the proposition ‘A donkey is an animal’ that you utter, because they are totally

distinct from each other, and separate in place and subject. Or even if I utter such [propositions]

successively, there is still nothing that is the same in them, indeed, there is still nothing of the

second, while I am uttering the first, and the first has totally vanished by the time I am uttering the

second; therefore, no term is the same in them, and consequently no same genus either.

53



Note that in the medieval technical jargon ‘intention’ [intentio] is another word for ‘concept’ [conceptus].
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Therefore, no genus is predicated in both, but one genus in one and another in the other;

therefore, no genus is predicated of the species ‘man’ and ‘donkey’, nor can it be predicated, for

“what was once said, cannot be resumed again”. 54



As we can see, Buridan makes it very clear that in his view there is no term that is the same in

two distinct spoken propositions. There are no type-terms, which are somehow the same in their

different “incarnations”, i.e., which could be regarded as universals “repeatable” in their different

instances. Once you have uttered a word, it is literally gone in the wind. So, if you make another

utterance, it will have to be a new one, even if it will sound exactly like the one you just uttered.

Despite our usual way of putting the matter, nobody can say or repeat the same thing over and

over again. One can, nevertheless, re-use something that is permanent.

In his response, Buridan points to a radical difference between mental and spoken terms with

respect to their “repeatability”:

Therefore, we should note that what are called ‘different in species’ are diverse species such that

one does not contain the other, or terms contained under species that are diverse in this way.

This is what Porphyry meant, namely, that a genus is predicable of several diverse species or [of

terms] contained under them. I think that this is absolutely true concerning every mental genus:

for the concept from which we take the name ‘animal’ is in my intellect permanently, and not

[only] transiently, as is an utterance [in the air]. Therefore, with that concept, I can form in my

mind the mental proposition ‘A man is an animal’, and again ‘A horse is an animal’; thus, I use

that concept as the subject, and then again, I can use it as the predicate in another proposition. 55

However, the case is different with a spoken genus, as it was correctly argued earlier. Therefore,

it appears to me to have been correctly proved that no spoken genus can be predicated of

several species anymore than the term ‘man’ [could be]. For this reason, if that description is to

be understood concerning a spoken term, then the phrase ‘of several things different in species’

demands exposition, which can be of different sorts. First, [it may be] that a spoken genus can be

predicated of several things different in species, that is to say, that it designates a concept that is

predicable of several things different in species, just as a urine sample is healthy, that is, it

designates a healthy animal. Alternatively, in this way: every genus and others similar to it are
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Item, si genus praedicaretur de pluribus speciebus, vel hoc esset in eadem propositione vel in pluribus; sed neutro

modo; igitur etc. Maior nota est sufficienti divisione. Minor probatur, quia non potes dicere, quod in una

propositione hoc genus ‘animal’ praedicetur de pluribus speciebus, quia tu non potes dare illam propositionem; nam

si dicas ‘homo asinus est animal’, propositio est falsa vel forte incongrua, et si dicas ‘homo et asinus est animal’,

adhuc est falsa, et si dicas ‘homo vel asinus est animal’, tunc ita bene species vel individuum praedicaretur de

pluribus speciebus, quia homo vel asinus est homo, similiter homo vel asinus est Socrates. Nec potest dici, quod

genus praedicetur de pluribus speciebus in diversis propositionibus: quia cum omnis talis terminus ‘animal’ sit genus

et non sit idem terminus ‘animal’ in hac propositione ‘homo est animal’ quam ego profero, et in ista ‘asinus est

animal’, quam tu profers, quia illae sunt secundum se totas aliae abinvicem et separatae loco et subiecto; vel etiam si

ego profero tales successive, adhuc nihil est idem in eis, immo nihil adhuc de secunda est, quando ego profero

primam et prima jam tota exspiravit, quando ego propono secundam; igitur in eis nullus est terminus idem, nec per

consequens genus idem; ideo nullum genus praedicatur in utraque, sed unum genus in una et aliud in alia; igitur

nullum genus praedicatur in eis de iis speciebus ‘homo’ et ‘asinus’; nec etiam potest praedicari, quia “quod semel

dictum est amplius resumi non potest”. QiPI, q. 7, p. 152.
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In the example, the concept of ‘animal’ occurs as the predicate in both cases as required by the principal question,

namely, whether the same genus can be predicated of several species. But of course it could also occur as a subject

in another proposition. In any case, despite Buridan’s somewhat strange formulation here (which in fact may be the

result of scribal error), his theoretical point is clear: unlike written or spoken terms, it is numerically the same

concept that can occur in several mental propositions of the same mind.
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predicable of several things different in species, namely, in such a way that one of the one and

another of another. 56



So, the occurrences of two token-terms of the same type (provided they are interpreted in the

same way) are subordinated to numerically one and the same concept in the same mind, and so,

given that whatever semantic features they have they have from the semantic features of the

concept, no wonder they will have exactly the same semantic features. But then, if the semantic

features of concepts are not variable, this certainly sufficiently fixes the interpretation of tokenterms according to a given subordination, for according to that subordination they will all be

subordinated to the same concept, and so they will all have the same semantic features.

Buridan makes it clear that in his view a concept cannot vary its semantic features, that is to say,

there is no ambiguity in mental language. He remarks this in connection with analyzing the

mental counterpart of the spoken proposition ‘Man is a species’:

We should know, therefore, that (as it seems to me), material supposition occurs only where

significative utterances are concerned. For no mental term in a mental proposition supposits

materially, but rather always personally, for we do not use mental terms by convention [ad

placitum] as we do with utterances and written marks. This is because the same mental

expression never has diverse significations, or acceptations; for the affections of the soul

[passiones animae] are the same for all, just like the things of which they are the likenesses, as is

said in bk. 1 of On Interpretation. Therefore, I say that the mental proposition corresponding to

the proposition ‘Man is a species’, insofar as it is true, is not a proposition in which the specific

concept of men is the subject. Rather, it is a proposition in which the subject is the concept by

which the specific concept of men is conceived; however, it supposits not for itself, but rather for

the specific concept of men. Hence, it is clear enough that paralogisms involving such a change

57

of supposition come under the fallacies of words.



Buridan here interestingly, but I think quite justifiably, departs from Ockham, who would see no

problem in attributing this type of ambiguity to mental terms. For Ockham, it would be quite

possible to take the concept to which the term ‘man’ is subordinated in material supposition, i.e.,

as referring to itself in the mental proposition designated by the spoken proposition ‘Man is a

species’, just as we can take the subject of the spoken proposition to refer to itself. For Buridan,

however, this is unacceptable. 58
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Ideo notandum est, quod ‘differentia specie’ dicuntur species diversae quarum una non continet aliam vel terimini

contenti sub speciebus sic diversis. Et hoc intendit Porphyrius, quod genus est praedicabile de pluribus speciebus

diversis vel de contentis sub eis. Et videtur mihil, quod hoc simpliciter est verum de omni genere mentali: nam

conceptus a quo [correxi ‘quod’] sumitur nomen ‘animalis’ est in intellectu meo in permanentia, non in transitu,

sicut vox; ideo ex illo conceptu ego possum formare in mente mea istam propositionem mentalem ‘homo est animal’

et iterum istam ‘equus est animal’, et sic ego illum conceptum pono subiectum, et iterum possum eundem ponere

praedicatum in alia propositione. Sed de genere vocali non est ita [correxi ‘ista’], sicut prius bene arguebatur. Ideo

mihi bene apparet probatum fuisse, quod nullum genus vocale potest praedicari de pluribus speciebus plus quam iste

terminus ‘homo’. Propter quod si illa descriptio debeat intelligi de genere vocali, ista clausula ‘de pluribus

differentibus specie’ indiget expositione, quae potest esse multiplex. Primo modo, quod genus vocale est

praedicabile de pluribus differentibus specie, id est quod designat conceptum praedicabilem de differentibus specie,

sicut urina est sana, id est designat animal sanum. Vel sic: omne genus et alia sibi similia sunt praedicabilia de

differentibus specie, scilicet tali modo quod unum de uno et aliud de alio. QiPI, q. 7, p. 152.
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SD, 7.3.4, p. 522.
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The first thorough discussion of Buridan’s solution in the modern literature was provided by Ebbesen, S. “The

Summulae, Tractatus VII, De Fallaciis”, in: The Logic of John Buridan, edited by J. Pinborg, Copenhagen: Museum
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Apparently, this is a minor technical issue concerning a rather obscure theoretical point (“the

supposition of mental terms”), but this apparently minor technical difference in fact indicates

much deeper differences in their conception about the identity conditions of concepts, which has

far-reaching consequences in their respective philosophies of mind and language.

3.1



The identity conditions of concepts and the universality of logic



What is Buridan’s reason for banning material supposition in mental language? Moreover, why

is allowing it problematic (if at all) in Ockham’s conception? After all, both authors agree that

concepts naturally represent their objects, namely, the things we conceive by means of concepts.

Furthermore, both of them agree that we can use our words subordinated to our concepts to

supposit either significatively, for the things conceived by the concepts, or else nonsignificatively, to supposit for the concepts to which they are subordinated or for themselves or

other words similar to themselves (i.e., other token-words of the same type). So why could not

the same phenomenon occur on the mental level, as Ockham seems to think it can?

