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IT is commonplace to find the Stoics described as nominalists.' As
early as the fifth century CE they are described as holding that ‘there
are only particulars’ and, a century later, that ‘common entities are
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This paper began its life long ago in Julia Annas’s seminar on Hellenistic Philoso-
phies of Mind in the spring of 1989, and was subsequently presented at the winter
meetings of the American Philosophical Association, where Wolfgang Mann com-
mented on it; I have profited greatly from their criticisms. I would also like to thank
very warmly Jamie Dreier, Stephen Menn, and David Sedley for extensive discus-
sions and written comments in the interim, as well as Tad Brennan, Jaegwon Kim,
Baron Reed, Ernie Sosa, and Jim Van Cleve for challenging criticisms. Each saved
me from numerous errors; the remainder, of course, are solely my own.

' e.g. E. Zeller, Die Philosophie der Griechen in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung
[Philosophie der Greichen], sth edn. (3 vols. in 6 parts; Leipzig, 1923; 1st edn.
1844~-52), iii/1. 80~1 (cf. ii/1. 295-6); C. Prantl, Geschichte der Logik im Abendlande
[Geschichte] (4 vols.; Leipzig, 1855~70), i. 420, 427~-33; L. Stein, Die Erkenntnisthe-
orie der Stoa [Erkenntnistheorie] (Berlin, 1888), 276~300; V. Brochard, ‘La logique
des Stoiciens’, in his Etudes de philosophie ancienne et de philosophie moderne [Etudes)
(Paris, 1926), 220-38, esp. 221—4, 235-8, and his ‘La logique des stoiciens (Deuxiéme
étude)’, in his Etudes, 23951, esp. 242—6; P. Couissin, ‘La critique du réalisme
des concepts chez Sextus Empiricus’ [‘Critique du réalisme’), Revue d’histoire de
la philosophie, 1 (1927), 377~405 at 390; J. B. Gould, The Philosophy of Chrysippus
(Leiden, 1970), 43, 60, 106, 119, 159, 201, 203, 208—9; A. Graeser, Zenon von Kition:
Positionen und Probleme [Zeno) (Berlin, 1975), 84; G. Verbeke, ‘Der Nominalismus
der stoischen Logik’, Aligemeine Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie, 2 (1977), 36~55; M.
Schofield, ‘Preconception, Argument, and God’, in M. Schofield, M. Burnyeat, and
J. Barnes (eds.), Doubt and Dogmatism: Studies in Hellenistic Epistemology (Oxford,
1980), 283~308 at 286; M. Forschner, Die stoische Ethik: Uber den Zusammenhang
von Natur-, Sprach- und Moralphilosophie im altstoischen System (Stuttgart, 1981),
74, 81. For more qualified endorsements see A.-]. Voelke, L'Idée de volonté dans le
stoicisme (Paris, 1973), 28; B. Inwood, Ethics and Human Action in Early Stoicism

(Oxford; 1985), 28, 37-8, 83, 204.
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nothing’.? More recently, however, it has been argued that the Stoics
are best understood as ‘conceptualists’, after the manner of British
empiricists such as John Locke, rather than nominalists in the strict
sense.’ There are, unfortunately, texts to support both positions.
Worse, there are even texts that suggest a kind of realism:* the Stoics
are committed to the existence of qualities such as wisdom and
moderation that make an individual, for example, wise or moderate.
One might well wonder whether there is a coherent position here
" at all and, if there is, just what sort of position it might be.

The process of solving this puzzle has been thwarted by a second
and more troubling one. According to virtually every modern treat-
ment of the subject, (1) the Stoics identify Platonic Forms with con-
cepts, while (2) denying that a concept is something, even though
(3) they regard the genus Something as the highest genus, com-
prehending both what exists and what does not.® It is hard to un-

* Syr. In Metaph. 104. 21 Kroll and Simpl. In Categ. 105. 11 Kalbfleisch, respec-
tively. On the translation of olriwa see sect. 4.1.

* D. N. Sedley, ‘The Stoic Theory of Universals’ [‘Stoic Universals’], Southern
Journal of Philosophy, 23 (1985), suppl. 87—92; A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The
Hellenistic Philosophers (2 vols.; Cambridge, 1987), i. 181-3. An earlier denial of
nominalism can also be found in V. Goldschmidt, Le Systéme stoicien et ’idée de
temps [Le Systéme stoicien], 4th edn. (Paris, 1989; 1st edn., 1953), 166—7.

