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Abstract: Edith Stein’s interpreters usually read her discussion of the 
ontological question of singularity of the human being as a further 
development of Aristotle’s and Thomas’ thought. I hold that Stein’s link to 
the Thomistic-Aristotelian tradition is not more intense and tighter than the 
one with Duns Scotus. Through the analysis of Scotus’ works I’ll try to show 
that for Stein the Thomistic materia signata quantitate is not sufficient to 
grasp the deep meaning of the (unique) individuation principle, because it 
doesn’t allow to go beyond the general relationship between matter and form 
that cannot tell anything about the individual. Hence, Stein claims that the 
principium individuationis cannot be found simply by specifying somehow 
connected genera and species, but it has to be observed in its qualitative 
fullness as it acts in the human reality. It is related to our being’s deep 
ontological levels that can be grasped through the “spiritual perception of the 
Fühlen”. 
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The main themes of philosophical anthropology, namely the human 
person’s status and individuality, have been intensely analyzed by 
many 20th century philosophers belonging to different schools: from 
neo-Aristotelism which expands as far as to the hermeneutic results of 
Gadamer’s and Buber’s existentialism, to neo-Thomism; from 
philosophers who re-evaluated political philosophy like Hanna Arendt, 
whose classical works are of great anthropological value since in her 
writings like Vita Activa or The Life of the Mind she focuses on the 
question of individual freedom and of the person’s basic personal 
position, to authors who try to define the foundation of the democracy 
of libertarism (Nozick). All these philosophers focus their attention on 
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the central position of the human person, on the human person’s 
individuality and singularity. 
 
WHY CAN MATTER NOT BE THE INDIVIDUATION 
PRINCIPLE? 
 
The following analysis has been undertaken in order to reconstruct the 
Scotistic influence on Edith Stein’s works, particularly in Potenz und 
Akt and in Endliches und ewiges Sein. This approach was difficult due 
to the fact that at first sight Stein seemed to privilege Thomistic 
accounts. Like Aristotle, Thomas initially appeared to offer the 
doctrinal boundaries within which Stein could carry out her 
phenomenological research on the individuation problem. As Stein 
herself had to admit eventually, the deeper phenomenological analyses 
naturally led her to take into account Scotus’ speculations. No doubt, 
Scotus’ themes were not accepted blindly by Stein, and it is more 
correct to speak of convergences towards Scotus’ doctrine. Thus Stein 
succeeded in interpreting the phenomenological method and in 
applying it in a very original way to the medieval metaphysic’s 
themes. In doing so she extracted from both traditions theoretical 
ideas, knowledge and results that allowed her to treat individuation in 
an absolutely original way. Her originality places her amongst the most 
important scholars of 20th century philosophy, particularly for what 
concerns anthropological topics. Here it is not possible to present the 
whole complexity of Scotistic influences within Edith Stein’s1 vast 
scientific production. I therefore concentrate on showing some points 
that demonstrate – I am convinced – a “continuity” between the two 
systems of thought. 

First of all it is necessary to compare as closely as possible 
Edith Stein’s and Scotus’ writings where the individuation principle is 
treated and to analyze the controversial doctrine of the matter. This 
doctrine turns out to be foundational in order to discover the 
“convergences” between Stein’s and Scotus’ themes. Stein comes to 
the conclusion that Thomas’ position of the materia signata quantitate 
reveals itself insufficient to comprehend the deep meaning of the 
(unique) individuation principle, or the “singularity”, a term defined by 

                                                           
1 For a systematical analysis of the question refer to my doctoral thesis entitled: La 
presenza di Duns Scoto nel pensiero di Edith Stein. La questione dell’individualità, 
(2011). Vatican City: Pontificia Università Lateranense. 
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Angela Ales Bello to describe the essence of the human being not only 
from a metaphysical point of view, but also from an anthropological 
one. This allows widening the phenomenological point of view 
through the enrichment given by medieval metaphysics. 
 
The Importance of the Concept of ‘materia prima’; the Formed Matter 
 
The foundational questions treated in chapter 4 of Potenz und Akt2, 
especially in the last section, refer to the relationship between materia 
prima and the individualizing concretion, and further the nature of the I 
and of the personal spirit, taking into account Hedwig Conrad-
Martius’3 doctrine presented in Metaphysische Gespräche4. This 
comparison is Stein’s base for her theory of the person’s 
individualizing concretion with reference to the question of materia 
prima. 

In order to understand Stein’s need to better define her position 
regarding the ontological status to assign to the materia prima, we 
must start by analyzing the studies she carried out. Like Conrad-
Martius, Stein holds that all formed material bodies must emerge from 
below to above, this means from a foundation placed in the depth, but 
she feels that this materia prima has to be given a reason as well and 
cannot be considered an “obscure foundation”: «Whatever gives shape 
even in the lowest formed objects, that is, in an “item of matter”, is 
“idea” from above, “objective spirit”, sunk from original being into the 
matter, to its own substantial being. In the end all that remains of 

                                                           
2 E. Stein (2005). Potenz und Akt. Studien zu einer Philosophie des Seins, Eingeführt 
und bearbeitet von H. R. Sepp, ESGA 10. Freiburg-Basel-Wien: Herder. English 
translation (2009). Potency and Act. Studies Toward a Philosophy of Being. 
Washington, D.C.: ICS Publications. 
3 For more details about Hedwig Conrad-Martius’ legacy at the Bayerische 
Staatsbibliothek in Munich refer to: F. Alfieri, Hedwig Conrad-Martius: A 
Philosophical Heredity Illustrated by Eberhard Avé-Lallemant, “Axiomathes” 18 
(2008), pp 515-531. (http://www.springerlink.com/ openurl.asp?genre= article&id 
=doi:10.1007/s10516-008-9044-1); Id., Bio-bibliographical Note, cit., pp. 533-542 
(http://www.springer-link.com/openurl.asp?genre=article&id=doi:10.1007/s10516-
008-9038-z); Id., Nota Bio-bibliografica di Hedwig Conrad-Martius, in A. Ales 
Bello, F. Alfieri, M. Shahid (eds.) (2010). Edith Stein – Hedwig Conrad-Martius. 
Fenomenologia Metafisica Scienze. Bari: Giuseppe Laterza Publications, pp. 463-
483. 
4 H. Conrad-Martius (1921). Metaphysische Gespräche. Halle: Max Niemeyer 
Verlag.  
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“from below” is “prima materia”. What prime matter is, though, is still 
unclear in very many ways. Does it, too, have its origin in God […]? 