To be sure, exactly the same phenomenon, namely, the case involving the word suppositing for

the concept it is subordinated to cannot occur on the mental level, because mental concepts are

not subordinated to further concepts in the way conventionally signifying words (i.e., utterances

and inscriptions) are subordinated to naturally signifying concepts. 59 The reason for this is the

fact that concepts represent naturally. Inscriptions need to be subordinated to utterances, and

conventionally signifying utterances need to be subordinated to concepts, because it is only by

virtue of this subordination that they signify anything (namely, whatever is naturally signified by

the concept to which they are subordinated). However, subordination stops there. A concept does

not signify by virtue of anything else: to have a concept active in one’s mind is just to conceive

of the object, to be aware of its object in the way the concept represents it.

This understanding of the representative function of a concept, however, immediately renders

Ockham’s account problematic. For to have a concept active in one’s mind is to be aware of the

object represented by the concept, whereas the same concept may represent different objects.

Sometimes it may represent its ordinary objects, as the concept of human beings does in the

mental counterpart of ‘Man is an animal’. At other times, it may represent itself or a similar

concept, as it does in the mental counterpart of ‘Man is a species’. Consequently, it would appear

that one might not be sure just what one is aware of, for one may not be sure whether the same

concept is to be taken to stand for itself or for its ordinary objects, just as one may not be sure

about the supposition of the subject term of the corresponding spoken proposition. But this

seems absurd, namely, that having a concept in one’s mind active one is not sure what one



Tusculanum, 1976, pp. 121-60. A very useful comparative analysis of Ockham’s, Buridan’s and Albert of Saxony’s

treatment of the problem is provided by Berger, H. “Simple Supposition in William of Ockham, John Buridan, and

Albert of Saxony”, in: Itinéraires d'Albert de Saxe: Paris-Vienne au XIVe siècle, edited by J. Biard. Paris: Vrin,

1991, pp. 31-43. Cf. also Ashworth, E.J., “Nulla propositio est distinguenda: la notion d’equivocatio chez Albert de

Saxe”, ibid., pp. 149-160, and Ebbesen, S.: “Can Equivocation be Eliminated?”, Studia Mediewistyczne, 18(1977),

pp. 103-124.
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Cf. Albert of Saxony, Perutilis Logica, Hildesheim-New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1974 (reprint of Venice,

1518), Tr. 2, c. 2, f. 11.
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conceives by that concept, given that having the concept in one’s mind active is nothing but

conceiving or being aware of its object in the way the concept represents it. In his detailed

analysis of the problem, Paul Spade put the point in the following way. “Since concepts signify

just what is conceived by them — that is, just what they are thoughts of — and since in general it

is only in personal supposition that terms supposit for what they signify, it follows that if mental

terms may have simple or material supposition, we do not always know what we are asserting in

a mental sentence”. 60

To be sure, a defender of Ockham might quickly retort by saying that this charge is a non

sequitur. This is because just as the spoken term changes its supposition according to the

constraints of the context in which it occurs, so it may happen with concepts. The concept of

man in the context of the mental proposition ‘Man is an animal’ represents human beings,

whereas in the context of the mental proposition ‘Man is a species’, as a result of being

embedded in this particular context, it represents itself. Therefore, just as we can know about the

subject of a spoken proposition what it supposits for based on its context, so too, we can know

the same about the subject of a mental proposition on the same basis. 61

Now whether or not this is a feasible defense of Ockham’s position, the important point from our

perspective is that Ockham’s position clearly requires something that Buridan seems to reject,

namely, the natural variability of the representative function of the same concept. For Buridan,

by contrast, what a concept represents is naturally invariable: what a concept is necessarily

involves what it is a concept of, determined by the necessity of nature. As we shall see, this

apparently simple claim, which we may dub “the thesis of the natural invariance of mental

representation”, has far-reaching consequences in Buridan’s epistemology, which I will discuss

later, insofar as it pertains to his logic. 62

For the time being, the important thing to note is that for Buridan, specifying the object(s) and

the subject of a concept (along with the time of its formation or actual use and the way it

60



Spade, P. V. “Synonymy and Equivocation in Ockham’s Mental Language”, Journal of the History of Philosophy,

18 (1980), pp. 9-22, p. 21. Cf. Spade, P. V. “Ockham’s Rule of Supposition: Two Conflicts in His Theory”, in

Vivarium, 12 (1974), pp. 63-73, and Adams, M. M. William Ockham, South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press,

1987, vol. 1, p. 351.
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Cf. Berger, op. cit., p. 34. More recently, Claude Panaccio and Ernesto Perini-Santos have argued along similar

lines for the consistency of Ockham’s position in “Guillaume d’Ockham et la suppositio materialis”, Vivarium,

42(2004), pp. 202-224. Note that I am not challenging Ockham’s consistency; I am merely contrasting his handling

of the issue with Buridan’s with regard to their different implications concerning their conception of the conditions

of concept-identity.
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To anticipate the point very briefly, it makes a tremendous epistemological difference whether the objects of a

concept are taken to figure into the identity conditions of the concept, and if so, how. For if I can have the same

concepts no matter what their objects are, then it is at least logically possible for me to have the same mental states

whether they in fact represent what they appear to represent or not. So this conception immediately gives rise to the

imagination of an omnipotent deceiver who, being omnipotent, is capable of realizing whatever is logically possible,

and so is capable of completely cutting me off from external reality. Indeed, I take this to be the most fundamental

issue dividing the epistemological positions of late-medieval thinkers, and driving much of the epistemological

discussions of early modern philosophers. Cf. Klima, G. “Ontological Alternatives vs. Alternative Semantics in

Medieval Philosophy”, in: Bernard, J. (ed.) Logical Semiotics, S - European Journal for Semiotic Studies, 3(1991),

pp. 587-618.
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represents its object(s)) 63 uniquely determines about which single token-concept of which single

mind we are talking. Accordingly, specifying the object(s) of a concept disregarding whose

concept we are talking about, determines that we are talking about the same intersubjective

concept-type (keeping in mind the nominalist proviso concerning talking about types, as being

just a comfortable way of talking about a potential infinity of tokens). This is precisely what

allows Buridan in the previously quoted passage to base his solution of the problem of the

subject of the mental counterpart of ‘Man is a species’ on the “sameness” (that is, sameness in

type) of concepts for all, as opposed to the differences in the various spoken languages of various

peoples. By specifying that we are talking about the concept by which conceive of human beings

indifferently (i.e., disregarding their individual differences) we uniquely determine the type of

concept of which each one of us has a token in mind. That is to say, we are talking about the

concept by which I conceive of human beings indifferently, and about the concept by which you

conceive of human beings in the same way, etc. Being members of the same species, we all have

the same type of natural capacities to form this type of concept. This is precisely why we are able

to identify this type of concept in communication, even across different languages, as long as we

are able to specify the relevant relations of subordination between the conventional spoken and

written symbols of various languages and the corresponding concepts. That is to say, we are able

to communicate as long as I am able to figure out what you have in mind when you are using a

certain utterance of a certain language and vice versa.

Nevertheless, this task is certainly not impossible, despite the fact that we have no special “mindo-scopes” to peek into each other’s minds. Indeed, having such a strange device would be no

more useful than looking at the surface of a computer disk in trying to find out about its contents.

By looking at the disk itself, I can only find out about its physical properties, say, the distribution

of magnetic polarity on its surface, if it is a magnetic disk, or the distribution of tiny pits on its

surface, if it is an optical disk. However, this would tell me nothing about the contents of its files.

To find out about that, I would have to put the disk into the appropriate drive and have the

computer decode its information content and encode it into a form that would allow me to realize

what it is about, such as text, sounds, or images. In the same way, to learn about your thoughts,

instead of a useless direct “peek”, I need you to encode them into a form that makes sense to me,

such as linguistic or other signs that allow me to think the same thoughts you do.

To be sure, in a sense I cannot possibly think the same thoughts you do anymore than I can

perform any of your actions. For your actions are your actions because you perform them; so if I

were to perform them, then they would no longer be yours. I cannot do your dancing; I can only

make the same sort of moves you make. I cannot do your talking; I can only utter the same (type

of) words, etc. In the same way, I cannot have your act of thought; I can only have the same type

of act. However, of course I can have the same type of act as long as the sameness in type is

guaranteed by the sameness of content, which, in turn, is specified by the sameness of the object.

Now this is precisely Buridan’s point, when he says:
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These parenthetical qualifications, which are not important from the point of view of the present contrast between

Ockham and Buridan, will be discussed soon.
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“The same mental expression never has diverse significations, or acceptations; for the affections

of the soul [passiones animae] are the same for all, just like the things of which they are the

likenesses, as is said in bk. 1 of On Interpretation.” 64



All in all, for Buridan, concept-tokens are individuated by their subject (the person who thinks

by means of them), the time of their formation (or actual use), 65 and their object(s) along with

the way they represent their object(s). That concept-tokens are individuated by their subjects is

clear from the fact that my concept whereby I conceive of humans indifferently is certainly not

numerically the same as your concept whereby you conceive of humans in the same way.

Clearly, I can have this concept at a time when you do not, and vice versa. For example, if I was

born earlier, I may have had this concept at a time when you did not even exist, and thus you did

not have any concepts at all.

