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Abstract 

The work is divided in two parts. The first part is de¬ 

voted to the exposition of what I call The Classical Concept of 

Substance. This Classical Concept of Substance is a generalized 

form of the concepts of substance entertained by Plato, Aristotle 

Descartes and the early Wittgenstein. By an examination of the 

notions of substance that these philosophers had —how they 

conceived substances and why they postulated them—I arrive at 

the general concept of classical substances common to all of 

them. This Classical Concept of Substance is the concept of an 

entity which is one, simple, existent, objective, and subsistent 

in an absolute manner. These substances were thought to be 

either themselves essentially intelligible or responsible for 
\ 

whatever intelligibility there is in the world, and their 

existence was thought to be a necessary condition for the 

possibility of knowledge and the necessary and sufficient condi¬ 

tion of the intelligibility of the world. This is why any 

plausible account of human knowledge of the world appeared to 

require the postulation of these metaphysical entities. 

In the second part of this work I show that there is 

no need to advance the thesis which postulates the existence 
* 

of classical substances. The reasons why the thesis was advanc- 

ed--that otherwise knowledge would be unconceivable—can be met 

without having to postulate the existence of any metaphysical 

entities. Objects of reference suffice to perform the role that 



classical substances were supposed to perform. This is accom¬ 

plished by proving two things: 1) that objects of reference are, 

strictly speaking, substances, for they have all the essential 

properties that belong to substances with the exception of one 

feature: while classical substances were supposed to be absolute 

entities, objects of reference have their substantial features 

in a relative manner, 2) that it is not a necessary condition 

for the being of knowledge that objects of reference should be 

absolutely substantial. The fact that they are only relatively 

substantial suffices to account for the intelligibility.of the 

world and the possibility of knowledge. 

The most important aspect of this thesis is the analysis 

of the substantial character of objects of reference as relative 

to the occasions on which the referring acts that mention them 

occur. This uncovering of the substantial quality of objects of 

reference, the rejection of the Classical Concept of Substance 

in favor of the concept of an object of reference is the main 

objective of this thesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This work has two parts. In the first section I con¬ 

sider Plato’s, Aristotle’s, Descartes', and Wittgenstein’s concepts 

of substance. These four philosophers have held, in one way or 

another, the thesis that the world is substantial and their no¬ 

tions of substance are, as I will show, largely similar. There 

is one general reason given for the postulation of a substantial 

world. The reason is that if there were no substances the know¬ 

ledge that we have of the world would be inconceivable. That 

means that the being of substantial entities that constitute the 

world was seen as a necessary condition for knowledge. Substances 

were thought to be essentially intelligible. I will show that 

they were so regarded because they were thought to have the char¬ 

acter of being one, simple, existent, objective, subsistent, 

eternal, essential, immutable, and that each of these features 

was considered to be a necessary feature of any object of know¬ 

ledge. 

The general concept of substance that I attribute to 

these philosophers can be called ’’The Classical Concept of Sub¬ 

stance." I call it thus because of its origin in early Classical 

Greece, and particularly in the thought of Parmenides and Plato. 

Although the thesis of the substantiality of the world can be 

traced back as far as Parmenides and Thales of Miletus, I have 

preferred to start my exposition of the nature of the classical 

concept of substance by making reference to Platonic texts 

i 
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rather than to the more poetic words of Thales and Parmenides. 

I have also restricted my investigation to only the most repre¬ 

sentative thinkers who postulate the thesis. Aristotle is parti¬ 

cularly important not solely because of his criticisms of PlatoTs 

concpet of substance, but also because of his own original intui¬ 

tions on the matter that had profound influence later, not only 

during the Middle Ages, but in Descartes' thought as well. Des¬ 

cartes’ postulation of the substantiality of the world was influ¬ 

enced by Platonic and Aristotelian notions of substance. His own 

concept of substance influenced all modern and contemporary 

thinkers. A quite impressive restatement of the thesis of the 

substantiality of the world in its classical fashion can be 

found in Ludwig Wittgenstein's doctrine of the Tractatus Logico- 

Philosophicus. 

The first section of this work is, therefore, devoted 

to the exposition of the nature of The Classical Concept of 

Substance and attends to the epistemological (as well as logical 

and ontological) reasons by reliance on which this concept was 

developed. 

In the second section of this work I am not concerned 

with showing that the thesis of the substantiality of the world 

in its classical fashion is either false or true. Rather I 

shall show that there is no need to advance the thesis, that the 

imasons why the thesis was advanced can be met without having 

to nstulate the existence of any metaphysical entities. 
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The thesis of the substantiality of the world presents 

many difficulties. In this work I am not primarily interested in 

pointing out all the weaknesses of this doctrine, although some 

critical remarks about it will be given now and then when they 

help achieve the main purpose of this work. 

My primary concern lies in showing that we do not need 

to postulate those absolute substantial entities demanded by 

classical thinkers. Rather, I will argue that some other entities 

which are only relatively substantial and with which we are 

more familiar constitute the world and guarantee its intelligi¬ 

bility. These entities are our objects of reference. Objects 

of reference in general are not metaphysical entities. Plato’s 

Ideas, Aristotle’s substratum, Descartes’, Spinoza’s, Leibniz’s 

substances, and Wittgenstein’s ’’objects" are no doubt paradigma- 

tically metaphysical entities (entities the existence of which 

is derived from purely logical grounds) and they are not entities 

to which we ordinarily refer in our speech. Rather they were 

thought to constitute in one way or another our objects of refer¬ 

ence. This is why while on the one hand it makes sense to speak 

of postulating the existence of classical substances, it makes 

no sense to speak of postulating the existence of our objects of 

reference. We are familiar with our objects of reference in a 

manner in which we are not familiar with absolute substantial 

entities (if there are any) . 

Consequently, I will not be substituting in place of a 
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doctrine that postulates the existence of metaphysical entities 

a new doctrine which postulates the existence of objects of 

reference. What this work does is to indicate that if we actual¬ 

ly pay attention to the character of our objects of reference, 

we will find that they are substantial enough to account for the 

intelligibility of the world, and that, consequently, it is 

pointless and unnecessary to postulate the existence of metaphy¬ 

sical entities. This means that I will have two claims to make 

and to argue for: 1) that objects of reference have, in fact, 

the substantial features that classical substances were supposed 

to have, with only one exception: their substantial features 

do not have an absolute character but a relative one. That this 

is the case will become evident when I show that objects of 

reference, each in turn, have and must necessarily have the 

typically substantial characteristics of being one, simple, exis¬ 

tent, subsistent and objective, but that they have these features 

only relative to the occasion in which the referring acts that 

mention them take place. 2) Next I will claim that objects of 

reference are substantial enough to account for the intelligibil¬ 

ity of the world, that is, that objects of reference are, in fact, 

the necessary condition for the being of knowledge that classi¬ 

cal substances were supposed to be. If I can show that the diff¬ 

erence between objects of reference and classical substances 

does not prevent us from knowing them, then I will have shown 

that objects of reference are entities substantial enough to make 
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knowledge possible, that the absolute character that they lack 
t 

is not a necessary feature for objects of reference to be known. 

Sometimes I will speak of objects of reference as sub¬ 

stances, for I believe I am entitled to do so. If we restated 

the thesis of the substantiality of the world, making use of 

this new concept of substance as objects of reference, we would 

be stating on one level a trivial thesis. Nevertheless, as I 

mentioned before, if objects of reference were not, each in turn 

one, simple, existent, subsistent, and objective, they would be 

unintelligible; that is to say, the substantial character of ob¬ 

jects of reference is a necessary condition for them to be known 

and for knowledge in general. 

Objects of reference, consequently, perform a similar 

role to that which classical substances were supposed to perform. 

Objects of knowledge guarantee, so to speak, the intelligibility 

of the world. But as I will show, it is we, human beings, that 

guarantee objects of reference their substantiality, for they are 

what they are only insofar as they are referred to by human be¬ 

ings on concrete occasions. 

If there is no need to postulate the existence of 

classical substances, then there is no reason to believe that 

there are any such entities. But to show this, I need to show 

that the substantial character of objects of reference is relative 

to the occasions on which the acts of reference that mention them 

occur. The chief objective of this work is to reveal the 
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substantial character of objects of reference qua objects of 

reference, or, in other words, to bring together the classical 

concept of substance and our ordinary concept of object of 

reference. 

All references will be cited in the text within 

brackets. The first number within the brackets refers to the 

work as it is numbered in the Bibliography (p. 98); this is 

followed, when necessary, by the name of the work, then by the 

page number or, in the case of Plato or Wittgenstein, standard 

paragraph numbers. 



PART ONE 

A) Plato 

Plato’s philosophy constitutes an interwoven and self- 

supporting system of political, aesthetical, psychological, ethi¬ 

cal, epistemological and metaphysical thoughts. His notion of 

substance, expressed in the Idea or Form, is, without doubt, the 

central concept of his metaphysics and the most fundamental 

concept of his whole system asrwell. The concept of the Idea 

constitutes the ultimate court of appeal and justification of 

most of the distinctions, concepts, values and goals of the 

ethical, psychological, epistemological, aesthetical and polit¬ 

ical doctrines. Thus, for example, the Ideas establish and 

justify the distinction between philosophers and non-philosophers, 

which is the most fundamental distinction of his politics. They 

also establish and justify the distinctions between the virtuous 

man and the non-virtuous man, and between knowledge and opinion, 

which stand as fundamental distinctions of Plato’s ethics and 

theory of knowledge. 

It is thus easy to see that the metaphysical doctrine 

of the Ideas was created in order to answer a whole series of 

questions arising in several philosophical disciplines. Never¬ 

theless, I believe that it is primarily in order to answer 

epistemological problems that Plato postulated the doctrine of 

the Ideas, and it is to this aspect of the Ideas, their role 

1 
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in overcoming epistemological problems, that I will give special 

attention here. I believe that this aspect is the most fundamen¬ 

tal, for it is because the Ideas can be known in the first place 

that they have ethical, aesthetical, psychological and political 

relevance. 

Ever since Plato, philosophers have characterized the 

concept of substance mainly under exigencies coming from episte¬ 

mological problems; thus, the concept of substance in Western 

Philosophy comes on the scene within the epistemological doctrine 

of the intelligibility of the substantial world. Let us look 

at the matter more closely. 

Plato never doubted that men can aquire knowledge. 

Knowledge is for Plato, on the one hand, a power of the soul, 

but, on the other hand, it is the end result of the performance 

of that power: the apprehension of truth. I am interested in 

this second sense. Unlike opinion, knowledge is not the appre¬ 

hension of particular entities such as this rose or that star, 

because these entities, being changeable, cannot furnish true 

knowledge but only contradictory opinions. ("Double meanings" 

of material objects /Ï3, The Republic 479B7.) Knowledge must 

be consistent, that is non-contradictory; it cannot change; it 

cannot be at one moment one thing and at another moment another 

thing. Knowledge must be "infallible” as well /13, The Republic 

477D7. That we must have infallible knowledge at least about 

some matters seems quite obvious, if not for any other reason 
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than that asserting the contrary would be contradictory. The 

assertion that we cannot attain certain knowledge of any kind 

is a self-defeating one, for it would disclaim certitude even for 

itself. 

Plato’s strong belief in the being of true knowledge 

comes together with his belief that any plurality of individuals 

having common name have also one corresponding nature which is 

necessarily universal in character and is predicated of these par¬ 

ticulars /Î3, The Republic 596A, 507À7. 

Socrates in The Republic asks Glaucon, "’Does the 

knower know something or nothing, please tell me that? But 

answer for him yourself.’ ’I will answer, then,’ said he, ’that 

he knows something.’ "Something which is or which is not?’ 

’Which is--how could he know what is not?’ ’Then we are suffi¬ 

ciently convinced that however we examine it, that which wholly 

is, is wholly knowable, and that which in no way is, is in 

every way unknowable?’ ’Most sufficiently’" /13, The Republic 

476B7. 

The move made by Plato in this passage seems to be a 

trivial one, for what could sound more trivial than to say that 

if someone knows something then there is something that the per¬ 

son knows? But as often occurs in philosophy, apparently trivial 

and obvious points happen to be the most difficult to understand 

properly and the most crucial points, which we must often go 

back to revise and change, for it is from them that our mistakes 



often arise. Thus, in making this apparently trivial move Plato 

is able to state one of the more fundamental theses of Western 

Philosophy. In saying that the object of knowledge should be 

something as different from what is not absolutely and from what 

is not wholly knowledge (material objects), Plato was saying that 

the objects of knowledge should be substantia1 and that substances 

wholly are and are wholly knowable. 

If there were no substances, if there were no Ideas, 

there would be no knowledge. Why is this so? The question can 

be answered by pointing out the essential features of the Platonic 

substance. The general claim that substances are necessary con¬ 

ditions for the being of knowledge is expressed by Plato in the 

claim that knowledge cannot be of anything else but of that which 

truly is, namely, the Ideas. For Plato, to be truly, is to be 

substantial. 

The essential features that the Ideas must have insofar 

as they are objects of knowledge are those of being eternal, im¬ 

mutable, essential, objective, universal, simple, one, and appre¬ 

hended only by the mind. 

1. Plato tells us in The Republic that the Ideas are ’’eternal” 

/Ï3, The Republic 484C, 508D7. It seems obvious that they 

cannot be otherwise, because if they did cease to exist, 

our knowledge would cease to have its objective reference, 

its known object, and consequently it would be knowledge of 

nothing, and this is not knowledge. 



5 

2. Plato also tells us that these substantial objects of know¬ 

ledge arfe "ever the same and unchangeable" /Ï3, The Republic 

479B7. The reason seems obvious too: if they changed and 

our knowledge did not change accordingly, then our knowledge 

would not correspond to its object; that is, it would be 

mistaken, and knowledge cannot be mistaken. So we see that 

insofar as the Ideas are immutable and eternal, they subsist 

eternally. But what in the world can be found to be eter¬ 

nally subsistent? 

3. Plato noticed that all the material objects around us change 

and are perishable, so none of them can be regarded as objects 

of knowledge. But he also noticed that there was one thing 

that fulfilled the characteristics of the true object of 

knowledge and this was the universal nature shared by all 

the individuals having a common name. Besides, Plato was 

aware that this universal nature appears as the predicate 

of our statements. (As is well known, the subject-predicate 

kind of statement was the Greek paradigm form of knowledge.) 

Thus knowledge Plato thought to be the apprehension of these 

universal natures by the mind alone, and consequently the 

Ideas were conceived by him as eternally subsistent univer¬ 

sal natures. 

4. Ideas must also be essential in the sense that they hold 

what constitutes the content of knowledge, that is, that 

which makes the particular entity that participates in the 



Idea be what it is: what makes a dog a dog, what makes a 

man a human being, etc. 

6 

5. The Ideas for Plato have an objective character. To say this 

is even more obscure than to say that they are universal or 

essential. I do not want to pursue the question of deciding 

whether Plato meant the Ideas to have a separate, transcen¬ 

dental existence from material objects or whether he meant 

them to be somehow embodied in these latter. In any case, 

Plato thought of the Ideas not simply as creations of our 

fancy or inventions of our mind, or somehow as valid thoughts 

without having extrasubjective reference, but on the con¬ 

trary, he spoke of the Ideas as beings having somehow an 

existence independent of our minds, which independence gives 

them an objective status as objects of knowledge. 

6. Plato conceived the Ideas, each in turn, as simple and one. 

What is simple and one was thought to be incorruptible, im¬ 

perishable and consequently eternal, for only what is com¬ 

pound is perishable as material objects are. 

7. Because the Ideas are universal, they can only be apprehended 

by the mind and never perceived with our senses. 

