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1. C. Normore, Some Aspects of Ockham’s Logic, in P.V. Spade (ed.), The Cambridge
Companion to Ockham, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge (UK) 1999, 48.

2. As is well known, there is a certain debate concerning the exact definition of
what ‘nominalism’ is, and it is not clear whether Ockham could be better described
as a nominalist or as a conceptualist, namely as a philosopher who held that univer-
sals are mental concepts – be they psychological qualities, or acts, or mere non-exis-
tent objects of representation. I cannot dwell here on these rather difficult histori-
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In a paper devoted to a brief presentation of Ockham’s logic,
Calvin Normore once stated that ‘the logic of the assertoric syllo-
gistic was well understood by Ockham’s time and, although his
presentation is not always standard, I know of nothing important
he adds to it’.1 In this paper I do not want to undermine Nor-
more’s claim, which expresses the consensus among medieval phi-
losophy scholars; I would rather explore why Ockham presented
the system of assertoric syllogistic in this non-standard way, espe-
cially with respect to the core doctrine of the dici de omni et de nul-
lo. My impression is that Ockham does not change the system of
assertoric syllogistic, which was already clear in Aristotle’s own
text, but that he interpreted the dici de omni in a new way, and that
his innovative reading is related to his nominalistic epistemology.2



In other words, Ockham’s assertoric syllogistic contains original
pieces of doctrine, which have been largely neglected by scholars,
because of Ockham’s more impressive contributions to other
fields of logic. This paper of mine is devoted to shedding new
light on Ockham’s neglected assertoric syllogistic.

1. INTRODUCTION: THE COMPLEX RELATIONS

BETWEEN LOGIC AND METAPHYSICS

From a merely theoretical viewpoint, there is some sort of
asymmetry between logic and the other philosophical disciplines.
In the philosophical system of the same thinker, logic appears to
have some sort of independence from other disciplines, whilst the
latter are affected by the logic, which the thinker endorses. In
what follows, I shall present some arguments against this received
view: I maintain that Ockham’s logic was affected by his meta-
physics and by his epistemology.

Let me first summarize the arguments which might support
the received view.

Logic is commonly said to be a merely abstract discipline,
which does not ground its core assumptions on either metaphysi-
cal, or epistemological claims; metaphysics, on the other hand, is
not meant to be the mere counterpart study of logic for most

graphical controversies. With respect to the controversy concerning the exact defini-
tion of ‘nominalism’, I refer to G. Galluzzo, The Problem of Universals and Is History.
Some General Considerations, «Documenti e Studi sulla Tradizione Filosofica Me-
dievale », 19 (2009), 335-369: here Galluzzo presents the approach to the problem of
universals (and consequently of realism and nominalism) from the perspective of
contemporary scholarship. Ockham is commonly presented as a nominalist philoso-
pher, but M. McCord Adams has convincingly argued in favour of his conceptual-
ism, though the English Franciscan often changed his mind on the very status of uni-
versals-consepts (see on this: M. McCord Adams,William of Ockham, vol. I, Universi-
ty of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana 1987, 73-75). It could thus be mislead-
ing to refer to Ockham as a mere nominalist; however, I shall maintain this imprecise
label, in order to refer to his rejection of any extra-mental existence of universals
throughout his philosophical career. This rough definition of his nominalism is suffi-
cient for our inquiry into the possible influence that this nominalistic theory could
have had on Ockham’s logic, and for this reason I shall avoid providing a more de-
tailed and precise description of Ockham’s intricate thought on universals.
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3. This aporia within Aristotle’s system is widely known; to my knowledge, the
best presentation of the aporia – together with a reasonable attempt at solving it –
is still J. Barnes’s paper Aristotle’s Theory of Demonstration, « Phronesis », 14 (1969), 14,
123-152.

philosophers, but is certainly influenced by the logic one assumes,
insofar as metaphysics, like every theoretical science, needs a the-
ory of deduction to prove its conclusions, and such a theory of de-
duction inevitably has an underlying logic. From this picture, it
would seem reasonable to infer that a particular philosopher’s log-
ical preferences are not necessarily connected to her metaphysics,
whilst metaphysics might be influenced, at least theoretically, by
her logic.

This outline, however, is at odds with many prominent exam-
ples of philosophical systems. The theoretic reason for this dis-
agreement might well be found in the fact that the logic which a
philosopher explicitly endorses and develops is not necessarily the
underlying logic of his system.

Among the various exampleswhich could illustrate this would
simply refer to the case of Aristotle.

In his theoretical treatises, Aristotle does not make use of the
theory of deduction which he expounded in his treatise on scien-
tific deduction, the Posterior Analytics, and consequently he does
not use as underlying logic of his scientific researches the logic de-
veloped in his Prior Analytics – although this latter logic, according
to him, is the most suitable one for his theory of deduction.3

The general scheme outlined above has a further limit, because
it does not acknowledge the possibility that a philosopher, while
he is trying to provide a formal way of expressing his theoretical
intuitions, is guided by his own research also to develop a logic,
which has the features he is looking for, in order to provide a suit-
able language and a suitable theory of deduction for his meta-
physics. Of course, there could be exceptions to this scheme: Aris-
totle’s categorical syllogistic, for example, seems to be a merely
abstract construction, which is not suitable to expound his meta-
physical, or physical intuitions. 

is 14 right herei
or is a repetition
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Aristotle himself, however, provides a good example of the idea
that some metaphysical or more generally philosophical intuitions
might lead a philosopher to the development of a certain logical
theory:4 take for example his modal syllogistic, which is certainly
not the underlying logic of his scientific treatises, but which seems
more suitable to capture some of the key concepts of Aristotelian
sciences (for example: the domain of physical changes is the do-
main of contingency; essential predicates, which are searched by
the metaphysician, belong necessarily to their subjects, etc.).

If modal syllogistic is a suitable logic for expressing Aristotle’s
philosophy, the historian of philosophy might wonder whether
Aristotle’s theory of predication, for example, is the ground on
which his modal logic is built up, and many scholars have indeed
defended this claim.5

All in all, the received view according to which logic is inde-
pendent of other considerations within a particular philosopher’s
system should be revised, since it admits many exceptions.

This paper will present a further significant case, which confirms
that the theoretic picture outlined above should be revised: I am go-
ing to claim that Ockham’s nominalistic epistemology is the philo-
sophical counterpart of his logical theory of suppositio confusa et dis-
tributiua, and that this theory is at the basis of Ockham’s treatment
of the ‘dici de omni et de nullo’, i.e. of the principles on which the
whole syllogistic logic is built up, according to Ockham.6

4. W.V.O. Quine’s rejection of modal logic, on the basis of his rejection of Aris-
totelian essentialism, provides another example of my claim that metaphysics may
influence a particular philosopher’s logic.

5. See P. Thom, The Logic of Essentialism. An Interpretation of Aristotle’s Modal Syllo-
gistic, Kluwer, Dordrecht-Boston 1996; M. Malink, A Reconstruction of Aristotle’s
Modal Syllogistic, «History and Philosophy of Logic », 27 (2006), 95-141.

6. On the connection between Ockham’s logic and metaphysics see now J. Pel-
letier, Connections between Metaphysics and Logic in Ockham’s Thought, «Recherches de
Théologie et de Philosophie Médiévales », 79 (2012), 427-447.
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7. Guillelmi de Ockham, Expositio in librum Prophyrii de Praedicabilibus, ed.
E.A. Moody, in Opera Philosophica II, St. Bonaventure University, St. Bonaventure,
New York, 1978, 11, ll.24-34) «Est autem tenendum indubitanter quod quaelibet res
imaginabilis est de se, sine omni addito, res singularis et una numero, ita quod nul-
la res imaginabilis est per aliquod additum sibi singularis; sed ista est passio conve-
niens immediate omni rei, quia omnis res per se vel est eadem vel diversa ab alia.

Secundo tenendum quod nullum universale est extra animam existens realiter
in substantiis individuis, nec est de substantia vel essentia earum; sed universale vel
est tantum in anima, vel est universale per institutionem, quomodo haec vox pro-

2. OCKHAM’S NOMINALISM

This paragraph is aimed at summarizing a story well known
among the students of medieval philosophy: Ockham is probably
one of the most prominent figures of that long current of thought
for which historiography has proposed the label ‘medieval nomi-
nalism’ (a label which, like every label, has its inadequacies, and
which has been reshaped many times, but never abandoned).
Ockham’s nominalism has two core tenets: the restriction of the
kinds into which realities may be grouped from Aristotle’s ten cat-
egories to only substance and quality (and relation, in a few cases);
the elimination of universals. The only things there are, according
to Ockham, are individuals. He does not reject the use of univer-
sal terms, i.e. of terms which are predicated of many things, but he
says that no reality corresponds to a given universal term. This
doctrine is clearly stated in his commentary on Prophyry’s Isagoge:

We should maintain that everything, which we could conceive of, is sin-
gular and one by number in itself, without any other added principle; in
other words, no thing, which we could conceive of, is singular thanks to
some external principle added to the thing itself, but this property of sin-
gularity belongs to all things without any mediation, because everything
by itself is either identical [with itself] or different from other things.
Secondly, we should maintain that no universal exists out of a soul, like a
real thing among individual substances, and no universal belong to the
substance or to the essence of individual substances; on the contrary, a
universal either is only in a soul, or is a universal by human convention,
like this uttered word ‘animal’, or similarly ‘man’ are universals, inasmuch
as they can be predicated of many. This is the case not by virtue of the
words in themselves, but by virtue of the things, which are referred to by
these words [by human convention].7
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This latter tenet is not justified on the basis of ontological parsi-
mony (the principle which has also been named after him ‘Ock-
ham’s razor’),8 but is defended by means of a criticism of all the
competitive realist alternatives which were available on the philo-
sophical market in his days.9

This general semantic theory has obvious consequences for
pure logic too. Aristotelian syllogistic notoriously treats universal
terms, and syllogistic is the logical system whichOckham presents
and reworks in his first treatise of the third part of the Summa logi-
cae. This rough claim about the occurrence of universal terms in
syllogistic certainly admits many exceptions, not only in Ock-
ham’s logic, which deals with singular propositions too,10 but even
in Aristotle’s own texts.11 However, it is certain that the systematic
description which Aristotle gives of his categorical syllogistic in
Prior Analytics A, 1-2, 4-7 does not take into account singular terms,
such as proper names, but simply universal terms.

lata ‘animal’, et similiter ‘homo’, est universalis, quia de pluribus est praedicabilis,
non pro se sed pro rebus quas significat ».

