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Introduction 
1. The Issue 

In retrospect, it seems clear: modernity has been built on ground 
broken in the seventeenth century. Early modern philosophy emerged 
in reaction to what had become of the Aristotelian tradition, rejecting 
the scholastic metaphysics of substantial forms and final causes, and 
developed under the banner of a decisive break with the past. The more 
research is done into the emergence and development of early modern 
philosophy, however, the more continuity is seen to lie alongside dis
continuity. The first half of the twentieth century saw significant 
growth in the availability of and interest in relatively unstudied source 
materials, bringing about a reconsideration of the relationship between 
the early moderns and their predecessors. Pierre Duhem's work was 
pioneering in this respect, finding the birth of seventeenth-century 
physics in fourteenth-century Paris. Such enthusiasm for 'precursors' 
was qualified, however, as the achievements and limitations of late 
medieval thought were more clearly articulated. In turn, this required 
a more complicated account of how the early moderns were able to 
draw conclusions evidently unavailable to their predecessors. More 
recently, philosophical interest in the period has continued to gain 
momentum. Scholars have been able to examine in detail how the con
ceptual and technical resources that cleared the ground for early mod
ern thought were developed. Moreover, it has become clear how
despite their claims to the contrary-the early moderns were invested 
in and indebted to the traditions to which they reacted. 

Yet that work of contextualization raises further difficulties. On the 
one hand, there seems to be no single moment in which early modern 
thought could be said without qualification to have broken with the 
medieval traditions. On the other hand, this is a period clearly marked 
by change, even innovation. The gesture of making a new start is 
repeated many times, and in many ways. How are we to understand 
and explain an effect that cannot be traced back to a single cause? It 
seems that some sense of continuity is needed. Although by no means 
uniform or univocal, a tradition (or, perhaps better, traditions) runs 
through the transition from the late medieval to the early modern 
period. Problems and resources for addressing them were inherited, 
appropriated, constructed, and at times actively excluded or sup
pressed. And those changes can be explicated. But the sense of continu-
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ity at stake is not simply that of identity, nor even of a continuous line 
of transmission. It is, then, a matter of how to understand change. How 
were conceptual resources and their limitations shaped and dealt with? 
How were the central problems, and what would count as an adequate 
response to them, determined? How, if continuity can be established 
virtually every step along the way, has the early modern period come to 
stand as a decisive break with the past? 

By focusing on problems concerning matter and materialism in the 
Aristotelian tradition, the essays presented here make significant con
tributions to opening up and exploring difficulties and prospects facing 
such questions. The wealth of recent research notwithstanding, this 
remains a relatively underdeveloped aspect of the history of philoso
phy, especially with respect to the transformations undergone by the 
medieval traditions. Moreover, problems concerning matter and materi
alism offer particularly fruitful resources for investigating those trans
formations. For those problems have to do not only with conceptions of 
matter, but also with a constellation of problems concerning change, 
causality, and how we know and explain phenomena. The transforma
tions undergone by that constellation of problems run along the major 
fault lines of the Aristotelian tradition and the emergence and develop
ment of early modern philosophy. 

Albeit in brutally short fashion, two such lines of transformation are 
worth recalling here. One concerns the identification of matter with 
potentiality; the other, the relationship between hylemorphism and 
atomism. For the Aristotelian tradition, the notion of matter is inher
ently bound up with the effort to explain change. At least in the context 
of natural philosophy, matter and form do not exist apart from one 
another. To identify matter with potentiality, then, is to point to the 
material aspect of things as that in virtue of which change takes place. 
In Aquinas' reduction of matter to pure potentiality, however, that dis
tinction is transformed through the assimilation of elements taken 
from the Neoplatonists and Avicenna as well as from Christian theol
ogy. To be sure, on Aquinas' account physical creatures are embodied, 
but in a crucial sense that embodiment (at least in the case of human 
beings) is accidental: soul and body are one only in a qualified way 
(Contra Gentiles II, 56). In turn, the identification of the intellect or 
rational soul with the form and substance of a human being is one of 
the decisive moments in the debates concerning the unity of the intel
lect. Aquinas' worry is that one material intellect serving all of human
ity entails that the intellect cannot be the form and substance of a 
human being. Conversely, the Averroistic tradition, in affirming the 
unity of both material and agent intellects, as well as the material ori
gins of all knowledge, is not inherently committed to limiting humanity 
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to its rationality. Moreover, the reduction of matter to pure potentiality 
recurs in Descartes' conception of matter as extension, and the con
comitant attribution of activity solely to thought, and ultimately God. 

The second line of transformation concerns atomism. Aristotle 
rejected Democritean atomism because the random collision of homoge
neous atoms cannot explain how different kinds of bodies interact in 
specific ways. In maintaining a close connection between matter and 
form, later atomism appears closer to the Stagirite's view. The crucial 
difference between the earlier and later atomistic conceptions, however, 
involves the rejection of final causality in favor of explanation in terms 
of efficient causes. The atomistic physics and chemistry of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries was made possible by the combination of a 
felt need to account for the generation or composition of things in terms 
of their parts and the limitations of analysis in terms of the principles 
of matter and form. These two lines of transformation, leading to mind
body dualism on the one hand, and the physics of lawful forces acting 
on atomistic bodies on the other, constitute the dominant strand of the 
tradition that emerged. 