Indeed, this example also shows how the time of their formation figures into the individuation of

concept-tokens: one such token may exist at a time when another does not, certainly in different

subjects, but also in the same subject, when a person successively acquires such concept-tokens.

It is a further question, though, whether the same subject could successively acquire different

token-concepts of the same type. Given Buridan’s insistence on the permanence of concepttokens (as opposed to utterance-tokens), 66 his answer to this question should probably be ‘no’,

except in a case when the previous token is lost. I cannot have different token-concepts of the

same type in my mind at the same time, since being in the same subject at the same time these

distinct tokens could only be distinct because of what they represent or how they represent it.

However, that would make them different in type, so then they would not be different tokens of

the same type. Therefore, once I have acquired a token-concept of a given type, I cannot acquire

a new one, except if I lose the first and I re-acquire another token of the same type. Whether this

can happen, and if so how, is a matter of psychology. Perhaps I can lose a concept I acquired in
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SD, 7.3.4, p. 522.
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The passage quoted in n. 56 suggests that, in the same mind, numerically the same token-concept is activated and

re-activated on each occasion of its use. Therefore, once the concept is acquired it stays there numerically the same

even when it is not active (when it does not enter into the formation of a thought, and so we are not actually thinking

about the thing(s) conceived by means of this concept). However, this seems to be in conflict with Buridan’s

insistence in his psychology that a mental act and the corresponding habit are not the same. Cf. QDA3, q. 15, esp.

pp. 163-164. But Buridan’s position may simply be that in logic, token-concepts are counted to be the permanent,

re-usable intellectual habits, and not their fleeting counterparts, the acts of thought, for even if one token-act may not

be numerically the same as the next, if it corresponds to numerically the same habit, then it carries the same content.

Therefore, even though two token-utterances of the same type my be subordinated to two distinct volatile, occurrent

acts of thought, they may still be said to be subordinated to numerically the same concept, namely, the same habit

giving rise to the two acts. Indeed, even if these habits themselves are mere capacities relative to the occurrent acts,

they are acts in comparison to the initially “blank” intellect activated by the sensory information of phantasms.

Therefore, it is appropriate to refer to them as ‘acts’ in logic, where their distinction from occurrent acts of thought

is irrelevant because of the sameness in content. However, this solution may only apply to simple concepts, which

are certainly permanent intellectual habits, but not to complex concepts formed “on the spot”, say, on occasion of a

conversation.
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Cf. text quoted in n. 56.
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my childhood, say, because of some trauma, or simple oblivion, 67 so that in order to be able to

think the same type of thought again, I need to re-acquire the concept pretty much the same way

I originally did.

However, what is important from the point of view of the logical function of concepts is that the

only thing that distinguishes them in the same subject at the same time is what they represent and

how they represent it, and that this distinction between two token-concepts of the same mind is at

the same time a distinction of types. For certainly, the concept whereby I conceive of one sort of

object in a certain way is different in kind from the concept whereby I conceive of another (kind

of) object or the same (kind of) object in a different way. 68 It is precisely for this reason that if

we only specify their objects and the way they represent them (i.e., what and how they

represent), then we specify concepts in terms of their type. But from this it follows that different

people being able to think of the same objects in the same ways necessarily have concepts of the

same type, even if, being different subjects, they can never have the same token-concepts.

However, utterances, being subordinated to concepts, by their actual signification specify

precisely the objects of the concepts to which they are subordinated. Therefore, using the same

utterances in the same sense (i.e., with the same signification) enables us to activate the same

type of concepts in each others’ minds, yielding intersubjective understanding. So, even if

finding out about the actual subordination of an utterance, i.e., about its actual intended sense,

may sometimes be a tricky task, it is certainly not in principle impossible, and it is certainly the

way to go to yield intersubjective understanding.

However, we need precisely this sort of understanding for the formulation of universal logical

principles. i.e., universal laws that determine the necessary logical relations for all tokenconcepts of individual thinkers, insofar as these tokens are sorted in the same types, and thus

obey the same laws. For this reason, logical principles, insofar as they concern types of human

concepts (always keeping in mind the nominalist proviso concerning talking about types), are

universal and the same for all. Therefore, for the formulation of these principles, we can safely

use conventionally significative utterances, as long as we keep in mind the actual or typical

conditions of their subordination. For then we can specify which types of concepts they are

subordinated to under these typical conditions of their use, which we can do by specifying what

and how these concepts represent, i.e., what and how the terms subordinated to them signify.

Nevertheless, we can only achieve this in a piecemeal manner, specifying these characteristics

67



In fact, in accordance with the doctrine of conversio ad phantasmata, according to which our intellectual concepts

constantly need to be reinforced by the mind’s “turning to the phantasms” or else they “fade out” from the mind, it is

quite natural for us to lose our concepts for want of such reinforcement.

68



This might be taken to be a fundamental postulate concerning the identity-conditions of concepts, not requiring

further justification. However, it may also be regarded as a consequence of more general Aristotelian metaphysical

considerations concerning the individuation of accidents. For if two concepts of the same mind representing

different objects or the same objects differently at the same time were merely numerically different, but not different

in kind, then they would be merely numerically distinct accidents of the same subject at the same time. However,

this is impossible, just as it is impossible for a thing to have, say, two shapes or two colors all over. On the other

hand, the thing certainly can have both a shape and a color, because these are two numerically distinct accidents that

are also distinct in kind. Cf. Albert of Saxony, Albert of Saxony’s Twenty-five Disputed Questions on Logic (ed. M.

J. Fitzgerald), Brill: Leiden, 2002, p. 100, 79.1, and Albertus de Saxonia, Quaestiones in Artem Veterem (ed. A.

Muñoz-García), pp. 484-486, 731. See also Aristotle, Metaphysics, IV, c. 6, 1015b32s.
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regarding the different kinds of concepts that typically populate our minds (while still leaving

room for a great variety and even all sorts of idiosyncrasies in our actual individual or various

collective conceptual apparatuses). 69 Therefore, to give concrete meaning to these so far

somewhat vague considerations concerning concepts in general, we now need to turn to a more

detailed analysis of the logical functions of the various kinds of concepts distinguished by

Buridan.



4 The various kinds of concepts and the idea of a mental language

4.1



Syncategorematic vs. categorematic concepts



Concepts, being representative acts of the mind, are naturally classified in terms of their

representative function, which in turn is specified in terms of what and how these concepts

represent or naturally signify. 70 However, some concepts represent something only in connection

with other concepts, while others represent something in themselves. The former are called

syncategorematic, while the latter are called categorematic concepts.71

Syncategorematic concepts, being co-representative rather than representative absolutely

speaking, do not represent anything in themselves, and so the terms subordinated to them do not

signify anything in themselves apart from their concepts in the minds of competent users of the

language to which these terms belong. 72



69



For a more detailed discussion of the philosophical consequences of this view of concepts in connection with the

idea of different “conceptal schemes”, see Klima, G. “Understanding Matters from a Logical Angle”, Essay V in:

Klima, G. ARS ARTIUM: Essays in Philosophical Semantics, Medieval and Modern, Budapest: Institute of

Philosophy of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 1988.

70



Although, prompted by a suggestion of Ria van der Lecq, in the Introduction to my translation of Buridan’s

Summulae I noted (in n. 23) that Buridan in the text never uses the Latin equivalent of ‘represent’ to refer to the

relation of natural signification between concept and object, this happens to hold only for the Summulae. In QDA3,

q. 8, Buridan consistently uses the language of ‘representation/representative/etc.’ to refer to the relationship

between concepts and their objects. (Perhaps, he simply found this usage more appropriate in psychology, than in

logic.) Therefore, the usage of the Summulae certainly does not carry the theoretical weight Michael Fitzgerald

attributes to it in his Introduction to his edition of Albert of Saxony’s Twenty-five Disputed Questions on Logic (ed.

M. J. Fitzgerald), Brill: Leiden, 2002, p. 17.

71



Cf. “if a term is called categorematic with reference to signification, then terms are called categorematic as being

significative in themselves, and syncategorematic as being significative not in themselves, but with something else;

for [‘syncategorematic’] derives from ‘syn’ in Greek, which is the same as ‘cum’ [‘with’] in Latin, [and so,

‘syncategorematic’ is interpreted] as ‘significative with something else’. SD 4.2.3, p. 233. I should note here that

Buridan draws this distinction between various utterances on two grounds, namely with respect to predication

(syntactiaclly) and with respect to signification (semantically). However, here I am only concerned with

signification, which spoken utterances have by virtue of being subordinated to different kinds of concepts. For a

general account of the medieval distinction between categorematic and syncategorematic terms, discussing both the

various syntactic and semantic criteria of the distinction, see Klima, G. “Syncategoremata”, Elsevier’s Encyclopedia

of Language and Linguistics, 2nd Ed. Edited by Keith Brown, Elsevier: Oxford, 2006, vol. 12, pp. 353-356.
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We should note here in passing that Buridan also distinguishes mixed utterances (and hence the corresponding

mixed concepts), namely, ones that besides operating on categorematic concepts signify something outside the mind

too. Cf. SD 4.2.3, pp. 232-233. Indeed, according to Buridan, the proposition-forming concept of the copula, insofar

as it also connotes some time is such a mixed concept, but by abstracting from this connotation we may be able to
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For example, the term-negation ‘non’ in the term ‘non-human’ does not signify anything in

extramental reality, for there is no such a thing as a negation in re existing on a par with humans,

beasts, plants, and rocks. However, this does not mean that this word does not signify at all. For

even if it does not signify something, it does signify somehow: even if it does not signify a

negation in re, it does signify negatively, namely, by negating the significata of the

categorematic term with which it is construed, so that the resulting complex term supposits in a

proposition for what is not signified by the negated categorematic term. For even if, according to