8. It is worth recalling that ontological parsimony could hardly be an innovation
in Ockham’s times, since it can be traced in many of his predecessors; furthermore,
the so-called ‘Ockham’s razor’ does not play any significant role in his arguments
and in his philosophical analysis (cf. A. Maurer, Method in Ockham’s Nominalism,
«The Monist » 61 (1978), 426-443 and A. Maurer,Ockham’s Razor and Chatton’s Anti-
Razor, «Med. Stud. », 46 (1984), 463-475).

9. Ockham picks up conspicuously different realistic theories concerning uni-
versals in his works, and he argues against each of them. The arguments developed
by Ockham against the realist side are rather complex, and a guide to them may be
found in McCord Adams,William of Ockham. Volume I, 13-69.

10. Cf. on this A. Robert, Les propositions singulières chez Guillame d’Ockham, in
A. Maierù – L. Valente (eds.), Medieval Theories on assertive and non-assertive language.
Acts of the 14th European Symposium on Medieval Logic and Semantics. Rome, June 11-15,
2002, Leo S. Olschki, Firenze 2004, 377-399. According to Ockham, a singular
proposition is a proposition whose terms refers to individuals. In his paper Robert
focuses especially on the complex theory which Ockham develops in order to deal
with singular terms referring directly to extra-mental individuals and not to men-
tal concepts. On Ockham’s doctrine of individual terms see also C. Panaccio, Intu-
ition, abstraction et langage mental dans la théorie occamiste de la connaissance, «Revue de
Metaphysique et de Morale », 97/1 (1992), 61-81, especially 72-77; cf. also P. Alféri,
Guillame d’Ockham. Le singulier, Les éditions de minuit, Paris 1989, 362-401.

11. See for example Aristotle, Prior Analytics, A, 33, 47b15-37.

danieldehaan
Highlight
Just "day" not "days"

danieldehaan
Highlight
Just "time" not "times"

danieldehaan
Highlight

danieldehaan
Highlight

danieldehaan
Highlight

danieldehaan
Highlight
I would say, "...an innovation of Ockham's time,…"

danieldehaan
Highlight
Do you want the singular or plural "analyses" ?

danieldehaan
Highlight
space?



Ockham’s reading of the dictum de omni et de nullo 269

12. G. Frege, Begriffsschrift, eine der Arithmetischen nachgebildete Formelsprache des
reinen Denkens, Verlag von Louis Nebert, Halle 1879.

A standard categorical Barbara syllogism is an argument of this
form:

Premiss 1. B is said of all A

Premiss 2. C is said of all B

Conclusion. C is said of all B.
In this argument, the terms A, B, and C are universal; their rela-

tionships, as they are stated in premisses and conclusion, imply
that some universal terms are predicable of other universal terms.

According to the semantic intuitions which are endorsed by a
philosopher, this predication might be roughly interpreted in two
ways.

(1) a universal A is predicated of a universal B, inasmuch as there is
a real relation, which links the two extra-mental realities of A

and of B;

(2) a universal A is predicated of a universal B, if all the individuals
which are referred to by A are in a certain relationship to all in-
dividuals which are referred to by B.

The first thick interpretation entails the latter: the extra-mental
universal is always a universal, which is related to the individuals
falling under it. However, the latter reading is minimalistic, and
seems not to postulate any real relationship between the universal
themselves; the only relationship signified by the fact that A is
predicated of B is a relationship among the individuals falling un-
der A, and the individuals falling under B.

These two interpretations might well influence the mere logical
reading of a proposition. Let me briefly present what a nominalist
might prefer as a formal expression of a predicative relation be-
tween universals. In the following sections of this paper, I will argue
that Ockham actually gave his preference to the particular reading
in which individuals and universals are of different semantic types.

As is well known, contemporary formal languages owe their se-
cure foundation to the work of the German mathematician Gott-
lob Frege, whose Begriffschrift12 presented the theory of quantifica-
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tion for first order logic as it is now taught to students in their first
logic class.

After G. Frege’s work, philosophers became accustomed to dis-
tinguishing carefully between the ‘is’ of identity, and the ‘is’ of
predication. This is pretty obvious to modern readers, but there is
a further assumption, which we are tempted to accept because of
its widespread use: we are indeed accustomed to following Frege
when we try to express a predication in a formal language.

According to Frege, a predicate is saturated by a subject – be the
subject a quantified variable or a logical constant. This implies that
a proposition like:

a) All human beings are able to laugh
is expressed, in the formal language of first order logic, in this
way:

a') ∀x (Hx → Lx)

where ‘H’ is the predicate ‘being a human being’ and ‘L’ stands for
‘being able to laugh’. Both ‘H’ and ‘L’ are unsaturated predicates,
which have no meaning unless they are saturated by the quanti-
fied variable ‘x’.

Analogously, a proposition like:

b) Peter is a man.

is expressed as:

b') M(p),

where ‘M’ is the concept-predicate ‘being a man’ and ‘p‘ is the indi-
vidual constant ‘Peter’. Again, ‘M’ needs to be saturated by a subject.

In both a') and b') the predicates are set theoretically of a distinct
semantic type from that of the subjects. Whilst in the first case the
grammatical subject of a) (‘all human beings’) becomes a predicate
in the formal expression, due to the necessity of introducing a quan-
tified variable, in the second case the grammatical subject is also the
subject of the formula, and this shows that predicates and subjects
are, in Frege’s view, of a different set theoretic type.

As Frege expressed himself: «The two parts into which a math-
ematical expression is thus split up, the sign of the argument and
the expression of the function, are dissimilar; for the argument is a
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13. G. Frege, Function and Concept, in Id., Collected Papers on Mathematics, Logic, and
Philosophy, edited by B. McGuinnes, Oxford, Basil Blackwell 1984, 141 (originally
G. Frege, Funktion und Begriff, 7).

14. Frege, Function and Concept, 146-147 (originally Frege, Funktion und Begriff, 17).
15. Geach is refererring to classical logic, which is, in his view, the only logic

there is.
16. P.T. Geach, Reference and Generality. An Examination of Some Medieval and Mod-

ern Theories, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York 1962, 34.

number, a whole complete in itself, as the function is not”;13

“statements in general, just like equations or inequalities or ex-
pressions in Analysis, can be imagined to be split up into two
parts; one complete in itself, and the other in need of supplemen-
tation, or ‘unsaturated’. Thus, e.g., we split up the sentence

‘Caesar conquered Gaul’
into ‘Caesar’ and ‘conquered Gaul’.
The second part is ‘unsaturated’ – it contains an empty place; only

when this place is filled up with a proper name, or with an expres-
sion that replaces a proper name, does a complete sense appear ».14

As a consequence of this theory, P.T. Geach consistently main-
tained that the Aristotelian logic of terms is simply misleading, be-
cause “a term, as conceived in Aristotelian logic, is supposed capa-
ble of being a subject in one proposition and a predicate in anoth-
er; since only names, not predicables, can be logical subjects,15 this
notion of terms has no application whatsoever”.16 Geach was in
my opinion right in pointing out the discrepancy between Aristo-
tle’s theory of terms, and Frege’s understading of the role played
by predicates and subject in a proposition, although his naive pref-
erence for classical logic, with its subsequent dismissal of Aristo-
tle’s formalization, is simply out of date.

However, let us adopt, for the sake of argument, the perspec-
tive suggested by both Frege and Geach, according to whom
names and predicates should be of a different semantic type.

Since this concerns merely formal expression, it should not have
direct consequences on metaphysical assumptions. One might well
continue to consider that the relation between concepts like ‘hu-
man being’ and ‘able to laugh’ does not directly involve a consider-
ation of the actual individuals falling under these concepts, but that
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it merely makes explicit what is contained in one of these concepts
– traditionally, ‘able to laugh’ has been taken to be a ‘proprium’,
which is implied by the essence of human beings.

However, a nominalist, who gives her preference to our (2)
reading of the relationship between universals, might well have an
analogous preference for an analysis of predication, in which con-
cepts (‘universals’) are unsaturated items, which form a complete
sentence if and only if they are saturated by subjects, which are al-
ways individuals – be they quantified over or not.