Several passages in the Gespräche touch on the question, but 
give no definite answer. If materia prima were to be conceived as 
absolute nothing [Nichts], then of course the question of its origin from 
absolute being would not come up. But can we imagine this nothing as 
living, as driving greedily for being? […] So this entire magnificent 
conception of nature rests upon an obscure foundation»5. 

Stein doesn’t consider the materia prima an obscure foundation 
as far as its origin is concerned – even if she doesn’t seem to question 
its formlessness – and she doubts that it is the determining factor or the 
common denominator for individuation and formation of the beings, 
especially the personal ones: the justification and evaluation of the 
material factor must go beyond the question whether all formations are 
bad instances of that unique great “idea” towards which they tend as if 
pushed up6. Especially, since the materia prima must be left outside 
the ultimate individual determination, Stein states that «what the 
“living form”, the entelechy, takes into itself is not prima materia but 
an “item of matter”, hence something already formed»7. 

The individualizing body concretion doesn’t receive the 
permanence of the sameness from this materia prima; even when a 
body takes in form and life from a pre-existent inorganic matter and, 
after life, returns to be only matter, the “sameness” that would have to 
individuate it cannot be the informal matter, but must be something 
else. But what? «When a substantial form gives way to the other form 
“in the same thing”, is the unformed matter “the same”? This 
obviously will not do either. To be sure, it was a “piece of matter” […] 
wherein the life began. […] What, then, can still be “the same” if it is 
neither the substantial form nor the matter? What remains is the 
individual’s form of object, the “this here”, in a continuity of being»8. 

This doesn’t mean that Stein only puts individuation on a 
slightly superior level of the mere materia prima. She only defines the 
minimum level on which corporealization occurs; as soon as this level 
is defined, there is continuity of the personal life beyond material 
events. The “living form” doesn’t coincide with the “material form”, 
                                                           
5 E. Stein (2005). Potenz und Akt. Studien zu einer Philosophie des Seins, cit., pp. 
184-185 [English translation, pp. 282-283]. 
6 Ivi, p. 185 [English translation, p. 283]. 
7 Ibidem. 
8 Ivi, pp. 187-188 [English translation, p. 287]. 



30      AGATHOS: An International Review of the Humanities and Social Sciences  
 

even if the latter must be thought of as already formed matter for the 
individualizing and personalizing concretion: «When analogously we 
take as “potency” what is “given life” by the soul, we are no longer 
referring to pure matter but to a material object already informed. For 
even if we understand the “living form” not as added on to the 
“material form” but as taking its place, what form preceded it does 
indeed matter, for it is determined matter that is ready to receive life, 
and for different living forms the matter is determined in a different 
way. […] This implies for one thing that the organism itself continues 
to be constructed; it takes in the matter it needs to build itself up […] 
and forms the matter it receives into the characteristic shape of the 
organism formed»9. 

Here Thomas is right in assuming that what a thing is, is due to 
its form: matter is always formed by form; therefore form is 
ontologically prior. So if two things have something in common, this 
cannot be matter, but must be form. Matter receives its form not from 
itself, but from something other. Then where does the first form of 
materia prima come from? «Prima materia can receive the first form 
that gives it being only from the first being. First being is the first 
cause, and creation is the first causality [Kausalität] underlying all 
else. Earthly causality does not involve initial forming but only 
transforming. The lowest genus in the material [materiell] domain 
represents what is closest to materia prima: simple items of matter 
[Stoff], the elements [Elemente] out of which whatever else is material 
is made and emerges, but which do not themselves consist of or 
emerge from anything else. They hark back only to the initial forming 
not to any other. Every element is a species, more precisely a species 
specialissima allowing no further differentiation»10. 

The materia prima finds its last justification in God’s first 
creative act; all that happens to transform simple substances always 
happens following this creation act; the inner world causalities, the 
material links between things, any kind of corporal substantializations 
are formed substances posterior to the first assumption of form by 
matter. 

A so constituted materia prima becomes a theoretically 
necessary means to make the individuation and concretion relations 
intelligible in view of the revealed Truths, and not only in view of 

                                                           
9 Ivi, p. 189 [English translation, p. 289]. 
10 Ivi, p. 195 [English translation, p. 298]. 
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Aristotle’s, Thomas’, Scotus’ or Husserl’s philosophies. We could call 
this necessity logical. 

As we can deduce from Endliches und ewiges Sein, this 
necessity can be explained in two ways: a materia prima that is prior to 
any kind of materia signata is necessary; but this materia prima must 
find its origin from che Creator’s “Fiat” with a view to avoid 
duplication of the forming principles; for Stein this is important in 
order not to fall into the same ambiguities encountered by Aristotle. 
When Aristotle, referring to Homer, claims «It is not good there to be 
many masters, there should only be one master»11, he doesn’t realize 
that he breaks his monism, since the materia prima becomes as 
immobile or eternal12 as the immobile motor. Stein uses this wording: 
«The assumption of a non-become and non-corruptible prime matter is 
based on the premise that nothing can come from nothing and that 
something that is cannot become nothing»13. Stein hopes to find a 
solution by going through the same process she went through in Potenz 
und Akt, that is creationism applied to the materia prima: «Both of 
these propositions, however, are invalid once we acknowledge an 
infinite existent who has the power of calling something into existence 
out of nothing or of annihilating that which exists. The difficulty of 
explaining how matter can attain to form and how formed matter can 
acquire actual existence is resolved if there is no matter that could have 
existed – not even in potency – prior to and independently of the divine 
creative Fiat! And the question of how something that is merely “in 
potency” can become actual is satisfactorily answered if form and 
matter as well as existence [Dasein] itself are created by this Fiat!»14. 