Buridan, “the term ‘non-man’ signifies whatever the term ‘man’ signifies, although these are

contradictory terms”, 73 they obviously cannot supposit for the same things in a proposition,

precisely because the negative term signifies negatively whatever the positive term signifies

positively. That is to say, the term ‘non-human’ signifies the same things that the term ‘human’

does, but not in the same way, and this different way of signifying is provided by the presence of

the concept of negation operating on the concept of ‘human’ in the mind forming the concept

corresponding to the term ‘non-human’. 74

Accordingly, we should think of the concept of term-negation as an act of the human mind

operating on categorematic concepts that could be subjects or predicates of propositions. The

result of this operation is a new categorematic concept, which again can be the subject or

predicate of a proposition; but this new concept supposits for those things that are not signified

by its embedded categorematic concept. 75

Again, a mental proposition is formed by applying the syncategorematic concept of the copula to

two categorematic concepts, the concepts of the subject and the predicate. 76 Accordingly, the

concept of the copula is an act of the human mind operating on two categorematic concepts, to



form in our minds a purely syncategorematic concept of the copula as well. Cf. SD 4.3.4, pp. 261-262. I will return

to this issue in connection with Buridan’s analysis of propositional composition and the function of the copula.

73



SD 6.2.3, p. 404.



74



Indeed, in general, Buridan would identify the different ways of signifying of syncategorematic terms with the

syncategorematic terms themselves. As he says: “… the copulas ‘is’ and ‘is not’ signify different ways of combining

mental terms in order to form mental propositions, and these different ways [of combining] are in their turn

complexive concepts pertaining to the second operation of the intellect, insofar as this goes beyond the first

operation.” SD 4.2.4, p. 234. Concerning the “first” and “second operation of the intellect”, see n. 78 below.

75



In view of this point, the common description of personal supposition, according to which a term in a proposition

has personal supposition if it supposits for its ultimate significata, needs to be understood as applying only to nonnegative terms without qualification. For negative terms, the definition needs to be modified in such a way as to

reflect the negative signification of the term: a negative term has personal supposition in a proposition if it supposits

for things that are not the ultimate significata of its negated term and are not its immediate significata or tokens of

the same type as itself. (Obviously, the second clause is needed to distinguish material from personal supposition in

cases such as “Every ‘non-man’ is a complex term” from “Every non-man is either God or a creature”.) But even

this definition is not entirely satisfactory: for even if it works for ‘non-man’ or ‘non-brute’, how should we handle,

say, ‘non white man’? Obviously, depending on the scope of the negation, this term may stand in a proposition

either for men who are not white or for anything that is not a white man. Issues like this will have to be considered

concerning logical syntax, which for Buridan is nothing but the syntax of mental language, the language of thought.

76



Disregarding the temporal connotation of the copula, just as Buridan does in connection with natural supposition.

Cf. SD 4.3.4, pp. 260-262.
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form a new complex concept, which, however, is not a term, since it cannot itself be a subject or

a predicate.

On the other hand, the concept corresponding to the English conjunction ‘that’ (and to the Latin

conjunction quod or quia in one of their uses) has precisely the function of operating on a

proposition and turn it into term. The resulting term, therefore, can again be joined by the copula

in forming another proposition, as in the complex concept corresponding to the construction

‘That a man is an animal is necessary’ or (more naturally in English) ‘It is necessary that a man

is an animal’. Indeed, these operations can be iterated indefinitely, yielding ‘It is necessary that it

is necessary … that a man is an animal’.

4.2



Simple vs. complex concepts



These considerations naturally give rise to the distinction between simple and complex concepts.

Syncategorematic concepts modify the representative function of categorematic concepts by

forming with them new concepts that have a representative function different from that of the

original categorematic concept. Therefore, it is natural to think of these new concepts as resulting

from the combination of categorematic and syncategorematic concepts, and thus, as having some

intrinsic structure, a certain complexity. Indeed, when Buridan is talking about complex concepts

as being the result of combination [complexio], he definitely gives us the impression that the

conceptual combination in question strictly parallels the syntactical combination of the

corresponding written or spoken phrases. As he writes:

It should, therefore, be realized that three kinds of expressions and three kinds of terms can be

distinguished, as is touched upon at the beginning of On Interpretation: 77 namely, mental,

spoken, and written. The combination [complexio] of simple concepts is called a ‘mental

expression’, [and results from] compounding or dividing [componendo vel dividendo] by means of

the second operation of the intellect, 78 and the terms of such an expression are the simple

concepts that the intellect puts together or separates. 79 Now, just as simple concepts are

designated for us by means of simple utterances, which we call ‘words’, so also do we

designate 80 a combination of simple concepts by a combination of words. It is for this reason that



77



Aristotle, On Interpretation 1, 16a4-6.



78



The “second operation of the intellect” is the second of three operations of the intellect commonly distinguished in

scholastic philosophy (based on Aristotle’s relevant considerations). These are 1. the formation of simple concepts

(indivisibilium intelligentia) as a result of abstraction; 2. the formation of judgments (or other complex concepts) by

combining the concepts produced by the first operation (compositio et divisio); 3. reasoning (ratiocinatio), which

uses the propositions formed by the second operation to arrive at the cognition of unknown truths based on known

truths.

79



‘Composition’, ‘compounding’ or ‘putting together’ [componere] in this context means the combination of two

categorematic terms into a proposition by means of an affirmative copula; whereas ‘division’, ‘dividing’ or

‘separating’ [dividere] means their combination into a negative proposition, by means of a negative copula.



80



‘Designate’ [designat] is apparently Buridan’s quite consistently used technical term to express the relationship in

which a spoken phrase stands to what it immediately signifies, namely, the mental “phrase” to which it is

subordinated. Therefore, ‘designation’ in this sense is the same as ‘immediate signification’, i.e., the converse

relation of ‘subordination’.
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a spoken expression is an utterance made up of several words, which signifies for us the

combination of concepts in the mind. 81



However, despite possible appearances to the contrary, the combination of written and spoken

words does not always have to run strictly parallel to the combination of concepts in the mind.

As Buridan continues:

Further, a spoken expression should be called an ‘expression’ only insofar as it designates a

combination of concepts in the mind. For if the whole utterance ‘A man runs’ were imposed to

signify simply stones, as the utterance ‘stone’ does, then ‘A man runs’ would not be an

expression, but a simple word, as is ‘stone’. Hence, something is called a spoken expression or

proposition only because it designates a mental expression or proposition, and a spoken

proposition is called true or false only because it designates a true or false mental proposition,

just as a urine sample is said to be healthy or unhealthy only because it designates that the

animal is healthy or ill. It is in the same way that every utterance that appropriately designates a

simple concept by convention [ex institutione] is said to be incomplex, [precisely] because it is

subordinated in order to designate a simple concept. 82



That is to say, just because some spoken or written sign has some sort of recognizable

complexity (as even single words consist of syllables, and those of sounds or letters), one must

not assume that the corresponding concept has some corresponding complexity. Indeed, it

happens even in ordinary usage that an originally complex phrase is transferred to designate a

simple concept. This is the case for example with the phrase “man’s best friend” in English,

which, at least according to one of its uses, is transferred to designate the same concept that is

designated by the simple word ‘dog’, which, as we can assume with Buridan, is a simple

concept. 83

However, even more importantly from the point of view of Buridan’s nominalist project, the

converse can happen just as well, namely, when a simple word is imposed to designate a

complex concept. As he writes:

But we should also clearly realize that since it is in accordance with our will [ad placitum nostrum]

that utterances are instituted [instituuntur] to signify our concepts, it often happens that we

impose one whole utterance to signify a huge mental expression, in such a way that although that

utterance signifies this mental expression, no part of that utterance taken separately signifies any

simple concept of this mental expression. Under such circumstances, such an utterance is called

a ‘word’ by the grammarian, as it is not divided into parts any of which would separately signify

something. But it would not be inappropriate for the logician to call it a ‘significative expression’;

for example, if the name ‘Iliad’ were to be imposed to signify the same as the whole Trojan

story, 84 or in the way the name ‘vacuum‘ is imposed to signify the same as the expression ‘place
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SD 1.1.6, p. 11.
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Ibid.



83



I will have more to say about this assumption later. Cf. Klima, G. “John Buridan on the Acquisition of Simple

Substantial Concepts”, in the proceedings of the conference titled John Buridan and Beyond: The Language

Sciences 1300-1700, Copenhagen: The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, 2003.