As Angelelli rightly points out, “because of unsaturatedness, no
Fregean concept or predicate may be a grammatical subject, nor,
consequently, a logical subject”.17 In my opinion, this thesis is very
near to that of a nominalist; although Angelelli, following his men-
tor I. Bochenski,18 tries to show that Frege’s logic is compatible
with Aristotelian philosophy (and this is pretty obvious, if we take
Frege’s logic as a mere formal language), the idea of unsaturated-
ness of concepts seems to me very near to the metaphysical as-
sumption concerning the mere mental reality of universals. In oth-
er words, the analogy between these two doctrines leads me to
think that a nominalist could well give his preference to a logic in
which predicated/concepts are unsaturated entities – since this
means, within the formal language, that they have no meaning tak-
en in themselves, but need to be saturated by subjects/individuals.

Could Ockham truly saturate the concept of this ‘hypothetical
nominalist’, whom I have depicted above? My answer is in the af-
firmative, even though a historical outline of the main competi-

17. I. Angelelli, Studies on Gottlob Frege and Traditional Philosophy, Dordrecht, D.
Reidel 1967, 95.

18. In his celebrated history of logic, Bochenski rightly underlined the novelty
of Frege’s contribution to quantification theory, but he underlined too his continu-
ity with respect to the Aristotelian tradition. As far as variables are concerned,
Bochenski clearly states that Frege simply developed an idea which we already
find in Aristotle: « die Variable, von Aristoteles eingeführt, wurde seither sowohl
in der Logik wie in der Mathematik ständig gebraucht [...]. In der mathematischen
Logik wird der Begriff der Variable das erstemal ausdrücklich eingeführt von
Frege » I. Bochenski, Formale Logik, Freiburg-München, Karl Aber 1956, 379.
Bochenski was guided by the idea that there is but one logic – namely, classical log-
ic – whose roots lie in Aristotle’s logic.
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tive positions should be added, before we start to analyze his rele-
vant texts. Furthermore, the influence of Ockham’s semantics on
his logic cannot be taken to be mechanical.

3. THE DICI DE OMNI IN ARISTOTLE AND IN SEVERINUS BOETHIUS

Our case study is the doctrine of the dici de omni and the nullo,
which Aristotle expands in Prior Analytics A, 1, 24 b26-30. The book
begins with a few words concerning the general theme of the trea-
tise (24 a10-15). After having presented the definition of proposition
(24 a16-b15), of term (24 b16-18), of syllogism (24 b18-22), Aristotle
distinguishes between complete and incomplete syllogisms (24 b22-
26) and adds a few more lines, which complete the set of these in-
troductory elucidations of key concepts of syllogistic:

That one term should be in another as in a whole is the same as for the
other to be predicated of all of the first. And we say that one term is pred-
icated of all of another, whenever nothing can be found of which the oth-
er term cannot be said; ‘to be predicated of none’ must be understood in
the same way.19

This text is relevant because Aristotle seems to think that a syl-
logism is complete if its conclusion follows from its premises sim-
ply in virtue of the ‘dici de omni et de nullo’. A categorical syllogism of
the mood Barbara is a complete syllogism of the first figure, which
has this structure:

1) B is said of all A

2) C is said of all B

Therefore 3) C is said of all A.
Aristotle said that the conclusion follows necessarily from the

premises on the basis of the dici de omni (cf. Prior Analytics A, 4, 25
b39-40). This observation led Alexander of Aphrodisias to think

19. Arist. Prior Analytics A, 1, 24 b26-30: « tÚ d¢ §n ˜lƒ e‰nai ßteron •t°rƒ ka‹ tÚ
katå pantÚw kathgore›syai yat°rou yãteron taÈtÒn §stin. l°gomen d¢ tÚ katå
pantÚw kathgore›syai ˜tan mhd¢n ¬ labe›n [toË Ípokeim°nou] kayÉ o yãteron
oÈ lexyÆsetai: ka‹ tÚ katå mhdenÚw …saÊtvsw » The English translation is taken
from The Complete Works of Aristotle, The Revised Oxford Translation, vol. 1, edited by
J. Barnes, Princeton University Press, Princeton 1984, 40.
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20. Cf. Alexandri Aphrodisiensis In Aristotelis Analyticorum Priorum Librum I Com-
mentarium, edidit M. Wallies, Berlin, G. Reimer (CAG II, 1), 1883, 54, ll. 21-29. On
Alexander’s and other commentators’ understandings of the doctrine of complete
and incomplete syllogisms see L. Gili, Boeto di Sidone e Alessandro di Afrodisia sulla sil-
logistica aristotelica, «Rheinisches Museum für Philologie », 154, 3-4 (2011), 375-397.

21. These labels were first employed by J. Barnes, Truth, etc., Oxford University
Press, Oxford 2007, 386-412. Following Barnes, I have also used these labels else-
where, because I have the impression that they make clear what orthodoxy is for
us, who have learned logic after Frege (cf. L. Gili, Alexander of Aphrodisias’ Solution to
the Puzzle of the Two Modal Barbaras: A Semantic Approach, «Doc. Stud. Trad. Filos.
Med. », 23 (2012), 35-64, especially 38, n. 6); it is likely that Barnes wanted to under-
line that the heterodox reading is both original and wrong, as by definition every
heresy is with respect to orthodoxy: needless to say, in his book Barnes wanted to
defend what he takes to be orthodoxy. However things may be, I have the impres-
sion that Barnes’s labels for these alternative readings will become popular among
scholars, mostly thanks to their clarity and their flippancy.

22. Bochenski, Formale Logik, 92.

that for Aristotle a syllogism in general is complete in virtue of the
‘dici de omni et de nullo’.20 Even though this is not clear from
Aristotle’s text, it remains beyond doubt that according to the Sta-
girite the dici de omni et de nullo is a key doctrine of his logic.

The main problem with this text is to understand whether Ar-
istotle held what I call the ‘orthodox reading’ of the dici de omni et
de nullo, or whether he endorses the ‘heterodox reading’ of it.21

According to the orthodox reading, the dici de omni states that A

is said of all B if
(OR) for every x, there is no x of which B is said, which is not A.
In other words, A is said of all B, if there is no individual, of

which B is said, which is not A.
Bochenski, who certainly was largely influenced by the formal-

ization of first order logic in his understanding of ancient logic,
does not even discuss an alternative reading of the ‘dici de omni’
and simply translates it into a universal proposition of the type of
a'), thus accepting the orthodox interpretation: « hier wird eine
Analyse der Aussage “A kommt jedem B zu” vorausgesetzt, die
folgendermaßen gedeutet werden könnte: “Für jedes x: wenn B

dem x zukommt, dann kommt A dem x zu”; es würde sich dann
um die moderne formale Implikation handeln ».22
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However, the text might suggest that A is said of all B if
(HR) for every term C, there is no C, of which B is said, which is

not A.
In this heterodox reading all terms are general – they could

well be one of the predicables, which, according to Alexander, are
the only possible candidate for terms which figure in a syllogism,23

but this is not crucial, at least for a sketchy presentation of the het-
erodox reading of the dici de omni et de nullo.

We are thus in presence of the mistake which P.T. Geach
thought he had found in Aristotle’s treatment of terms, namely
that names and predicates are terms of the same semantic type.

It is plain that picking up HR or OR has significant philosophi-
cal implications.

So what was Aristotle’s own understandig of the dici de omni et de
nullo?

It should be said that this issue is not clear among sholars.24 In
my opinion, there are two relevant arguments, each of which fa-
vors one of the alternative readings.

1. OR. As we have said, in Prior Analytics A, 1 Aristotle is presenting
some elucidations of key terms of his syllogistic. These elucidations
might well be considered definitions, and indeed most of the com-
mentators on this text look at Prior Analytics A, 1 to find the defini-
tions of term, of proposition, and of syllogism. If this is the case, we
could easily infer that Aristotle is defining the particular kind of pred-
ication, which later tradition labelled as dici de omni et de nullo.

Is this a sound definition?
Every definition is composed of a definiendum and by a definiens,

and one of the rules of a sound definition is that the definiendum

23. Cf. Alexandri Aphrodisiensis In Aristotelis Analyticorum Priorum Librum I Com-
mentarium, 366, l. 16-367, l. 14.

24. Among the supporters of the HR we count M. Frede (cf. B. Morison, Aristot-
le, Etc., « Phronesis » 53 (2008), 212-213) and M. Malink (cf. his TWI vs. TWN in Prior
Analytics I, 1-22, «Class. Quart. », 58 (2008), 519-536, especially 532); J. Barnes is per-
haps the most resolute advocate of the OR (cf. his Truth, etc. Oxford, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2007, 386-412), which has been cautiously defended by P. Crivelli too
(cf. his Semantiche per la sillogistica di Aristotele, in M.S. Funghi, ed., Papiri filosofici. Mis-
cellanea di studi VI, Firenze, Olschki 2011, 297-317).
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cannot figure in the definiens, otherwise the definition would be
circular. This rule was known to Aristotle, who expanded it in
Topics, Z, 2, 139b19-22: here Aristotle says that a synonym cannot
be the definition of its synonym, because definitions are given to
clarify what is defined, not to hide it (cf. Topics, Z, 1, 139 b13-15).
Therefore, the definition of the dici de omni et de nullo cannot con-
tain the dici de omni et de nullo, or any synonymical exposition of it.
However, this happens with the HR, since it states that

A is said of all B ≡ there is no C, such that B is said of all C, and
A is not said of all C.