These are, roughly, the essential features of the 

Platonic Ideas; that is, the essential features of substance 

in general. If we are to have true knowledge, the existence of 

these substances must be postulated, because they are a necessary 
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condition for the being of this knowledge. Or, to put it other¬ 

wise, it is because the objects of our knowledge are thus sub¬ 

stantial, that we can have infallible knowledge. 

But these essential features of substances in general 

that we find in PlatoTs philosophy are vague and obscure. Logical 

and ontological considerations are mixed with physical imagery. 

Consequently, the Platonic notion of substance as I have expound¬ 

ed it here is by no means a clear one, but is nevertheless the 

first, though rough, characterization of the Classical notion 

of substance. 

B) Aristotle 

Aristotle, like Plato, believed that substances are 

the ultimate objects of knowledge. But what kind of objects 

are these substances? The answer to this question seems ex¬ 

tremely easy to find. For, since we have knowledge, then ob¬ 

viously anything that we would mention that we know should be 

a substance, such as my dog, or the Parthenon, for I can know 

my dog or the Parthenon. Aristotle answered his question in 

this apparently simple way. But this kind of answer originated 

a whole group of problems to which Aristotle did not have 

definite answers. Let us look at the matter more closely. 

In Aristotle’s Metaphysics especially, but throughout 

his whole work as well, we can distinguish two general clash¬ 

ing views for the best candidates for the title of substances; 

that is, for the title of ultimate objects of knowledge. We will 
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refer to the one view as Aristotle’s Platonic View and to the 

other as the Original Aristotelian View. 

1. The Original Aristotelian View 

The Original Aristotelian View springs out of the ob¬ 

vious answer to the question considered before, "What kind 

of objects are the substances that we know?" This view 

speaks of many concrete particular substances, such as Soc¬ 

rates, the Parthenon, this pen, etc. /2, Categories 2all7. 

In Book VII of the Metaphysics this view is closely related 

to the view that substance is the ultimate subject of predi¬ 

cation, that is, substances are those things of which every¬ 

thing else is predicated but which are not predicated in 

turn of any subject /2, Metaphysics 1017b 15, 1028b 387. 

In fact, concrete individuals, such as Socrates and Paris, 

sometimes constitute the grammatical subjects of our state¬ 

ments . 

At times Aristotle seems to regard concrete things with 

all their accidental characteristics such as location, color, 

etc., as the ultimate subjects of predication. But at other 

times he explicitly excludes these qualities from what he 

calls substance, indicating that it is rather the substantial 

aspect of the thing we perceive that is the ultimate subject 

of predication. Aristotle clearly affirms that what we call 

substance in a thing is the substratum of the thing /2, Meta¬ 

physics 1029a 17 and not the thing with all its accidental 
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peculiarities. This substratum is several times spoken of 

as a center of change /2, Categories 4a 1C[7. This Original 

Aristotelian View is by no means clear or consistent. We 

are left in doubt whether substances are the concrete parti¬ 

culars or rather something that underlies them. Difficulties 

and ambiguities arise if we identify all the grammatical 

subjects of our statements with concrete individuals; the 

concept of substratum as stripped of all qualities which it 

only supports seems to be an empty concept. 

2. Aristotle’s Platonic View 

Aristotle learned from Plato that knowledge is primarily 

universal knowledge. He developed further this idea, indi¬ 

cating that knowledge is the apprehension of universal forms, 

principles and causes which are four in number /2, Metaphy¬ 

sics 1031b 20, 1086b 5, 1078b 17?. Wisdom is knowledge of 

the first and universal causes. Aristotle gave special atten¬ 

tion to the formal cause because it is really this cause 

that furnishes knowledge of what a certain thing is. The 

form of a thing is the core of essential properties that be¬ 

longs to a class. This is why Aristotle in the Categories 

tells us that genus and species are substances in a secondary 

sense /2, Categories 2a ll7 and that these secondary sub¬ 

stances are predicated of a subject. Aristotle thus came 

to claim that the universal form of a thing is the substance 

of the thing /2, Metaphysics 1041b 67. 
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Therefore, according to this more Platonic view of sub¬ 

stance, the true objects of our knowledge are not particu¬ 

lars but objective universal forms that exist in reality, 

though not existing in a transcendental world of their own 

as Aristotle took Plato to mean, but somehow existing in 

the concrete individuals. Moreover, Aristotle expressly 

rejects the view that concrete individuals can be objects of 

knowledge, for he says, "For this reason, also, there is 

neither definition nor demonstration about sensible indivi¬ 

dual ;substances" /2, Metaphysics 1036a 5, 1039b 287. 

Aristotle was thus caught in the dilemma of deciding 

what our objects of knowledge are. On the one hand, they should 

logically be universal forms; for knowledge is, as Plato showed, 

of universal substantial natures. On the other hand, it seemed 

obvious that the objects of our knowledge are expressed in the 

subject of our propositions, and these are concrete sensible 

individuals. 

It might be suggested that the dilemma can be overcome 

by encompassing both positions in a theory of degree of substan¬ 

tiality that is suggested by Aristotle in the Categories, where 

he says, "Of secondary substances, the species is more truly 

substance than the genus, being more nearly related to primary 

substance"/2, Categories 2b 87. Aristotle seems to suggest 

here that the more qualities a substance has the more truly 
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substance it is. Thus one is tempted to believe that concrete 

individuals and universal forms, both, are substantial, but vary¬ 

ing only in degree: concrete individuals being more substantial 

because they have more qualities. This interpretation neverthe¬ 

less cannot solve the dilemma, for it forgets that the distinc¬ 

tion between primary and secondary substances (concrete indivi¬ 

duals and universal forms) is not simply one of the numbers of 

qualities that a substance has, but is a distinction between two 

different kinds of entities. No matter how many qualities a uni¬ 

versal form or a general concept might have in its logical con¬ 

tent, it will never amount to an actual individual exemplar of 

which it is the form. 

Aristotle shifts back and forth, rejecting the substan¬ 

tiality of the form for not fitting the criteria of what is to 

be an "ousia", a ’’this", a concrete object, and accepting it as 

the only true substance. For it is the universal, the utterly 

knowable, that makes things what they are /2, Metaphysics 1041b 6, 

1032b 17. Aristotle sees the crux of the problems for he 

starts Chapter Six of Book Seven of the Metaphysics by saying, 

"We must inquire whether each thing and its essence are the 

same or different" /2, Metaphysics 1031a 157. I believe that 

there is no final statement concerning these matters in Aris¬ 

totle’s texts. 

It is important for our inquiry here to realize that 

Aristotle was willing to give the title of substance to the 

candidates of either position, although for different reasons. 



12 

The Aristotelian universal forms, substances in a secondary 

sense, possess all the features that we have found in the Platon¬ 

ic Ideas insofar as they are said to be substantial. We cannot, 

though, say the same thing about substances in a primary sense; 

that is, about the Aristotelian original notion of substance as 

the concrete thing. The only feature that concrete individuals 

seem to have in common with the substantiality of the Ideas is 

their independence of our mind. This is what Aristotle calls 

"separability” /2, Metaphysics 1029a 277, and takes to be an 

essential attribute of the "ousia." But we have seen that this 

idea of substance as the concrete individual is closely associ¬ 

ated and in fact further developed with other Aristotelian no¬ 

tions of substance as "substratum” and as "center of change". 

I believe that Aristotle moved from asserting that concrete 

individuals are substantial to asserting that what is actually 

substantial in a thing is something underlying it, a substratum, 

a center of change, because of Platonic epistemological exigen¬ 

cies that demanded objects of knowledge to be more abiding and 

more universal. The notions of substance as substratum and as 

center of change, share more features with the Platonic Ideas 

than do the concrete individuals. The substratum and the cen¬ 

ter of change are not solely objective and independent, as 

concrete things were said to be, but also subsistent and simpler. 

The substratum in some texts is even said to resemble the Ideas 

in being eternal. Equally, the substratum and the center of 
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change are in a sense more universal than the concrete thing. 

Inasmuch as they lack the peculiar attributes of the concrete 

things, these hypothetical bearers of qualities become indistin¬ 

guishable from one another; that is, the ’’individual” substrata 

of all things are identical, therefore the substratum should be 

just one. Aristotle did not arrive at this last conclusion. 

Also, as some critics of Aristotle have pointed out, in separating 

this hypothetical bearer of qualities of all attributes, Aris¬ 

totle prevents us effectively from saying anything about it. 

What is clear is that Aristotle goes as far as to state that 

the substratum is not a ’’particular thing nor a particular 

quantity...” /2, Metaphysics 1029a 257. 

For our purposes it is important to notice Aristotle’s 

attempt to make a substance out of the concrete individual, 

that is to try to see in it the substantial qualities that 

Plato thought any object of knowledge should necessarily have; 

that is, the object must be simple, independent, unchangeable, 

eternal, one, essential, universal. 

In Chapter Three of Book Seven of the Metaphysics 

Aristotle expresses his desire to investigate the ’’nature” of 

this substratum. "And so we must first determine the nature 

of this; for that which underlies a thing primarily is thought 

to be in the truest sense its substance" /2, Metaphysics 1029a l7. 

Aristotle offers three candidates into which this substratum can 

be analysed: matter, form, and the compound of these two. He 
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dismisses the first and third candidates; matter, being concrete 

potentiality, cannot be the concrete ’’ousia"; the compound of 

matter and form is said to be ’’posterior.” Aristotle seems to 

choose the second candidate: the form, the essence of the thing. 

But, as we have seen, form should also be dismissed if the 

criterion of ’’separability” and ’’thisness”, of the ”ousia", is 

used. And thus, once again, a Platonic attribute of the Ideas, 

insofar as they are substantial, has been somehow introduced 

in the original notion of the ’’ousia”: the feature of being 

essential. This Aristotelian move from the concrete ’’ousia” to¬ 

wards the substratum and center of change tends also towards 

the thesis that substances are known only by the intellect and 

that they cannot be perceived by the senses. The concrete 

"ousia” could be said to be perceived, but the substratum can 

only be thought. Aristotle’s attempts to reconcile these two 

views is at least obscure and confusing, if not simply unsuccess¬ 

ful and inconsistent. 

C) Descartes 

Descartes restated the classical doctrine that the ob¬ 

jects of our knowledge are substantial. But, what Descartes 

understood by the term "knowledge”, its scope, certitude, ways 

of attaining it, modes of expression, etc., was something differ¬ 

ent from what Plato and Aristotle understood by "knowledge." So 

too, it is to be expected that the objects of this knowledge are 

not characterized in the same way as either Aristotle or Plato’s 
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substances. 

1. Rationalist postulation of the substantial world. 

Facing the overwhelming and always growing body of cer¬ 

tain propositions that constituted the newly developed scientific 

knowledge, the Rationalist philosophers felt the necessity of 

postulating the objects of this scientific knowledge to be sub¬ 

stantial. With the development of the natural sciences during 

the Renaissance and the Modern Period, it became obvious that 

what Plato thought to be opaque to reason, i.e. the world of 

sense perception, was after all the object of the most certain 

and true propositions, i.e. scientific propositions.* It seemed 

then, obvious to conclude that if we can attain perfect knowledge 

of the empirical world, it must be because this empirical world 

is substantial, for it is substance that is perfectly knowable, 

as Plato and Aristotle had shown. Thus, if one can think of the 

empirical world as substantial without absurdity, then one 

gives a philosophically consistent account of scientific know¬ 

ledge. 

Scientific knowledge, as Plato’s true knowledge, was 

essentially £ priori knowledge. It was thought that the necessity 

and universality required in scientific propositions could not be 

furnished by any particular concrete experience; only the mind 

*It should be remembered that at that time, pure mathematical 
propositions were counted among scientific propositions about 
the world; that is, mathematical propositions were thought to 
be statements about the world. 
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alone could furnish this necessary certitude. Thus indubitable 

knowledge about the world can be attained only by £ priori deduc¬ 

tion, pictured on the model of mathematical deduction. (In fact, 

only Spinoza reached this rationalistic peak.) 

We see now that the rationalistic claim that the world 

is substantial responds, as in the case of Plato and Aristotle, 

mainly to epistemological demands. In the three metaphysical 

systems of Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz, there is not one bit 

left of the world that is not substance or part of a substance, 

attribute or mode. Nothing is left that reason cannot ultimately 

understand. 

The immediate origin of the rationalistic claim of the 

substantial intelligibility of the world of sense perception 

comes mainly from Galileo’s assertion that the essential structure 

of the world of sense perception was mathematical. That is to say, 

that the substance of the world of sense perception is mathema¬ 

tical in essence, and this was implied by Descartes when he took 

geometric extension to be the substance of matter. 

2. Descartes’ postulation of the substantial world. 

We want to understand why substance is said to be intelli¬ 

gible. Descartes’ thought can be understood properly only if we 

are aware of the rather complex and conflicting philosophical 

background, directly concerning matters of substance and knowledge, 

from which it arose. There were old and fanatical Scholastic 

claims for a multiplicity of qualitatively different substances; 
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there were sceptical protests against the claims of indubitable 

knowledge; there were religious claims; and the claim of science 

to possess indubitable knowledge about the world. Clearly, these 

four sets of claims in their complexity and with their various 

implications could not possibly be held together. 

The scientific claim for the possibility of developing 

one unified science of the world challenged the Scholastic 

claim that, since there are many qualitatively different substances, 

several different methods for the acquisition of knowledge were 

required and several kinds of certitude were acquired. The scep¬ 

tics* doubts challenged the scientific claims. On the other 

hand, the obvious certainty of the scientific propositions seemed 

to refute the sceptics’ arguments, and the unity of these scienti¬ 

fic propositions to refute the scholastic claims. But, moreover, 

scientific claims implied that the world as the totality of things 

that exist is by necessity intelligible, and this constituted a 

rather unorthodox claim; moreover, science seemed directly to 

challenge the truth of some fundamental Christian beliefs such as 

man’s free will. Descartes himself was and remained a Christian 

believer. 

Caught at this intricate theoretical crossroad, Descartes 

postulated two kinds of substances: the extended kind of substance 

and the thinking kind of substance.* 

*In fact, only God is said to respond to the definition of substance, 
but created substances insofar as they T,need only the concurrence 
of God in order to exist”/S, Principles of Philosophy, I, p. 2407 
can be said to be substances in a secondary sense. It is in 
this sense that we speak of a dualism. 



18 

A dualism of substances was postulated in order to secure on the 

one hand scientific knowledge, and on the other hand to secure 

human freedom, morality, and individual immortality in accordance 

with more orthodox claims. 

Descartes provided a philosophical account of scientific 

knowledge partly by proving the rationality of the empirical 

world. The world is intelligible because it is substantial. But 

how does the postulation of the substantiality of the world of 

sense perception and of minds render them intelligible? Let us 

answer this question, to the extent that it is possible, by look¬ 

ing at some Cartesian texts. 

First, I want to refer to Rule XII of the Rules for the 

Direction of the Mind. There Descartes tells us that knowing, 

doubting, willing are some of the mind’s ’’simple natures”; they 

are some of the most fundamental attributes of it qua thinking 

substance. Simple natures are that ’’the cognition of which 

is so clear and so distinct that they cannot be analysed by the 

mind into others more distinctly known” /5, Rules, I, pp. 40-417 

Extension, figure, motion, Descartes tells us, are some of the 

attributes, simple natures, of corporeal bodies qua corporeal 

bodies. By means of knowing these attributes, we come to know 

what mind and bodies are. These fundamental attributes neverthe¬ 

less do not give us any information of what substancer in general 

is. 
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Descartes speaks next of other simple natures that can 

be ascribed to both kinds of substances. We expect that these 

common features of the two kinds of substances will furnish us 

with some knowledge of what Descartes thought substance as such 

was. This is because the new kind of simple natures, which are 

called "common simple natures" /5, Rules, I, p. 4l7, are predicat 

ed of substances without any specific determination (except that 

of being created by God), that is, of substance as such. Many 

other things can be ascribed to both kinds of substances, i.e. 