84



Buridan’s actual Latin phrase is imponeretur ad significandum aequivalenter. Literally, this could be translated as

‘were to be imposed to signify equivalently’. However, this English phrase would actually convey a weaker sense of

synonymy than the simpler ‘to signify the same’. For Buridan’s phrase is used by him to express the relation of

strong synonymy: two phrases are synonymous in this sense, if they have not only the same significata, but also the

same connotata, signified and connoted in the same manner, respectively. In fact, two phrases are synonymous in
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not filled with body’, and in the way we can agree in a disputation that by A we understand the

same as we do by ‘golden mountain’ and by B the same as by ‘risible horse’ and by C the same

as by ‘A man runs’, and so forth. Under such circumstances, C would then be a spoken

proposition, attributively speaking, 85 because it would designate a mental proposition. However,

the grammarian would not call it a proposition, but rather a simple utterance, for it would not be

divisible into utterances any one of which would signify some concept separately. 86



Accordingly, the divergence between grammatical and conceptual structure is the point of

departure between the grammarian’s and the logician’s judgment on simplicity vs. complexity of

expressions, that is to say, it is the origin of the difference between what we may distinguish as

syntactic vs. semantic complexity and simplicity. Because of this difference, a syntactically

simple utterance may obviously be semantically complex by virtue of being subordinated to a

complex concept. However, can a syntactically complex utterance be subordinated to a simple

concept? Did not the example of “man’s best friend” show just this possibility? Despite

appearances to the contrary, I do not think ‘yes’ would be Buridan’s answer, or the correct

answer, for that matter.

A syntactically simple utterance is one that is imposed to designate a concept as a whole, so that,

although it does have distinguishable parts, none of its parts, as such, is imposed to designate

some concept separately. Indeed, even if the utterance in question does have distinguishable

parts that are imposed to designate some concepts separately when they do not occur as a part of

this utterance, but they do not have the function to designate these concepts when they do occur

as parts of this utterance, the utterance is still syntactically simple. For example, the obviously

simple English word ‘polecat’ is imposed as a whole to signify a concept whereby we conceive

of a particular species of stinky animals. However, a polecat is neither pole nor a cat. Even if the

utterance ‘polecat’ has the distinguishable parts ‘pole’ and ‘cat’ which separately are also

imposed in English to signify concepts whereby we conceive of some sorts of things, these

concepts have nothing to do with the concept to which ‘polecat’ is subordinated. The

representative function of this concept is in no way dependent on the representative function of

those other concepts, and so, the signification of this utterance is in no way dependent on the

signification of its parts.

So, it seems we have to say that even if syntactic simplicity/complexity and semantic

simplicity/complexity of utterances (and the corresponding inscriptions) are to be distinguished,

they are not entirely independent of one another. For we can regard an utterance as syntactically

complex only if its parts are, so to speak, “semantically relevant”, insofar as these parts have

this way because they are subordinated to the same concept. For Buridan’s example cf. Aristotle: Metaphysics, VII,

3, 1030a10

85



‘Attributively speaking’, that is, in the same manner as ‘healthy’ applies to a urine sample by the analogy of

attribution [analogia attributionis], because it is a sign of the health of an animal. The basis of this type of analogy

in general is that if a term T is properly predicable of a (kind of) thing A, then T can be predicated in an analogous,

secondary sense also of another (kind of) thing B which is somehow related to A. Therefore, in the case in question,

C would be called a proposition only because it would signify a mental proposition, not because it would have any

of the inherent attributes of a spoken proposition. That is to say, C would not be called a proposition because it is a

spoken expression that signifies some truth or falsehood, for it is not an expression in the first place, given the fact

that an expression should be an utterance that has separately significative parts, which does not hold for C.

86



SD 1.1.6, pp. 12-13.
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significations of their own and the signification of the whole is determined by their

significations, that is to say, if the signification of the whole is compositionally dependent on the

signification of its parts. Therefore, the English phrase “man’s best friend” in this sense is

syntactically simple in its use when it is used as subordinated to the simple concept of dogs.

However, of course, the same phrase is not syntactically simple in its use when it is used in its

literal sense, when the signification of this phrase is determined by the signification of its parts.

In that usage, the phrase signifies whatever it does by virtue of its signification being determined

by the signification of its parts (and that could clearly be something completely different from

dogs), because the parts function in the whole insofar as they are subordinated to their respective

concepts. In this usage, therefore, the whole phrase signifies precisely what the complex concept

resulting from the combination of those simple concepts represents.

Obviously, all these considerations concerning utterances analogically apply to inscriptions

subordinated to these utterances. As Buridan continues:

We should also note that just as conventionally significative utterances have the function of

signifying mental concepts, so do written marks have the function of signifying utterances. Thus,

just as utterances signify extramental things only by the mediation of mental concepts, so do

written marks signify concepts only because they signify the utterances that signify those

concepts. This is why you cannot read Hebrew letters when you see them, for you do not know

what utterances they designate. Again, those who know what utterances our letters designate,

but who do not know the significations of Latin utterances, correctly read the psalms, but they

apprehend nothing further as to the signification of those letters, since they do not know the

significations of Latin utterances. For the letters of the written word ‘homo’ signify man only

because they signify the utterance that signifies man. 87



Therefore, whether it is an utterance or an inscription, a linguistic sign, which obviously has

some physical parts, is syntactically complex only if its parts are semantically relevant in the

previously described sense. That is to say, the syntactic complexity of a linguistic sign entails its

semantic complexity. However, the converse entailment clearly does not hold: a linguistic sign’s

semantic complexity does not entail its syntactic complexity, that is, its syntactic simplicity is

compatible with its semantic complexity, owing to the complexity of the concept to which it is

subordinated. Nevertheless, the complexity of the concept, and this is perhaps the most important

general point from the perspective of Buridan’s nominalism, need not match any corresponding

complexity on the part of the thing or things represented by the complex concept. Even the

simplest thing can be conceived in various ways, by means of concepts of any complexity. As

Buridan explains:

We should note, therefore, that an inscription is said to be an expression only because it signifies

a spoken expression, and a spoken expression is said to be an expression only because it

signifies a mental expression. However, a mental expression is called an expression not because

it signifies yet another expression in reality, but because it is a combination of several concepts in

the mind, and these need not signify diverse things. For the same most simple thing, namely,

God, can be conceived of in terms of a great number of diverse concepts, which the soul can

compose and divide in itself, and from which it can form a mental expression. Similarly, a written

word is called a word or a term only because it signifies a spoken word. And the spoken word is

called a word by the logician, properly speaking, if it is significatively subordinated to a simple

concept. But it would be called a word by the grammarian, even if it were not subordinated to a
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SD 1.1.6, p. 13.
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simple concept but to a [mental] expression, namely, if it were imposed in itself and as a whole

together upon that mental expression, so that no part of it would separately signify some part of

that mental expression. For example, if the word ‘Iliad’ were imposed to signify just as much as

the whole text of the Trojan story, it would nonetheless be called a word, because no part of it,

namely, neither, ‘I’, nor ‘li’, nor ‘ad’, would separately signify anything of that story. 88



However, would not this mean that a term and a proposition, or even two contradictory

propositions, signify the same? As Buridan continues:

But you will immediately ask: ‘If there is not some sort of combination in the thing or things

signified, what then does the mental expression signify by which the intellect asserts that God is

God or that God is not God?’ I reply that none of these two expressions 89 signifies anything more

or anything else in external reality [ad extra] than the other does. For both of them signify in

external reality only God. But the affirmative signifies Him in one way and the negative signifies

Him in another way, and these [two different] ways are those complexive concepts 90 in the soul

that the second operation of the intellect adds to simple concepts, and which are designated by

the spoken copulas ‘is’ and ‘is not’. 91



Again, Buridan’s answer holds the key to his nominalism in general: since linguistic items are

mapped onto reality by the mediation of concepts, any sort of linguistic complexity (syntactic

and semantic, or mere semantic complexity) can be the result of the complexity of the concepts

whereby we conceive of things in different ways. Therefore, the structure of the reality

represented by our language and thought need not mirror the structure of our language or our

thought. Accordingly, by implication, any fashionable modern talk about speakers of different

languages or thinkers of different cultures “living in different universes” should be handled with

extreme caution.

However, this answer, although it may sound appealing together with its implications, may give

rise to some further concerns as well. In the first place, the whole business of conceptual

complexity may sound spurious without any detailed understanding of what conceptual

complexity consists in. Complexity involves structure. But what sort of structure can we attribute

to thoughts? And even if there is such a structure, how can we detect it, especially given

Buridan’s insistence on the relative independence of some invisible and inaudible conceptual

structure from visible and audible linguistic structure?

Indeed, the question is more pressing ad hominem, given the common medieval view, shared by

Buridan, that concepts of the human mind are simple, immaterial qualities of an immaterial

substance, the human intellective soul, which, therefore, should lack any genuine spatio-temporal

structure. But the question should also be difficult for materialists, who would identify concepts

88



SD 1.1.6, p. 13.
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Although the question directly concerned the difference in the signification of mental propositions, Buridan’s

answer here concerns the spoken propositions. Perhaps the reason for this is that once the answer is given

concerning spoken propositions, then the answer concerning mental propositions should be obvious.

90



Simple concepts of the soul are combined into complex concepts by means of complexive concepts. For example,

in the case of the spoken sentence ‘God is God’, the simple concept by which we conceive of God is combined with

itself by means of the complexive concept of the present tense affirmative copula designated in English by the

utterance ‘is’ (and in Latin by the utterance est) into the complex mental proposition which is designated in English

by this sentence (and in Latin by the sentence Deus est Deus).