¢ C. H. Kahn, ‘Stoic Logic and Stoic LoG0s’ Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philoso-
phie, 51 (1969), 158—72 at 165—6.

* The best statement of this position is to be found in David Sedley’s succinct
but forceful ‘Stoic Universals’, and at full length in Jacques Brunschwig’s magis-
terial ‘La théorie stoicienne du genre supréme et I'ontologie platonicienne’ [‘Genre
supréme’], in ]. Barnes and M. Mignucci (eds.), Matter and Metaphysics (Naples,
1988), 21-127. But their position is in fact the culmination of a long tradition:
H. Ritter, Geschichte der Philosophie [Geschichte] (4 vols.; Hamburg, 1829~34), iii.
548—9; Prantl, Geschichte, i. 420, 427; Stein, Erkenntnistheorie, 292-8; A. C. Pear-
son, The Fragments of Zeno and Cleanthes (London, 1891), 72~5; L. Robin, La
Pensée grecque et les origines de l'esprit scientifique [ Pensée grecque) (Paris, 1923), 415;
Couissin, ‘Critique du réalisme’, esp. 401~5; O. Rieth, Grundbegriffe der stoischen
Ethik: Eine traditionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung [Grundbegriffe] (Berlin, 1933), 9o~
1, 1735, 180; A. Orbe, En los albores de la exegesis iohannea (Rome, 1955), 280—6;
P. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus (2 vols.; Paris, 1968), i. 15862, 174-6; K. Wurm,
Substanz und Qualitit: Ein Beitrag zur Interpretation der plotinischen Traktate VI
1, 2, und 3 (Berlin, 1973), 169, 175~81; A. A. Long, Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics,
Epicureans, Sceptics, 2nd edn. (Berkeley, 1986; 1st edn. 1974), 141, 147; Graeser,
Zeno, 69—78; M. Frede, ‘The Origins of Traditional Grammar’ {‘Origins of Gram-
mar’], in R. E. Butts and ]J. Hintikka (eds.), Historical and Philosophical Dimensions
of Logic, Methodology, and Philosophy of Science (Dordrecht, 1987), §1—79, repr. in
his Essays in Ancient Philosophy (Minneapolis, 1987), 338-59 at 349; D. E. Hahm,
The Origins of Stoic Cosmology (Columbus, 1977), 8; P. Pasquino, ‘Le statut on-
tologique des incorporels dans 'ancien stoicisme’ [‘Statut ontologique’], in J. Brun-
schwig (ed.), Les Stoiciens et leur logique (Paris, 1978), 375-86 at 378; Long and
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derstand why the Stoics would have introduced concepts, only to
banish them in this way; or what it could mean for items to fail to
be something and fail to be either existent or non-existent. Such a
position appears difficult to motivate and even unintelligible. Some-
thing seems to have gone badly wrong.

A fresh look at the evidence suggests a more charitable recon-
struction. First, our evidence presents not one Stoic theory, but
several (Section 1). Concepts are mentioned only by the founder
of the Stoa, Zeno of Citium, and his successor Cleanthes (Sections
2—7); beginning with Cleanthes’ successor, Chrysippus, they cease
to be mentioned. Later Stoics appeal to linguistic conventions in-
stead, retaining only certain broad features of the earlier theory,
while correcting for some of its more egregious consequences (Sec-
tions 8—9). If this is right, the appeal to concepts is not part of the
‘canonical’ form of Stoicism, which coalesced under Chrysippus
and his followers. Both theories, on the other hand, acknowledge
qualities, but in neither case do they imply realism: Stoic quali-
ties are similar to what are sometimes called ‘quality instances’ or
‘tropes’. In a scheme that already appeals to concepts or language,
such items might seem otiose. But in fact they constitute one of
the more philosophically insightful manceuvres the Stoics make in
responding to Plato.