"being interesting", but these cannot be claimed to be essential 

features of substance as such because they are not simple natures 

Descartes says, "Finally those must be styled common 

which are ascribed now to corporeal things, now to spirits, with¬ 

out distinction. Such are existence, unity, duration and the 

like" /5, Rules, I, p. 417. There is a further supporting text. 

In the Principles of Philosophy Descartes writes, "And because 

in God any variableness is incomprehensible, we cannot ascribe 

to Him modes or qualities, but simply attributes. And even 

in created things that which never exists in them in any diverse 

way, like existence and duration in the existing and enduring 

things should be called, not qualities or modes, but attributes" 

/5, Principles, I, p. 2427. 

We will be justified in believing that existence, unity, 

duration, etc. are essential features of substances qua sub¬ 

stances, if we are able to discover how each of these notions is 
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a necessary condition for the intelligibility and the existence 

of the world. But what precisely is meant by existence, unity 

and duration? 

a) The existence requirement. 

Descartes indicates that only God does not need any 

other being in order to exist. In this sense his definition of 

substance given in the Principles of Philosophy applies only to 

God. This definition says: "By substance we can understand 

nothing else than a thing which so exists that it needs no other 

thing in order to exist" /5, Principles, I, p. 234;/. But in a 

secondary sense, Descartes tells us, this definition of substance 

also applies to extended and thinking substances inasmuch as they 

"need only the concurrence of God in order to exist" /5, Princi¬ 

ples , I, p. 240/. Descartes offers another definition of sub¬ 

stances that applies better to created substances and that re¬ 

minds us to a great extent of the Aristotelian notion of substra¬ 

tum. The definition is the following: "Everything in which 

there resides immediately, as in a subject, or by means of which 

there exists anything that we perceive, i.e. any property, quali¬ 

ty, or attribute, of which we have a real idea, is called a sub¬ 

stance; neither do we have any other idea of a substance itself, 

precisely taken, than that it is a thing in which this something 

that we perceive or which is present objectively in some of our 

ideas, exists formally or eminently. For by means of our natural 

light, we know that a real attribute cannot be an attribute of 
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nothing” /5, ’’Arguments in Geometrical Fashion”, p. 537. 

Extended and thinking substances must exist if there 

is to be knowledge. If no thinking substance (soul) existed, 

then there could not possibly be knowledge. This is a trivial 

point. But Descartes not being so convinced (at least apparent¬ 

ly) that there was such a thing as indubitable knowledge, pro¬ 

ceeded to prove the existence of at least one thinking substance: 

himself. (’’Cogito ergo sum.”) If extended substances did not 

exist, then either there is no knowledge at all or our knowledge 

is illusory, for there would be nothing that is being known. 

Descartes gives special attention to the demonstrations of the 

existence of extended substances. For a series of reasons that 

we cannot go into here, he does not simply assert that if there 

is something that I know and I know it as existing outside of 

me as a corporeal thing, then there is that something that I know 

and as I know it. Descartes thinks that the goodness of God is 

required to guarantee that the object of our knowledge is as we 

actually know it /5, Discourse, I, p. 105/. 

So we see that Descartes exerted himself to prove the 

existence of a knower and of objects of knowledge as well. Des¬ 

cartes, unlike Plato, did not accept from the beginning as an 

indubitable datum that we have knowledge. Trying to answer the 

most rigorous sceptics’ doubts, he started his philosophy by 

proving the existence of at least one thinking substance; only 

after this was achieved did he claim to have knowledge, for he 



22 

fulfilled the requirement of proving the existence not only of a 

knower but of the object of knowledge as well: himself. This 

is why self-knowledge is the first and simplest indubitable 

possible knowledge. But at this point Descartes cannot claim 

yet to have knowledge of extended things. Only after he proved 

that extended substances in fact exist, have been created by 

God, does he conclude that what he suspected was knowledge of 

corporeal things in fact was knowledge. He set himself to 

prove this in the sixth meditation where he concludes, ,THence 

we must allow that corporeal things exist” /5, Meditations, I, 

P. 1917. 

We see that Descartes went to the trouble of proving 

the existence of both created substances because their existence 

was considered as a necessary condition for the being of know¬ 

ledge. This might sound rather trivial to us now, but in the 

first place we must remember that it was not a trivial matter for 

Descartes, and secondly, this might not be as trivial as it ap¬ 

pears, because what is meant by the formula, ”the existence of 

substances, objects of knowledge, is a necessary condition for 

the being of knowledge” is not clear at all. It is trivial if 

we understand it to mean that if there were no trees and no ra¬ 

tional beings, then there would be no knowledge of trees, but 

does it also mean that a unicorn is unintelligible because we 

cannot actually hunt one? Does it mean that we do not know 

what a unicorn is? And what about triangles and problems and 
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numbers? Certainly a clarification of the notion of existence 

is required if this formula is to gain some definite meaning. 

It is clear from Descartes’ texts that the existence of things 

like trees, my body, the stars, etc. is for him a necessary 

condition for the knowledge of them. Thus they are said to be 

not mere creations of our fancy but actually existent things 

having an objective status in relation to our knowledge. 

b) The unity requirement. 

Descartes’ claims for unity are found throughout his 

whole work. There is a claim of unity for human wisdom and a 

claim of unity for the objects of human wisdom. 

Our knowledge, for Descartes, must be one consistent 

whole of interdependent propositions, that is to say, it must 

be a systematic body of knowledge. Descartes does not want 

several consistent disciplines, but one system of reason, for 

there is only one kind of knowledge: deductive knowledge, 

which is certain and demonstrable. That is, certitude is only 

of one kind; and there is only one perfect method and one 

order.* All truth should be obtained like the truth of mathematics 

* There is an unresolved tension in the Cartesian thought between 
strict Rationalism (one deductive method with one whole of 
systematically deduced scientific propositions, one kind of 
truth, etc.) and a claim for scientific experimentation to¬ 
gether with a general claim in favor of empirical observation. 
It is obvious that in my considerations, I am stressing 
the Rationalistic side of Descartes. 



starting with simple propositions by means of which we apprehend 

intuitively the most simple natures of the world, we can build 

all our knowledge in a deductive manner ascending from these 

simple propositions to more complex ones /5, Rules, I, pp. 14-157. 

It is quite impressive to find all these claims for 

the unity of our knowledge already in the first rule of the 

Rules for the Direction of the Mind. Similar claims can be found 

elsewhere, the most famous, perhaps, being Descartes’ analogy of 

the scientific body with the organic unity of a tree in the letter- 

preface of the Principles of Philosophy. 

Again and again Descartes complains about the tendency 

to separate and diversify one discipline from another. If the 

various disciplines were diverse and independent from each other, 

then there would be mysterious gaps between them that reason 

could not bridge and these would end making the world as a whole 

opaque to reason. But Descartes wants no obscure corners in the 

world, no mysterious gaps between the object of one discipline 

and the object of another. He wants a luminous world and an il¬ 

luminating reason throughout. Reason, thus pictured on the mathe¬ 

matical model, bridges all gaps bit by bit, ’’ratio” by ’’ratio”, 

in a deductive movement. Therefore, perfect knowledge must be 

one in all the senses that we have seen above and the object of 

knowledge must also be one. 

But it is not perfectly clear in what sense the objects 

of knowledge must be one, for Descartes speaks of two kinds of 
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substances and also of God, a diversity of souls and a diversity 

of corporeal substances. Let us recall that unity has been said 

to be an essential feature of substance and not that there is 

only one substance.* Supporting the view that knowledge must be 

one body of interdependent propositions systematically ordained, 

there is also a Cartesian claim that there is only one substance, 

strictly speaking, namely God, and that the whole of reality, 

God and the created world, is one consistent whole of substances 

(in primary and secondary senses), harmoniously and systematical¬ 

ly ordained by God, at the top of which God Himself is found as 

the most perfect being. I am not concerned here with this over¬ 

all picture of reality. Rather I am concerned with the notion 

that each substance, in the primary and secondary sense, must be 

one. 

What exists and is one in each case of a substance 

are its attributes such as figure, extension, and motion, in the 

case of extended substances. What could possibly be meant by 

saying that figure, extension and motion are one? One possible 

sense is the following: figure, extension and motion as such 

are identical in all extended bodies. This particular shape and 

size, etc., are not the same for all bodies but are peculiar to 

just one body. Thus, in the sense that the substantial attri¬ 

butes of bodies in general, such as extension, figure, etc., 

tfr  ’ • '   '      ' U ~~ "    ” ~       

While the whole of reality for Descartes was one harmoniously 
and hierarchically arranged whole of substances, Spinoza spoke 
of the whole reality as only one substance, carrying thus the 
rationalistic demand for the unity of the object of knowledge 
to its ultimate conclusion. 
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are one and the same for all bodies, we can speak of a substan¬ 

tial unity of all of them. Similarly one can speak of the sub¬ 

stantial unity of the attributes of thinking substances. This 

doctrine is in direct oposition to the scholastic view that not 

all bodies exhibit the same substantial attributes. Aristotle 

said, "We cannot, for instance, prove geometrical truths by 

arithmetic" /2, Posterior Analytics, 1,77. Here we have the 

idea of independence of truths that later inspired Scholastic 

thinkers based on the belief in the existence of different sub¬ 

stantial forms. I have already referred to Galileo’s idea of 

the one mathematical structure of the world of sense perception. 

Unity, again, was suggested to Descartes when it was shown that 

geometrical propositions could be proved by arithmetical means. 

Thus Descartes came to claim that matter had a geometrical 

substantial unity. 

Another sense in which substances can be said to be one 

is that of the consistency of all the essential attributes of 

a substance. The world does not give us contradictory knowledge. 

Knowledge is essentially consistent, and so too must be its 

objects of knowledge. If the objects of our knowledge are not 

contradictory, that is, they are not spoken of in contradictory 

terms, it must be because they themselves are consistent. 

Not only is the Cartesian world consistent as a whole, 

but also, the essential attributes of the thinking substance 

are consistent with one another as well. If this were not the 
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case, they would not constitute a substantial unity. Correspond¬ 

ingly, the same can be said about extended substances. 

Consistency--and in this case the etymology of the word 

is illuminating ("Consist”, Latin: "con”, together; "sistere", 

to stand)—is a "standing together" of essential attributes, and 

this truly implies a coherent unity in the notion of substance. 

Spinoza developed this point further by claiming that while all 

things in the world (extended world) "stand together" in a cause- 

effect relationship, the scientific propositions "stand together" 

in a deductive rational manner corresponding one to the other. 

I have given some senses to the Cartesian claim for 

unity in substances. In doing so, I have shown that if there 

were no unity, at least in the second sense of consistent coher¬ 

ence of attributes, there could not be knowledge. Once again, 

we have seen how one of the attributes of substance qua substance 

is a necessary condition for the being of knowledge. 

In regard to our discussion of unity in connection with 

Plato, it is interesting to notice the following: Plato divided 

True Knowledge in two, the mathematical knowledge, called "Dia- 

noia", and the intellectual contemplation or intellectual intui¬ 

tion of the Ideas, called "Noesis." Descartes brings these two 

together—unity again--in one single notion: rational inference. 

The two Platonic states of mind are not any longer two different 

kinds of knowledge, but rather two operations of the mind in 

the one rational inference. These two operations are deduction 
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and intuition. The Cartesian deduction is clearly shaped on the 

mathematical model, and Descartes’ notion of intuition resembles 

the Platonic notion of intuition of the Ideas, at least insofar 

as both are £ priori, a direct grasping of universal natures. 

c) The duration requirement. 

Throughout Descartes’ writings, we find the term ”dura- 

tion” used in at least two senses: sometimes in a restricted 

sense within the talk of physics, meaning the duration exclusive¬ 

ly of some or all of the corporeal attributes, and sometimes 

within a metaphysical context meaning the duration of substantial 

features, whatever they are. Let us use the word ’’subsistence" 

to refer to the metaphysical sense of duration. 

This notion of subsistence indicates the permanence 

through time of certain things; subsistence, then, is the con¬ 

sistent permanence through time of the attributes of substance 

qua substance. The aspect of subsistence was, perhaps, the most 

characteristic feature of the Platonic Ideas. The claim that 

we want to understand here is the following: only if the objects 

of knowledge are subsistent can we attain perfect knowledge of 

them. Why is it that objects of knowledge were thought to be 

subsistent? 

Descartes, in fact, argued for the subsistence of the 

objects of our knowledge. I have àlready referred to Rule I of 

the Rules for the Direction of the Mind, where Descartes speaks 

of human Wisdom that always remains one and the same. Let us 
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inquire ■ rather in what sense the objects of our knowledge are 

said to be subsistent. The answer is as old as Plato and Par¬ 

menides: if our objects of knowledge were not subsistent, but 

rather, unstable, constantly changing, they would be one moment 

one thing and another moment another thing, so that we could not 

possibly know what they are; we would predicate contradictory 

attributes of whatever we take as the subject of our statements. 

Because of this, the objects of our knowledge must be subsistent; 

that is, they must subsist, each as one independently existing 

entity to which we can refer at any time as one and the same. 

Thus at any time we can predicate the essential attributes of 

a substance with the certainty that these attributes still belong 

to the same entity. 

The Platonic world of T,doxa,T was the impermanent world 

of change. But it was precisely of this world that science show¬ 

ed that we can attain indubitable knowledge. So, if this world 

turns out to be knowable, thought Descartes, it must be because 

in the end this world is substantial. It is interesting in this 

respect to notice that Plato characterized the material world 

in terms of sense perception as a constant flux given to the 

senses, and as such it was only the ground for "opinion.” Des¬ 

cartes, on the other hand, affirming the substantiality of the 

material world, did not define it in terms of sense perception, 

or did not define it mainly in terms of sense perception as 

Plato did, but thought that, being knowable a priori, its 
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substance was defined in purely _a priori terms. The essential 

attributes of extended substance are not directly perceived by 

the senses, but are apprehended by mind only. In the Second 

Meditation, Descartes clearly states that substances are not per¬ 

ceived by the senses, but only grasped by the intellect: "We 

must then grant that I could not even understand through the im¬ 

agination what this piece of wax is, and that it is my mind alone 

which perceives it" /5, Meditations,•I, p. 1557. 

Thus, as in Plato and Aristotle, we have found in Descar¬ 

tes1 philosophy the notion of substance shaped under \frpistemoIo- 

. gical demands, which means that substances are, before anything 

else, the ultimate objects of knowledge. As Descartes says in 

the twelfth Rule, they are the most knowàble. We also see that 

there is agreement among these philosophers that substances are 

actual entities in the world, not fancies of our imagination. 

They are existing entities in the world, which implies that they 
O 

have objective character with respect to our knowledge of them. 

We also have seen that these substances have the features of 

unity and simplicity and that they are subsistent. But we can 

say that even the Cartesian substances are somehow eternally sub¬ 

sistent, in spite of the fact of having been created (at one 

time?) by God. In the Fifth Meditation, Descartes says, "There 

is nevertheless in this figure /the image of a triangle conceived 

in the mind7 a certain determinate nature, form or essence, 
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which is immutable and eternal, which I have not invented, and 

which in no wise depends on my mind...” /5, Meditations, I, p. 18JD7. 

This statement is impressive. The claims that substances are 

eternal, essential, immutable and objective are all here togeth¬ 

er. 