91



SD 1.1.6, pp. 13-14.
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with some brain-activity, say, some specific firing patterns of the cerebral cortex, for even if such

patterns may have some genuine spatio-temporal structure, why should that structure be the same

as, or just strictly corresponding to, the representational complexity of a thought any more than it

is the case with linguistic structures? After all, different people (or the same people at different

times) may think thoughts with the same representational content, despite their possibly very

different physiological constitution due to differences in age, gender, race or even such drastic

influences as brain damage, or lobotomy.

To address these questions, it is useful to start with what seems to be unproblematic, namely, the

complexity of written or spoken expressions. As we could see, in their case, we had to

distinguish between syntactic and mere semantic complexity, but at least it seemed to be pretty

clear what their complexity consisted in. The syntactic complexity of a complex written

expression consists in the fact that its and visually or even tangibly distinguishable spatially

distinct parts each have their own semantic function in determining the semantic values of the

entire expression. In the case of a spoken expression, the same applies to the auditively

distinguishable and temporally distinct parts of the expression as it is uttered. On the other hand,

the mere semantic complexity of a syntactically simple written or spoken phrase consisted in the

fact that although such syntactically simple expressions may have spatially or temporally distinct

parts, these parts, insofar as they are parts of this expression, do not have separate semantic

functions whereby they would determine the semantic values of the whole expression. Still, in

this case the semantic function of the expression is not primitive, for it depends on the semantic

values of other simple or complex signs, which are not their parts. (Just remember how the letter

C could function as a proposition, or how we could arbitrarily introduce the word ‘polecat’ to do

the same.)

But this idea can help us provide a coherent interpretation of the semantic complexity of

concepts as well, regardless of whether concepts have any ontologically distinct (and hence

possibly distinguishable) parts whatsoever. For if mere semantic complexity consists in the

dependency of the semantic values of the complex sign on the semantic values of other signs,

regardless of whether those other signs are its parts or not, we can certainly attribute mere

semantic complexity to concepts without thereby attributing to them any ontologically distinct

parts. However, with this understanding of semantic complexity, we can safely talk about those

other concepts as the “parts” or “components” of the complex concept in an extended, improper

sense (per attributionem, as Buridan would say), insofar as their semantic contribution in

determining the semantic values of the complex concept in question is analogous to the

determination of the semantic values of complex written or spoken expressions by the semantic

values of their syntactic parts or components, in the strict, literal sense.

Indeed, Buridan has no qualms talking about simple concepts as being the components or

integral parts of complex concepts; even if he maintains that no such concepts have any quantity.

As he writes:
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… a mental proposition consisting of a simple copula, a simple subject, and a simple predicate is

an integral whole of these simple concepts, yet none of these has any quantity. 92



A complex concept is complex because its semantic values are functionally dependent on the

semantic values of its “components”, that is, other concepts, which nevertheless, clearly cannot

be its quantitative parts. Still, since its semantic values are compositionally determined by the

semantic values of its “components” in the same way as the semantic values of the

corresponding complex written or spoken expression are determined by their components, we

can clearly identify this conceptual structure by means of the corresponding syntactic structure of

these spoken or written expressions. So, just as the semantic complexity of a syntactically simple

written or spoken word can be explicated by means of the syntactic complexity of the

synonymous complex expression, say, a nominal definition (definitio exprimens quid nominis),

or exposition, or interpretation, so the mere semantic complexity of a complex concept is

explicated by the syntactic structure of the corresponding linguistic expression. Indeed, this has

to be the case, because according to Buridan the mere semantic complexity of such a

syntactically simple word consists precisely in its being subordinated to a complex concept, the

compositional structure of which is explicated by the syntactical structure of the synonymous

complex expression, subordinated to the same concept:

… a definition that gives precisely the meaning of a name and the name thus defined have to

have entirely the same intention corresponding to them in the soul. And the same goes for a

proposition that requires some exposition on account of its syncategoremata, for the proposition

and its exponents have to have entirely the same intention corresponding to them in the soul. 93



Accordingly, despite the fact that syntax in general does not have to mirror conceptual structure,

in principle, we can always establish a mapping of syntactic structure onto conceptual structure,

thereby clearly identifying the latter in terms of the former.

For example, take the sentence: ‘A bachelor is unmarried’. On the face of it, this English

sentence is a simple categorical proposition consisting of two simple terms flanking the copula,

which joins them into a proposition. Therefore, apparently, if syntax mirrored conceptual

structure, then the corresponding mental proposition should consist of two simple categorematic

concepts corresponding to the two terms, joined by the syncategorematic concept of the copula.

(We may disregard here the indefinite article in front of ‘bachelor’ required by English syntax,

but completely lacking in Latin.) However, given that ‘bachelor’ is equivocal between ‘Bachelor

of Arts’ and ‘unmarried male’, in the interpretation of this sentence one certainly has to take into

account according to which imposition the term is to be interpreted. Furthermore, if these two
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phrases are to be two different nominal definitions of the same word according to different

impositions, then the conceptual structure underlying this apparently simple word should also be

reflected in the interpretation. As Buridan writes:

However, if a word has been imposed to signify a complex concept consisting of several simple

concepts, then it needs an interpretation by means of several words that signify separately the

simple concepts that make up the complex one. This is how ‘philosopher’ is interpreted as ‘lover

of wisdom’ (for ‘philosophos’ in Greek comes from ‘philos’, which is ‘love’, and from ‘sophos’,

which is ‘wisdom’, thus yielding, as it were, ‘lover of wisdom’), and so the word ‘philosopher’

should signify to us nothing more or other than the expression ‘lover of wisdom’, and

conversely. 94



Therefore, if C(in) is a function mapping phrases of a language onto concepts according to the

acts of imposition in, then the concept corresponding to ‘bachelor’ according to its imposition in

which it signifies unmarried males, should not be simply given as C(in)(‘bachelor’), but rather as

C(in)(‘unmarried male’). However, the latter is obviously composed of the concepts

corresponding to the adjective ‘unmarried’ and the substantive ‘male’, so we should regard the

concept corresponding to the adjective, namely, C(im)(‘unmarried’), as being applicable to the

concept corresponding to the substantive, namely, C(ik)(‘male’), functionally determining the

resulting complex concept, as the result of applying a function to its suitable argument, yielding:

C(in)(‘unmarried male’) = C(im)(‘unmarried’)(C(ik)(‘male’)

Now already this simple example sufficiently illustrates the complications one may expect in

actually carrying out constructing a semantic theory along these lines. Here I will just allude to

some of these along with a brief indication of how I think they can be handled. A fuller treatment

will be possible only after we have covered some more details of Buridan’s semantic ideas.



4.2.1 Some questions and answers about conceptual complexity

In any case, even the sketchy account of conceptual composition provided here should raise at

last the following questions:

1. Does this account entail that whenever we use the word ‘bachelor’ according to this

imposition, we are aware of the relevant nominal definition?

2. Does this account entail that the components of the nominal definition are simple? If not,

does this mean that we have to be aware of their analyses, as well as their components’

analyses, etc. possibly ad infinitum?

3. How is the functional composition attributed to concepts by this account supposed to be

realized in the actual workings of a human mind? How can there be such a composition if

we are not always supposed to be aware of it? Are we supposed to consciously build

these complex concepts out of their components every time we use them? Are we

supposed to understand them by “decomposing” them every time we use them?

4. Whose concepts are we talking about here? Yours or mine? Are we supposed to have the

same concepts to understand each other?
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5. What are these “acts of imposition”? How are they identified? Are we supposed to be

aware of them when we use equivocal terms subordinated to different concepts?

6. How can we attribute such an idea of functional composition to Buridan, given that he

did not have any idea whatsoever of mathematical functions in the way we use and

understand them in contemporary model theoretical semantics?

7. Given the ontological simplicity of mental acts, their difference cannot be structural.

Apparently, on the present account this is not a problem, since it is not structural but

functional: the difference between simple vs. complex concepts boils down to a

difference between semantically non-compositional vs. compositional concepts.

However, how on earth can there be such a functional difference between these

ontologically equally simple mental acts without any structural difference between

them? 95

8. Finally, what is the role of language in the formation of these complex concepts?

Obviously, we do not acquire most of these concepts through learning their explicit

definitions. Rather, we just pick up the meanings of some simple terms as used by other

speakers of the language, and it is only upon reflection that we realize their definability.

However, if these concepts are not explicitly constructed in our minds based on some

explicit definitions, then how can we ever obtain these complex concepts without even

being aware of their complexity?

Clearly, many of these questions can only be raised from a contemporary standpoint.

Furthermore, these questions imply some potential objections to Buridan’s view or its

explication presented here from this standpoint. Therefore, these questions and the implied

objections were not, indeed, could not have been, considered explicitly by Buridan. However, in

answering these questions, I will attempt to provide such answers that are implied by, or are at

least consistent with, Buridan’s explicit views, and hopefully provide satisfactory solutions to the

implied objections.

1. In response to the first question, therefore, we first have to make clear that conceptual

complexity interpreted as semantic dependency of the representational content of a

complex concept on other concepts (its “components”) need not imply that someone

having the complex concept has to be aware of its analysis. For just because a concept of

mine is functionally dependent for its representative content on other concepts, even if I

am actually aware of this concept, I need not be aware of this dependency; in fact I may

even be in doubt as to whether the concept I am aware of is simple or complex. In

general, awareness of the content of a concept (i.e., awareness of what and how it

represents) is radically different from the semantic compositionality of the content of this

concept (i.e., the semantic dependency of the content of this concept on other concepts).