In their different stages, the formed matters are a degree of 
objectivation of individuation which is posterior to that logically 
postulated element that is the materia prima: as finite beings, we only 
have to do with different degrees of formation of the matter, and for 
Stein we never meet this kind of materia prima before, which has a 
                                                           
11 Aristotele (1992). Metafisica. Torino: UTET, p. 523 (my translation). 
12 Yet Stein does not underline here that the Aristotle’s concept of “eternity” is not 
superposable to the Hebraic and Christian one, as it generally occurs in Greek 
culture. 
13 E. Stein (2006). Endliches und ewiges Sein. Versuch eines Aufstiegs zum Sinn des 
Seins, Eingeführt und bearbeitet von A. U. Müller, ESGA 11-12, Freiburg-Basel-
Wien: Herder, p. 204; English translation (2002). Finite and Eternal Being. An 
Attempt at an Ascent To the Meaning of Being. Washington, D.C.: ICS Publications, 
p. 233. 
14 Ivi, pp. 204-205 [English translation, Ibidem]. 
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sense only in front of the Creator’s “Fiat”. The problem now is to find 
out why, on the base of what has been said about the qualifying form 
of the personal being, Stein thinks that it is not possible to claim that 
matter (and form) is a co-principle of qualification or individuation. 

For the sake of completeness it is necessary to shortly mention 
a reading hypothesis of Stein’s texts which stands as alternative to the 
one presented here and that has to be further defined. Rosa Enrico, 
who analyzed Thomas’ position, shows that to him the individuation 
principle is sometimes the determined spatial-temporal matter (De 
Ente), sometimes the form of the anima personale linked to the body 
(De anima)15. The author claims that «the materia signata is part of the 
essence and therefore of the definition of the particular individual […]. 
Matter is then what allows defining Socrates. It wouldn’t be but matter 
expressed and manifested through the extension that has the function 
of term. Now, since in the being existence doesn’t coincide with 
essence, the materia signata through which something is a being, 
would not make something an individual with regard to essence, but 
only with regard to existence. Through it we understand that a given 
being exists, we see its real existential aspect, we grasp what makes the 
being appear one and not what makes it be one»16. The author thinks 
that this duplicity of the individuation principle can be found in Edith 
Stein17, as well: «with regard to the individuality of the human being, 
the distance between Thomas and Stein is reduced and even disappears 
alltogether»18. 

In my opinion this interpretation of Edith Stein’s position with 
respect to Thomas is not acceptable for the following reasons: In 
Stein’s thought it is not possible, at least when speaking of the person, 
to assume a double individuation principle; this principle has to be 
“one”. As I analyzed in other works19 and as Francesco Bottin 

                                                           
15 Cf. R. Errico, Quantità e qualità. La questione dell’individuazione nel confronto 
tra Tommaso D’Aquino e Edith Stein, in M. Shahid, F. Alfieri (eds.) (2009). Il 
percorso intellettuale di Edith Stein. Bari: Giuseppe Laterza Publications, p. 187. 
16 Ivi, p. 194. 
17 Cf. ivi, pp. 195-197. 
18 Ivi, p. 208. 
19 See also F. Alfieri, Il “Principium individuationis” e il “fondamento ultimo” 
dell’essere individuale. Duns Scoto e la rilettura fenomenologica di Edith Stein, in 
M. Shahid, F. Alfieri (eds.) (2009). cit., pp. 209-259; Id., Il principio di 
individuazione nelle analisi fenomenologiche di Edith Stein e Hedwig Conrad-
Martius. Il recupero della filosofia medievale, in A. Ales Bello, F. Alfieri, M. Shahid 

(eds.) (2010). cit., pp. 143-197; Id., Die Originalität von Edith Steins Lösung der 



AGATHOS: An International Review of the Humanities and Social Sciences      33 
 

concluded independently from me, the uniqueness of this principle can 
be explained from the simple observation that the principium 
individuationis absolutely must be situated outside any kind of 
essential aspect, whether formal or material, since the accidents are 
logically posterior to their substrate and can be captured in 
“generalities” even if they are accidents: «First of all, Stein states 
following Scotus that the features that make the individual a spiritual 
reality, cannot be drawn from the principles that constitute it as an 
essential category»20. If the individuation principle can not be grasped, 
as Errico21 stated as well, this is not due to the fact that «we discover 
the individual being’s root in the formal structure, in the fact that the 
structure where the individual’s essence is contained as empty form 
cannot be grasped»22, but because we discover it precisely outside any 
kind of determination, be it material or formal (meaning 
universalizable). In her later works Stein states that «yet my own 
intrinsic nature [meine Art] and that of the other cannot be neatly taken 
apart so as to make manifest what we have in common and in what we 
differ. In this sense, then, we must admit that the essential difference 
[Wesensunterschied] in individuals cannot be grasped»23. Following 
this interpretative direction Bottin notices that Scotus’ thoughts (that 
are very similar to Stein’s) were not followed by his pupils, especially 
when they decided to translate with the term of haecceitas what Scotus 
thought to be indefinable; the same meaning of indefinable was 
assumed by the analytical philosophers of the 20th century24. 
 
“Quantity” Cannot Individuate the ‘substantia materialis’ 
 
In order to evaluate Scotus’ solution to the individuation problem, we 
must compare the two versions of the distinctio tertia: De principio 
individuationis, in Liber II of Sententiae (Lectura25 and Ordinatio26). 
                                                                                                                                          
Frage nach dem Individuationsprinzip. Zu einer “Gründung” der Anthropologie, in 
“Edith Stein Jahrbuch” 17 (2011), pp. 101-128. 
20 F. Bottin (2009). Tommaso d’Aquino, Duns Scoto e Edith Stein sulla 
individuazione, “Il Santo” 49, p. 127. 
21 Cf. R. Errico (2009), cit., p. 205. 
22 Ibidem. 
23 E. Stein (2006), cit., p. 420. [English translation, p. 502]. Bottin (2009) refers to 
the same passage, cit., p. 127. 
24 Cf. F. Bottin (2009), cit., p. 128. 
25 I. Duns Scotus (1982). Opera Omnia, Lectura in Librum Secundum Sententiarum, 
Distinctiones 1-6, studio et cura Commissionis Scotisticae ad fidem codicum edita, 
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Here I limit my analysis to Quaestiones IV27 and V because I intend to 
show that “quantity” and “matter” cannot be the causes of the 
individuation principle. 

