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ABSTRACT
The distinction between ‘being’ and ‘essence’ arose in the elaboration of the theory of universal
hylomorphism, defended by the Franciscans, which maintained that there is a composition of
matter and form in all beings other than the First cause. This paper focuses on a formula which
Jean de La Rochelle (1190/ 1200–1245) borrows from Boethius (c. 480524) to explain how the
‘being’ of the soul is distinct from the ‘essence’ of the soul. It concludes by raising the question
whether Jean’s formulation anticipates that of St Thomas Aquinas’s (1224–1274) in his early
writings on De Ente et Essentia.

Introduction
Jean de La Rochelle’s Summa de Anima is testament to the growing interest in the
new GreekArab sources which were made available in the thirteenth century.
This paper is part of my ongoing doctoral research into the Summa de Anima of
Jean de La Rochelle, critically analysing its philosophical content and translating
the text (288 pages) into English. 1 The aim of this paper is to set out Jean de La
Rochelle’s position on being and essence in the context of the debate between
those who defended the theory of universal hylomorphism i.e., the theory that all
of created being is composed of matter and form and those who, like Thomas
Aquinas (12241274), rejected the doctrine which attributed a composite nature to
the soul.

I
Jean raises the question in chapter 13 of the Summa ‘What is the soul according to
essence’? First he considers the origin of the soul which is understood in two
ways, namely, that which concerns causality and that which concerns duration or
time. Regarding causality Jean investigates the soul according to the four
Aristotelian causes; with regard to the origin in time Jean sets out to prove that not
all souls were created at one time, an issue which was vigorously debated in
medieval philosophy.
When referring to the formal cause of the soul in chapter 17 of the Summa
Jean employs the concepts of ‘quod est’ and ‘quo est’. These have been called the
‘forgotten formulae of Boethius’, which, as Crowley notes, were reintroduced by
Philip the Chancellor (d.1236).2 Philip’s work, entitled the Summa de Bono, is
frequently the theological reference point for Jean in the Summa. The quod est, as
interpreted by Jean, refers to the ‘being’ of the soul, the quo est refers to the
essence of the soul. The ‘being’ of the soul has two modes, (1) essential being, as
when we say that human beings are rational and (2) accidental being, as when we
say that a person is just or wise. This distinction between quod est and quo est has

123

been variously interpreted by philosophers throughout the Middle Ages. Boethius
(c.480–c.525) introduced the distinction in his treatise De Trinitate where he
argues that the Divine Substance is form without matter and is its own substance.
Jean quotes from the De Trinitate3 (the first of Boethius’s five treatises known as
the Opuscula Sacra which survived into the Middle Ages) in support of the view
that created being is of a composite nature whereas divine being is of a simple
nature. In the third treatise, Quomodo substantiae in eo quod sint bonae sint cum
non sint substantialia bona (How substances are good in virtue of their existence
without being substantial goods) Boethius deals with being and goodness. He
poses the following problem: if everything is good in that ‘it is’, and if everything
receives its goodness from God, is everything, therefore, identical with God?
Boethius’s solution is contained in the distinction between id quod est et esse:
‘Being and the thing that is are different. For simple being awaits manifestation,
but the thing that is “is” and exists as soon as it has received the form which gives
it being.’4
Jean states that the constitutive principles quod est and quo est are to be
found in everything below the First cause since everything below the First is a
being through participation. Therefore, the ‘being’ or the ‘subject’ (quod est) of an
essence is different from its ‘nature’, the latter being that through which it is an
essence (quo est). If we say that God is good through his essence, since by our
understanding he is good, ‘to be’ and ‘to be good’ are the same for him. With
regard to anything below the First cause, however, a creature is good because it is
ordered toward the highest good. With regard to the soul it is a created ‘being’
(quod est) created by God out of nothing, the nature of the soul (quo est) is
understood as an ‘essence’ received from God. In addition to their composition of
matter and form which ‘is a receptive and passive potential in a creature’,5 human
beings, therefore, have this second composition, that of ‘being and essence’.
Jean asks whether there are specific differences between the soul and an
angel even if it can be said that they share the same formal cause of their being. In
so far as it can be a part of an angel’s composition ‘that through which’ an angel
exists is ‘intellectuality’ and ‘that which it is’ is an intellectual substance; in the
case of human being ‘that through which’ it is a human being is rationality and
‘that which it is’ is a rational substance. Jean accounts for a number of differences
according to species and according to essence, e.g., the angelic intellect is not
directed towards sensation whereas the human intellect begins at this level and it
is so directed. An angel has being as a person, a soul has being as a form and a
perfection. An angel is like God in its intellect and according to act because from
the beginning of its condition it has the forms imprinted on it for the purpose of
knowing the nature of things. In contrast Jean holds that the human soul is like a
clean writing tablet which contains possibilities for the forms but not the acts.
Jean wants to present an argument for the formal cause of the soul in a manner
which is acceptable to Christians but in admitting composition of quod est and
quo est Jean seems to deny the simplicity of the soul.
It is interesting to note that according to Burrell it was philosophers in the
Arabic tradition who were the first to distinguish ‘what constitutes the individual,
namely its existing, from what makes it the kind of thing it is’;6 but as we have
seen these speculations were already familiar to medieval thinkers, ‘especially
from the ninth century when they first aroused interest.’7 According to Parviz
Morewedge, however, it is a matter of contention as to whether Aristotle made a
distinction between essence and existence.8 He acknowledges the monumental
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work of AM. Goichon9 and N. Rescher10 who refer to a passage11 in Aristotle’s
Posterior Analytics. In the same work Goichon also mentions several passages in
Plato’s dialogues where the essenceexistence distinction is supposedly upheld.
As part of my studies I am interested in finding out to what extent Avicenna’s
theory shaped Jean’s thinking on the essenceexistence distinction which was
‘enormously important in postclassical Islamic intellectual history’;12 but, at
present, it is suffice to note that Avicenna, as Wisnovsky remarks, ‘laid down a
limited number of positions on the distinction, positions that would eventually
form the core of a radically expanded spectrum of positions.’13