Awareness is a psychological state of a cognizer, having to do with what a cognizer

actually comprehends by means of a concept. Conceptual complexity is a semantic

feature of a concept, having to do with how the content of a concept (whatever a cognizer

comprehends by means of a concept) is dependent on the content of other concepts. So,
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being aware of the content of a concept, or even being aware of the concept itself (by

reflecting on it) need not involve awareness of its compositional character, let alone its

full exposition in terms of a complete nominal definition. Nevertheless, awareness of this

compositional character at least to some degree is attainable precisely by reflecting on the

compositional relation between this concept and its “components”, i.e., by providing its

analysis in terms of a nominal definition, thereby “reducing” it to simpler concepts, or

even to absolutely simple, indefinable concepts.

2. Accordingly, an analysis of a given complex concept need not be complete in the sense

that it provides a full expansion of the compositional content of the complex concept in

terms of its “ultimate building blocks”, the further unanalyzable simple concepts. In fact,

most of the time the nominal definitions or analyses we provide are incomplete in the

sense that their components are still further analyzable. 96 This is also the case with

‘bachelor’. For the concept of ‘unmarried’ is apparently analyzable as being the concept

subordinated to ‘not married’, in which, ‘married’ is further analyzable as a complex of

other concepts, such as ‘having a spouse’, etc. But not having in mind such a further

analysis, let alone a complete analysis, does not mean not having the concept, even if the

concept does have the semantic compositionality that is fully articulated only by a

complete analysis. For having and using a concept of any semantic complexity need not

imply our awareness of this complexity, as has been argued above. Still, such analyses

cannot go to infinity, a claim that Buridan explicitly endorses in another context. 97 And

so there must be some simple, indefinable concepts from which complex ones are

ultimately constructed. For having a complex concept entails having all its components.

Therefore, one can only have a complex concept of infinite analysis if one has an actual

infinity of concepts. But then, if concepts need to be acquired in this life (as we may

assume with Aristotle), and they are acquired successively (as it seems plausible), then it

seems impossible to acquire such a concept in a finite lifetime.

3. The functional compositionality involved in this account is a strictly semantic

relationship between concepts, expressing the functional dependencies between their

representational contents, but says nothing about the actual psychological mechanisms

establishing or utilizing these dependencies in the workings of an individual mind, let

alone its consciousness. To be sure, this account does entail that a complex concept

cannot be had without any of its components, but it does not say anything about how the

conscious mind acquires or processes any of these concepts. For instance, it is clear that I

cannot have the concept of bachelors if I have no idea of what it is to be unmarried,

precisely because of the dependency of the former on the latter for its representational

content. Indeed, if I do not have the concept expressed by ‘unmarried’, I cannot have the

concept of bachelors in the same way as I cannot have the concept expressed by

‘unmarried male’. For then the utterance ‘unmarried’ would be just as meaningless to me
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as is the utterance ‘biltrix’. Therefore, in that case I could not have the concept of

‘unmarried male’ (and hence of ‘bachelor’), just as I cannot have concept putatively

expressed by ‘A biltrix flies mostly by night’. Still, this does not mean that I can only

understand the term ‘bachelor’ in English, if upon hearing, reading, or using it, I am

aware of the fact that its analysis is ‘unmarried male’ or that the concept I have in mind is

also the concept subordinated to this phrase. In fact, I may become aware of further

details of this analysis only upon further reflection. For example, I may realize that

‘unmarried’ in this analysis cannot simply be the same as ‘not married’, for I would

certainly not call a baby boy a bachelor just because he is not married. 98 Furthermore, it

may also turn out that I would not want to apply the term ‘bachelor’ to Mowgli (the boy

raised by wolves in Kipling’s story) even when he reaches the appropriate age, because I

take it that bachelorhood in the required sense should also entail the presence of

appropriate social circumstances in which marriage would at least be possible for the

person in question. On the other hand, you may not find this requirement implied in the

concept, and so you would not hesitate to apply ‘bachelor’ to Mowgli in his adulthood,

while still living among the wolves. However, this point already takes us to the next

question.

4. The sort of minor discrepancies in the understanding of the same term by different users

of the same language described here are commonplace. Accordingly, any semantic theory

of natural languages has to be able to account for such discrepancies, while also

accounting for the possibility of intersubjective understanding despite these

discrepancies. If reflection on the ways we would use the same term indicates that I

would involve something in the definition of the term that you would not, this clearly

shows that we are not using the same term according to exactly the same concepts.

Obviously, I am speaking here about the sameness of concepts not in the sense of

numerical sameness, for in that sense we can never have the same concepts, but in the

broader sense of sameness, as sameness with respect to representative content (i.e.,

having individual concepts that represent the same things in the same ways). Now, in this

sense it is clear that a semantically complex concept can be the same in my mind and

yours only if it is functionally dependent on the same concepts in the same ways in my

mind and yours. Therefore, since assigning different definitions means recognizing

different conceptual dependencies, which in turn indicates different concepts, it is clear

that in the case described above we are not using the term ‘bachelor’ in exactly the same

sense, as subordinated to the same concept. But then, how is it possible for us to

understand each other? Clearly, the answer is that our concepts are partially the same,

which allows us to apply the same term to the same things in most, or in “ordinary”

cases. In the foregoing example we would only disagree on whether to include the

condition of the presence of appropriate social circumstances among the conditions of

applicability of the term. But then this merely shows that besides the well-known lexical
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equivocation of the term (between academic degree and marital status), there may be

further idiosyncrasies in the usage of individual users (or social groups), who use the

same term according to different impositions, as subordinated to different, yet, partially

agreeing concepts. Buridan’s remarks concerning slang and temporary stipulations

clearly indicate that he was aware of the phenomenon, and would have treated it along

these lines, in terms of different impositions of different tokens of the same type-term,

subordinating them to different concepts in the minds of different users or even of the

same user on different occasions. But this observation, again, leads us directly to the next

question.

5. In the foregoing sketch of a formal reconstruction of Buridan’s idea of conceptual

composition it is precisely the possibility of equivocations as well as non-lexical

idiosyncrasies in usage that are taken into account by relativizing the relation of

subordination to different acts of imposition. Accordingly, the acts of imposition in

question should not always be taken to be solemn occasions of name-giving, such as

baptism, not even as the original act of introducing a new term or an old term with a new

meaning to be recognized by the entire linguistic community. Indeed, the acts of

imposition in question may actually be specified as any singular occasion of use of a

single linguistic token by a particular user, whereby it will specify the token-concept

actually subordinated to that linguistic token on that particular occasion in the mind of

that particular user. However, specifying concepts down to the level of tokens is rarely

interesting from the point of view of semantic theory (except when the theoretical point

we are making essentially hinges on the consideration of particular tokens). So, in the

specification of acts of imposition we might use variables indistinctly referring to any

number of individual users, various times, places, or any other relevant contextual

factors, in the form of, say, ordered n-tuples that can be the values of the variables

standing for acts of imposition in the formulation above. Such technical details would

need to be worked out in a formal semantic theory reconstructing Buridan’s ideas. But

the mere allusion to these technicalities may already prompt the next question. After all,

using these very recent technical notions of a formal semantic theory seems to be

absolutely alien to Buridan’s medieval mind-set. So how can we attribute such notions to

Buridan in these considerations?

6. The first point to note in this connection is that by a formal reconstruction of Buridan’s

(or for that matter anybody else’s) ideas we are not attributing to him the formal notions

of the reconstruction. In general, by describing in our own words, and in terms of our

own concepts what someone else has in mind, we do not attribute to the person in

question awareness of our words or concepts. This is most obvious in the case of the

words of people speaking different languages. By formulating Thales’s theorem

(according to which all triangles inscribed in semi-circles are right-angled) in modern

English, I do not attribute to Thales knowledge of English. In the same way, by

describing Buridan’s ideas about conceptual composition in terms of the modern concept

of compositionality (understood as functional dependency of semantic values) we do not

attribute to him any awareness or even some unaware possession of the modern concept

of compositionality. For, in general, it is always possible for two persons to conceive the

same things differently, in terms of different concepts. So, it should also be possible for

us to conceive in terms of compositionality what Buridan conceived in terms of an

“improper” part-whole relationship analogous to grammatical construction. But by
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declaring that we are conceiving of the same thing by means of a different concept than

another person, we certainly do not attribute our concept to the other person.