One feature that we found in Plato and Aristotle’s no¬ 

tions of substance may appear to be lacking in Descartes. This 

is the feature that substances are universal. It is evident 

that Descartes speaks of many concrete corporeal and spiritual 

substances. But Descartes also speaks of the extended substance 

and the thinking substance as if each were just one substance, 

and this is not merely a capricious or thoughtless way of talk¬ 

ing, for insofar as all extended substances have the same 

essence, which is one, consistent, existent, eternal and subsis¬ 

tent, all things can be said to have the same substance or to be 

just one substance. On this view, each particular body is re¬ 

garded not as a substance, but rather as a modification of the 

one extended substance. The same thing could be said, although 

less plausibly, about the (one) thinking substance. It is diffi¬ 

cult to decide whether Descartes meant each particular entity, 

soul or body, to be a substance, or whether he conceived of 

two universal substances: thinking substance and extended sub¬ 

stance. 

I have spoken of existence, unity and subsistence, and 

together with these I have also considered the notions of 
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objectivity, eternity, and essence, as somehow implied by or in¬ 

volved in the others. I have also argued that all these are 

necessary conditions for the being of substances, and that the 

being of substances is, in turn, a .necessary condition for the 

being of knowledge. I have shown this by indicating how each 

of the essential features of substance is necessary for the being 

of knowledge. It is not that a substance qua substance is com¬ 

pounded of its essential attributes; Descartes tells us that 

these features are separable only in the understanding. Sub¬ 

stances in themselves are simple and indivisible. 

D) Wittgenstein’s Tractatus 

In more recent philosophy there are two similar, though 

not identical, statements postulating the substantiality of the 

world: Russell’s Logical Atomism and Wittgenstein’s doctrine 

of the Tractatus Logico-philosophicus. I am going to limit my¬ 

self and talk about only Wittgenstein’s ideas, because they are 

more clearly and succintly stated than those of Russell. Russell 

changed his mind more than once regarding the topic of the ulti¬ 

mate constituents of reality; these modifications of his doc¬ 

trine make its study more difficult. I will also limit myself 

to .just establishing the existence of the classical thesis of 

the substantiality of the world in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, 

giving only a very rough indication of some of its peculiarities 

without going into any detailed discussion about its precise 

meaning. 
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The Tractatus contains the Classical thesis that postu¬ 

lates the substantiality of the world. Wittgenstein says, ,fIf 

the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had 

sense would depend on whether another proposition was true,” 

and "In that case we could not sketch out any picture of the 

world (true or false)" /20, 2.0211 and 2.02127. Not being able 

to sketch out a picture of the world means something like not 

being able to attain knowledge of the world, because Wittgen¬ 

stein expresses in the Tractatus his belief that knowledge is 

something like picturing the world. This is why I read the 

passages quoted above to mean that, if there were no ultimate 

substantial constituents of the world, then there would be no 

knowledge, which is a statement of the classical thesis that 

postulates the substantiality of the world. 

Wittgenstein also says that any possible world that we 

could imagine must be substantial. Such a world must have at 

least one "unalterable form": it must have objects /20, 2*022 

and 2.02127. This, again, is a modified form of the thesis 

that anything that can be known, anything that we can call a 

world, must be substantial, must have necessarily "objects" 

that have the possibility of constituting states of affairs 

that can be pictured in our knowledge. In addition, according 

to Wittgenstein, "Substance is what subsists independently 

of what is the case" 2.0247. The Tractatus also contains 

the following statements: "There must be objects, if the 

world is to have an unalterable form," /IFo, 2*0267 "Objects, the 
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unalterable, and the subsistent are one and the same” /20, 2.0277 

and "Objects are what is unalterable and subsistent; their 

configuration is what is changing and unstable" /20, 2.02727. 

The features ofthe Classical Concept of Substance are clearly and 

obviously expressed in these passages. 

A proper and exhaustive comparison between PlatoTs, 

AristotleTs and Descartes* notions of substance with Wittgen¬ 

stein’s own notion would be a large task, for it would require 

a comprehensive interpretation of many difficult passages in the 

Tractatus. But my objective does not require such an investiga¬ 

tion. For the purposes of developing my thesis about the Classi¬ 

cal postulation of the substantiality of the world I do not need 

to go beyond indicating essential similarities. This (bes not 

mean that there are not important differences between Wittgenstein’s 

"objects" and the other philosophers* substances. The key simi¬ 

larity, however, is that these objects are basically substantial 

in the same sense that the other substances are substantial, for 

as the latter, they are the ultimate constituents of what is 

known and as such they are one, simple, existent, objective and 

subsistent entities that guarantee the intelligibility of the 

world. 

E) Concluding Remarks to Part One. 

I wish now to draw some general conclusions from the 

preceding investigation. No doubt the concepts of substance in 

Plato, Aristotle, Descartes and the early Wittgenstein are not 
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identical. They have many and sometimes very important differ¬ 

ences. Nevertheless, it follows from the preceding investigation 

that the four philosophers studied held in essence the same no¬ 

tion of substance: that of an entity which is one, simple, exis¬ 

tent, objective and subsistent in an absolute manner and which 

is either itself essentially intelligible or is somehow responsi¬ 

ble for whatever intelligibility there is in the world. 

Features such as immutability and eternality, although 

they belong to the concept of substance of some of the philoso¬ 

phers we have studied above, have been left out of my generalized 

formula of the Classical Concept of Substance because they are 

implied by the features mentioned. For instance, immutability 

and eternality are implied by the notion of subsistence under¬ 

stood in an absolute manner, for if something is absolutely sub¬ 

sistent, it would remain the same eternally, and this is what is 

meant by absolute immutability. 

The Classical Concept of Substance that I have made ex¬ 

plicit is a complete one, in the sense that the postulated exis¬ 

tence of substances suffices to account for the intelligibility 

of the world. That is, the general concept of substance shared 

by all the philosophers considered above performs the same role 

of accounting for the intelligibility of the world as does any 

particular variation of it, held by any one of these philosophers. 



PART TWO 

A) Introductory Remarks to Part Two. 

As I have shown in Part One, the primary reason why the 

classical thesis postulating the substantiality of the world is 

advanced is that if the world were not, then our knowledge of 

the world would be inconceivable. The philosophers we have 

studied have argued that because there is such a thing as human 

knowledge of the world, the world must be substantial, for sub¬ 

stances, as I have shown, were thought to be essentially and pe¬ 

culiarly intelligible. I am not going to examine the soundness 

of this argument. There is no need to examine its soundness 

in order to decide whether to accept the thesis or not. 

I want to claim that the thesis that postulates the 

substantiality of the world in the classical fashion should not 

be accepted because the reasons that moved philosophers to pos¬ 

tulate classical substances can be met without having to postu¬ 

late the existence of any metaphysical entities. How is this 

possible? It is so because we can still hold the claim that the 

world must be and is substantial without having to postulate the 

existence of metaphysical entities such as classical substances. 

Our objects of reference constitute the substance of the world, 

and they guarantee its intelligibility. 

’I will show first that.objects of reference are sub¬ 

stantial. Any object of reference can be shown to have the 

characteristic substantial features that classical substances 

36 
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were supposed to have, namely that they are one, simple, existent, 

objective and subsistent. Easch of these features, as I have al¬ 

ready mentioned, constitutes a necessary condition for the intel¬ 

ligibility of the entity of which it is a feature. 

I am not saying that objects of reference are identical 

with classical substances. Both share the same features that 

make the world intelligible, but they have one important differ¬ 

ence: while classical substances were meant to be absolute en¬ 

tities, that is, to have their substantial character in an uncon¬ 

ditional manner, objects of reference are only relatively sub¬ 

stantial, that is, they are substantial only under certain condi¬ 

tions . 

Objects of reference, in contrast to classical substan¬ 

ces, do not need to be postulated. We are familiar with objects 

of reference in a manner in which we are not with classical sub¬ 

stances (if there are any) or any other metaphysical entities.* 

We sometimes postulate the existence of entities, the existence 

of which we cannot verify empirically, but which we feel must 

exist somehow. In some cases we deduce the existence of entities 

from an empirical basis (the atomic particles for instance), 

but philosophers have also deduced the existence of entities from 

a purely logical basis. Metaphysical entities belong to this 

latter kind. But objects of reference do not need to be postulated, 

* 
It might be thought that my contrast between classical substances 
and objects of reference presents some difficulties, because the 
expression ’’classical substances” refers to those metaphysical 
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that is, the existence of objects of reference in general (at 

least of one object of reference) is not a truth to which we 

arrive after an inference; rather, it is an obviously given 

fact. This obvious fact does not rule out the possibility that 

there might be an object of reference the existence of which is 

truly inferred from some other facts. 

Besides having this advantage over classical substances, 

namely that they do not need to be postulated, objects of re¬ 

ference are also the true objects of our knowledge; that is, 

we refer to them as objects of knowledge. We cannot say the 

same thing of classical substances, for although they were 

thought to be the ultimate objects of our knowledge—or the ul¬ 

timate constituents of what is known--they always lay, so to 

speak, underneath, in the shadow of what was actually known. 

It could very well be that objects of reference lack¬ 

ing one of the features that classical substances were supposed 

to have, namely the feature of being absolute entities, do not 

furnish all the necessary conditions sufficient to account for 

the intelligibility of the world. It might be the case that ob¬ 

jects of reference, differing in this one respect from classical 

substances, are not able to take the place and the role that 

classical substances were meant to have in accounting for the 

entities and consequently they, classical substances, are objects 
of reference. But, as I will show later, an expression such as 
Classical substances do not exist”, although it has a definite 
meaning in some contexts, makes no reference to non-existent enti¬ 
ties. Rather, a person may refer to a particular philosophical 
thesis that he finds unacceptable by means of it. 
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intelligibility of the world in the way I am suggesting here. 

After having shown that objects of reference have the 

features of being one, simple, existent, objective, and subsis¬ 

tent, and that these features are necessary conditions that any 

object of reference must have if it is to have the possibility 

of being known, I will also show that these features together 

constitute the sufficient conditions that an object of reference 

must have if it is to have the possibility of being known. That 

is, I will show that having the feature of being absolutely sub¬ 

stantial is not a necessary condition that an entity must have 

in order to be known. 

B) A NOTE ON HUME 

First let me briefly say something about Hume, who was 

perhaps the most remarkable critic of the concept of substance. 

HumeTs anti-substantialist criticisms are carried so far that 

they not on}.y go against the classical concept of substance 

but against any other conception of substances as well. This 

is why I feel I must say a word about him before I start devel¬ 

oping my new concept of substance as object of reference. 

Ironically enough, what I want to do is to make the reader notice 

that Hume’s philosophy actually speaks of substances, and what is 

more, it speaks of substances very similar to classical substan¬ 

ces. Hume’s talk, Hume’s philosophy, is as much a talk about 

substances as Descartes’ or Leibniz’s philosophies were. What 

is Hume, in the end, talking about? Answer: perceptions, i.e. 
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impressions and ideas, or, more specifically, simple impressions 

of sensation and reflection. These are the unanalysable units 

into which all our knowledge can be broken down, according to 

him. They could be called "The true atoms of perception," because 

each of them is as much one, simple, subsistent, existent, self- 

identical entity as Leibniz’s Monads, "The veritable atoms of 

nature " /Ï0, p. 148 , 37. 

Hume speaks of these bits of perception as if they 

were substantial, as if they were the ultimate objects of refer¬ 

ence. These simple impressions have implicitly the same sub¬ 

stantial properties that substances conceived in the classical 

manner have, with the exception, perhaps, of objectivity. But 

even this could be a feature of Hume’s perceptual bits. Insofar 

as they are not identical with any perceiver (there is none 

in Hume’s philosophy) and (supposedly) they are the same for 

everybody, they can be said to be objective and universal. Thus 

Hume, in breaking down our experiences into a multiplicity of 

atomic bits of sense data, follows the classical demand of 

making the ultimate objects of our knowledge substantial, even 

absolutely substantial. 

If Hume had not postulated these atomic substantial 

bits, he could not have argued sensibly in favor of a science 

of man grounded on feeling and instinct, that is, he grounded 

science on these atomic bits of perception which, being a 

stable substratum upon which all knowledge must have been based, 



constituted an ultimate reliable ground that could guarantee 

the unalterable and universal veracity of all knowledge. 

C) Referring 

As I mentioned before, the concept of substance which I 

want to develop is one that characterizes substances not as en¬ 

tities whose nature belongs to them unconditionally, but rather 

of entities that can be said to be substantial only under certain 

conditions. And under those conditions these entities actually 

are substantial. These entities are our objects of reference 

and the conditions are those imposed by the context of reference. 

I need to say "at least a few words about the concept of referring. 

Referring is ordinarily a linguistic act performed on 

a concrete occasion, by concrete human beings (one or more), in 

which at least one object is identified, brought into attention 

or under consideration, alluded to, mentioned, or other. By 

context of reference we do not only mean the unique circumstances 

that accompany one act of reference, but also those more or less 

permanent circumstances that come together and build up a con¬ 

text within which many acts of reference to the same set of ob¬ 

jects can be performed by a plurality of individuals that agree 

in the identification and re-identification'of these objects. 

Not all objects of reference are of the same kind and 

not all acts of reference refer to objects in the same manner. 

We can refer to the tension in the atmosphere that existed 

during yesterday’s talk and discussion and also refer to the 
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Eiffel Tower. But the tension in the atmosphere during yes¬ 

terday’s talk and discussion and the Eiffel Tower are very dif¬ 

ferent objects of reference. A physicist speaks of forces and 

accelerations, a psychologist of intentions, a veterinarian of 

ducks and dogs, a philosopher of beauty, an ecologist of pollu¬ 

tion, a story teller of a golden mountain, and the mystic speaks 

of God. Forces and accelerations, intentions, animals, beauty, 

pollution, the golden mountain and God, all of them are, in 

their corresponding contexts, objects of reference, but they are 

certainly of very different kinds. 

Every act of reference implies that the subject who re¬ 

fers to something on the occasion is able to distinguish this 

something as one single object from all others. By the act of 

reference, the subject proves that he is able to recognize the 

referred object as a unique individual. For it seems impossible 

to actually refer to something with the intention to do it 

without being aware that this something that one refers to is 

one distinct object. 

There are many ways in which we refer to things. Ob¬ 

vious cases occur on those occasions in which we name things, 

such as in: 

"Think of the Eiffel Tower." 

"It is like the Eiffel Tower." 

"I was next to the Eiffel Tower." 

"The Eiffel Tower is beautiful." 
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All these expressions, and those which are like these, when 

uttered by someone on a concrete occasion refer to the Eiffel 

Tower, but they do not refer in an identical manner, although 

all of them refer to it by using its name. The subject of our 

statements often makes a reference to something either by naming 

it (as is the case in the last of the expressions listed above 

which makes a reference to the Eiffel Tower), or by giving a 

definite description of it, or by referring to it with a pronoun. 

But it might be doubted that we can refer to something by means 

of descriptions. In fact, Russell thought that descriptions de¬ 

scribe but cannot refer. Let us imagine a person who, having 

been in Paris, wants to tell us that he saw the Eiffel".Tower but, 

not knowing its name, proceeds to describe for us what he has 

seen. On an occasion like this we should properly conclude that 

the person is referring to whatever he is trying to describe. 

Our friend coming from Paris is obviously referring to the Eiffel 

Tower by giving us a definite description of it. This should be 

obvious when we realize that on occasions like these we often 

exclaim expressions like: "Now I know; you are referring to 

the Eiffel Tower!”, or "Now I know; he’s talking about the 

Eiffel Tower.” This shows that we can also refer to things with 

definite descriptions when, on the occasion of the utterance, 

we identify, bring forth, make stand out, etc. certain things. 