The relation ‘is said of all’, which figures in the definiendum, ap-
pears also in the definiens, and thus the definition is ill-formed. In
contrast, in the OR we have two types of relations, since the rela-
tions connect terms of different semantic types. Thus the defini-
ton is sound, and might be expressed as follows:

A is said of all B ≡ for every x, there is no x of which B is said,
which is not A.

HR. There is, however, a strong argument in favour of the het-
erodox reading too. If we think that every term which figures in a
syllogism should be one of the predicables, then we should also
endorse the HR. In recent times, some scholars have suggested
considering Aristotle’s syllogistic as the counterpart of Aristotle’s
theory of predications. In particular, modal syllogisms are meant
to express the relations between propositions whose necessity or
contingency is explained on the basis of the sorts of predicable
which figure as terms in these propositions. These relationships
have been said to be ‘mereological’, because the relationships
among genera, species, differentiae, propria, and definitions might
be accounted for as relationships among parts and wholes.

The advantage of this interpretation is that it provides a reason-
able account of Aristotle’s modal syllogistic25 – a sector of his logic
which has puzzled the commentators for centuries. Of course it is
possible to defend Aristotle’s modal syllogistic also in the context of
a formalization within first order logic,26 and thus one could even
support the OR, if one’s aim is to provide a reading of the dici de om-

25. Cf. M. Malink, A Reconstruction of Aristotle’s Modal Syllogistic, 95-141.
26. Cf. U. Nortmann, Modale Syllogismen, mögliche Welten, Essentialismus Eine
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ni et de nullo, which is compatible with a reasonable and satisfactory
account of Aristotle’s modal syllogistic. However these readings
have the significant shortcoming of departing from the text, by in-
troducing complex logical models, in order to make sense of Aris-
totle’s puzzling claims.27 On the other hand, the mereological read-
ing seems not only to follow more closely the text of the Prior Ana-
lytics, but also to be consistent with Aristotle’s theory of predication,
as it is expanded in the Topics. Therefore, if the mereological reading
should be preferred, the HR should be preferred too.

As I have tried to make clear, it is not easy to establish whether
Aristotle endorsed the OR or the HE.28

However, it is worth noting that some of Aristotle’s commenta-
tors clearly chose one of the two options. Of the many examples
which could be selected, I intend to dwell on Boethius’ and on
Aquinas’s presentation of the dici de omni et de nullo, because both
philosophers were realist – in the sense that they claimed for some
sort of extramental reality of the universals – and they were both
known to Ockham.

Boethius29 dwells on the dici de omni et de nullo in one of his two
treatises devoted to syllogistic.30 Whilst his later Introductio ad syllo-

Analyse der aristotelischen Modallogik, Berlin - New York, W. de Gruyter 1996; A. Ri-
ni, Aristotle’s Modal Proofs. Prior Analytics A8-22 in Predicate Logic, Dordrecht - Heidel-
berg - London - New York, Springer 2011.

27. Cf. my review of Rini’s monograph: L. Gili, ‘Aristotle’s Modal Proofs. Prior Ana-
lytics A8-22 in Predicate Logic’ by A. Rini, «Anc. Philos. », 32/1 (2012), 206-211.

28. For other arguments in favour of each of the alternative readings see Crivel-
li, Semantiche per la sillogistica di Aristotele, 297-317.

29. Severinus Boethius (ca. 480 - ca. 525) was a Roman statesman and Neoplatonic
philosopher, who translated into Latin, and commented upon, many of Aristotle’s log-
ical works. Thanks to his translations, many works of Aristotle were known in the high
Middle Ages in the Latin West. On his fortune in the Middle Ages see J. Marenbon,
Boethius, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2003, 164-182 (at 165-170 Marenbon dwells on
the fortune of Boethius’ logical translations and logical treatises); C. J. Martin, The Log-
ical Textbooks and Their Influence, in J. Marenbon (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
Boethius, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2009, 56-84. On Boethius’ logic see
the classical monograph by K. Dürr, The Propositional Logic of Boethius, North Holland
Publishing Company, Amsterdam 1951; more recently T. Suto has produced a magnifi-
cent study of Boethius’ commentaries on Aristotle’s De Interpretatione (Boethius on Mind,
Grammar and Logic. A Study of Boethius’ Commentaries on Peri hermeneias, Brill, Leiden 2012).

30. Boethius translated Aristotle’s Prior Analytics, but did not comment upon
them. His translation has been edited by L. Minio-Paluello (Aristoteles Latinus. III 1-4.
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Analytica Priora. Translatio Boethii (recensiones duas). Translatio anonyma. Pseudo-Philoponi
aliorumque scholia. Specimina translationum recentiorum, edidit L. Minio-Paluello, De-
sclée de Brouwer, Bruges-Paris 1962, 1-191).

31. C. Thomsen Thörnqvist, Anicii Manlii Severinii Boethii Introductio ad syllogismos
categoricos, Critical edition with introduction, commentary, and indexes, University
of Gothenburg - Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, Gothenburg 2008.

32. C. Thomsen Thörnqvist, Anicii Manlii Severinii Boethii De syllogismo categorico,
Critical edition with introduction, translation, notes, and indexes, University of
Gothenburg - Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, Gothenburg 2008.

33. None of the Latin translations edited by Lorenzo Minio-Paluello in Volume
III 1-4 of the Aristoteles Latinus presents this alternative reading, which is however
grammatically possible, inasmuch as the term mhd°n is translated as ‘nullum’ in all the
occurrences of the expression mhdenÒw (de nullo). These choices of the translators sug-
gest that Boethius’ (heterodox) understanding of the passage was highly influential.

gismos categoricos31 does not focus on syllogistic, but rather on some
preliminary questions on terms and propositions, which largely
depend on the De Interpretatione, in the second book of his De syllo-
gismo categorico32 Boethius actually presents the system of syllogistic,
and in this context he expands the dici de omni et de nullo.

Before tackling his original observations, let me quote his
translations of Prior Analytics A, 1, 24 b26-30:

1. In toto autem esse alterum altero et de omni praedicari altero alterum
idem est. Dicimus autem de omni praedicari quando nihil est sume-
re subiecti de quo alterum non dicatur; et de nullo similiter (recensio
florentina, ed. Minio-Paluello, 1962, 6, ll. 20-23).

2. In toto vero esse aliud in alio et de omni praedicari alterum de altero
idem est. Dicimus autem de omni praedicari quando nihil sit sumen-
dum subiecti de quo alterum non dicatur; et de nullo similiter (re-
censio carnutensis, ed. Minio-Paluello, 1962, 144, ll. 6-8).

Both translations are faithful to the original Greek; what is
worth underlining is that the expression ‘nihil subiecti’, which oc-
curs in both versions, is compatible with the HR, whilst a possible
alternative reading like ‘nullum subiecti’ would have led us to the
considerations of the individuals falling under the subject, and this
would have been compatible with the OR, but hardly with the
HR33. It is important to stress Boethius’ choice of translation, be-
cause it occurs in his autonomous treatise on the syllogism too.
The relevant passage is worth quoting in full:
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34. Boethii De syllogismo categorico, 44, l. 7 - 45, l. 6: « Et prius, quid sit esse in omni
uel non esse, paucis ostendam. Si qua enim res alterius genus fuerit, omnem intra
se speciem continebit et in toto genere species illa esse dicetur. Sit enim genus ani-
mal, homo uero species; homo ergo, quoniam minus est quam animal, in toto ani-
mali esse dicitur (omnis enim homo animal est). Si quis ergo sic dicat aliquam rem
de omni alia praedicari conuersa uice, nihil interest; nam sicut in toto animali ho-
mo est, sic etiam animal de omni homine praedicatur. In toto uero non esse est,
quotiens aliqua res ab alia re omni disiuncta est, ut si dicas: ‘Animal in nullo lapide’
(nullum enim animal lapis est) et si dicas: ‘Animal de nullo lapide praedicatur’ (de
nullo enim lapide animal dicitur). Definimus ergo in toto esse uel in toto non esse
si: In toto esse uel de omni praedicari dicitur, quotiens non potest inueniri aliquid
subiecti, ad quod illud, quod praedicatur, dici non possit (namque nihil hominis
inuenitur, ad quod animal praedicari non possit); in toto uero non esse uel de nul-
lo praedicari dicitur, quotiens nihil subiecti poterit inueniri, ad quod illud, quod
praedicatur, dici possit (nihil enim lapidis inueniri potest de quo animal possit
praedicari) ». The translation is taken from Boethii De syllogismo categorico, 125.