7. Clearly, the previous answers all presupposed that it is possible to distinguish between

concepts on purely functional grounds, in terms of their functional dependencies alone, to

the exclusion of any properly structural differences. But this may seem to be quite

impossible. After all, how can there be any functional difference between equally simple

and thus structurally indistinguishable acts of the same mind? As I have indicated above,

the idea of purely semantic compositionality in and of itself does not say anything about

the psychological mechanisms of concept formation. This does not mean, however, that it

need not be supplemented by some psychological theory about these mechanisms. In fact,

Buridan’s Aristotelian psychology would distinguish between simple and complex

concepts precisely in terms of the different processes of their formation, using the

Aristotelian distinction between the first operation of the intellect, namely, the formation

of simple (categorematic) concepts by abstraction, 99 and the second operation, the

combination (compositio or complexio) of simple concepts. Now if we understand this

operation of conceptual combination in semantic terms, all it means is that the formation

of a semantically complex mental act presupposes the previous formation of other,

semantically simple mental acts. So, those categorematic concepts that are primarily

formed by abstraction, not presupposing any other concepts for their formation, are

semantically simple, whereas those that cannot be formed without such primary concepts

are semantically complex. In brief, the psychological difference grounding the semantic

difference between simple and complex concepts is not structural, but genealogical. To

be sure, the functional, semantic dependence of complex concepts on other concepts need

not mean that these complex concepts would always have to be explicitly built up from

their components in a conscious process in the way we put together a sentence to express

a thought. Although as far as I can tell Buridan does not explicitly deal with this issue

anywhere in his writings, it would not be incompatible with his ideas to attribute a great

deal of the formation of complex concepts in the mind to the process of language

acquisition, which is precisely the point raised by the eighth question.

8. In response to the eighth question, therefore, we can say that although complex concepts

are constructed, as opposed to simple concepts that are abstracted, my complex concepts

do not have to be explicitly constructed by me (indeed, perhaps, not even all my simple

concepts have to be abstracted by me). Language is the medium of human thought and

communication that encodes the mental activity of generations. This is precisely why

new generations do not have to begin engaging the world “from scratch”. Every new

generation starts out in possession of all the information encoded in language (and culture

in general), which they acquire in the process of their socialization. However, this process

does not merely consist in passing down useful factual information about the experiences

of previous generations. Indeed, perhaps, this is not even the most important part of the
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process. For the process of language acquisition is at the same time a process of concept

acquisition. But this process, especially at the beginning, is largely an organic,

uncontrolled, irregular process, to become more controlled and systematic only in

institutionalized education. Therefore, we acquire most of our complex concepts in this

uncontrolled process of becoming competent speakers of our language, without ourselves

actually having to (re-)construct those “pre-manufactured” complex concepts conveyed

by this language. For instance, when I acquire the concept of ‘bachelor’ in the process of

acquiring my mother tongue, this need not happen by means of receiving the “official”

nominal definition of the term that allows me to build up the concept of ‘unmarried male’

to which I learn to attach the simple spoken utterance ‘bachelor’. I rather learn to form

the relevant concept by acquiring the ability to use the term, learning that I can only

apply it to male persons who are unmarried, and the further possible specifications, such

as the requirement of a certain age, and possibly the presence of relevant social

circumstances, etc. However, these further specifications may already express certain

idiosyncrasies in usage within a broader sphere of linguistic competence, due to the

different connotations that different, equally competent users may (or may not) attach to

the same term, associating it with partially different concepts. In fact, this partial

difference of concepts in most cases may be precisely the difference in these slightly

different connotations. These concepts, therefore, have overlapping denotations, which

differ only in the “marginal cases” on account of their different connotations. 100 These

partially different concepts thus enable those language users who subordinate the same

term to these partially different concepts to identify the same things in typical situations.

Hence, despite the differences in their concepts, these users will be able to communicate

without a hitch in most cases, since their differences of interpreting the same term will

come out only in marginal cases, when the different connotations of their concepts come

into play.

All in all, this discussion of the example of ‘bachelor’, which was only meant to illustrate the

phenomenon of functional composition in general, should also make clear the following points:

(a) conceptual composition need not be propositional, it can also result in more complex

concepts that are not propositions, but can be the terms of a proposition; (b) it need not be

explicit in the surface syntax of the expression subordinated to the resulting complex concept; (c)

it is always explicable by means of a complex expression subordinated to the complex concept in

question; (d) this explication need not be complete; (e) the composition in question need not

always take place by means of complexive, syncategorematic concepts, for some categorematic
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concepts are also “unsaturated” (Ungesättigt – to use Frege’s happy term), i.e., such that they can

and need to be applied to other concepts to yield a complex concept that can figure as a term of a

mental proposition.

Buridan, using a common medieval distinction, 101 also distinguishes between complexio distans,

a combination of concepts and the corresponding terms by means of a (mental or the

corresponding spoken or written) copula yielding a proposition, from complexio indistans, a

combination yielding a complex term. 102 Since a complex concept can always be designated ad

placitum by syntactically simple spoken or written words, these need not “wear on their sleeves”

the complexity of the concept they designate; still, this complexity can always be made explicit

by means of the syntactical structure of an equivalent phrase, “mimicking” as it were the

conceptual dependencies of the complex concept. Nevertheless, such conceptual analyses, as we

have seen, need not be complete, down to the level of absolutely simple concepts, which

originate by means of a psychological mechanism (namely, abstraction) altogether different

from the process that produces complex concepts. In most cases it is sufficient to secure mutual

understanding between speakers of a language by means of partial analyses in terms of

“formulaic” nominal definitions, which merely indicate a certain level of composition. But at

least this much composition has to be present (in the form of semantic dependency) in the mind

of any competent user of the corresponding utterance or inscription type. Nevertheless, this still

allows for idiosyncratic differences between the usages of competent users due to partial

differences between their concepts (as far as the content of these concepts is concerned).

As I have already indicated, these partial differences are often due to the different connotations

these users would attach to the same type-terms in their typical use. It is precisely this idea that

can be spelled out in more detail in terms of Buridan’s (“Ockhamist”) distinction between

absolute and connotative concepts.

4.3



Absolute vs. connotative concepts



As we could see in the foregoing discussion, conceptual combination (complexio conceptuum)

may be the result of the combination of several categorical concepts by means of

syncategorematic concepts (as in the case of complexio distans, yielding a mental proposition by

applying the copula to the categorematic terms of the subject and predicate). However, it may

also take place without the help of any syncategorematic concepts, as in the case of the

complexio indistans occurring in the complex concept explicated by the nominal definition of

‘bachelor’. In this case, what allows the combination is the applicability of one categorematic

concept to another, because one can serve as a determination of the other, the determinable. A

typical combination of this sort is the combination of the concepts subordinated to a substantive

noun combined with an adjective, as in ‘wise man’, where the determination ‘wise’ determines

the specific sort of things falling under the determinable ‘man’ we are talking about. According

to Buridan, what makes this type of combination possible without any further addition is the

radically different ways in which the components of this combination represent their objects. For
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the concept of ‘man’ whereby we conceive of human beings regardless of their individual

differences represents humans absolutely, not in relation to anything else. But the concept of

‘wise’ represents wise persons (whether human or not, such as angels or God) in relation to their

wisdom, that is, insofar as they are wise, connoting their wisdom. In general, an absolute concept

is one that represents something absolutely, not in relation to anything, whereas a connotative

concept is one that represents something in relation to something, connoting it as somehow

related to the thing it directly represents.

The most obvious examples of connotative concepts, therefore, are relative concepts, by which

we certainly conceive of things in relation to one another, as are the concepts of ‘father’,

‘teacher’, ‘equal’, ‘similar’, etc. But as the example of ‘wise’ shows, not all connotative concepts

are relative, although all relative concepts are connotative. Furthermore, as the example of

‘father’ shows, not all connotative concepts as such can serve as the determination of a

determinable, for the term ‘father’, being a substantive noun, cannot be added to another

substantive noun to determine a specific kind of things falling under that substantive (we cannot

properly say, ‘father man’ or ‘teacher man’, as we can say ‘wise man’). Indeed, it is not true

either that all determinations of a determinable would have to be connotative concepts, for, as

Buridan insists, essential specific differences, which determine a particular species of a given

genus, are non-connotative, but absolute concepts, despite the fact that they are denoted by

adjectives. 103 Finally, it should also be clear that according to the given definition of connotative

concepts, it is not only the determinations added to substantive concepts that are connotative, but

the resulting complex concepts as well.



4.3.1 Categorematic concepts and the logic and ontology of the categories

As we could see, according to Buridan, relative concepts and the corresponding spoken and

written terms are only in the category of relation, which is but one of the ten categories Aristotle

distinguished, namely, the category of substance, and the nine categories of accidents: quantity,

quality, relation, action, passion, time, place, position and habit. Connotative concepts, on the

other hand, are in all categories, except the category of substance, which can only contain

absolute concepts. (As we shall see, however, according to Buridan there are also absolute

concepts in the category of quality and quantity, namely, the concepts expressed by some

abstract terms of those categories.) The Aristotelian categories are distinguished according to the

different ways in which categorematic terms, subordinated to categorematic concepts, can be

predicated of particular substances, and these different ways of predication are determined

precisely by the different connotations these terms have in the accidental categories.

As Buridan writes, commenting on his own text in the Summulae:

Of those [utterances] that are said without any combination, some signify substance, others

quantity, or quality, or relation, or place, or time, or position, or habit, or action or passion.

Substance, as ‘man’ or ‘horse’, quantity, as ‘two-cubits-long’ or ‘three-cubits-long’, quality, as

‘white’, ‘black’, relation, as ‘double’, ‘half’, place, as ‘in-this-place’, time, as ‘yesterday’, position,



103



QiPI, q. 11, esp. pp. 168-174. This is actually a rather dubious point that I will have to return to when I will

examine some epistemological problems arising from Buridan’s “Ockhamist” distinction between absolute and

connotative concepts. For this issue, see the discussion that follows n. 193 below.
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