Once Scotus had established that individuality as a positive 
being must be looked for in the esse essentiae, in q. IV he attacks the 
position of those who think that the principium individuationis has to 
be explained in accidental terms and not in substantial terms that is in 
the “quantity” which is responsible for the individuation of the 
substantia materialis. Scotus insists on this quaestio and many 
Scholastics then used Aristotle’s authority to consolidate their 
positions. 

Based on Aristotle’s definition of “quantity” where «a 
substance has a quantity when it can be divided into parts […] and 
each part is naturally one, particular and determined»28, Geoffrey of 
Fontaines29 and Thomas30 claimed that individuals of the same species 
are primarily divided through quantity, which quantity consequently is 
foundational for the individuality of the substantia materialis. In this 
case quantity is responsible not only for the division into parts of the 
same species – and each part represents an individual “this” – but it is 
also the distinctive feature of the individuals. Quantity would then 
have the function of dividing the things in parts of the same type. Since 
                                                                                                                                          
t.XVIII. Civitas Vaticana, Typis Vaticanis, Lectura 2, dist. 3, p. 1, qq. 1-7, n. 1-254, 
pp. 391-516.  
26 I. Duns Scotus (1973). Opera Omnia, Ordinatio, Liber Secundus, Distinctiones 1-
3, studio et cura Commissionis Scotisticae ad fidem codicum edita, praeside C. Balić, 
t.VII. Civitas Vaticana, Typis Vaticanis, Distinctio 3, p. 1, qq. 1-7, n. 1-254, pp. 391-
516.  
27 Ivi, q. 4, n. 67-128 (ed. Vat. VII, pp. 421-457); Lect. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 4, n. 61-124 
(ed. Vat. XVIII, pp. 246-268).  
28 Aristoteles Latinus (1976). Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, siue translatio media. 
Anonymus saec. XII uel XIII translator Aristotelis, edidit G. Vuillemin-Diem, 
Leiden, E. J. Brill, lib. V c. 13, 1020a 7-9, p. 101: «Quantum dicitur quod est 
divisibile in eis que insunt, quorum utrumque aut singulum unum quid et hoc aptum 
natum esse» (AL 25, 2). Italian translation (1992). La Metafisica, cit., p. 321. 
29 G. De Fontibus, Quodlibet VII, q. 5 (reference in sources in Ord. II, n. 71 – ed. 
Vat. VII, p. 423).  
30 Thomas De Aquino, Summa contra gentiles II, c. 49 arg. 3: «Principium 
diversitatis individuorum eiusdem speciei est divisio materiae secundum quantitatem: 
forma enim huius ignis a forma illius ignis non differt nisi per hoc quod est in 
diversis partibus in quas materia dividitur, – nec aliter quam divisione quantitatis, 
sine qua substantia est indivisibilis; quod autem recipitur in corpore, recipitur in eo 
secundum quantitatis divisionem; ergo forma non recipitur in corpore nisi ut 
individuata» (reference in sources in Ord. II, n. 73 – ed. Vat. VII, p. 425). 
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the individuals have species in common (natura commune), they are 
distinguished and differentiated by an accidental feature which is 
proper to each one. If we suppose that the locus is the individuating 
factor that determines the essence of a being, then different places 
would determine numerically different essences. This approach is 
absurd in that it tries to confer substance to what comes after 
(accidens) that is the ability to individuate what comes before 
(substance). 

At this point Scotus must establish whether the accidental being 
is sufficient to explain the individuality of beings, the principle 
following which an individual is incapable of division in subjective 
parts. He aims to confute this position. Yet we must consider that 
Scotus, when he asks the individuation question, he does not search for 
the possibility of multiplication of individuals within a species, but he 
focuses on the search of a core of the “individual unity” as such: «[…] 
Individual incompossibile est dividi in partes subiectivas»31. 

With its being “this” and its determined singularity, the 
substantia materialis cannot become “that”, unless it undergoes a 
substantial mutation. If quantity individuates substance by making it 
“this” and “that”, then the same singular substance would be two 
different substances32. This is contradictory. The opposed thesis where 
individuation depends on quantitative accidents means that a change 
of the accidents would lead to a change of individuality. This cannot 
occur because in a substance the accidents can change without 
changing the essence and individuality of the being. Consequently 
individuation cannot derive from the accidental sphere of some 
exterior factor, but it is in the depth of the substantial being; else at 
each accidental change also individuality would have to change. In the 
substantial being the inscribed individuality belongs to each individual 
in a unique way and shows itself visibly in its accidental 
determinations. Yet, what shows itself refers to a deeper level which is 
intrinsic in nature, in the substantial being: therefore we can retain with 

                                                           
31 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 4, n. 76 (ed. Vat. VII, pp. 427). 
32 Ivi, n. 79 (ed. Vat. VII, pp. 428): «Sed contradictio est eandem substantiam 
manentem esse duas substantias, sine mutatione substantiali, et hoc tam successive 
quam simul, – quod tamen sequitur si per aliquod accidens esset formaliter ‘haec 
substantia’: tunc enim succedente accidente accidenti, eadem substantia non mutata 
esset successive duae substantiae». 
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Gilson that «individuation is inscribed in the core of the being, in the 
substance that makes it what it is»33. 

Based on Aristotle’s opinion34 on the ontological priority of 
substance over accidents35, Scotus excludes the possibility to assume 
that accidents are the individualizing factors. The substantia prima is 
an ens prius able to exist independently because it is individual, and it 
benefits from an ontological priority over the second (or general) 
substances and even more on the accidents which are entia posteriora 
– «substantia est prior naturaliter omni accidente»36. Substance 
precedes accident through a natural priority. Even if accidents confer a 
qualitative individuality to the being, they cannot determine a 
numerical unity of the substance, because individuality belongs to the 
substance. From this Scotus concludes: «substantiae primae, ex ratione 
sua, quod sit ‘haec’ prius naturaliter quam determinetur aliquo 
accidente»37. Essence comes before the accidents that can only be 
individuated through the substances to which they belong. What is 
substantial is naturally anterior to what is a thing and therefore 
quantity, being an accident, cannot be responsible for the division of a 
species into individuals38. The accident can only determine substance, 
but it cannot individuate it because it is not yet individual itself. 