II
Avicenna’s famous ‘flying man’ argument is quoted verbatim at the beginning of
Jean’s Summa — it is called an argument but it is a thoughtexperiment in which
man finds himself floating in the air or in a void in such a way that he is not
conscious of his physical body and yet he is aware of the existence of his own
essence, a dualistic perspective which, at first, appears to be similar to Descartes’s
cogito, but the similarity turns out to be superficial because as Wisnovsky points
out both the context and the purpose of the ‘flying man’ thoughtexperiment are
very different to those of the cogito. Avicenna’s argument is a claim about
essence, that nothing grasps a thing without grasping its own essence as grasping.
Augustine, in a similar vein, states that infants have an ‘implicit selfknowledge of
themselves’,14 the soul never ceases to know itself, just as in memory we retain
things even when we are not paying attention to them. While Descartes’ cogito
was written in the context of his search for first principles his doctrine of innate
ideas has much in common with Augustine with regard to knowing the self as
nonbodily. According to Descartes we have already received the ‘ideas’ of
things through our capacity to think, imagine, feel, or experience but our ‘ideas’
with regard to God, the self and selfevident truths, these are already present in the
baby in the womb. Descartes’s theory is far more complicated than can be stated
here but it would be more correct to say that Descartes’s cogito is closer in
meaning to Augustine than to Avicenna’s thoughtexperiment. Avicenna’s
objective is, according to Hasse, to point to the independence of the soul and that
the other theses pertaining to the existence of the soul, the selfawareness of the
soul and the substantiality of the soul, are only implied.15
Despite his dualism Avicenna holds that there are close connections
between the soul and the body. Describing Avicenna’s psychology of the soul
Deborah Black states that the body is the instrument of the soul and is a
‘necessary condition for its creation and individuation’.16 An angel or a separate
intelligence (i.e., separated from matter) is a species unto itself but man belongs to
a single species which is common to many individuals and is, therefore, composed
of matter and form. As Black further states, Avicenna places the creation of
human souls within the context of his theory of emanation. Where the conditions
are present in the sublunary world, i.e., when a human embryo is conceived, the
agent intellect (Avicenna’s separate Agent Intelligence) creates a human soul to
inform that body. Soul and body are thus made for each other, with the soul
having a special attraction to its own body.
One of a number of positions on the distinction is that between ‘thing and
existent’. Existence or being ‘is recognized by reason itself without the aid of
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definition or description. Since it has no definition, it has neither genus nor
differentia because nothing is more general than it.’17 According to ThérèseAnne
Druart, Avicenna ‘centered his own metaphysics in his work entitled the Shifā on
the distinction between existence and essence’.18 For Avicenna the term
‘existence’ has many meanings, such as, for instance: the reality of something, the
fact that it exists, the particular existence of something; but, it is clear that he
means that the object is, i.e., that it is an existent. In Metaphysics 1.5 of the Shifā
Avicenna uses the word ‘thing’ as an attribute of ‘being’ rather than essence, and
so, ‘thing’ and ‘existent’, as Wisnovsky puts it, are ‘extensionally identical but
intensionally different’,19 that is to say, ‘thing’ and ‘existent’ are coimplied but
they have different meanings. Avicenna explains what he means by this
mysterious ‘thing’ by stating that there are three primary concepts, ‘being’, ‘thing’
and ‘necessary’. Following Black’s account priority is given to ‘being’: ‘thing’ is
a substitute for the Platonic one, an attribute of being which she states is not in
Aristotle. Wisnovsky and Black both argue that this concept is borrowed from
kalām (Islamic doctrinal theology) ‘and used by Avicenna to ground his
distinction between essence and existence’.20 Black states that ‘thing’ is not
synonymous with essence, but whatever is a thing has an essence or quiddity. This
distinction applies to all other beings and explains their contingency (upon a First
Cause). In God alone there is no distinction between his essence and existence.
Avicenna’s third notion, that of the ‘necessary’ being, introduces his most original
contribution to Islamic philosophy, namely, the distinction between necessary and
possible existence. Everything is either necessary, possible or impossible, a
concept which leads to Avicenna’s famous proof for the existence of God.
Thomas Aquinas (12241274) in De Ente et Essentia is especially indebted
to Avicenna’s remarks made on essence and existence, for, Thomas too argues
that in God alone there is no distinction between essence and existence, ‘no
becoming, no potency, because he is pure existence without contingency or
finiteness.’21 He rejects the form–matter composition in nonbodily substances
and, instead, ascribes the essence–existence composition to them. Thomas
restricted hylomorphic composition to corporeal bodies while Bonaventure (1217
1274) held the opposite view — that angels must be hylomorphically composed
‘otherwise they would be pure act and God alone is pure act’.22 Bonaventure
appealed to the doctrine of seminal reasons in order to explain how forms are
imparted to matter in two modes: in one mode, the primary cause is God, but in a
secondary manner we see that parents produce new life through their activity.
There is, then, for Bonaventure, as one commentator puts it, ‘something in matter,
a seed, like an acorn which becomes an oak tree — illud potest esse forma et fit
forma, sicut globus rosae fit rosa — the agent gives to the essence already present
in matter a new form of existence, transforming an essence really existing in
matter from a potential to an actual form.’23 ‘This then,’ Bonaventure concludes,
‘is our position: that no created agent produces any essence, be it substantial or
accidental, but rather brings about a situation where an essence changes from one
situation to another.’24 While the souls of animals and plants arise entirely from
seminal reason, the human soul enters the body after it has gone through a process
which is explained in terms of the celestial bodies and the four elements. Thus the
human body is a composite of many forms. Thomas, however, argued against this
position in the debate on the plurality of forms which provoked lively discussion
in the thirteenth century. For Thomas, form is ultimate, there is only one form of
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the living human being, its soul, and as Gilson remarks there is no form of the
form.25
Arguing for his position regarding angels Thomas appealed to the
distinction between potency and act as something which runs through the whole
of creation and as such he can claim that angels display potentiality in their
performance of acts of will and intellect. There is a further distinction which he
can make between God and a separated spirit, i.e., that no finite being exists
necessarily; ‘it has or possesses existence which is distinct from essence as act is
distinct from potentiality’.26 For Thomas, an angel is form alone but existence is
that by which a form is. Therefore, there is composition in an angel, namely,
composition of form and existence. In substances composed of matter and form,
however, there is a double composition of act and potentiality, the first is a
composition of matter and form, the second a composition of the latter with
existence. This second composition is called by Thomas the quod est and esse or
the quod est and the quo est.27 In a chapter of the De Ente et Essentia entitled ‘The
Compositeness of Intelligences’, Thomas makes use of the formula quo est et
quod est as he states ‘so some people say such things are composed of that which
and that by which, or from that which exists and existence as Boethius says’.28
However, the editors of the Leonine edition of the De Ente et Essentia point to a
variant reading of the line in question and to its authenticity. 29 According to
Etienne Gilson, there is great confusion regarding the use of Boethius’s
terminology in its Thomistic meaning. 30 In Gilson’s view, ‘the very precision of
his [Boethius’s] formulas was to make it more difficult for his successors to go
beyond the level of substance up to the level of existence,’ however, as Gilson
also notes and continues, ‘but they helped those who succeeded in doing [so] to
formulate their own thought in strictly accurate terms.’31 In fact, this formula is
used by Thomas in thirtysix cases throughout his many works.32