And first, I will briefly explain what it means for something to be or not to
be in another as in a whole. For if something is the genus of another, it will
contain the whole species within itself and that species will be said to be in
the genus as in a whole. Now, let the genus be animal and the species
man. Then man, having a smaller extension than animal, is said to be in
animal as in a whole (for every man is an animal). If someone says it is the
other way around, i.e. that one thing is predicated of all of another, it is the
same, because just as man is in animal as in a whole, animal may also be
predicated of every man. That something is not in another as in a whole is
the case when one thing is altogether disjoined from another, as for in-
stance if you say ‘Animal is in no stone’ (for no animal is a stone) and if you
say ‘Animal is predicated of no stone’ (for animal is said of no stone).34

This text is not unambiguous, because expressions like ‘omnis
homo animal est’ seem to suggst that Boethius is taking the term
‘homo’ as a shortening for all individuals falling under it. Howev-
er, Boethius is clear in maintaining that the terms which figure in
a proposition which could be analyzed by means of the dici de om-
ni et de nullo are the predicables: he clearly states that A is B as in a
whole, if B is the genus of the species A. This is clear also from an-
other passage, in which Boethius discusses what a subject, and
what a predicate is. This passage belongs to his explanation of
what a proposition is:
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35Boethii De syllogismo categorico, 16, l. 13- 17, l. 9: «Diuiditur ergo, ut dictum est,
propositio in id, quod subiectum est et in id, quod praedicatur. Dico autem subiec-
tum in propositione ‘Omnis homo animal est’ ‘hominem’, id uero, quod praedi-
catur, dico ‘animal’. Et semper quod praedicatur aut abundat et superest subiecto
aut aequatur; minus uero praedicatum a subiecto numquam reperietur. Sed id,
quod diximus, patefaciamus exemplis. Praedicatum a subiecto abundat, quotiens
genus aliquod de aliquo praedicatur, ut si dicas: ‘Omnis homo animal est’; non en-
im potes conuertere, ut dicas: ‘Omne animal homo est’, quia ‘animal’ ab ‘homine’
plus est et abundat. Aequatur autem praedicatum subiecto, quotiens proprium
quoddam cuiuspiam praedicatur, ut ‘Omnis homo risibilis est’ potes conuertere
‘Omne risibile homo est’. Vt autem minus sit id, quod praedicatur, ab eo, quod
subiectum est, fieri nequit. Dicitur etiam praecedere praedicatum, sequi quod
subiectum est; idonior est enim praedicatio constituere propositionem, quam id,
quod subiectum est » the translation is taken from Boethii De syllogismo categorico,
108. In my opinion, the apparatus fontium of C. Thomsen Thörnqvist’s edition fails
to provide the exact sources of this passage, which are Alexander of Aphrodisias’
commentary on Aristotle’s Prior Analytics (cf. especially Alexandri Aphrodisiensis In
Aristotelis Analyticorum Priorum Librum I Commentarium, edidit M. Wallies, Berlin,
G. Reimer [CAG II, 1], 1883, 25, ll. 7-9) and Alexander’s commentary on the Topics
(cf. Alexandri Aphrodisiensis In Aristotelis Topicorum Libros Octo Commentaria, edidit
M. Wallies, Berlin, G. Reimer [CAG II, 2], 1881, 63, l. 21; 65, l.3). For a discussion of
this issue see L. Gili, A neglected source of Boethius’ De syllogismo categorico, forthcoming
inMnemosyne.

So, as mentioned, the proposition is analysed into the subject and the
predicate. What I mean is that, in the proposition ‘Every man is an ani-
mal’, ‘man’ is the subject, while ‘animal’ is the predicate. And the predi-
cate is always either greater than the subject and exceeds it or is equal to
it. But the predicate is never found to be less than the subject. Let us
make clear what we have said with some examples. The predicate ex-
ceeds the subject when some genus is predicated of something, as when
you say ‘Every man is an animal.’ For you cannot convert this and say
‘Every animal is a man’, because ‘animal’ is greater than ‘man’ and exceeds
it. Again, the predicate is equal to the subject when a certain property of
something is predicated, as when you say ‘Every man can laugh’, because
you can convert this and say ‘Everything that can laugh is a man.’ But it
can never happen that the predicate is less than the subject. The predicate
is also said to precede and the subject to follow. For a predication is better
suited to forming a proposition than a subject is.35

Boethius is clearly echoing Alexander of Aphrodisias, and what
is worth noting is that he conflates Alexander’s explanation of the
dici de omni – where Alexander clearly states that the predicate has



Ockham’s reading of the dictum de omni et de nullo 281

an extension equal to, or larger than that of the subject – and
Alexander’s opinion concerning the role played by the predicables
in any proposition. By doing so, Boethius undoubtedly chooses to
endorse the HR of the dici de omni et de nullo, since he is implicitly
stating that every term which could be either subject or predicate
in a premise, or in a conclusion of a syllogism should be one of the
predicables. Now, since the dici de omni is what grants the validity
of a Barbara syllogism,36 it follows that the propositions which fig-
ure in the dici de omni et de nullo should be constructed like the
propositions which are either premises or conclusions of a syllo-
gism. In other words, the third term C, which the dici de omni et de
nullo introduces in order to explain the relation between a term A

and a term B, should be a praedicable like A and B. And if C is a
praedicable, it cannot stand for an individual, but it rather refers to
a universal concept.

4. THE DICI DE OMNI ET DE NULLO

ACCORDING TO THOMAS AQUINAS

Boethius’ analysis was highly influential in the Middle Ages. As a
proof of this statement, I shall briefly show how it influenced
Thomas Aquinas. As is well known, Thomas Aquinas did not com-
ment on Aristotle’s Prior Analytics, and his interest in pure logic was
certainly peripheral in his philosophical system.37 However, his
commentary on Posterior Analytics is scattered with informations
which suggest that he may have preferred the HR of the dici de omni
et de nullo.

Aquinas’s text is not uncontroversial, and perhaps more than
one single and consistent intuition is at work in his remarks on
Aristotle’s text; however, what is clear is that Aquinas too under-
stands the relation expanded by the dici de omni et de nullo as a rela-

36. Arist., Prior Analytics, A, 4, 25 b39-40.
37. Apart from a short treatise on modal propositions, Aquinas did not write any

text exclusively devoted to logic. The treatise De fallaciis is of doubtful attribution,
and in any case does not show any particular engagement in the logical debate of
the time.
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tion between predicables. Hence, the HR seems to suit Aquinas’
ideas better than the OR.

Aquinas refers to the dici de omni in his commentary on Aristo-
tle’s Posterior Analytics, A, 4, 73 a28-34. The medieval philosopher
establishes a correlation among the dici de omni (or universal pred-
ication), the per se predication, and ‘aliquid primo praedicari’.38

According to him, if A is said per se of B, then A is said de omni B; on
the contrary, from the fact that A is said de omni B, it does not fol-
low that A is said per se of B, i.e. it does not follow that A is in the
definition of B, or that B is in the definition of A.

This claim does not undermine the HR. It is obvious that the di-
ci de omni does not express a relation only between species, genera,
and differentiae. However, we cannot infer from the above pas-
sage that Aquinas is saying that the third term, which the dici de
omni introduces in order to explain the relation between two
terms, refers to individuals, because there are predicables other
than species, genera and differentiae, which could figure as third
term in a predication de omni, which is not a predication per se. This
is clear from an example proposed by Aquinas himself: «many
things are said universally of certain things to whch they do not
belong per se and as such. Thus, every stone is colored, but not pre-
cisely as stone, but as it has a surface ».39

38. Cf. Sancti Thomae de Aquino,Opera Omnia, Tomus I* 2, Expositio libri Posterio-
rum, editio altera retractata, cura et studio fratrum praedicatorum, Roma-Paris, Com-
missio Leonina-Vrin 1989, lib. 1, lect. 9, 37, ll. 46-66: «Hec autem tria se habent ex ad-
ditione ad inuicem: nam omne quod per se predicatur, etiam uniuersaliter predicatur,
set non e converso; similiter omne quod primo predicatur, predicatur per se, sed non
conuertitur; unde etiam apparet ratio ordinis istorum. Differencia etiam et numerus
istorum trium apparet ex hoc quod aliquid predicari dicitur de omni siue uniuersali-
ter per comparationem ad ea que continentur sub subiecto: tunc enim dicitur aliquid
de omni, ut habetur in libro Priorum, quando nichil est sumere sub subiecto de quo
praedicatum non dicatur; per se autem dicitur aliquid predicari, per comparationem
ad ipsum subiectum, quia ponitur in eius diffinitione uel e converso, ut infra patebit;
primo autem dicitur aliquid predicari de altero per comparationem ad ea que sunt
priora subiecto et continentia ipsum: nam habere tres angulos etc., non predicatur
primo de ysoschele, quia prius predicatur de priori, scilicet de triangulo».

39. St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle, translat-
ed by F.R. Lercher, Albany, New York, AGI Books 1970, 37. Latin text: «multa en-
im uniuersaliter predicantur, que non conueniunt ei per se et secundum quod ip-
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However, when we look at Aquinas’s presentation of the dici de
omni, we do not find an unambigous endorsement of the HR.
Thomas observes that the dici de omniwhich is employed by the sci-
entist differs from that expanded in the Prior Analytics, where the re-
lation de omni was more generic, and was not said to hold in every
case and at every instant in time. This more generic version of the
dici de omni is used both by the scientist and by the dialectician:

it should be noted that the phrase “said of all,” is taken here in a sense
somewhat different from the sense it has in the Prior Analytics, where it is
taken in a very general sense so as to accomodate both the dialectician
and the demonstrator. Therefore, no more is mentioned in its definition
than that the predicate be found in each of the items included under its
subject. But that might be verified only at a given moment – which is the
sense in which the dialectician sometimes uses it; or it might be verified
absolutely and at all times – which is the sense to which the demonstra-
tor must always limit himself.
Accordingly, two things are mentioned in the definition of “said of all”:
one is that there is nothing within the extension of the subject that the
predicate does not apply to. And he indicates this when he says, “not of
one to the exclusion of others”; the other is that there is no time in which
the predicate does not belong. And this he indicates when he says, “not at
this or that time only.” And he gives the example of “man” and “animal,”,
saying that “animal” is predicated of every man; and of anything of which
it is true to say that it is a man, it is true to say that it is an animal, and
whenever it is a man, it is an animal. The same is true between line and
point: for a point is in every line and always in every line.40

sum, sicut omnis lapis coloratus est, non tamen secundum quod lapis, set secun-
dum quod est superficiem habens » (Sancti Thomae de Aquino Expositio libri Poste-
riorum, lib. 1, lect. 11, 43, ll. 31-35).