Acts of reference can even differ in the explicitness 

with which they mention or indicate the referred object. Things 
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are sometimes obviously referred to, as in the cases of the 

Eiffel Tower above mentioned. At other times, things are barely 

hinted at or suggested or insinuated. Let us imagine that we 

are a group of friends looking at a pig getting all dirty in the 

mud. One of us suddenly says, "The pig has a red shirt!" We 

all laugh at the remark for it makes a comparison between the 

pig and a friend who usually wears a red shirt and whose manners 

at the table are terrible; he eats like a pig. With the remark, 

the speaker obviously referred to the friend who has bad manners 

at the table. He did not name him or give a definite description 

of him. He did not refer to him explicitly, but rather suggest¬ 

ed or reminded us of him. The friend could also have said, 

"Doesn’t the pig remind you of a person wearing a red shirt?", 

and in this case, reference would be made by making use of an 

indefinite description. Cases like these are proof enough that 

we refer to things not solely by explicitly naming the things or 

by giving a definite description of them, but also in other ways, 

implicitly, or hinting, or suggesting by using reminders of 

some kind or other, or using indefinite descriptions, etc. 

Even in such utterances as "ouch", when one burn’s one’s 

finger, or "damn it!" when something goes wrong, we can find 

cases of reference. In cases like these, we can always ask, 

"What is it?" trying to find out to what the speaker is refer¬ 

ring with his expressions, if we are not able to see this from 

the expression itself. One might respond, "It’s this typewriter 
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that doesn’t work." 

There are ways in which we refer to something non-verb- 

ally. For instance, when an art critic, whose opinion about a 

certain painting has been asked by a group of friends who sur¬ 

round him, and he, after looking at the painting, carefully 

shakes his head sideways in disapproval, the friends around him 

know that with this gesture of disapproval and without uttering 

a word, the critic refers to the painting that is in front of 

him. Probably the most obvious way of referring to something 

without words is by pointing to something with a finger; this 

gesture identifies or indicates or makes an object stand out. 

There are even more complex ways in which we succeed 

in identifying something and make it stand out as one entity 

within a context. On some occasions, we can refer to something 

solely through our behaviour. For instance, in a carpenter’s 

shop, a carpenter can refer and ask for a tool from another 

carpenter simply by mimicing or pretending that he is working 

with the tool he needs. 

I cannot carry out a detailed investigation of the many 

ways in which we actually refer to things. Neither can I offer 

a clear criterion for deciding in each case whether reference 

is being made to something by a person--if such a criterion ex¬ 

ists at all. I have only characterized, very roughly, what we 

mean by the concept of referring by giving several different 

examples of acts of reference that illustrate, to a certain 
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extent, the variety of ways in which things are actually referred 

to and the diversity of the nature of the referred-to things. 

For my purposes here, if is only important to realize 

that we, in fact, refer to many kinds of things in very many 

different ways, and that when we refer to a thing, this thing is 

brought to our attention as a distinct and unique individual on 

that occasion, insofar as it has been distinguished from all 

other things. Our task now is to show that our objects of refer¬ 

ence are substantial and that they must necessarily be so if we 

want to give a consistent account of our speech about the world. 

If we claim that objects of our reference are substantial, we 

claim that they have, at least, some features of the classical 

concept of substance. In fact, we want to say that they share 

almost all features with the classical notion but that they 

differ in one important aspect: while classical substances were 

thought to be absolute, our objects of reference are substantial 

only under certain conditions. Consequently, also, the sense in 

which the object is one, simple, existent, subsistent and objec¬ 

tive is different from the sense in which these features were 

predicated of the classical concept of substance. 

I should now indicate precisely the sense in which 

these features can be attributed to our objects of reference 

in general and also indicate how each of these features is a 

necessary condition for our speech. Let me consider them one by 

one. 
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D) Unity and Simplicity of Objects of Reference 

Each object of reference within its context of reference 

is one and simple. I do not mean unity and simplicity as opposed 

to plurality and composition in general. For any object of 

reference is, in principle, analysable and consequently, in this 

sense, it is also complex and not one numerically. To say simply 

that each object of reference is numerically one is, certainly, 

to state a triviality, although it might be considered as a 

triviality that has the character of depth. 

What is important for us to see is that the character 

of unity and simplicity that our objects of reference have is 

given to them by the circumstances of their context of reference. 

That is, we should recognize that a thing is not one and simple 

unless it is referred to, and that if the circumstances vary, 

what counts as one and simple in those circumstances may also 

vary. 

Within one context of reference—for instance, when 

several friends are visiting Paris and for the first time are 

contemplating the Eiffel Tower, one of them says, "How beauti¬ 

ful the Eiffel Tower is I" and another answers, "Yes, and it 

is so big"—the Eiffel Tower is one object of reference and as 

such can be identified and re-identified as one and the same 

thing by one or several people at different times, in different 

acts of reference. While these acts of reference take place, 

certain circumstances must remain the same if the people are to 
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succeed in identifying each time the same thing and thus succeed 

in communicating this fact to one another. We can mention some 

of the circumstances that must remain as conditions for identifi¬ 

cation in the case of the two above mentioned utterances of the 

hypothetical friends in Paris: 1) "Eiffel Tower" must be the 

name given to that metallic construction built in Paris in..., 

etc.; that is, "Eiffel Tower" must be the name of the Eiffel 

Tower, 2) The two friends who referred to the Eiffel Tower must 

know that "Eiffel Tower" is the name given to the tower they 

see in front of them, 3) The friends must know English and . 

have understood what was said. These are some of the necessary 

conditions for the friends to have actually referred to the Eiffel 

Tower on that occasion. So, what I am claiming is that the same 

necessary conditions that make possible a reference to a certain 

object are also necessary conditions for the unity and simpli¬ 

city of any object referred to. For the unity and simplicity 

of any object is merely and totally the unity and simplicity it 

has insofar as it is an object of reference. But in what does 

the unity and simplicity of an object of reference consist? 

In another context—for example, when the elevator of 

the Eiffel Tower is not working well and the mechanic who was 

called to fix it asks, "What is wrong with it?"—the elevator 

of the Eiffel Tower is an object of reference and, as such, one 

simple thing. The elevator is as much one object of reference 

as the tower is or as Paris or Europe are. Not because the 
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elevator, which is one part of the tower, can be said to be one 

and simple, the tower must be said to be at least two: the 

elevator and the rest of the tower. Although any object of refer¬ 

ence can be, in principle, endlessly analysed into parts and 

aspects and facets, etc., it is just one, simple, definite whole 

when it is an object of reference. One of the roles that ob¬ 

jects of reference play in our language is that of being each 

one definite, simple thing; they always count as wholes, as 

totalities, so to speak; not to indicate that we always think 

of them as congeries of parts or aspects, but to indicate that 

in spite of the fact that they can be analysed, they count on 

the occasion as simple entities. 

If we did not define or determine in each case what 

counts as one, if we did not delimit our objects of reference— 

in one case tower, in another elevator and the rest of the tower, 

in another screws, beams, and cables, in another molecules, etc.— 

we would not be able to speak. We do speak and we do refer to 

things. In referring to things we are setting limits to what 

on the occasion will count as one entity. To set limits to 

something, in this sense, is to distinguish it or separate it 

from other things. When we speak of the elevator of the Eiffel 

Tower, we distinguish the elevator from the rest of the tower; 

and when we speak of the tower, we distinguish it from ourselves, 

from the rest of the city of Paris, and from any other thing, 

depending on the occasion on which w.e. . want to contrast it with 
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something or other. But in any case, when we speak of the tower, 

we do not distinguish it from its elevator or its top part. 

The world is not pre-defined, pre-ordained for us, so 

to speak, in such a manner that certain things are always and 

in themselves different from others--elevator different from 

tower, tower different from Paris--and thus, when we come to 

experience the world, we cannot but acknowledge these absolute 

categorizations. It is we who in each case determine what is 

different from what, and in order to do this, we establish limits 

we delimit one thing, separating it from another; that is, we 

determine our objects of reference. We do not refer to things 

that have been and will be one and the same forever independent¬ 

ly of any human activity, but we refer to those things which, be¬ 

cause of certain needs, interests, feelings, intentions, conven¬ 

tions, etc., have been established as objects of reference. 

I must clarify certain things now. If we needed to 

refer to all the units in which a certain thing can be analysed 

in order to refer to it, then, we could not refer at all. That 

is so because each unit in turn can be analysed into other units 

(aspects, faces, parts, etc.), and this process can be carried 

out "ad infinitum." 

Do I refer to my right hand middle finger when I refer 

to my hands? It is rather absurd to say that when referring 

to the Eiffel Tower one is also referring to the love inscrip¬ 

tions written on one of the tower’s elevator walls. There might 
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not be any general answer to this question. Although we are 

strongly inclined to conclude that whenever reference is made 

to a certain thing, this act of reference makes no reference to 

any of the units or aspects or elements, etc., in which this 

thing can be analysed, we still might come across an occasion on 

which this is the case. To say that whenever we refer to some¬ 

thing, we at the same time refer to the totality of the elements 

(parts, aspects, etc.) into which it can be analysed is false. 

This is so because, first of all, there are no ultimate elements 

into which a thing is analysed. Besides, when one refers to 

A. Lincoln, one does not refer only to A. Lincoln's head and 

body, although these two in a sense can be said to compose the 

whole object of reference. Nevertheless, there are other cases 

in which this makes sense. For instance, when referring to the 

English students in the second grade of a particular school, 

one refers to Tom and Paul, supposing these are all the students 

in that class. 

But again, what in a given case counts as a part 

might not count in another case. In one case, the elevator 

and the tower can be seen as two parts, in another case, beams 

and screws can be regarded as parts. Some things do not have 

parts outside parts, as the pages and the covers of a book are 

outside of each other. Things have aspects, features, elements 

and sides, etc. A newspaper, for example, can be elegant and 

well organized; its elegance and organization are not parts 
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outside of each other as the covers and the pages of the book 

are. The manner in which a thing is complex varies with the 

circumstances. But to say that a thing is complex or varied 

or intricate or composite or structured, etc. is not to say that 

is does not count as one simple totality in an act of referring. 

E) Existence and Objectivity of Objects of Reference 

Within concrete contexts of reference, objects of refer¬ 

ence can be meaningfully said--truly or falsely--to be: to 

exist now, to have existed in the past, or to exist in the future. 

The defense of this general thesis will involve me in the dis¬ 

cussion of several philosophical issues related to the general 

topic of existence. In the discussion of these, I will progres¬ 

sively develop and clarify the exact meaning of the thesis. 

The old and still debated philosophical issue about 

what it is that deserves the title of existence has, since Plato, 

been centered mainly in the dispute concerning whether univer- 

sals have existence or not. Platonists in general* are willing 

to predicate existence, or being of some kind, to universals. 

Plato himself thought that they existed, or had being, in a more 

real manner than physical objects. Universals were always con¬ 

trasted with physical objects, such as actual trees and apples. 

Russell, for instance, in his early Platonic philosophy, attri¬ 

buted "subsistence” to universals, in contrast with physical 

—— 

Simplifications have a place and a use. I am not interested here 
in presenting a perfectly accurate picture of the multiple opin¬ 
ions on the matter, but in giving a rough, simplified, intro¬ 
ductory sketch. 
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objects that existed in time to which "existence" was attributed 

/Ï4, pp. 78-100/. Anti-Platonists insisted that the only objects 

that can be said to exist properly are physical objects. 

I want to call attention to the fact that this issue 

about existence considered only two kinds of entities:* physical 

objects, such as actual trees and chairs, and universais, such 

as justice and beauty. These two kinds of entities were contrast¬ 

ed for two reasons. First, only physical objects can be said 

to exist, for one can meaningfully say, "My house is two blocks 

from yours and both exist in our town,” but it would be non¬ 

sensical to say, "Houseness exists in our town." Secondly, 

one may say that universals also exist, but that they exist 

in a manner altogether different from that of entities. The 

Platonist, attentive to the logic of our speech, argued that 

when we know something there must be something that we know; 

thus since we know universals, somehow universals must be some¬ 

thing. 

These two kinds of entities have been taken as repre¬ 

sentative of all the entities in the world. All things that we 

could talk about, it was thought, were either of the kind of 

physical entities existing in time (actually existing entities) 

or universals (non-actually existing entities). Nevertheless, 

on the side of the universals, some other non-actually existing 

* 
For purposes of exposition I will use the word "entity" to 
stand for anything that we can talk about. 
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entities were also considered: concrete fictional entities such 

as the Golden Mountain, Pegasus, Frankenstein, etc. These 

names, unlike universals, meant concrete individuals, but unlike 

physical entities, they did not actually exist.* Within univer¬ 

sals, Russell distinguished several kinds. He noticed that 

philosophers tended to think only of universals referred to by 

adjectives and substantives, forgetting those universals he call¬ 

ed "relations.” 

Thus the discussion about existence has come to us as 

a discussion about the use of the verb "to exist” (and related 

expressions such as "There is" and "There are", "Being", etc.) 

in regard to these two kinds of entities. The apparently inter¬ 

minable disputes as to whether both kinds of entities deserve 

the title of existence or in which manner they do deserve it, 

have arisen, in part, because the fact that fictional entities, 

universals and physical objects are not representative of all 

the kinds of entities we speak about was overlooked. We also 

speak of concrete problems, of pollution, of a certain tension 

in the atmosphere on a concrete occasion, of somebody’s bronchi¬ 

tis, of someone’s swimming style, of Pericles, of a particular 

acceleration, of concrete objects of our dreams, of this and 

that fact, etc. Into which of the two traditional groups should 

*In this respect other kinds of entities were discussed that were 
thought by some to be not fictional and universal in nature, 
and by others fictional and universal or fictional and concrete 
(particular). These were angels. 
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we place these entities? They do not seem to fit either univer- 

sals or physical objects. Let us take a closer look at this 

matter. 

1. We certainly speak of physical objects such as concrete apples 

and concrete dogs and people. All of these objects can be seen, 

touched, smelled and some of them tasted. (It would be rather 

odd to say that we taste a concrete person. There are enough 

reasons to put people in a different category from that of phy¬ 

sical things like concrete apples. But for our purposes here, 

human beings, insofar as they have bodies, can be put together 

with all these other physical objects.) We say things like, 

"There are three oranges in the basket," and "The existence of 

people in this area is more important than...". 

2. We also talk about particular accelerations and forces and 

things of this kind. A physicist might explain to another: 

"There are two forces acting on this body, one..." or "The exis¬ 

tence of the five different forces that act on this body are in¬ 

dispensable for the system to be in equilibrium." We cannot 

touch, smell, see or taste forces, accelerations or things of 

this kind although we can feel and experience them. But because 

we cannot touch, smell and see them as we do concrete things 

like apples, we should not conclude that forces and the like do 

not actually exist. 

In the context of reference in which forces and accelerations 
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are referred to—as in the talk of physics—forces, accelerations, 

and the like are meaningfully said to exist. The utterances 

given above make perfect sense on a given occasion, and the per¬ 

son who understands them understands the sense in which a force 

is said to exist. It is perfectly clear that when a physicist 

says that there is a certain force, he does not mean that we can 

touch, smell, see and taste the force as we do a concrete apple. 

Forces can be felt, experienced, measured, perhaps increased and 

decreased; their direction can be changed, and they can be mani¬ 

pulated in several other ways. When we speak of the existence 

of a force, we speak of the existence of something that has cer¬ 

tain intensity, a certain direction, that can be measured (at 

least in principle), and can be manipulated in ways that are 

typical of it, and that are different from the way one can mani¬ 

pulate an apple or a person. That is, the meaning of expressions 

like: ’’There exists a force...” or "...forces exist acting on...” 

etc., is defined by the context of reference. It is because 

we know what kind of entity a force is that we also know the 

sense in which words like "exist”, "bew, "are", "is" are used 

in the context in which we speak of forces. 