Furthermore, quantity is not inherent to species, because 
species is capable of division into subjective parts39. Quantity cannot 
be hold responsible for the division of the species into subjective parts, 

                                                           
33 É. Gilson (2008). Giovanni Duns Scoto. Introduzione alle sue posizioni 
fondamentali, in C. Marabelli, D. Riserbato (eds.). Milano: Jaca Book, p. 476 (my 
translation). 
34 Cf. Aristoteles Latinus (1976). Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, cit., lib. VII c. 1, 
1028a 37 – 1028b 2, p. 124: «Et scire tunc singula maxime putamus, quando quid est 
homo cognoscimus aut ignis, magis quam aut quale aut quantum aut ubi, quoniam et 
horum eorundem tunc singula scimus, quando quid est ipsum quale aut quantum 
scimus» (AL 25, 2). 
35 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 4, n. 87 (ed. Vat. VII, p. 432): «[…] Eo modo substantia est 
prior naturaliter omni accidente, quo est subiectum omni accidenti». 
36 Ivi, n. 82 (ed. Vat. VII, p. 429). Aristotle holds that accidents do not exist per se, 
but that they can be grasped only on the base of individual substance: Aristoteles 
Latinus (1976). Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, cit., lib. V c. 9, 1018a 1, p. 96 (AL 
25, 2). 
37 Ibidem, (ed. Vat. VII, p. 431). 
38 Cf. ibidem, (n. 83). 
39 Ivi, n. 105 (ed. Vat. VII, p. 443): «[…] Sed quantitas non inest formaliter speciei in 
quantum est divisibilis in partes subiectivas; igitur ipsa non est ‘ratio formalis’ 
divisibilitatis talis totius in partes tales». 
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because an integral part can never be the whole quantity, whereas a 
“subjective part” is always a “whole” or a whole nature. From the 
quantitative subdivision does not follow that the “part” is the 
expression of the “whole”; the divided “part” remains a “part” of the 
“whole”. If absurdely I could subdivide an individual, the parts I would 
obtain would never be the expression of the “whole”, but only of one 
“part” of it. The principle we are looking for must therefore be able to 
subdivide the species into “subjective parts” (individuals), of which 
everyone is the expression of the “whole”. The subdivision of the 
species into “subjective parts” makes every single part a “unity 
concluded in itself” and numerically “one”. The subdivision of a 
species into “subjective parts” must naturally be substantial and 
therefore part of the same hierarchy as the other division of the 
substance. If we follow this argumentation it is easy to state that this 
function cannot be attributed to the quantity of a being. The 
quantitative parts and the subjective parts have a different nature: the 
former are indetermined and the latter are naturally determined and 
concluded in themselves. Since quantity is indetermined, it cannot 
determine or individuate anything. 

Since quantity has its own “quiddity” it is indifferent to 
individuals and cannot carry out the function of individuation 
principle, which means that «impossibile est per aliquod accidens 
substantiam esse individuam»40. Individuality is something more 
original and cannot derive from an accident. 
 
“Matter” Cannot Individuate the Compound  
 
If we search for the principium individuationis in the depths of the 
substantial being, we might think that individuality depends on matter 
that is one of the constitutive principles of substantia41. 

Scotus observes that from a passage of Aristotle’s Metaphysica 
where he writes that «some beings constitute unity in number, those 
that have a single matter»42, many scholars erroneously deduced that 

                                                           
40 Ivi, n. 111 (ed. Vat. VII, p. 446).  
41 Ivi, q. 5, n. 129-141 (ed. Vat. VII, pp. 458-463); Lect. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 5, n. 125-138 
(ed. Vat. XVIII, pp. 268-273).  
42 Aristoteles Latinus (1976). Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, cit., lib. V c. 6, 1016b 
32-33 (Al 25, 2) [my translation]. This passage is to be found in the chapter where 
Aristotle discusses the motives why things can be defined “ONE”. He therefore holds 
that things are “one” in number if matter is one. We cannot interpret this passage in 
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the Stagyrite defines the substantia materialis as individuated through 
matter43. Scotus intends to confute this interpretation and wants to 
demonstrate that the individuation thesis of matter alone cannot derive 
from the Aristotelian texts44. 

If the foundation of unity Aristotle speaks of is to be found in 
“matter”, it is important to define the term. Matter can be defined 
either as “indistinct and indetermined” or as “distinct and determined”: 
in the former case it cannot constitute a determining principle because 
it is not individual – it is not a “haec”45, – in the latter case, the 
quantitatively46 “signata” matter cannot be the ultimate motive of 
individuation for the same reasons we applied to the quantitative 
accidents. If the ultimate foundation is to be found in matter and if this 
foundation ist completely indetermined, matter cannot be neither the 
cause of diversity nor the cause of individuation. 

Callias and Socrates47 are ontological compounds consisting of 
matter and form. Form is the same in both and makes it clear that 
                                                                                                                                          