40. St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle, 32-33
(slightly modified). Latin text: «Ad quod sciendum est quod ‘dici de omni’, prout
hic sumitur [i.e., in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics], addit supra ‘dici de omni’, prout
sumitur in libro Priorum: nam in libro Priorum accipitur ‘dici de omni’ commu-
niter, prout utitur eo et dyalecticus et demonstrator, et ideo non plus ponitur in
diffinitione eius quam quod predicatum insit cuilibet eorum que continentur sub
subiecto. Hoc autem contingit uel ut nunc, et sic utitur quandoque ‘dici de omni’
dyalecticus; vel simpliciter et secundum omne tempus, et sic solum utitur eo
demonstrator.

Et ideo in diffinitione ‘dici de omni’ duo ponit. Quorum unum est ut nichil sit
sumere sub subiecto cui predicatum non insit; et hoc significat cum dicit: non in
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From the above passage it could be inferred that Aquinas is in-
terested in distinguishing the ‘scientific’ version of the dici de omni
et de nullo, which says that the predicate always holds (or not holds)
of the items falling under the subject, and the general version of
the dici de omni et de nullo, which simply states that the predicate
holds (or not holds) of the items falling under the subject. How-
ever, Aquinas does not specify whether these items are sets, or in-
dividuals, or both.

Perhaps more light could be shed on Aquinas’s interpretation if
we recall that for him the dici de omni is equivalent to universal
predication. There is a passage in Aquinas’s commentary on the
Metaphysics, which expounds Aquinas’s understanding of universal
predication:

Third, he explains the foregoing senses of whole. First, he explains the
first sense. He says that a whole is a universal “or what is predicated in
general,” i.e., a common predicate, as being some one thing as a universal
is one, in the sense that it is predicated of each item just as the universal,
which contains many parts, is predicated of each of its parts. And all of
these are one in a universal whole in such a way that each of them is that
one whole; for example, “living thing” contains “man” and “horse” and
“god”, because “all are living things”, i.e. because “living thing” is predi-
cated of each. By god he means here a celestial body, such as the sun or
the moon, which the ancients said were living bodies and considered to
be gods; or he means certain ethereal living beings, which the Platonists
called demons, and which were worshipped by the pagans as gods.41

quodam quidem sic et in quodam non. Aliud est quod non sit accipere aliquod tempus
in quo predicatum subiecto non conveniat; et hoc designat cum dicit: neque ali-
quando sic, aliquando non sic. Et ponit exemplum: sicut de omni homine predicatur ani-
mal, et de quocunque uerum est dicere quod sit homo, uerum est dicere quod sit animal,
et quandocunque est homo, est animal. Et similiter se habet de linea et puncto:
nam punctum est in linea qualibet et semper » (Sancti Thomae de Aquino Exposi-
tio libri Posteriorum, lib. 1, lect. 9, 37, ll. 75-98.).

41. St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Translation and In-
troduction by J.P. Rowan, Notre Dame, Indiana, Dumb Ox 1961, 383-384 (slightly
modified). Latin text: «Tertio ibi, universale quidem exponit praedictos modos
totius; et primo primum, dicens quod universale et quod totaliter idest quod com-
muniter praedicatur, dicitur quasi sit aliquod unum totum ex hoc quod praedicatur
de unoquoque, sicut universale, quasi multa continens ut partes, in eo quod praed-
icatur de unoquoque. Et omnia illa sunt unum in toto universali, ita quod unum-

danieldehaan
Highlight
I'm not sure about this locution. Does it affect the extension to say

"or does not hold" ?

danieldehaan
Highlight



Ockham’s reading of the dictum de omni et de nullo 285

This universal predication is the predication of the whole,
which is said of its constituent parts.42 This mereological approach,
which Aquinas suggests in this passage, might shed a light on his
understanding of the dici de omni: individuals are not proper ‘parts’
of a species, whilst species are parts of genera, and genera are said
of their species, and constitute them. Furthermore, Aquinas’ ex-
amples (which are taken from Aristotle) do not present individu-
als, but rather species. As a consequence, it seems that Aquinas’
understanding of ‘communiter praedicari’ implies that he en-
dorsed the HR of the dici de omni et de nullo. However this is a
tempting conclusion, we cannot go further, since Aquinas’s texts
do not show a clear preference for one of the two alternative read-
ings; nonetheless, it is worth noting that Boethius’ heterodox
reading remained influential, and that Aquinas’ texts seem not to
depart from Boethius’ understanding of the issue.

quodque illorum est illud unum totum. Sicut animal continet hominem et equum
et Deum, quia omnia sunt animalia, idest quia animal praedicatur de unoquoque.
Deum autem hic dicit aliquod corpus caeleste, ut solem vel lunam, quae antiqui
animata corpora esse dicebant et deos putabant. Vel animalia quaedam aerea, quae
Platonici dicebant esse Daemones, et pro diis colebantur a gentibus » (S. Thomae
Aquinatis In duodecim libros Metaphysicae Aristotelis Expositio, editio iam a M.-R. Ca-
thala exarata retractatur cura et studio R. M. Spiazzi, Taurini-Romae, Marietti
1964, 284, lib. V, lect. 21, n. 1100.).

42. In a recent and clear paper, D. Svoboda has expanded Aquinas’s understand-
ing of the relation between parts and wholes in this way: «Aquinas distinguishes
among three types of wholes: universal, integral, and potential. A universal whole is a
specific or generic concept, the subjective parts of which are natures subordinate to
it; for example, parts of the universal whole ‘animal’ are concepts such as ‘man’ or
‘horse.’ A universal whole is present in each of its subjective parts as to its whole
essence and power, and therefore the whole can be univocally predicated of its
parts, for example, ‘man is animal’. A further characteristic of a universal whole is
that it is not composed of its parts: the concept ‘animal’ is not composed of its sub-
jective parts in the sense that ‘animal’ is ‘man’, ‘horse’, and ‘dog’, just as the concept
‘man’ is not composed of its subjective parts, which are individual humans such as
Socrates, Plato, and so on », D. Svoboda, Thomas Aquinas on Whole and Part,
«Thomist », 76 (2012), 278-279.
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5. THE EXPOSITION OF THE DICI DE OMNI ET DE NULLO

IN OCKHAM’S SUMMA LOGICAE

In the preceding paragraphs I maintained that the HR was in
some sense the received view among the Medievals. There were
exceptions already in the 13th century to this rule: Robert Kil-
wardby, for example, makes room in his commentary on the Prior
Analytics to both the OR and the HR.43 However, a turning point in

43. I thank Paul Thom, who is editing the text and kindly sent me the relevant
passages of Kilwardby’s commentary on this topic; this allowed me to work on a
more reliable text.

In his sixth lecture on Aristotle’s Prior Analytics, A, 1, 24 b28 ff., Kilwardby makes
some interesting observations: « Et primo dici de omni, dicens quod illud est
quando nichil est sumere subiecti de quo non dicatur predicatum; et hoc est
DICIMUS AUTEM.

Secundo innuit diffinitionem eius quod est dici de nullo, dicens quod ‘similiter’
est dici ‘de nullo’ alterum altero, scilicet ‘quando nichil est subiecti sumere’ a quo
non removetur predicatum; et hoc est ET DE NULLO PREDICARI.

Sufficientia autem istorum duorum principiorum perficientium sillogismos
perfectos patet quia omnis sillogismus perfectus aut est affirmativus aut negativus;
affirmativus autem perficitur per primum principium, negativus autem per
secundum. Hic posset dubitari de differentia inter dici de omni et in toto esse; sed
illud patet exponendo sententiam.

Potest ergo queri cuius conditio sit dici de omni, scilicet utrum subiecti vel
predicati. Videtur enim quod subiecti. Eius enim videtur esse conditio cuius
dispositio est hoc signum ‘omnis’, et hoc est subiectum.

Sed contra, dici de omni importat habitudinem predicati ad subiectum, quare
primo videtur esse predicati.