III
Conclusion
In some instances Thomas acknowledges two sources and two formulations, they
are: id quod est et esse, attributed to Boethius; and that of quod est et quo est, the
source of which is attributed to ‘quidam’ or in another case to ‘alii’ (translated
respectively as ‘certain persons’ and ‘others’). Considering the dates of two of the
works in which Thomas employs the formulae indicates he maintained the
distinction throughout most of his works, one example, which I have already
referred to, is the De Ente et Essentia, written between 1252–1256, the second
work, the Quaestiones Disputatae de Anima which was written in the year 1269. 33
However, if we examine some quotes from Jean’s Summa, we see clearly that he
had already made this distinction with regard to immaterial substances. Take, for
example, in chapter 17 where he writes: ‘“that which exists” and “that through
which it exists” is different in created being,’34 and again, ‘therefore it is clear that
“that which exists” and “that through which it exists” namely the essence differ in
the soul’, 35 and further, ‘therefore one should say that spiritual beings and the
rational soul have a composition made from the essential parts, which are the parts
“that which exists” and “that through which it exists”.’36 Thus Jean’ Summa,
written between 1235–1236 may have been the source for Thomas’s position in
De Ente et Essentia. Further evidence which connects the two authors can be
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found in the preface to an edition of Thomas’s Quaestiones Disputatae De Anima.
The editor, B.C. Bazan, states that without doubt it was Jean’s Summa which
influenced Thomas’s structure of the disputed questions on the soul. He points to
Chapter 36 of the Summa where Jean explains the structure of his work in terms
which anticipates the structure of Thomas’s questions.37 Jean’s work was,
therefore, well known to Thomas and it is testament to the quality of his work that
it influenced Thomas in his writing on the soul, the question is to what extent; this
will become clearer as my work progresses.
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