the sense that Aristotle is speaking of individuation of matter only, because he is not 
speaking of individuation but of the “unity” of a continuous individual whole.  
43 To support this opinion Scotus refers to other texts taken from the Metaphysica 
where we can understand that Aristotle thinks matter to be the individuation 
principle: Aristoteles Latinus (1976), Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, cit., lib. VII c. 
8, 1035b 27-31, 141; lib. XII c. 8 1074a 31-34, 218 (AL 25, 2). Aegidius Romanus is 
one of the scholars who think that individuation is caused by matter or by quantity: 
cf. M. Pickavé (2007). The Controversy over the Principle of Individuation in 
Quodlibeta (1277 – ca 1320): A Forest Map, in Theological Quodlibeta in the 
Middle Ages. The Fourteenth Century (Brill’s Companions to the Cristian Tradition, 
7), C. Schabel (eds.), Leiden-Boston: Brill Academic Publishers, pp. 35-43. 
44 Cf. W. Charlton (1972). Aristotle and the Principle of Individuation, in 
“Phronesis” 17, pp. 239-249. The author expresses doubts on those who think 
Aristotle’s individuation principle only considers matter. 
45 Scotus excludes matter categorically as cause of individuation since «[sed] quod 
non est in se distinctum nec diversum, non potest esse prima ratio diversitatis vel 
distinctionis alterius»: Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 5, n. 131 (ed. Vat. VII, p. 458). 
46 On the problem of matter in Aristotle’s works see H. Seidl (1993). Sulla 
concezione della materia in Aristotele e S. Tommaso D’Aquino, in Physica, 
Cosmologia, Naturphilosophie. Nuovi approcci (“Dialogo di Filosofia”, 10), M. S. 
Sorondo (ed.). Roma: Herder – Lateran University Press, pp. 15-36. Seidl analyzes 
the difference between determined and indetermined matter and confirms Thomas’ 
position who «has always held the materia signata to be the individuation principle » 
of material things (infra, 33). From the same author also see Id. (2007). Metafisica e 
realismo. Dibattito su critiche moderne alla metafisica tradizionale e al suo realismo 
(“Dialogo di Filosofia”, 11). Roma: Lateran University Press, pp. 46-47. 
47 Aristoteles Latinus (1976). Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, cit., lib. VII c. 8, 
1034a 5-8 (Al 25, 2). 
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Callias and Socrates cannot reside in form but only in its opposite, 
which is the determined matter, the corporeal matter. Through form 
every individual has the eidos of man, and this man is different from 
this other man because his flesh and his bones are different. We could 
assume that “this” quantity of flesh and bones is different from “that” 
because it composes this man and not that. On the contrary, the sole 
determined matter cannot constitute the individuals as such. Being a 
common principle, matter is the same in every individual and is 
determined by form; therefore it cannot determine the compound itself.  
When Aristotle asserts that «things within the same species are not 
different for the species, but individually, in the sense that your matter, 
your form and your motive cause are different from mine, even if they 
are identical from the point of view of their universal definition»48, he 
takes into account the differentiation of form as well as of matter and 
also their unity on a common level49. 

The matter of a compound substance couldn’t be, at the same 
time, a constitutive part and what individuates the whole compound, 
because one part cannot individuate something of which it is part. Both 
form and matter constitute the species of the compound beings, but 
neither can be considered for individuation. Even if the compound is 
an essential constituent of substantia materialis, it cannot be “this” by 
itself, neither can matter, since it cannot be the cause of different 
things50. Being common to many individuals, the condition of 
uniqueness that should cause the individual to be a “this” concluded in 
itself is not satisfactory. We now suppose that Scotus speaks of 
“form”, but he doesn’t, and this marks one of the main differences 
between Ordinatio and Quaestiones super Libros Metaphysicorum. 

Matter can become individual only if the single compound in 
which it intrinsic has been contracted to individuality by a different 
“original” principle that has the function of contracting the common 
nature to singularity. 

We now must define the innermost nature of this “positive 
entity” that is able to elevate the individual beyond species and, in 
doing so, to contribute to its full and complete unfolding within the 
order of the created things. Scotus does not define the metaphysical 
status of this entity, he does not attribute to it a particular term within 
                                                           
48 Ivi, pp. 505-506: Aristoteles Latinus (1976). Metaphysica: Libri I-X, XII-XIV, cit., 
lib. XII c. 5, 1071a 27-29 (Al 25, 2). 
49 Ord. II, d. 3, p. 1, q. 5, n. 138 (ed. Vat. VII, p. 462). 
50 Cf. ivi, n. 136-139 (ed. Vat. VII, pp. 461-462). 
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the substantial order, but he tries to define the relationship between this 
individuating principle and the common nature. This relationship is not 
added to the common nature as something coming from outside, but it 
must fill its whole being from inside in order to give origin to the real 
unity of the individual. 

The following passage is the only one where Scotus speaks 
esplicitly of his solution and makes clear what he intends by “positive 
entity”: «Et si quaeras a me quae est ista ‘entitas individualis’ a qua 
sumitur differentia individualis, estne materia vel forma vel 
compositum, – respondeo: Omnis entitas quiditativa – sive partialis 
sive totalis – alicuius generis, est de se indifferens ‘ut entitas 
quiditativa’ ad hanc entitatem et illam, ita quod ‘ut entitas quiditativa’ 
est naturaliter prior ista entitate ut haec est, – et ut prior est naturaliter, 
sicut non convenit sibi esse hanc, ita non repugnat sibi ex ratione sua 
suum oppositum; et sicut compositum non includit suam entitatem 
(qua formaliter est ‘hoc’) in quantum natura, ita nec materia ‘in 
quantum natura’ includit suam entitatem (qua est ‘haec materia’), nec 
forma ‘in quantum natura’ includit suam. Non est igitur ‘ista entitas’ 
materia vel forma vel compositum, in quantum quodlibet istorum est 
‘natura’, – sed est ultima realitas entis quod est materia vel quod est 
forma vel quod est compositum»51. 

The entitas individualis cannot be deduced from form nor from 
the compound of matter and form and it originates from the «ultima 
realitas entis». Thus, individuation finds its ontological foundation in 
the ultimate reality of the being because the individual being cannot be 
brought back to the general being that derives from matter, from form 
or from a combination thereof. This means that the entitas individualis 
is formally distinct in its essential structure from the specific nature of 
the species, independently from the fact that it is part (matter or form) 
or a concrete whole of matter and form. The individual is then the 
result of the combination between common nature (species) and entitas 
individualis, which are similar in the reality because incapable of 
division, but different because, unlike the individual entity, the specific 
entity of common nature can be divided into quantitative parts. 

This solution is original because Scotus finds individuation in 
the debths of the substantial being on the base of a “trascendental” 
vision whose ontological foundation goes down to the ultimate reality 

                                                           
51 Ivi, n. 187-188 (ed. Vat. VII, pp. 483-484).  
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of form, but its foundation must be looked for in the ultimate reality of 
the being. 

We already see what in my opinion will constitute the 
phenomenological extension that Stein applies to Scotus’ solution: 
Stein identifies this internal foundation with what she calls the 
“empty” part of the being which is ready to be “filled” with all the 
subjective determinations that belong to each individual in order to 
make it unique in its being and unrepeatable in its relationship with 
other beings. This is the only singularity that allows making the 
foundation of the individual reality intelligible. 
 