Et dicendum quod primo est condicio predicati. Dici enim de altero spectat ad
predicatum tantum, est tamen eius in comparatione ad subiectum. Dici de omni
est dici de unaquaque parte subiecti, et per hoc patet responsio ad obiectum. Non
enim est ‘dici de omni’ condicio eius cui primo additur hoc signum ‘omnis’, sed est
predicati in comparatione ad illud.
Adhuc dubitatur quare magis in diffinitione eius dicitur ‘quando nichil est sumere subiecti’

quam ‘nichil est sumere sub subiecto’, et si qua sit diversitas inter istos sermones? Et dicendum
quod duplex est distributio: una partium subiectivarum que fit per hoc signum ‘omnis’
frequentius, alia partium integralium que fit per hoc signum ‘totus’. Ut ergo comprehenderet
utramque distributionem dicit ‘quando nichil est sumere subiecti’ et non dicit ‘sub subiecto’, quia
tam partes subiective quam integrales aliquid sunt subiecti, sed solum partes subiective proprie
sunt sub subiecto ». This final remark seems to suggest that Kilwardby was open to
both the HR and the OR of the dici de omni et de nullo. The publication of the critical
edition of Kilwardby’s commentary will certainly improve our understanding of
his thought on this point. For the moment, I leave Kilwardby’s interpretation
aside, and I concentrate on Ockham’s consistent and clear preference for the OR.
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the history of the interpretation of this passage of Aristotle’s Prior
Analytics should be identified with the work of William of Ock-
ham. In his works on logic, the OR is consistently defended, and
this is relevant, since it goes hand in hand with some sort of ‘ex-
tensional’ semantics, which is, in my opinion, the counterpart of
Ockham’s nominalism.44

William of Ockham (c. 1287 - 1347) deals with the dici de omni et
de nullo in the first treatise of the third part of his Summa logicae.45

The treatise is devoted to syllogistic, and Ockham states that the
dici de omni et de nullo is the basis of this discipline:

the third preliminary statement is that every syllogism, be it perfect or
imperfect, is regulated by the dici de omni, or by the dici de nullo. As a mat-
ter of fact, first figure syllogisms are directly regulated by the dici de omni,
or by the dici de nullo. On the other hand, second figure and third figure
syllogisms are reduced to first figure syllogisms, either by conversion of
the premises, or by reduction ad impossibile, or by changing the order of
the premises; therefore, these syllogisms are indirectly regulated by the
dici de omni, or by the dici de nullo.46

Even though Kilwardby’s reflections had certainly made room for the possibility of
endorsing the OR, Ockham was the first to adopt this reading to the exclusion of
the other, as far as we can suggest on the basis of extant evidence.

44. The Medievals did not speak of an opposition between extensional and in-
tensional, and some readers might take my remarks as anachronistic. However,
I employ these widely used labels to address an issue which was crucial for the Me-
dievals too. Other readers might think that Ockham was not a mere exstensional-
ist, and I acknowledge the complexity of his logical theory; however, in the partic-
ular piece of doctrine which I am dealing with in this paper Ockham is undoubt-
edly an extensionalist.

45. On Ockham’s logic there is a large amount of scholarly literature. A recent
and detailed presentation of Ockham’s logic may be found in P. Müller, La logica di
Ockham, Vita e Pensiero, Milano, 2012 (for a critical assessment of Müller’s mono-
graph see my review of her book, forthcoming in «Tijdschr. Filos. », 2013). Other
introductions to his logic include A. Ghisalberti, Guglielmo di Ockham, ch. 2, La log-
ica, Milano, Vita e Pensiero 1972, 37-63, and C. Normore, Logic, in Spade (ed.), The
Cambridge Companion to Ockham, 31-52.

46.Guillermi de Ockham Summa logicae, edited by Philotheus Boehner, OFM,
Gedeon Gál, OFM, and Stephen F. Brown, St. Bonaventure Institute, New York 1974,
pars 3, tr. 1, 362, l. 32; 363, l. 38: « tertium praeambulum est quod omnis syllogismus,
immediate vel mediate, regulatur per dici de omni vel per dici de nullo. Syllogismi
enim in prima figura regulantur immediate per dici de omni vel per dici de nullo.
Syllogismi autem secundae et tertiae figurae reducuntur in syllogismos primae figu-
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The claim that the perfect syllogisms of the first figures are
shown to be valid on the basis of the dici de omni et de nullo is not
new: even though Aristotle did not make this claim explicit, most
of the Greek commentators inferred from Aristotle’s Prior Analyt-
ics this conclusion, and expounded syllogistic perfection as syllo-
gistic validity, which only relies on the dici de omni and on the dici
de nullo. From this thesis, it is possible to infer that the dici de omni
and the dici de nullo are some sort of axioms of syllogistic: Ockham
does not make this point explicit, but, by presenting the dici de om-
ni and the dici de nullo as praeambula to syllogistic, he was clearly en-
dorsing the view that all valid formulae within this system are the-
orems, which can be derived from either the dici de omni or the di-
ci de nullo, by means of some rules of inference, which are careful-
ly listed by Ockham.

In providing his own presentation of the dici de omni and of the
dici de nullo, Ockham is faithful to Aristotle’s (ambiguous) passage:

we have the dici de omni, when it is not possible to take anything under the
subject, of which the predicate is not said. This should be understood in
this way: the predicate does not apply to all of which the subject is said –
otherwise we would have the dici de omni only in true propositions; it is
sufficient to say that by such a proposition we refer to the fact that we can-
not take anything under the subject, of which the predicate is not said. All
universal affirmative propositions have this characteristic. We have the dici
de nullo when the proposition says that the predicate is not said of anything
of which the subject is said. This aspect is referred to by every universal
negative proposition, be the proposition true or false.47

rae, vel per conversionem vel per impossibile vel per transpositionem propositio-
num, et ideo mediate regulantur per dici de omni vel per dici de nullo ».

47. Ockham, Summa logicae, pars 3, tr. 1, 363, ll. 41-50: «Est autem dici de omni
quando nihil est sumere sub subiecto, quin de eo dicatur praedicatum. Quod est sic
intelligendum: non quod praedicatum conveniat cuilibet de quo dicitur subiectum,
– tunc enim non esset dici de omni nisi in propositionibus veris –, sed sufficit quod
per talem propositionem denotetur quod nihil sit sumere sub subiecto, quin de eo
dicatur praedicatum. Et hoc denotatur per omnem propositionem universalem af-
firmativam. Dici de nullo est quando per eam denotatur quod de quocumque dici-
tur subiecto, quod ab eo removetur praedicatum. Et hoc denotatur per omnem
propositionem universalem negativam, sive sit vera sive falsa ».
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This definition is open to both readings of the dici de omni et de nul-
lo, precisely as Aristotle’s definition was; here Ockham simply wants
to stress that the dici de omni et de nullo is a linguistic rule, which does
not tell us anything about the truth (or the falsehood) of a proposi-
tion. This is a logically rigorous proviso, which we do not find in Ar-
istotle and in Boethius, and which does not play any significant role
in our interpretation of Ockham’s dici de omni et de nullo.

However, when Ockham presents the dici de omni at work, his
reading is undoubtedly orthodox:

Hence, a certain syllogism is regulated by the dici de omni when the first
proposition says that the predicate is truly said of all of which the subject
is said, and the second proposition says that the subject of the first propo-
sition is said of something, which has been assumed. For example, this
proposition: ‘every man is an animal’ means that of all of which ‘man’ is
said, ‘animal’ is said as well; this second proposition: ‘Socrates is a man’
means that ‘man’, which was the subject of the first proposition, is truly
said of Socrates; from this it clearly follows that this predicate ‘animal’ is
truly said of ‘Socrates’. Therefore, the syllogism
a) every man is an animal
b) Socrates is a man
Terefore, c) Socrates is an animal
is regulated by the dici de omni.48

In other words, Ockham thinks that A is said of all B, if there is
no individual, which is B, of which A is not said: the reference to
‘Socrates’, who is a human being, and therefore a man, clearly
shows Ockham’s endorsement of the OR.

This reading, which appears to us post-Fregean readers plain
and straightforward, was highly innovative, if we situate Ockham’s

48. Ockham, Summa logicae, pars 3, tr. 1, 364, ll. 12-19: «Tunc enim aliquis syllogi-
smus regulatur per dici de omni quando per primam propositionem denotatur de
omni illo de quo dicitur subiectum vere dici praedicatum, et per secundam propo-
sitionem denotatur subiectum primae propositionis vere dici de aliquo assumpto.
Sicut per istam propositionem ‘omnis homo est animal’ denotatur quod de quo-
cumque dicitur ‘homo’ de eodem dicitur ‘animal’; per istam autem secundam ‘Sor-
tes est homo’ denotatur quod ‘homo’, qui fuit subiectum primae propositionis, ve-
re dicitur de Sorte; propter quod evidenter sequitur quod hoc praedicatum ‘animal’
vere dicitur de Sorte. Et ideo iste syllogismus est regolatus per dici de omni ‘omnis
homo est animal; Sortes est homo; igitur Sortes est animal’ ».
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activity in the context of the Medieval reception of Aristotle’s log-
ic, and in particular of the doctrine of the dici de omni et de nullo.

My hypothesis is that Ockham’s epistemology played a role in
the development of this innovative understanding of the core rule
of syllogistic.

Whilst a realist is interested in discovering the relations among
universals, and therefore understands the dici de omni et de nullo as a
rule which deals with terms of the same semantic type – i.e., uni-
versals –, Ockham understood the universals as names for collec-
tions of individuals; as a consequence, by applying the rule of the
dici de omni or the rule of the dici de nullo to a proposition, whose
terms refer to universals, it is always possible to obtain a third
term of a different semantic type, i.e. a proper name, which refers
to an individual.

I suggest this interpretation, since it is the easiest way of under-
standing Ockham’s change of paradigm in his reading of the dici de
omni et de nullo; however, it is clear that he could have been a nom-
inalist, even by adopting the more traditional HR of the dici de om-
ni et de nullo: as I suggested in the first section of this paper, logic is
– at least theoretically – unaffected by a particular philosopher‘s
metaphysics. This notwithstanding, it seems to me highly proba-
ble that Ockham was lead to this reading by his nominalistic epis-
temology and metaphysics.