Concrete forces, momentums, accelerations, etc. are 

not universal or fictional entities. This much is obvious. 

But they are not physical objects like actual dogs and apples, 

as we have seen. They are physical in one sense of the word, 

but what should be above all clear is that they exist in a 
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different manner than our ordinary objects of observation. We 

also speak of forces and accelerations in general, these being 

universal entities of which we will speak later. 

3. Another kind of entity that we speak of is present in such 

things as concrete hates, intentions, inspirations, etc.; that 

is, the hate of someone for something, someoneTs desire to kill 

a dog, etc. These concrete mental happenings were in fact 

grouped by many Platonists and anti-Platonists together with 

those concrete physical things that we have considered under 

number 1. For these, as concrete dogs and trees, exist in time. 

We have separated them here in order to mark off the different 

sense of existence that is expressed in statements of the kind: 

"There is no evil in her heart" and statements like: "There is 

a dog in the courtyard." Although when referring to things 

like concrete purposes, thoughts, etc., and when referring to 

things like concrete dogs and trees, one uses indiscriminately 

expressions like "There is," "There are," "There exist," etc., 

it would be a mistake to believe that one can embrace, smell 

and beat a purpose as we can dogs. 

It should be clear, then, that within concrete con¬ 

texts of reference, a purpose or any other mental occurrence 

to which we refer can be said to be or to exist and, again, we 

understand what this means because we are aware of the context 

of reference; we are aware of the kind of object to which we 

are referring. We put concrete mental occurrences together with 
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particular bodies, but we cannot identify any mental occurrence 

with any particular body nor with any part of a particular 

body. What I mean when I say that we "put concrete mental occur¬ 

rences together with particular bodies" is that when someone 

prevents me from saying, "Mr. X has the intention of killing 

you", I do not guard myself against Mr. X’s intention to kill me 

but against Mr. X, that is, not only an intention but a person 

that has a body. 

4. We also refer to atoms, electrons, protons,.and other entities 

of similar kind. They differ importantly from forces and accel¬ 

erations; we cannot measure them but we can measure their mani¬ 

festations or effects which can be of different kinds: chemical, 

electrical, electromagnetic, etc. An electron is as much an ob¬ 

ject of reference as a force or a particular dog. Within a 

concrete context of reference it can truly and meaningfully be 

said to exist. A chemist says things like, "There is only one 

electron shared by these two atoms in...". Nobody who under¬ 

stands this expression as uttered on the occasion would expect 

to kick the electron. 

5. We often refer to dead people like Plato, Pericles, etc. 

We refer to them in the past tense: "There was a philosopher 

called ’Plato’ who...’’. The contemporaries of Plato could em¬ 

brace and talk with him; we cannot. Some people say that Plato 

still exists today or that he is still alive, but when things 

like these are being said, we know that what is meant is something 
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like the fact that we still talk about Plato and think about 

the things he said. We also speak of Plato and other dead people 

in the present tense. We say things like, "Plato is a Greek 

philosopher and he thinks that..." but, again, we know on that 

occasion that this does not imply that we can invite Plato to a 

party. 

6. We also refer to things such as the Renaissance, yesterday, 

the fall of the Roman Empire, etc. We say things like, "The 

Renaissance is an historical period characterized by..." or "The 

fall of the Roman Empire was a long and complex phenomenon...". 

7. We speak of things like the tension in the atmosphere during 

yesterday*s discussion. We say things like, "There is so much 

repressed agression among the politicians that there exists a 

heavy tension in the air and nobody dares to make the slightest 

noise." The tension in the atmosphere is certainly something 

that is not physical as an electron and force can, in different 

senses, be said to be physical. Nevertheless, it is true that 

it exists at a certain time. We cannot put this tension together 

with a particular body either, as we can concrete mental occur¬ 

rences. Nevertheless, on the occasion, it is said to exist. 

Think of the immense variety of different objects of reference 

that we cannot immediately say are either historical periods or 

designs or artifacts, etc., but of which we simply say that 

they are "phenomena", revealing thus our occasional lack of 

assurance or our ignorance about the kind of entity that we are 
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faced with. 

8. We also refer to the future, to the year 2001, to tomorrow, 

etc. We say things like, "Next year doesn’t exist but it is 

coming," "The year 1982 is ten years from now." 

Perhaps this is the place to start talking about negative 

expressions of the kind that express the non-existence of some¬ 

thing. One might believe that it is impossible, given what I 

have said so far, to assert the non-existence of something; that 

is, that there is no occasion on which an object of reference 

can be said not to exist because its being an object of reference 

guarantees its existence. This is not the case, and I should 

not be interpreted in this way. 

The truth is that on different occasions, we say things 

like, "Pegasus does not exist" and "The topic doesn’t exist 

yet, but we will soon know about it" and "There is no such 

thing as spontaneous generation." These are occasions on which 

we compare objects of reference. When we say to a child that 

Dracula does not exist after having read a terrifying novel 

about him, we mean to tell him that Dracula is not a living 

person like we are, but only a fictional character. But we do 

not mean to say that those statements in the novel that say 

there exists an evil man who lives in a castle, sleeps during 

the day and at night...etc., are non-sensical or that they are 

false. 

In a similar manner, we also compare the present with 
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the coming year. The coming year does not exist yet as the 

present does, but it is a year that is coming; of course, not 

like a dog comes when we call it. 

When a biologist asserts that there is no such things as 

spontaneous generation, he is referring to something that does 

not exist and consequently, we are caught in a contradiction. 

This is not the case. To say that there is no spontaeous gener¬ 

ation is to say that the theory of spontaneous generation, which 

was designed to explain certain phemomena, has proved to be false. 

Thus, reference is being made to the theory and if it does not 

exist today--meaning that nobody holds it any longer--it was held 

by some people in the past and can be reformulated, explained, 

and referred to today. 

If we could not compare objects of reference, we could 

not talk as we do in this work. Entities are said to exist 

not because we refer to them, or because they are objects of 

reference. We are not asserting this manifestly contradictory 

thesis. Our claim is rather that on one occasion or another, 

any object of reference can be said to be or to exist, or to 

have existed, and the sense of the expression is given by the 

occasion. On one occasion the assertion of the existence of 

something might mean that we can touch, smell and see the thing, 

on another occasion that we should guard against it or something 

else, on still another occasion, it might mean that something 

can be measured, or that is can be thought, or that it has a use, 

etc. 
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This thesis does not contradict the fact that we 

actually on many occasions say that certain entities or objects 

of reference do not exist. When an object of reference is said 

not to exist on a concrete occasion, the meaning of the utterance 

depends on the circumstances. Sometimes it means (and in fact, 

very often, but not always) that we cannot see and touch the 

entity; at other times, it might mean either that it is useless, , 

or that it died, or that it is false, or that it cannot be 

measured, etc. In all cases of negation of existence of an ob¬ 

ject of reference, a comparison is being made between the enti¬ 

ty to which existence is denied and other entities. 

9. Concrete facts are not physical objects like concrete dogs 

and trees are; they are not physical like concrete electrons 

and atoms are. Concrete facts to which we refer on concrete 

occasions are not universals either. A concrete fact, like the 

fact that there are nine cats in my friend’s house is one thing; 

the physical objects that constitute this fact are another, namely, 

the nine cats and my friend’s house. We can paint and smell the 

house and the cats, but we cannot paint and smell the concrete 

fact that there are nine cats in my friend’s house. Nevertheless, 

concrete facts can be said to exist on concrete occasions with 

as much right as any other thing, but in a different manner. 

Pollution is not identical with any bit or amount of 

garbage or undesirable substances in an ecological system. Pollu¬ 

tion is not a universal term as whiteness or justice are. When 
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we refer to pollution, we refer to a concrete menace that we 

can smell and taste and feel in different ways in different cir¬ 

cumstances, but pollution is not identical with any or all the 

smells and tastes that we can collect. Pollution exists, but it 

exists in a different manner from that of all the things we 

have considered so far. 

10. We also refer to concrete problems. Problems are consti¬ 

tuted by facts, but are not identical with the facts that con¬ 

stitute them. One thing is my friend's problem of having nine 

cats in his house, and another thing is the fact that there are 

nine cats in his house. The fact that there are nine cats in 

his house can or cannot constitute a problem for my friend, but 

it is not a problem itself. 

We speak of the existence of concrete problems on con¬ 

crete occasions. We say things like, "Two different problems 

exist now and we have chosen this alternative." When we assert 

the existence of a problem, we do not mean that there exists 

something to be eaten or measured, etc. (although a thing like 

this can be implied when the existence of a problem is asserted), 

but we mean that there is something that requires a solution. 

Solutions have a similar mode of existence to that of problems. 

Other examples are: concrete newspapers, éditorials, companies, 

corporations, institutions, etc. I do not mean an issue of a 

newspaper, but "The New York Times" or "Le Figaro", etc. 
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11. We speak of concrete armies, a particular university, a 

particular nation, and things of this kind. We sometimes say, 

"For the survival and perpetual existence of the nation we 

should...". The particular nation referred to is not a univer¬ 

sal term and not what might be referred to when a universal term 

is used. A concrete nation is not a fact or a thing to be solved; 

we cannot touch it, measure it, etc. Nevertheless, on some occa¬ 

sions it is perfectly meaningful—truly or falsely--to say that 

a concrete nation exists or does not exist. 

By means of this long and repetitious list, I am trying 

to indicate that between the traditional examples of physical 

objects such as concrete trees and chairs and the traditional 

examples of universals such as justice and reality, there are 

many other kinds of entities which are not like universals and 

not like those concrete things, but that within one or another 

concrete context of reference, each can be said to be or to 

exist with as much right as physical objects were thought to 

exist. For nobody would deny without absurdity the existence of 

concrete forces and particular problems and solutions and 

facts and the future and the Renaissance, etc. My using the 

term "between" might be misleading. I do not mean to imply an 

ontological picture of a gradation of beings or entities that 

extends from the utterly concrete and physical entities as actu¬ 

ally existing trees and rocks to the utterly universal. By 

^between" I wanted to indicate that there are many entities that 
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exist in a different sense from that of the traditional physical 

objects and universals which have traditionally been contrasted 

as two poles. 

For our purposes here we can rapidly and briefly con¬ 

clude our categorization of entities with some other examples 

which would deserve further attention in a more extensive study. 

12. Objects of reference such as concrete words and expressions. 

13. Objects of reference such as the French language, a certain 

dialect, etc. 

14Z- Objects of reference usch as the triangle, the circle. 

15. Objects of reference such as the number 5, the number Tf , etc. 

16. Objects of reference such as dogs in general, apples in 

general, etc. Also kinds of dogs, etc. 

17. Objects of reference such as words in general, languages 

in genera1, etc. 

18. Objects of reference such as concrete objects of our 

dreams. When reporting a dream, a person might say, ’’There was 

a horrible monster that was killing me...". There is no refer¬ 

ence to certain sensations or impressions, but to a monster. 

But we know what reporting a dream is, and thus, not because 

in such a circumstance reference is being made to a monster, will 

we believe that it might break through the window at any moment. 

19. Objects of reference such as beauty as such, justice as 

such. 

20. Objects of reference such as the difference in age between 
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John and Tom, that is, concrete relations. 

21. Objects of reference such as number in general, or kinds 

of numbers or figures in general, etc. 

22. Objects of reference such as relations in general or kinds 

of relations or universals in general. 

23. Objects of reference such as Pegasus and the Golden Mountain. 

24. Objects of reference such as the relation between Prome¬ 

theus and Zeus. This is a concrete relation like that in number 

20. above, but the kind of entities in relation is much more 

abstract. 

25. Objects of reference such as the rëlations between univer¬ 

sal and fictional entities in general. 

26. Objects of reference such as the objects of our speech in 

general. 

This list of objects of reference grouping them in 

several categories has been laid out in order to make us realize 

how poorly represented the objects of our speech were in the 

dichotomy of physical objects and universals. Besides, things 

are normally said to be universal, concrete, abstract, particu¬ 

lar, etc., when attending to very many reasons, not just in 

consideration of one or another attribute, but in regard to a 

series of aspects, features, attributes, properties, such as 

being sensed, being heard, being measurable, being felt, being 

pictured, or being represented somehow, etc. Whether one or 
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another of these criteria is used depends on the occasion. On 

some occasion, certain criterion--certain properties that some 

entities have and others do not have—is at issue; one another 

occasion, another criterion is at issue. 

Not all concrete or particular things can be sensed. 

That is, not all things which on one occasion or another can 

be said to be concrete or particular are said for the same reason. 

For instance, a certain problem, a certain electron, a certain 

dialect, a certain fact, a certain number, the circle, language 

as such, beauty, all of these, in one sense or another can be 

said to be particular or one, and none can be said to be sensed, 

if by sensed we mean sensed as we sense an orange. For in an¬ 

other sense, beauty can be said to be sensed, or electrons, etc. 

A certain thing can be said to be concrete in relation to one 

thing, and universal in relation to another. In relation to 

concrete oranges and trees, pollution can be said to have a uni¬ 

versal character, but pollution in comparison with numbers in 

general has a much more concrete particular character. 

I do not mean to say that the categories listed above 

are a sketch of the final classification of the world’s entities 

in their ultimate classes. Each one of our categories can be 

divided and subdivided for some purpose or other, applying cri¬ 

teria depending on the occasion of application. Similarly, 

entities that I have separated into different categories can be 

put together when grouped under other criteria for different 
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purposes. Let me say something about the existence or mode of 

existence of those puzzling entities such as universals. I 

will speak first of the kind of universals referred to in the 

categories 15,. 17 and22. Second, I will treat the kind of univer¬ 

sal that I will call "abstract particular" referred to in cate¬ 

gories 14, 15, and 19. Third, I will briefly speak of relations, 

those kinds of entities referred to in categories 20, 24, and 

25, and finally, I will consider fictional entities, referred to 

in category 23. 

Do we refer to universal entities? Well, yes, when we 

speak about universals we refer to those entities that Russell 

called "qualities" and "relations." What do we refer to when 

we use a universal term? Again, this depends on the occasion. 

The word "horse", for instance, when used in an utterance such 

as "Horses are a different species than cows,” is used as a 

universal term, and by it the person who used it on the occasion 

referred to anything that on a concrete occasion we would call 

a horse. (Of these there are several kinds: real horses, 

horses represented in books, fake horses, toy horses, etc. If 

the above utterance is said by'a biologist when teaching his 

zoology class, most certainly he refers to real horses and not 

to toy horses. But interestingly enough, the biological distinc¬ 

tion between real horses and real cows applies also to toy 

horses, for horses represented in a book, that is, in other 

contexts, but not in all. In a dream one might not distinguish 
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between a horse and a cow and one can refer to a horse that was 

also a cow. Again we see that the precise reference that a per¬ 

son makes by means of an utterance can be decided only by attend¬ 

ing to the circumstances of the context of reference.) Thus, 

too, when we speak generally of trees, electrons, problems, 

numbers, relations, etc., we usually refer to anything that on 

a concrete occasion would be called and truly called, a tree, 

an electron, a problem, a number, a relation, etc. 

We have seen that we also speak of the triangle, the 

circle, of beauty, etc. We say things like: ,TThe triangle 

is a different figure from the circle.” Imagine this being said 

by a teacher of geometry to his students. He is not referring 

to any particular triangle, neither to the totality of past, 

future and present figures which we would properly on concrete 

occasions call a triangle. The expression ”the triangle" stands 

for any plurality of individuals, as is the case with the word 

"horse" in the above mentioned case. We attend to the definite 

article used in "the triangle", "the circle", etc. It is 

sensible to say that the teacher refers to the figure triangle, 

that is, to the triangle and this is what we ordinarily say. 