Second, the Stoics never identify Platonic Forms with concepts
or, for that matter, anything else. Their strategy is eliminativist,
not reductivist. On their view, there are no such things as Pla-
tonic Forms—they are literally nothing at all. Concepts, however,
are something. They are precisely what replace Forms; they ac-
tually perform functions that Forms were supposed to. Something
is thus not only the highest genus for the Stoics, but fully com-

- Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, i. 163—6, 181—3; P. Aubenque, ‘Une occasion

manquée: La genése avortée de la distinction entre I’ “étant” et le “quelque chose”’,
‘in P. Aubenque (ed.), Etudes sur le Sophiste de Platon (Naples, 1991), 365-85 at
379.

The only exceptions to this tradition are partial and confused, because they con-
tinue to identify concepts with Platonic Forms: E. Elorduy, Die Sozialphilosophie
der Stoa [Sozialphilosophie] (Leipzig, 1936), 85, 88 (though cf. 124-5); ‘La logica de
la Estoa’, Revista de filosofia (Madrid), 3 (1944), 7-65 and 221-65 at 229~31; and El
estoicismo (2 vols.; Madrid, 1972), i. 248 ff.; M. Pohlenz, Die Stoa: Geschichte einer
geistigen Bewegung, 4th edn. (2 vols.; Gottingen, 1970; 1st edn. 1943-7), i. 64~5, 295;
J. M. Rist, Stoic Philosophy (Cambridge, 1969), 156, 165, and ‘Zeno and the Origins
of Stoic Logic’ [‘Zeno’], in J. Brunschwig (ed.), Les Stoiciens et leur logique (Paris,
1978), 387—400 at 394~5; C. Atherton, The Stoics on Ambiguity [Stoic Ambiguity]

(Cambridge, 1993), 767, 144, 256.
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prehensive as well: it includes every item, whatever its status,
that is acknowledged by what they take to be the correct onto-
logy.®

I shall finish by drawing some general conclusions about ‘the
problem of universals’ and in particular the difference between the
ancient and modern debates (Section 10). This appears to be yet
one more area where we have much to gain from our predeces-
sors.

1. Stoic responses to Plato’s theory of Forms

Modern treatments generally speak as if all the early Stoics agreed
that a solution to the problem of universals involves an appeal to
concepts. One late source does collapse the position in this way,
claiming simply that ‘the Stoics think the Ideas are our concepts’
(Ps.-Galen, De hist. philos. 25=Dox. Gr. 615. 16 Diels). But our
other sources do not. The most nuanced account is given by Syri-
anus, who distinguishes a variety of approaches:

The Forms, then, were not introduced by these divine men [sc. Socrates,
Plato, the Parmenideans, and the Pythagoreans) for the use of conventions
concerning names [mv xpiiow ris Tdv Svoudrwv ocwwnbeias), as Chrysippus,
Archedemus, and most of the Stoics later thought, since in themselves the
Forms differ in many ways from what is said by convention. Nor do
they supervene on the understanding, analogous to the much-talked-about
expressibles [Aexrd], as Longinus recommended, given that what super-
venes is insubstantial—how could the same thing both be an intelligible
and supervene? Nor, according to these philosophers, are Ideas concepts
[éwotuaral, as Cleanthes later said. Nor do they supervene on the under-
standing in the way conceptual ideas do, as Antoninus said, combining the

views of Longinus and Cleanthes. (In Metaph. 105. 21—30)

The historical sketch from which this excerpt is taken is not in-
tended to be chronological. Syrianus has instead organized the
positions systematically, with special attention to how they de-
viate from the orthodox Platonic position.” Several of them re-

® For the sake of convenience, I shall forgo etymological scruples and use ‘on-
tology’ and ‘entity’ to designate, respectively, the domain of a metaphysical theory
and what falls within that domain, including what does not exist or have being of any
sort (should there be such according to the theory in question).

’ This should answer Brunschwig’s concern about the reliability of Syrianus’
report (‘Genre supréme’, 78). Chronologically, it is a jumble: immediately after
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main a mystery: nothing else is known about Longinus’ and An-
toninus’ position, not to mention Cornutus’ position, which Syr-
ianus discusses later in the passage (106. 7-13). But one point is
clear. Beginning with Chrysippus, ‘most of the Stoics’ did not ap-
peal to concepts when responding to Plato, but conventions in-
volving names. In fact, what distinguishes Antoninus is precisely
his reintroduction of concepts into the discussion and the syn-
cretism in which it results. This strongly suggests that Cleanthes
was the last mainstream Stoic to appeal to concepts in responding to
Plato.