An evidence in favour of this claim is the consistency of this OR

with Ockham’s theory of suppositio,49 and in particular with his re-

49. For a clear presentation of Ockham’s theory of suppositio see C. Dutilh No-
vaes, An Intensional Interpretation of Ockham’s Theory of Supposition, « J. Hist. Philos. »,
46 (2008), 365-393. More recently, Dutilh Novaes has explored the possibility of a
theory of supposition for mentalese in herOckham on Supposition Theory, Mental Lan-
guage, and Angelic Communication, «Amer. Cathol. Philos. Quart. », 86 (2012), 415-434.

A formal presentation of supposition theories is that proposed by C.A. Dufour,
Die Lehre der Proprietates Terminorum. Sinn und Referenz in mittelalterlicher Logik,
Philosophia Verlag, München 1989, 202-223; a rich introduction to Medieval sup-
position theories may be found in T. Parsons, The Development of Supposition Theory
in the Later 12th through 14th Centuries, in D.M. Gabbay - J. Woods (eds.), Handbook of
the History of Logic. Volume 2. Mediaeval and Renaissane Logic, Elsevier, Amsterdam
2008, 157-280. On Ockham’s theory of suppositio in relation to his epistemology see
F. Bottin, La scienza degli Occamisti. La scienza tardo-medievale dalle origini del paradigma
nominalista alla rivoluzione scientifica, Maggioli, Rimini 1982, 77-97.
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marks on the suppositio confusa et distributiva. C. Dutilh Novaes has
convincingly argued for a reading of Ockham’s supposition theo-
ry not as a theory of reference, but as a theory of interpretation of
sentences, or better as a theory of meaning.50 This of course im-
plies that the receiver of a proposition, who has the aim of under-
standing its meaning, asks himself which suppositamay be referred
to by terms, as in a theory of reference. Dutilh Novaes’s claim is
that Medieval semantics had a wider scope, and was not limited to
this extensional task, which we are accustumed to associate to a
theory of reference: Ockham’s supposition theory, according to
Dutilh Novaes, is better understood as involving some intensional
considerations too: the theory of suppositio provides mechanic
rules, by means of which we may list all possible interpretations of
an ambigous sentence. However, as far as quantified propositions
which can figure as premisses of a syllogism are concerned, the
theory of suppositio accomplishes the extensional task of telling us
which are the individuals, and which are the individual properties
which are referred to by the terms of the proposition; this is possi-
ble because the references of such terms are not ambiguous, since
we have agreed that the suppositio should be personalis in these con-
texts.51 This being said, we can thus address the issue of what the

50. According to C. Dutilh Novaes, a theory of supposition is a tool for deter-
mining the range of possible readings which a proposition can have, with respect
to the interaction between the possible supposita of the terms of that proposition.
Furthermore, she underlines that the syntactic and semantic rules for determining
these possible readings of a propositions are mechanic and deterministic; as a con-
sequence, if we interpret the theory of suppositio as a propositional hermeneutic, we
should not infer that this hermeneutic relies on the intuitions of the interpreter; on
the contrary, the machinery of the theory is aimed at listing all possible readings
for ambiguous propositions, whereas a human interpreter might be expected to
single out only a few of them. For a detailed presentation of Dutilh Novaes’ inter-
pretation against the background of contemporary semantics and pragmatics see
L. Sbordone, Semantics and Pragmatics of Reference. Elements of a Contemporary Theory of
Supposition, forthcoming in A. de Libera - L. Cesalli - F. Goubier (edd.), Formal Ap-
proaches and Natural Language in Medieval Logic, Brepols, Turnhout. I thank Luca
Sbordone for discussion on this point.

51. Dutilh Novaes acknowledges this aspect too: «Ockham’s supposition theo-
ry is better seen as a theory of propositional meaning in the sense that one of its
main purposes is to provide an analytical procedure for determining what can be
asserted by means of a given proposition – a procedure including, but by no means
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terms, which figure in a syllogistic premiss, refer to. In categorical
syllogistic, we have four possible premisses:

a) Universal affirmative: ‘all A are B’

b) Universal negative: ‘No A is B’

c) Particular affirmative: ‘Some A are B’

d) Particular negative: ‘Some A are not B’.

Whilst the dici de omni expands the meaning of a), the dici de nul-
lo expands that of b). Concerning these first two cases, Ockham
lists the following rules:

1. where a common term mediately follows an affirmative sign of uni-
versality, it has merely confused supposition. That is, in an affirmative
universal proposition the predicate has merely confused supposition;52

2. the first rule is that in every universal affirmative and universal negative
proposition that is neither exclusive nor exceptive, the subject has con-
fuse and mobile supposition. [...] The second rule is that in every such
universal negative proposition the predicate stands confusedly and dis-
tributively53;

3. a general rule is that if anything makes a term stand confusedly and
distributively, it is either sign of universality, a negation, or an expres-
sion equivalent to a negation.54

limited to, the determination of the entities that the proposition may be about, i.e.,
its possible supposita, as it would be the case if it were a theory of reference » (Du-
tilh Novaes, An Intensional Interpretation of Ockham’s Theory of Supposition, 367). Ock-
ham underlines that there should be no ambiguity in the propositions which are
analyzed by means of the dici de omni et de nullo: cf. Summa logicae, pars 3, c. 4, 367, l.
50; 368, l. 63.

52. Ockham, Summa Logicae, pars 1, c. 73, 226, ll. 5-8: « una est quod quando ter-
minus communis sequitur signum universale affirmativum mediate, tunc stat con-
fuse tantum, hoc est semper in universali affirmativa praedicatum supponit con-
fuse tantum» (English translation in Ockham’s Theory of Terms. Part I of the Summa
Logicae, translated and introduced by M. J. Loux, University of Notre Dame Press,
Notre Dame - London 1974, 211).

53. Ockham, Summa Logicae, pars 1, c. 74, 228, ll. 6-8; ll. 10-11: « una est quod in
omni propositione universali affirmativa et negativa, quae non est exclusiva nec ex-
ceptive, stat subiectum confuse et distributive mobiliter [...] Secunda regula: quod
in omni tali universali negativa praedicatum stat confuse et distributive » (English
translation in Ockham’s Theory of Terms, 214).

54. Ockham, Summa Logicae, pars 1, c. 74, 230, ll. 45-47: « hoc igitur universaliter
est dicendum quod quidquid facit terminum stare confuse et distributive vel est
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In other words, in all universal propositions the predicate sup-
ponit confuse et distributive. The subject supponit confuse et distributive
only in universal negative propositions, whilst in universal affir-
mative propositions the subject supponit confuse tantum55.

Ockham expands the suppositio confusa et distributiva in this way:

we have a confused and distributive supposition when one can descend in
some way copulatively, if the term has many items which fall under it,
and [the original proposition] has not been inferred from any single item
of these items. For example, in this proposition ‘every man is an animal’,
the subject has a confused and distributive supposition; as a consequence,
‘every man is an animal, therefore this man is an animal, and that man is
an animal’, and so on.56

In other words, his supposition theory implies that the predi-
cate of universal proposition, which is expanded by the dici de om-
ni or by the dici de nullo, supponit confuse et distributive, i.e. refers to in-
dividuals. If we take the theory of suppositio as a theory of refer-
ence – and this is certainly imprecise, as C. Dutilh Novaes re-
minds us, but the theory of suppositio might be said to serve also
as a theory of reference –, it is clear that for Ockham a general
term refers to the class of its individuals. This treatment was said
to be ‘extensional’ by later logicians, and even Ockham’s reading
of the dici de omni et de nullo bears testimony to his ‘extensional‘ se-
mantics:57 if universals do not exist in extra-mental reality, why
should we expound their content with other general terms? It is
certainly more useful to expound universals by means of the only
things there are in extra-mental reality, i.e. individuals.

signum universale, vel negatio vel aliquid aequivalens negation » (English transla-
tion in Ockham’s Theory of Terms, 214).

55. For Ockham’s presentation of suppositio confusa tantum see Ockham, Summa
logicae, pars 1, c. 70, 211, 44-50.

56. William of Ockham, Summa Logicae 1, c. 70, 211, 62-68: « suppositio confusa et
distributiva est quando contingit aliquo modo descendere copulative, si habeat mul-
ta contente et ex nullo uno formaliter infertur. Sicut est in ista’omnis homo est ani-
mal’, cuius subiectum supponit confuse et distributive: sequitur enim ‘omnis homo
est animal, igitur iste homo est animal et ille homo est animal’ et sic de singulis ».

57. For a clear presentation of Ockham’s semantics see G. Klima, The Nominalist
Semantics of Ockham and Burindan: A ‘Rational Recontruction’, in D.M. Gabbay -
J. Woods (eds.),Mediaeval and Renaissance Logic, 389-431.
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This consistent presentation of Ockham’s logical theory cannot
be unintended; and its Leitfaden has to be found in his nominalistic
epistemology and metaphysics. It must be emphasized that this
clear and consistent endorsement of the orthodox reading of the
dici de omni et de nullo is a novelty within the context of Medieval
philosophers, as I have shown above. Boethius fixed the heterodox
reading as the standard one among the Medievals, and although we
find a certain reluctance towards the mere HR in the writings of
philosophers like Kilwardby, it is only with Ockham that the OR is
consistently defended, and the HR is tacitly dismissed.