And it would be a mistake to try to see, touch, solve, increase, 

kill, beat, or ask for the physical entities that constitute 

this object of reference. For it is of a kind that neither of 

these things can be done with it; but other things can be 

done with it. The triangle can be contrasted with the square, 
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its properties can be spelled out, etc. 

Something peculiar to this kind of entity should be 

noticed. It is the first kind of entity of which we do not ordin¬ 

arily say that it exists. Who in fact says, "The triangle ex¬ 

ists" or "There exists the triangle” or "There is the triangle”? 

Nevertheless, we say things like, "The triangle is a figure." 

But this cannot be a reason to conclude that entities of this 

kind do not exist. The expression "The triangle does not exist" 

might be used on an occasion to indicate that one does not 

find the triangle in the world as one finds a dog. 

It should be noticed that the triangle, the circle, 

beauty, etc. are particular objects of reference; they are not 

pluralities. Sometimes we need to ranind ourselves of the exis¬ 

tence of some particular thing. For instance, when someone 

says, "The Queen Mary still exists”, meaning that the boat 

has not disappeared yet. We do not usually remind ourselves 

of the existence of general objects of reference such as trees 

in general, clouds in general, planets in general, hopes in 

general, etc., because these do not die or get destroyed. Par¬ 

ticular things like individual people, the Queen Mary, the 

Eiffel Tower, can cease to exist, can be destroyed, or they 

can die, etc. This seems to be the reason why expressions that 

remind us of the existence or non-existence of particular 

things exist. In the case of entities such as the triangle, 

beauty, etc., we are faced with entities that are particular 
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as the Queen Mary is a particular, for there is only one of 

each. But entities like the triangle and beauty do not die or 

perish or get destroyed as other concrete entities do. Thus, we 

want to suggest that we do not ordinarily say things like "The 

triangle exists” or "There is the triangle”, because there is no 

sense in reminding us that the triangle still exists, because it 

would be absurd to suppose that it died, or perished or got lost. 

Beauty, the triangle, number 5, these abstract particular enti¬ 

ties can be said to be eternal in this sense. 

The verb "to exist" and the expression "there is...” 

are not used when referring to these entities. Only the verb 

"To be” is used although not in an expression like "The triangle 

is”, but in expressions like "The triangle is a figure of three 

sides.” Perhaps for this reason some philosophers have said 

that these entities do not exist but "are”. 

Nevertheless, there are expressions of the kind "The 

existence of beauty in the life of more educated people becomes 

a more important factor..." or "The existence of beauty (or the 

circle, or the square) in more advanced civilizations has proved 

to be essential for..." which, when said by sociologists or 

historians, make perfect sense. One cannot simply infer from 

these utterances that beauty exists—whatever this can mean 

when put thus simply. The expression "Beauty exists" has no 

ordinary use. 
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And what about relations? One is used to hearing 

expressions like "There is a distance of ten miles between X and 

R." One certainly refers by means of these expressions to X and 

R but one also makes reference to the distance between them. And 

this does not mean that distances or relations in general exist 

in a Platonic world of their own. One refers to the relation 

expressed in "R is ten miles from X." Logicians say things like, 

"There are several kinds of relations..." and with the universal 

term "relations" they refer to whatever on a concrete occasion 

we would properly call a relation. A relation of physical dis¬ 

tance can be measured in feet, but an emotional love relation 

cannot. We cannot give here full treatment to this topic, al¬ 

though it deserves further attention somewhere else. There 

are very many kinds of relations and not all relations are said 

to exist in the same manner. A look at the different kinds of 

relations I have distinguished in the above categorization might 

be indicative of the great variety of relations that there are. 

There are at least as many kinds of relations as there are kinds 

of objects that enter into relations. Category number 20 refers 

to concrete relations between concrete physical, non-fictional 

entities. There are also relations between fictional entities 

(category number 2M-) . There are relations between non-fictional 

entities. If we think now of the many senses in which a thing 

can be said to be physical or fictional or abstract, then we 

will start getting a feeling for the great variety of relations 
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that there are. 

The expression T,The Golden Mountain exists,” standing 

by itself, outside of any context of reference is not either 

true or false, because it does not refer to anything. As Straw- 

son points out in his article ”0n Referring” /Ï67, when crit¬ 

icizing Russell’s Theory of Descriptions, sentences themselves 

say nothing, only uses of them can be said to be true or false. 

It should be noticed that I have spoken all this time of utter¬ 

ances and not of expressions in general. The apparantly inter¬ 

minable discussions on the issue of existence have also arisen 

in part due to the general disregard of utterances and having 

concentrated only on studying expressions in general abstracted 

from their concrete uses on concrete occasions. 

Let us imagine that we are reading a children’s story. 

There it is being said that there is a golden mountain, that 

it is very high and that it is close to an enchanted lake, that 

a prince is trying to reach the top, etc. The story’s text 

makes reference to an enchanted lake, a golden mountain, etc. 

Within the story it is perfectly meaningful and true for any 

character to say, ”You know that at the other side of the en¬ 

chanted lake there exists a golden mountain...". In the same 

sense, the prince and all the other objects that compose the 

story exist. Within the same context of reference, that is, 

the story, for someone to say that there is no golden mountain 

would be to say something false. 
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Mistakes arise when we confuse the different senses 

in which entities are said to be or to exist. A person can say 

on some occasion that he knows who Hamlet is or what a unicorn 

is, and not that he knows Hamlet (meaning the character) or 

knows a . unicorn, as when one says on similar occasions that one 

knows the Eiffel Tower. But on other occasions, the prince of 

the fairytale, for instance, can say, "I know the Golden Moun¬ 

tain" and if he had said that he knows what the Golden Mountain 

is, when he actually knows it, then he would be expressing 

himself incorrectly or saying something false. Within the 

fairytale, it also might be true to say that a person with the 

name of A. Lincoln never existed. 

One might believe that we are involved in a paradox 

when we are claiming something like: "We cannot refer to that 

which absolutely does not exist" or "What absolutely does not 

exist cannot be referred to", for in saying this we are refer¬ 

ring to something and, consequently, it should exist. But 

what could possibly be meant by the expression "What absolutely 

does not exist"? Is there something being mentioned or referred 

to by this expression? If the expression is used within a 

specific context, then the expression must mean, if it is going 

to have a meaning, that an object of reference which can be 

said to exist in another context, does not exist in the same 

manner as the other objects also referred to on the occasion. 

For instance, the expression "Mr. X does not exist at 
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all; he absolutely does not exist” might mean, on different 

occasions, that Mr. X died, or that Mr. X is a fictional charac¬ 

ter, or that what we used to call Mr. X turned out to be not a 

human being or turned out to be another human being, etc. It 

can also mean that a person with that name never existed or that 

we do not know of a person bearing that name, but in saying 

this, certainly we are not making reference to a non-existent 

Mr. X. 

If one thinks that the expression "What absolutely does 

not exist" means a thing that cannot be said to be in any sense, 

then one is talking only of the expression and not of any use 

of it. It is being excluded from all contexts, and standing 

thus, alone, by itself, it mentions '.nothing, refers to nothing. 

Thus the paradoxical aspect of referring to what cannot possibly 

be referred to disappears. 

We do not ordinarily require a proof for the existence 

of our objects of reference over and above our using them, 

loving them, avoiding them, etc.; that is, over and above the 

great variety of ways in which we deal with and refer to them. 

For how else can I be sure that my pen exists, and express 

this assurance, than by using it everyday and by looking for 

it when it gets lost? What else could it possibly mean to be 

sure that a problem exists than looking for its solution and 

doing all the things that this implies? We in fact to not remind 

ourselves that our objects of reference exist when we are 
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referring to them; in this sense the existence of the referred 

to objects is implicit in the act of referring. 

Some philosophers would insist that when we understand 

the relation that exists between two terms, there is something 

we understand, and so this relation is at least something. But 

we also understand what we mean when we refer to Zeus when talk¬ 

ing about Greek mythology, and when we refer to Dracula and the 

devil in other contexts. Thus, on the same grounds, we could 

also argue that Zeus, the devil and Dracula are something. 

There is nothing wrong in saying this if by ’’something" we do 

not mean anything else than an object of reference. 

Perhaps some philosophers would attribute to me a 

doctrine of ’’multivocalism” of the word "existence" because I 

have spoken of many senses in which things are said to exist. 

On the other hand, I also may be said to hold a doctrine of 

"univocalism", for I might be interpreted as saying that "object 

of reference" is a generic term for a large variety of specific 

senses of existence. Neither of these attributions is correct. 

First, because I have not spoken of expressions in general, 

to which the classification of "univocal"-’’multivocal’’ applies, 

but rather of utterances. When I said that each object of 

reference is something, I was not stating any deep ontological 

fact, but a triviality,lif not a tautology, for by the term 

"something" or "entity" I do not mean anything other than 

"referred-to object." 
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But still it might be thought that the concept of an 

object of reference is a generic concept holding the universal 

nature of being (or Being) in which all the referred to objects 

participate. This is incorrect. There is no one essential 

feature shared by all the objects of reference except the tri¬ 

vial feature of being referred to. As we have seen, objects of 

reference resemble each other (to use Wittgenstein’s helpful 

analogy) , as the members of a family do. 

Some logicians have tried to argue for a generic and 

univocal sense in which the word ’’exist” should be used. This 

was done in order to be able to translate in an unequivocal 

manner the one ultimate sense in which everything actually 

exists into mathematical logic notation. £3 x} is supposed to 

translate this one sense of existence, reading it as something 

like: ’’There is at least one.” For instance, Morton White 

reads Russell as saying that the concept of being something 

is a generic notion. He says, ’’From this statement (a Russell 

statement) one infers that being something is a genus of which 

being in space and time and being something not in space and 

time are species" /17, p. 1327. White also tells us that all 

occurrences of the existential quantifier [^x] are used in the 

same way, as if it would make any sense to say that it can be 

used in different ways expressing the differences that our or¬ 

dinary expressions such as "There is", "There are", "...exists", 

etc. express when used in different contexts. The existential 
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quantifier simply does not take account of these differences, 

but this is no reason to believe that the quantifier is useless 

or ambiguous in its use. White believes that if there were 

two senses in which "exists" is used ordinarily and if there 

were no generic notion to express the essential nature shared by 

the two senses of existence, then "One might just as well intro¬ 

duce a new existential quantifier" /Ï7, p. 134/. I do not see 

why one thing follows from another. It is clear to me that 

there is no need of an extra existential quantifier nor of a 

whole new set of them to correspond to the many senses in which 

things are said to exist. The nature of our objects of reference 

does not get mixed up in ordinary life. We do not try to buy 

relations or to iron problems. So there is no reason why we 

should get less confused with regard to the modes of existence 

of things when we translate our expressions into logical notation 

and then back again into ordinary language, or when we apply 

logic to concrete cases. 

The belief that existence has just one univocal sense 

arises mainly due to the attention given to general expressions 

in abstract, in disregard of concrete utterances, and has led 

several logicians to face the problem of deciding the existential 

status of universals when they translate expressions such as 

"There is a difference in age between John and Tom." Some, like 

Morton White, unwilling to accept that universals exist, reject 

the translation of such expressions in the form of: 
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[3x] [x is the difference of age between John and TomJ 

They believe that this mode of translation commits them to an 

ontological position of postulating the existence of ’’obscure en¬ 

tities or nonentities” /8, p. 1457. So they resort to heroic 

measures of previously translating the expression ’’There is a 

difference in age between John and Tom” into some other expres¬ 

sion such as "It is not the case that John is as old as Tom” 

which in turn can be translated into logical notation as: 

[3x] [3y] [FxyJ 

But of course, the previous translation works rather nicely in 

the examples given but not at all in other cases such as in 

"There is a difference in dignity between Zeus and Prometheus” 

or "It is possible that Zeus and Prometheus have the same 

dignity." We cannot understand why the translation of the 

first of this expression, for instance, in either of these two 

forms: 

r3x1 [x is the difference of dignityl L J L between Zeus and Prometheus J 
[3*] [3y] [D*y] 

would commit us to the unwelcome conclusion that we can shake 

hands with Zeus or kick the difference in dignity as we kick a 

ball. Thus, in logical notation we can have: 

[3 x] [x is a universaîj 

xj [x is a problem^ 
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[3*] [* is the Roman Empire^ 
[ B x3 [x ^-s h3*16! 

[3 x] [x is a ^act] 

Logical symbolism does not give us the different senses in 

which these objects exist. These senses can only be found in the 

context in which they are used to refer, £^JxJ can translate 

any object of reference. But this is not to say that I3xl is 

the essential nature of all objects of reference. 

There is one important sense in which our objects of 

reference can be said to exist independently or by themselves. 

Within a concrete context of reference, an object of reference 

can be referred to by several people as one and the same object; 

that is, the object does not exist only because and for one 

person (it is not said to exist only by one person), but it is 

a public object. That means that any person who is aware of 

the context can truly assert the existence of that object. In 

this sense, objects of reference can be said to be objective. 

Although this topic of the objective character of our objects 

of reference is an important and intricate one, the remarks 

made here should suffice to make evident the fact that objects 

of reference have an objective character and that they must 

necessarily have it if we are to succeed in communicating. 
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F) Subsistence of Objects of Reference 

Our objects of reference have the character of subsis¬ 

tence; that is, permanence through time. This must necessarily 

be the case because if this were not so, it would be impossible 

for us to refer at different times to one thing as one and the 

same thing--even though the thing has undergone certain changes— 

as we actually do. If this is the reason why we say that objects 

of reference are subsistent, then their subsistence does not 

need to be an absolute one; that is, objects of reference remain 

forever self-identical, self-dependent, without undergoing the 

least change. Each object of reference is a subsistent being 

because, and in the sense that, each has continuous identity as 

one and the same object of reference within a concrete context. 

Again we see that the character of subsistence attri¬ 

buted to a certain thing is relative to the context of reference. 

That means: what counts as a subsistent thing depends on the 

circumstances. To say that substances are relative to human 

forms of life can be misleading, if not openly absurd. We 

should rather say that what on an occasion can properly be said 

to be substantial--to be one and the same existent, simple, sub- 

sistent, objective entity--is determined by the circumstances 

of the occasion. 

Many, if not all, of our objects of reference under 

analysis (of one kind or another) reveal that they have changed 

and that in fact very many are constantly changing. One might 
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wonder why each of them is called and referred to as one and 

the same thing at different times, when obviously they are not 

identical to themselves at all those times. We make responsible 

and punish a criminal for crimes committed by him years before, 

regardless of how much he has changed. For the Civil Law, the 

criminal counts as the same responsible subject no matter how 

much he repents of his crimes. 

On some occasions when a certain thing undergoes a 

change, we do not call it by the same name anymore, and we do 

not consider it to be the same thing after the change takes 

place. For instance, after a cigarrette is consumed, we ordin¬ 

arily do not call it a cigarrette anymore, and we ordinarily 

do not refer to what is left of the consumed cigarrette as one 

thing identical with the cigarrette before it was smoked—as I 

speak of my car as the same entity before and after it had a 

tire changed. Why is this so? How can we account for these 

ways of speaking? Why is it that in some cases we seem to dis¬ 

regard certain changes and hold fast to calling a thing the 

same as before and in other cases some changes make us treat 

the thing as a different entity? 

Classical thinkers tried to explain this partly by 

establishing a hard and fast dichotomy between essential and 

accidental attributes. Accidental and essential properties, 

thought to inhere in absolute substances, were in turn thought 

to be absolute; that is, what was essential or accidental about 
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absolute substances depended on the nature of the substances 

themselves. So that when an essential property of a certain 

thing was altered, the thing should be named differently, for in 

fact, it was thought, it became a new thing. On the other hand, 

when an accidental property of a certain thing changed, such as 

location for instance, the thing was still the same entity; 

that is, essentially the same substance. 