SINGULARITY IS REACHED THROUGH THE “SPIRITUAL 
PERCEPTION OF THE FÜHLEN” 
 
We must now try to reach the cognitive determination of singularity in 
its first constituting. We have to put into epoché the simple external 
manifestation of the Einzelsein, in order to accomplish the regression 
to the point where it is not possible to dig deeper because the substrate 
we have reached and which is determined by the singularity is the 
utlimate foundation from which we only can “go back up”. On the 
other hand we can answer the question of the essence of singularity 
independently from its simple exterior manifestation without needing 
to establish to what extent the empirically given exterior manifestation 
can determine or condition the Einzelsein in its singularity. 

The “unity” of the Einzelsein is the synthesis of a double 
stratification of quantitative (material element) and qualitative 
(spiritual) determination. On taking note of every cognitive system, the 
quantitative determination, which is the first access of the cognition of 
the “something in front of me”, could drive us to consider this first 
experience sufficient to clarify the ultimate determination of 
singularity. It is almost impossible to resist the temptation to stand in 
front of the human being and to analyze only some of the constitutive 
dimensions as if it were an “external object”. On the contrary, we must 
distinguish the apparent quantitative determination from the intrinsic 
principle of form as «“entelechy” working from within»52 and the 
simple sensitive perception from the “spiritual perception of the 
Fühlen”. 

                                                           
52 E. Stein (2005). Potenz und Akt. Studien zu einer Philosophie des Seins, cit., pp. 54 
[English translation, p. 76]. 



42      AGATHOS: An International Review of the Humanities and Social Sciences  
 

That being said, Stein thinks that with the material “intuition” – 
that is an act of reason through which “something” of the contents is 
grasped – «is not the final distinction we must make»53 of the 
individual. What we grasp with the sensitive or material perception 
does not correspond to the qualitative fullness of the being as only 
persistent filling, even if continuous changes of its continuous 
appearing occur, and it is independent from them. To be conscious of 
oneself in full self-possession of one’s self, of one’s “what”, as that 
what I am in a completely personal way, as in individual and simply 
unique self, is an act of the spiritual perception of the Fühlen. In 
Stein’s wording «the “mood [Stimmung] is my present inner state of 
mind [Verfassung]: this is how I am at present […]. My “feeling 
[Fühlen]” is my consciousness of this mood»54. Only the Fühlen as a 
spiritual perception ad intra allows us to go even deeper into the 
interiority of our “being ourselves”, grasped through a continuous 
series of perceptive acts with the aim of letting oneself be determined 
by the flow of singularity in its renewed self-generating by itself. We 
will never be able to self-possess the full singularity, because with the 
Fühlen we only can “be conscient” of a territory where all the 
qualitative dimensions can be lived even if a singularity is not 
completely possessed, since in its nature it cannot be manipulated from 
outside nor be completely “possessed” by whom is searching it. This is 
a guarantee of the free process of flowing of a singularity that doesn’t 
undergo alteration. 

With the spiritual perception of the Fühlen the individual frees 
itself as if pushed by an inner force from any kind of exterior 
conditioning of the simple life and goes up into that interior singularity 
of its own being where it moves freely. In this case, if we examine 
singularity together with interiority of the being from which it stems, it 
appears as the “own” and characterizing element of the individual 
itself, since it comes from the innermost sphere. Only when the 
Einzelsein goes down into this “new region of the being” it grasps with 
its own interior eye its full “being itself” and, at the same time, taken 
hold of its singularity, it distinguishes its own quality of being from 
other individuals around it. Therefore, the individual first only grasps 
its individual quality, the foundational essence of its being “conscious 
of its own self”, and it perceives within itself the wide interior sphere. 

                                                           
53 Ivi, p. 57 [English translation, p. 80]. 
54 Ivi, p. 119 [English translation, p. 178]. 
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This is something essentially new, because we face an “original 
experience” of the human being55 that is different from a simple and 
common experience that is not able to grasp immediately the 
qualitative particularity of singularity as such. 

Through an interior retrospective glance, the individual 
perceives that its “being itself” comes from an ultimate spring placed 
beyond the secundary level of its being. In this spring the Einzelsein 
lives anchored to itself and in complete “solitude”, and it seems to 
loose progressively any kind of contact with what is “outside” itself. 
With Stein we can hold that «The more he lives from his depth, the 
more fully [rein] he will unfold [entfalten] his core, the less important 
will the external changes be»56. In this “deepness” the singularity of 
the Einzelsein is not linked to an accidental characteristic of the 
person, but to the essential and steadfast core that represents the 
foundation of any kind of actualisation. 
 
FEELING (FÜHLEN) “ONESELF” – ACCESS TO THE 
QUALITATIVE FULLNESS OF THE BEING  
 
We must now go back to the last section of Potenz und Akt that ends 
with a discussion of the Metaphysische Gespräche of the biologist and 
phenomenologist Hedwig Conrad-Martius. Here the author examines 
closely the question of the “empty form” as well as the question on the 
interpretation of the qualitative determination of the Einzelsein as what 
qualifies the human being as such. The ontological premise of the 
discussion is the nature of the relationship/link between Geistseele 
(spiritual soul) and Leib (living body), which has to be intended in 
analogy to the relationship between “form” and “matter”. Here we 
won’t define the nature of this link, but we try to reach more clarity on 
Stein’s concept of “empty form”. 

