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John of Salisbury on the
Controversy over Universals

In what a pernicious manner logic is sometimes taught; and the ideas of moderns about [the nature
of ] genera and species.

To show off their knowledge, our contemporaries dispense their instruction in such a way
that their listeners are at a loss to understand them. They seem to have the impression that
every letter of the alphabet is pregnant with the secrets of Minerva. They analyze and press
upon tender ears everything that anyone has ever said or done. Falling into the error con-
demned by Cicero, they frequently come to be unintelligible to their hearers more because
of the multiplicity than the profundity of their statements. “It is indeed useful and advanta-
geous for disputants,” as Aristotle observes, “to take cognizance of several opinions on a topic.”
From the mutual disagreement thus brought into relief, what is seen to be poorly stated may
be disproved or modified. Instruction in elementary logic does not, however, constitute the
proper occasion for such procedure. Simplicity, brevity, and easy subject matter are, so far
as is possible, appropriate in introductory studies. This is so true that it is permissible to expound
many difficult points in a simpler way than their nature strictly requires. Thus, much that
we have learned in our youth must later be amended in more advanced philosophical stud-
ies. Nevertheless, at present, all are here [in introductory logical studies] declaiming on
the nature of universals, and attempting to explain, contrary to the intention of the author,
what is really a most profound question, and a matter [that should be reserved] for more
advanced studies. One holds that universals are merely word sounds, although this opinion,
along with its author Roscelin, has already almost completely passed into oblivion. Another
maintains that universals are word concepts, and twists to support his thesis everything that
he can remember to have ever been written on the subject. Our Peripatetic of Pallet,
Abelard, was ensnared in this opinion. He left many, and still has, to this day, some follow-
ers and proponents of his doctrine. They are friends of mine, although they often so torture
the helpless letter that even the hardest heart is filled with compassion for the latter. They
hold that it is preposterous to predicate a thing concerning a thing, although Aristotle is author
of this monstrosity. For Aristotle frequently asserts that a thing is predicated concerning a
thing, as is evident to anyone who is really familiar with his teaching. Another is wrapped
up in a consideration of acts of the [intuitive] understanding, and says that genera and species
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are nothing more than the latter. Proponents of this view take their cue from Cicero and
Boethius, who cite Aristotle as saying that universals should be regarded as and called “notions.”
“A notion,” they tell us, “is the cognition of something, derived from its previously perceived
form, and in need of unravelment.” Or again [they say]: “A notion is an act of the [intuitive]
understanding, a simple mental comprehension.” They accordingly distort everything writ-
ten, with an eye to making acts of [intuitive] understanding or “notions” include the uni-
versality of universals. Those who adhere to the view that universals are things, have
various and sundry opinions. One, reasoning from the fact that everything which exists is
singular in number, concludes that either the universal is numerically one, or it is non-
existent. But since it is impossible for things that are substantial to be non-existent, if those
things for which they are substantial exist, they further conclude that universals must be essen-
tially one with particular things. Accordingly, following Walter of Mortagne, they distinguish
[various] states [of existence], and say that Plato is an individual in so far as he is Plato; a
species in so far as he is a man; a genus of a subaltern [subordinate] kind in so far as he is an
animal; and a most general genus in so far as he is a substance. Although this opinion form-
erly had some proponents, it has been a long time since anyone has asserted it. Walter
now upholds [the doctrine of ] ideas, emulating Plato and imitating Bernard of Chartres, and
maintains that genus and species are nothing more nor less than these, namely, ideas. “An
idea,” according to Seneca’s definition, “is an eternal exemplar of those things which come
to be as a result of nature.” And since universals are not subject to corruption, and are not
altered by the changes that transform particular things and cause them to tome and go, suc-
ceeding one another almost momentarily, ideas are properly and correctly called “universals.”
Indeed, particular things are deemed incapable of supporting the substantive verb, [i.e., of
being said “to be”], since they are not at all stable, and disappear without even waiting
to receive names. For they vary so much in their qualities, time, location, and numerous
different properties, that their whole existence seems to be more a mutable transition than
a stable status. In contrast, Boethius declares: “We say that things “are’ when they may
neither be increased nor diminished, but always continue as they are, firmly sustained by
the foundations of their own nature.” These [foundations] include their quantities, qualities,
relations, places, times, conditions, and whatever is found in a way united with bodies.
Although these adjuncts of bodies may seem to be changed, they remain immutable in their
own nature. In like manner, although individuals [of species] may change, species remain
the same. The waves of a stream wash on, yet the same flow of water continues, and we
refer to the stream as the same river. Whence the statement of Seneca, which, in fact, he
has borrowed from another: “In one sense it is true that we may descend twice into the
same river, although in another sense this is not so.” These “ideas,” or “exemplary forms,”
are the original plans of all things. They may neither be decreased nor augmented: and they
are so permanent and perpetual, that even if the whole world were to come to an end, they
could not perish. They include all things, and, as Augustine seems to maintain in his book
On Free Will, their number neither increases nor diminishes, because the ideas always con-
tinue on, even when it happens that [particular] temporal things cease to exist. What these
men promise is wonderful, and familiar to philosophers who rise to the contemplation of
higher things. But, as Boethius and numerous other authors testify, it is utterly foreign to
the mind of Aristotle. For Aristotle very frequently opposes this view, as is clear from his
books. Bernard of Chartres and his followers labored strenuously to compose the differences
between Aristotle and Plato. But I opine that they arrived on the scene too late, so that their
efforts to reconcile two dead men, who disagreed as long as they were alive and could do
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so, were in vain. Still another, in his endeavor to explain Aristotle, places universality in “native
forms,” as does Gilbert, Bishop of Poitiers, who labors, to prove that “native forms” and uni-
versals are identical. A “native form” is an example of an original [exemplar]. It [the native
form, unlike the original] inheres in created things, instead of subsisting in the divine mind.
In Greek it is called the idos, since it stands in relation to the idea as the example does to its
exemplar. The native form is sensible in things that are perceptible by the senses; but insen-
sible as conceived in the mind. It is singular in individuals, but universal in all [of a kind].
Another, with Joscelin, Bishop of Soissons, attributes universality to collections of things,
while denying it to things as individuals. When Joscelin tries to explain the authorities, he
has his troubles and is hard put, for in many places he cannot bear the gaping astonishment
of the indignant letter. Still another takes refuge in a new tongue, since he does not have
sufficient command of Latin. When he hears the words “genus” and “species,” at one time
he says they should be understood as universales, and at another that they refer to the maner-
ies of things. I know not in which of the authors he has found this term or this distinction,
unless perhaps he has dug it out of lists of abstruse and obsolete words, or it is an item of
jargon [in the baggage] of present-day doctors. I am further at a loss to see what it can mean
here, unless it refers to collections of things, which would be the same as Joscelin’s view, or
to a universal thing, which, however, could hardly be called a maneries. For a maneries may
be interpreted as referring to both [collections and universals], since a number of things, or
the status in which a thing of such and such a type continues to exist may be called a maner-
ies. Finally, there are some who fix their attention on the status of things, and say that gen-
era and species consist in the later.
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