Yet there were other currents, alternative trajectories that for vari
ous reasons were not incorporated within that dominant strand. 
Neither the medieval traditions nor the early modern period were 
unanimous-indeed, it is not without a certain irony that "Aristotelian" 
is said in many ways. The Aristotelian tradition includes, among oth
ers, Platonic, Neoplatonic, Islamic, Jewish, and Christian elements. 
Although readily caricatured in its scholastic modes, medieval philoso
phy manifests remarkable ingenuity and imagination in ferreting out 
possible responses to inherited problems (as well as in avoiding or fer
reting out the hint of heresy). Nevertheless, medieval philosophy in the 
Christian West stood in an uneasy relationship with its Islamic and 
Jewish predecessors and contemporaries. It was through the latter that 
the bulk of the Aristotelian corpus was introduced to the Latin-speak
ing world, as well as advances in geometry, algebra, astronomy, 
medicine, and other areas that influenced the development of early 
modem philosophy and science. But the Aristotelian corpus, in particu
lar, was appropriated primarily through the efforts of Christian 
thinkers contra Averroistas. And among later examples of such variety 
and difference, one notes Suarez' encyclopedic engagement with his 
predecessors; the blend of mysticism and chemistry in Paracelsus and 
Giordano Bruno; seventeenth-century debates among and between 
atomists and Cartesians; Spinoza's rejection of both atomism and dual
ism; and the vitalist materialisms of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. 
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The significance of this variety and complexity has yet to be ade
quately reckoned with. It calls into question the apparent unity and 
linearity of the history of philosophy, and poses serious questions about 
how we read and receive that history. The investigation of alternatives 
that were not incorporated within the dominant strand of the tradition 
offers potent resources for better understanding how the tradition has 
been shaped. Yet the fact of variety does not in and of itself obviate the 
extent to which such alternatives were not realized, did not become 
embodied in the changes in shared practices and principles informing 
the subsequent tradition. The dominant strand of that tradition 
emerged along with at least the idea of a decisive break with the past. 
The origins, character, and status of that break, and thus the status of 
philosophical resources found in the recesses of the past, are among the 
most pressing concerns facing ongoing work in the history of philoso
phy - both for understanding how the tradition we inherit has been 
determined, and for engaging resources that might yet be cultivated. 

2. The Essays 

Aristotle set the standard for the subsequent tradition, both in terms of 
the problems and the basic means and modes of addressing them. 
Nevertheless, the Stagirite explicitly understood himself as indebted to 
the tradition of which he was part. Rose Cherubin situates Aristotle's 
use of the notion of matter with respect to concerns about the possibil
ity of explanation raised by his Eleatic predecessors. Parmenides, Zeno, 
and Melissus were concerned with how claims that there are many 
things capable of motion and change lead to incoherent statements. By 
focusing on Aristotle's understanding of the requirements and limits of 
inquiry and Parmenides' invocation of the figures of justice, necessity, 
and fate, Cherubin shows how Aristotle's conception of matter as a 
cause responds to such concerns. 

In her essay, here translated into English for the first time, 
Anneliese Maier examines thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
responses to Averroes' account of how the elements remain in com
pounds in an intermediate state between potentiality and actuality. 
Through a consideration of the problem in such figures as Roger Bacon, 
John Dumbleton, and Petrus Aureoli, Maier explicates how the 
Scholastics attempted to deal with a tension between the account of 
substances as composites of matter and form and the effort to account 
for their generation as compounds of the four elements. 

One of the hallmarks of the Aristotelian tradition is the notion of 
prime matter. James B. South examines the relationship between the 
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conception of prime matter and scientific methodology in the sixteenth
century Aristotelian, Jacopo Zabarella. In his logical works, Zabarella 
develops the method of regressus, by which one reasons from a known 
effect to an unknown cause, determines the nature of the cause, and 
then demonstrates the effect through the cause. South shows how 
Zabarella's account of the existence and essence of prime matter exem
plifies that method, making clear the unity of Zabarella's methodologi
cal and natural philosophical concerns. 

Christoph Luthy tracks the evolution of Daniel Sennert's matter the
ory from an Aristotelian hylemorphism to a form of atomism. Here, too, 
elemental mixture is seen to be a crucial problem for Scholastic meta
physics and natural philosophy in relation to the natural sciences. As 
Luthy makes clear, Sennert is a particularly important figure because 
of how his gradual incorporation of atomistic elements into his matter 
theory pushes the hylemorphic account of matter to, and ultimately 
beyond, its conceptual limits. 

All too often subsumed under the idea of the "Scientific Revolution," 
the seventeenth century was marked by difficulty, difference, and 
debate. Christia Mercer examines one of the ways in which a tension 
between mechanistic conceptions of matter and bodies and certain 
metaphysical and doctrinal commitments persisted through the seven
teenth century. Focusing on the metaphysics of resurrection, Mercer 
exposes this tension in later seventeenth-century criticisms of the 
mechanistic models worked out in the first half of the century, and 
looks at Leibniz' understanding of substantial unity as an attempt to 
reconfigure the metaphysical basis of the new physics. 

Richard A. Lee takes up the work of reason in Hobbes' materialism. 
He argues that materialism, if it is not to fail as an account of things and 
fall back into myth or theology, must include a moment of rationality. By 
focusing on the relationship between the social and political sources and 
effects of ideas, and the freedom of reason, Lee shows how Hobbes' mate
rialist critique of scholastic metaphysics depends on the ways in which 
phenomenal immediacy is nevertheless mediated by reason. 

In her article, Julie R. Klein elaborates Spinoza's conceptions of mat
ter and body, situating Spinoza's rejection of both dualism and reduc
tive materialism with respect to his appropriation of Aristotelian 
resources via the Judeo-Islamic traditions. By focusing on central 
themes in Spinoza's thought such as aspectival difference and the rela
tionship between substance and modes and attributes, Klein shows how 
Spinoza is able to develop those resources in a conception of thought 
and extension as both inseparable from and irreducible to one another. 
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