                                                           
55 Yet we must take into account that the search for singularity, even if within the 
objectivity of the original experience, cannot be defined (or completely grasped), 
because it slips away from any kind of definition. Within our investigation it is 
important to remember that the individual “shows” a determined individual 
characteristic from its inside. Stein spoke about this during the lessons held for 
women’s courses: cf. E. Stein (2000). Die Frau. Fragestellung und Reflexionen, 
Einleitung von S. Binggeli, Bearbeitet von M. A. Neyer, ESGA 13. Freiburg-Basel-
Wien: Herder, p. 161. 
56 E. Stein (2005). Potenz und Akt. Studien zu einer Philosophie des Seins, cit., p. 141 
[English translation, p. 212]. 
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Initially Stein uses the term of haecceitas to design the 
individuality of the spiritual beings (angels, humans), since this 
haecceitas is based in the quidditas. Therefore she locates the 
individuation principle of man in the “soul” (Seele) because it is an 
individual species57. After having considered various possible 
solutions among which the question of the materia signata quantitate, 
the author assumes as individuation principle of the Einzelsein its 
“soul” as entelechy that leads the development of man from inside, 
since the individual form must be seeked internally, in the entelechy. 
«Being moved and shaped from within is the peculiarity of living 
things, their mode of being; it is life. And the living inner form that 
gives life is the soul»58. 

Stein sharply separates the form in its becoming as substantial 
form (Wesensform) which is responsible for the development of the 
individual, from the form as entelechial structure (Wesen or Was) 
where the singularity or potentiality of the own individual “features” 
exist before any kind of conscient choose or experience of the own 
“oneself”. We hold that Stein wants to fund a correct vision of 
singularity in order to avoid a possible reductionist interpretation of the 
human being, where the development or the simple experience can be 
considered the clues to reach singularity as individual note. 

The Einzelsein carries a singularity based on the internal 
construction of its being in the full conscience of its “self” as such, and 
understands that its own individual note mus be attributed to every 
other “you”. To be conscient of the indivisible unity of the own being 
corresponds to feeling oneself’s (and of others) sensitive life as the 
spiritual one that comes from the depth of the being and returns, in a 
continuous flowing through retrospective perception, to the spring of 
its own singularity, in order to allow the human being to get freely 
conscient that diversity is the unmisticable element that is nearest to 
the personal being. With this we already enter the core of Stein’s 
hermeneutics on the onto-metaphysical foundation of the Einzelsein as 
“empty form”: «[it] is man’s specific form, it is what gives him 
qualities as man […] and as a whole has an individual stamp of 
qualities […] that is heightened together with the intensity of his 
spiritual being. […] It will not do to derive this stamp from the 

                                                           
57 Cf. ivi, p. 156 [English translation, p. 234]: «“A soul” denotes an individual. “The 
man has a soul” implies that something individual dwells in him that we call “soul”».  
58 Ivi, pp. 164-165 [English translation, pp. 248]. 
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matter»59. The qualitative fullness of the being fills the “empty form” 
with a Quale that «is only “sensed (!)” [gespürt]60 as such by each in 
how he “feels about himself” [sich selbst fühlt]; […] as he himself is as 
himself»61. 

 
STARTING AGAIN FROM A RECONSIDERATION OF THE 
INTANGIBLE VALUE OF THE HUMAN BEING 
 
For Stein individuation has an absolutely unique qualitative character 
that “tinges” its so-called personal “core”. After having excluded that 
the core can be determined by quantitative and numerical elements 
inherent to singularity, since they are secundary elements in 
determination, she holds that individuation is located beyond any 
possible psychic and material determination. In fact, the inalienable 
characteristics of the core, immutability, consistence and permanent 
propriety, impress a certain direction to the person’s development, and 
not the other way round: it is not the person’s development that forms 
the core, but it is the core that determines every psychic and/or 
material development of the person. From my investigation I conclude 
that any kind of quantitative determination cannot undermine the 
qualitative elements that characterize the person’s core. For Stein, 
these elements are located beyond any kind of spatio-temporality, 
because spatio-temporality means either a reference to formal 
conditions or to material conditions of determination. These are the 
“convergences” with Scotus’ doctrine of the individuation principle 
treated in Ordinatio: after an extended discussion I tried to limit to 
quaestiones IV-V, Scotus holds that the individuation principle must be 
intrinsic, positive, unique and cannot depend on accidental 
characteristics proper to the different being like quantity and matter: 
individuation cannot be deduced from matter, form or a compound of 
matter and form; it originates from the “ultima realitas entis” (q. VI). 

The investigation on this question shows that the obtained 
results are of a certain value for a historical and theoretical 
                                                           
59 Ivi, pp. 256, 260 [English translation, pp. 392, 398]. 
60 I would rather translate this term, meaning “to feel”, “to experience”, “to perceive” 
in German, with “to be touched [interiorly]”, because this seems to better adapt to the 
meaning of the passage. Even if in this case we speak about an interior experience, 
we distinguish between “to be touched interiorly” from the interior perception of “to 
feel” (fühlen). 
61 Ivi, p. 261 [English translation, p. 400]. 
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comprehension as well as for a clarification of the fact that the ultimate 
presuppositions of the human person in her singularity are necessary to 
the foundation of a radical philosophy that reaches the uttermost 
foundational structures of the human being. 

Stein’s merit is to have theoretically expressed, with the 
spiritual perception of the Fühlen, the possibility for the individual to 
become conscient of her individuality through an inner search in order 
to understand that, once he or she owns his or her individuality, it is 
inalienable. Yet, this requires a “responsibility” of the person towards 
his or her own and other person’s personal sphere. 

The human person is build as unicum only with respect to the 
“recognition” of her individuality; consequently, this allows him or her 
to go out of herself – else something different would approach to her –, 
to “enter” the world and to encounter the other persons. If the 
individual would not recognize her individuality, she would be 
“driven” by events coming from outside and would not draw her 
reactions from her ultimate interior core from where the individual gets 
her own existence and the responsibility of her free actions. 

I think that this will to “recognize” shows the irreducibility to 
the foundation of a self-centred individuality core, because else the 
individual, due to a decentration of the individual personality, risks to 
be at the external circumstances’ mercy and to “spoil” her life by 
reacting to them. Through an alert (or centered) life, the individual 
“perceives” and comes into contact with the flow of her individuality 
which can be objectivated by recognizing her own alterity and her 
disposition to be elevated into that continuous process of 
“regeneration” that invests not only the personal sphere, but any 
reaction to stimuli coming from outside. 

Any attempt to suppress or to put to sleep the individual human 
personality won’t ever succeed in eliminating it, because it is the 
ultimate reality of the spiritual being in its first constitution as 
foundation; this also guarantees that the whole natural life of the 
person carries within the track of the original and intangible “place”. 
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