My claim is that what counts as essential or accidental 

is also determined bythe occasion. 

Those changes that a certain object of reference under¬ 

goes but which do not prevent us from referring to it still as 

one and the same entity, can, on occasion, be properly called 

accidental changes. On the other hand, the changes that a 

certain object of reference undergoes which prevent us, on that 

occasion, from referring to it as one and the same thing, can 

properly be called essential changes. It is important to notice 

first, that I am not making a distinction between properties 

in general, but between changes; and secondly, that I am not 

making a general distinction between two general kinds of changes 

whose nature can be determined in general outside of any context, 

but of concrete changes within concrete contexts of reference. 

So, if in concrete cases we can discern essential and accidental 

changes, we can also, in concrete cases, speak of more or less 

relevant (accidental-essential) features of concrete things. 

For instance, on the occasion when we are distinguishing 
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automobils from bicycles, the feature of my car of having a 

red leather interior is a less relevant—or irrelevant--feature 

of it than its having four wheels, which is obviously a relevant 

feature. But in other circumstances, the feature of having a 

red leather interior might be a relevant one, for instance, when 

we are trying to identify my car out of a whole set of cars. 

Ordinarily, a cigarrette smoker makes a strong distinc¬ 

tion between a cigarrette and the cigarrette butt and the end 

products of the combustion of the cigarrette such as ashes, 

smoke, etc. For a cigarrette smoker, and ordinarily for us, 

they could not possibly be said to be the same, and this seems 

obvious from the fact that very different things can be said 

of each. If they were the same thing, then contradictory 

attributes would be predicated of it, i.e. ,TIt can be smoked”, 

”It cannot be smoked.” But from another point of view, within 

another context, a person can speak of the cigarrette, the 

cigarrette butt and the end products of the combustion as one 

and the same thing. It might be considered so, for example, 

by a chemist, who looks at the phenomena as the process of com¬ 

bustion of some stuff which chemically remains the same. (The 

atoms of carbon and oxygen, etc. remain the same.) 

But are not the cigarrette smoker and the chemist 

contradicting one another? How would the chemist speak if he 

were also a smoker? There is no contradiction if we attend to 

the context. What the chemist calls one thing and the smoker 
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two, are not identical, interchangeable objects of reference. 

The being of the cigarrette, so to speak, is determined by the 

intentions, needs, tastes, feelings, etc. of the smoker: the 

cigarrette is something that can be smoked. The cigarrette butt 

is something that can no longer be smoked. Equally, the being 

of the tobbacco molecules is determined by the interests, ques¬ 

tions, previous knowledge, that the chemist has. The chemist 

can experiment with burning tobbacco and also light a cigarrette 

and not try to smoke ashes because he is aware of the two differ¬ 

ent contexts of reference. 

It should be noted that when we speak of some particular 

feature, attribute, or property of a thing, this feature or 

attribute, insofar as it is an object of reference, can be said 

to be substantial in the same way as the thing is. Imagine 

that we are talking about an oil painting. We can go on talking 

about its grey key which is an attribute of the oil painting, and 

this is as much a one, existent, simple, subsistent and objec¬ 

tive entity as the painting is. We can find attributes of this 

attribute of the painting, e.g. its being too light in tone, too 

rich in tint, etc. This example illustrates the fact that sub¬ 

stance and attribute are not solely relative terms, that is, rel¬ 

ative to each other, but are in turn relative to context; that 

is, what counts as substance or attribute is determined by the 

context of reference. 
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John Locke considered substance (in its general sense) 

and attribute as two absolute poles relative only to each other. 

LockeTs primary and secondary qualities could not possibly be¬ 

came substance and its substratum could not possibly become an 

attribute. ("Become” in the sense in which the grey key attri¬ 

bute in the above example becomes a substance having the attri¬ 

bute of being too light in tone.) This belief originates in 

the Aristotelian notion that while the substratum is something 

that can subsist in itself, attributes need a substratum in which 

they inhere in order to exist. Locke says, "Not imagining how 

these simple ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom our¬ 

selves to suppose some substratum wherein they do subsist and 

from which they do result; which therefore we call substance" 

/12, p. 53; Essay, II, XXXII, l7. But LockeTs perplexity about 

the nature of this substratum arises partly from the mistaken 

belief that the distinction between substances and attributes 

is of an absolute character; that is, that it establishes, 

in general, an ontological distinction between two kinds of en¬ 

tities in themselves. We have seen that if we avoid this belief 

and, on the contrary, understand that substances and attributes 

are terms relative to our occasion of reference, then we would 

have avoided LockeTs perplexity about the nature of substances. 
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G) Concluding Remarks to the Second Section 

I believe that I have amply shown that our objects of 

reference have the substantial attributes of being one, simple, 

objective, existent and subsistent. I have also indicated the 

precise sense and the conditions in which each of these features 

can be predicated of any object of reference. That each of these 

substantial features is a necessary condition for every object 

of reference to be known is something that has also been estab¬ 

lished by showing that in each case if the concerning feature 

were missing in the entity supposedly referred to, then, we could 

not refer to it and consequently we could not speak of it and 

know it. I have shown as well that the substantial character 

of objects of reference depends upon the occasion bn which 

the referring acts that mention them take place. That is to say, 

the being of objects of reference is relative to the occasions 

on which they are referred to, and we have seen that these 

occasions are determined by human interests, needs, intentions, 

passions, conventions, institutions, language, etc. Thus, I 

believe that it has also been shown that the substantial being 

of objects of reference is determined by human needs, intentions, 

passions, conventions, etc. This is not to say that the being 

of every object of reference with all the peculiarities typical 

of it is totally determined by human needs, intentions, etc. 

We do not determine oranges to be spherical in shape or the 

color of the sky to be blue or electrons to have a negative 
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electrical charge with respect to protons. What human needs, 

passions, intentions, etc. totally determine is the substantial 

character that every object of reference has. That is, human 

beings with their forms of life, to use Wittgenstein’s expression, 

determine what is one, simple, existent, objective and subsistent. 

It is left now for me to show that the feature of being 

absolute that classical substances were supposed to have and 

objects of reference lack is not a necessary condition for the 

intelligibility of any object of reference nor a necessary con¬ 

dition for the being of knowledge. That objects of reference, 

substances, do not need to be absolute substances in order to 

be intelligible should be clear from the fact that we know ob¬ 

jects of reference, and we do not know of any object of knowledge 

that is not an object of reference as well; that is to say, 

we refer to the objects which we know. If it is a fact that 

we know objects of reference and objects of reference are not 

absolute substances, then it is clear that for something to be 

an absolute substance is not a necessary condition for it to be 

known. The classical thesis that postulates the substantiality 

of the world should be laid to rest. There is no reason to 

formulate it, and there is no reason to accept it. 

But there is more to be said. It is quite generally 

believed that it is one thing to be a necessary and sufficient 

condition for the being of knowledge, and it is another to be 

a necessary and sufficient condition for the intelligibility of 
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the world. It is believed that the intelligibility of the 

world is a necessary condition for the being of knowledge, but 

by no means a sufficient one. It seems quite obvious that in 

order to have knowledge, the intelligibility of the world does 

not suffice: there must also be intelligent beings that exercise 

their intelligence. Differing from this rather common-sense 

belief, I want to claim that if there were no human beings, the 

world would not be intelligible and consequently that what can 

constitute a necessary and sufficient condition for the intelli¬ 

gibility of the world can also constitute a necessary and suffi¬ 

cient condition for the being of knowledge. 

If we pay attention to what I have shown before—that 

the being of any object of reference implies necessarily the 

being of at least one act of reference to it, since it is 

thanks to acts of reference that objects or substances have 

being—we can conclude not only that the existence of objects 

of reference is necessary and sufficient for the intelligibility 

of the world, but also that objects of reference are the 

necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurance of knowledge. 

It might be thought that I am saying something absurd 

and am gratuitously assuming that reference is knowledge. One 

might think it absurd to say that if there are objects of 

reference then there is knowledge, implying that every object 

of reference is a known object. I am actually saying this. 

But it is not really absurd, even though it seems to contradict 
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experience blatently, because, for example, we all are familiar 

with cases in which we refer to unknown entities, or refer to 

entities the nature of which we are ignorant . Certainly 

there are objects of reference that we do not know. But we should 

investigate the matter more closely. 

I want to show that my claim does not deny these facts 

and that every object of reference is, in a sense, a known ob¬ 

ject. And this not in a very unusual and extravagant sense of 

knowing, but in a very familiar, fundamental and important 

sense, as we will see next. 

Any act of reference involves at least some form of 

knowing. By an act of reference we are able to distinguish 

the entity to which reference is made from all others. This 

should be obvious, for if a person cannot distinguish a parti¬ 

cular entity from other entities, he cannot possibly refer to 

it. In order to distinguish an entity from others, a person 

must have knowledge of at least one peculiar characteristic 

that the referred-to object possesses. Otherwise there would 

be nothing by means of which one could distinguish the entity 

from others. Therefore, reference to an entity implies that 

the person who refers to it has some knowledge of the peculiar 

characteristics of this entity that make it stand as a unique 

individual for the person that refers to it on the occasion. 

We must remember that there are no such things as absolute 

peculiar characteristics. What on a certain occasion counts as 
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a peculiar characteristic typical of an entity, again, depends 

upon the occasion, on the kind of entities that we want to 

contrast our entity with, on the purposes, etc. Hence, every 

object of reference is an object known to some extent. (In order 

to avoid possible misunderstanding, I want to make clear that 

I am not saying that in order for a person to refer to something, 

this person must know that his object of reference is one, simple, 

existent, subsistent, and objective, for, in fact, most people 

do not know this, but refer to things anyhow.) 

My claim does not contradict the fact that on some 

occasions we can properly say that we refer to things that we 

do not know* For instance, on the occasion of a murder, we can 

refer to the unknown criminal and say that we do not know the 

criminal. But what we are actually saying in a case like this 

is that we are ignorant of who the criminal is. We do in fact 

refer to the criminal, but we are able to do this because we 

have knowledge of some features peculiar to him (or her). We 

know that he (or she) is the murderer of this particular victim, 

that he (or she) killed the victim in such and such a manner, 

at a certain place, etc. Thus, when we refer to the unknown 

criminal, we refer to that particular individual who killed 

this particular victim in such and such a manner, etc. We say 

that we do not know the criminal when we are trying to find 

out who the criminal is. That means, again, that for the pur¬ 

poses, intentions, etc. of the speakers on this occasion, the 
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criminal, the referred to object, is not sufficiently known. 

We find similar cases on those occasions when biologists 

say that they do not know the virus that causes certain diseases. 

Again, here, reference to the virus, the nature of which is not 

yet sufficiently known, is possible only thanks to the knowledge 

that it causes a peculiar disease. 

We can see, therefore, that referring entails some 

knowledge. Whether this knowledge is sufficient for the occasion 

and thus allows us to call the referred to object "known" or 

whether it is insufficient on the occasion and the object refer¬ 

red to is said to be "unknown" cannot be deduced from the con¬ 

cept of referring; in order to find this out, we must look 

into each occasion. We see then, that when we speak of unknown 

objects of reference, we speak of objects of reference the nature 

of which is not sufficiently known for the purposes, needs, 

intentions, etc. that are present on each occasion. Objects of 

reference are said to be unknown or known only relative to 

occasions. 

My claims are, therefore, first, that if there is any¬ 

thing that is one, simple, existent, objective, and subsistent, 

this something is an object of reference, and that because it 

has this substantial nature, it can be known. Secondly, if 

there is something that is an object of reference, then it is 

an object known to some extent. And therefore, the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for the being of an intelligible substance 
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are also the necessary and sufficient conditions for the being 

of knowledge, for it has been conclusively shown that if there 

are substances, there must be knowledge of them as well. 

Thus I have shown that my thesis does not contradict 

experience and consequently that it is not absurd. But still, 

my thesis might be considered to be a trivial one. Of this I 

will speak next. 

My thesis might be understood trivially if one reads 

me simply as saying that if there is an object of reference, 

then there must be at least one act of reference that refers 

to it. To read me in this manner is to disregard all the analy¬ 

sis that I have done of the substantial aspect which objects of 

reference have relative to human acts of reference, and to disre¬ 

gard the analysis I have just done of the concept of referring, 

analysis that has shown us that referring implies the concept 

of knowledge. 

In the first place my thesis could not possibly be 

thought to be a trivial one if for no other reason than that 

many people, and among them philosophers, hold the contrary 

thesis that there are objects of reference, or possible objects 

of reference, that have an existence independent of their 

ever being referred to; that is, objects of reference in them¬ 

selves, waiting for us somewhere and somehow to refer to them. 

A good example is the concepts of substance of some of the 

classical philosophers. 
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Secondly, I want to say that one should not conclude 

from the fact that I have deduced my thesis solely from the analy¬ 

sis of the concept of referring and the concept of object of 

reference, that my thesis is a trivial one. The analysis of 

these two concepts has revealed to us: 1) that objects of refer¬ 

ence are substantial, 2) that they are only relatively substan¬ 

tial, 3) that they have their substantial being only insofar as 

there are referring acts that mention them, 4) that all referring 

acts involve the occurrence of knowledge, and 5) that all objects 

of reference are known to some extent. Because the concepts of 

substance and knowledge (that until now were rather foreign to 

the concepts of referring and object of reference) have come 

out necessarily from the analysis of the concepts of referring 

and object of reference, my thesis, which affirms the substantial 

character of objects of reference which must be necessarily 

known, is not a trivial one. 

My analysis has produced, I believe, a transcendental 

deduction for the a priori concept of substance by having shown 

that the intelligibility of the world necessarily involves intel¬ 

ligent human acts of reference. (The allusion, of course, is to 

Kant.) There is a strict correlation between the intelligibili¬ 

ty of the world and human intelligent acts of reference, in such 

a way that there would not be the one unless the other were also 

present. Because the conditions that guarantee the substantial 

intelligibility of the world--objects of reference being one, 
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simple, existent, etc.--are conditions given only when intelli¬ 

gent human acts of reference take place, I conclude that the 

same conditions that guarantee the intelligibility of the world 

guarantee the possibility and occurrence of knowledge. 

If we re-state the thesis of the substantiality of the 

world, now making use of my newly developed concept of substance 

as object of reference, we would be stating at one level a rather 

trivial thesis. To say that the world is substantial would be 

to say no more and no less than that the world is an object of 

reference as much as an apple, Pegasus, and someone's bronchitis 

are objects of reference. But to see the matter simply at this 

level is to disregard the most important claim of this work: 

that objects of reference are substantial entities and the only 

substantial entities that there are. If we are attentive to 

this discovery, we can see that there is a sense in which we can 

meaningfully and non-trivially say that the world--as the totali¬ 

ty of objects of reference—should be and is substantial. The 

sense is the following: if objects of reference, each in turn, 

were not one, simple, existent, objective and subsistent entities 

in the manner in which I have explained above, we could not know 

them, and if we could not know any object of reference, neither 

could we know the totality of them, i.e. the world. If it were 

not the case that all objects of reference have a substantial 

character, then the world would not be an intelligible totality. 

Whatever we speak of, whatever we refer to, is an entity which 
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is one, simple, existent, objective, and subsistent. 

There is nothing that is not a substance. How could 

there possibly be something that we cannot refer to? To speak 

of substances as independent of human beings is contradictory. 

There would be no substances unless there were referring acts 

done by human beings. In this sense, if there were no men, there 

would be no world. Both come necessarily together. 
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