The position does not seem to have originated with Cleanthes,
though. We know that Zeno severely criticized Plato in an effort to
strike at Arcesilaus—a strategy as misdirected, Numenius tells us,
as when Cephisodorus criticized Plato’s Forms in order to attack
Aristotle (ap. Euseb. Praep. Evang. 14. 6. 9—11, ii. 275. 6—276. 7
Mras). Numenius further claims that in making this critique, Zeno
‘wickedly and shamelessly introduced’ alterations to Platonic doc-
trine (ii. 276. 5 Mras). But he fails to tell us exactly what these
innovations were. Other testimonia suggest it might have been the
same theory as Cleanthes’: ‘The Stoics who follow Zeno said the
Ideas are our concepts.’® The same position is elaborated in paral-
lel passages of Diogenes Laertius and Stobaeus that constitute our
most important evidence for the early Stoic theory. Because it has
attracted more discussion, we shall begin with the later report from

Stobaeus:

Zeno’s position. (1) They say that concepts are neither something nor
something qualified, but (2) as if they were something and as if they
were something qualified, being apparitions of the soul. (3) They were
called ‘Ideas’ by past philosophers. For Ideas are of things that fall under
concepts, such as men, horses, and (to speak more generally) all animals
and as many other things they say there are Ideas of. But the Stoics say

mentioning Antoninus, Syrianus goes back to consider the views of Socrates; he
then skips forward to middle Platonists (Plutarch, Atticus, and Democritus); and
then finally he goes back again to earlier moderates such as the Peripatetic Boethus
and the Stoic Cornutus. But it is extremely unlikely that Syrianus would be con-
fused about Socrates’ dates. In any event, Sorepov at 105. 29 does not pose a problem:
it is to be taken with map’ adrois in the previous line to refer to ‘these divine men’
at 10§. 20—1, just as Jorepov does at 105. 22—3, a point already recognized by Zeller
(Philosophie der Griechen, ii/1. 81 n. 4).

* Ps.-Plut. Epit. 1. 10. 5 (=Dox. Gr. 309. 9—10); Euseb. Praep. Evang. 15. 45. 4,
ii. 413. 8 Mras. Ps.-Galen’s report mentioned above (p. 148) clearly derives from
these.
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that the latter are non-existent and that while we participate in concepts,
we bear those cases they call ‘common nouns’. (Ecl. 1. 136. 21-137. 6
Wachsmuth)

There is a great deal in this passage, and we shall return to it often.
For ease of reference the text can be subdivided according to the
following rubrics: (1) what concepts are not; (2) what concepts
are; and (3) the relation between concepts and Platonic Forms.
. The first topic immediately leads us into a thicket of metaphysical
difficulties, though, which must be cleared away (Sections 2—4)
if we are to understand properly the second and third (Sections

5-7).

2. Something

The first clause of the passage claims that concepts are ‘neither
something nor something qualified’. How on earth, though, could
concepts fail to be something? A natural response would be the fol-
lowing: only if they were nothing at all, only if there were no such
things as concepts. But it is hard to see how that would help matters.
One might intelligibly claim that Platonic Forms were fictions or,
alternatively, that concepts were. But it is not clear what could be
gained by introducing one fiction and identifying it with another.
How can concepts pull the load Forms are supposed to, if they are
just as illusory?

Scholarly opinion has been more sanguine, though. In fact, it is
one of those rare moments when scholars have been virtually unani-
mous. The opening clause, they believe, must be taken as referring
to the Stoics’ highest genus, Something (76 1), so that by deny-
ing concepts are something, Zeno places them outside this genus,
banishing them to a ‘logical and metaphysical limbo’.? Such claims
require us to reflect on the very foundations of Stoic ontology. In
this section, therefore, we shall consider what it is to be something
according to the Stoics, before evaluating in Section 3 what it might
be not to be.

°® The phrase is Sedley’s (‘Stoic Universals’, 89; cf. Long and Sedley, The Hel-
lenistic Philosophers, i. 181).

Something and Nothing 151

2.1. Being vs. being something

In making Something the highest genus, the Stoics are rejecting the
view that Being or What Is (v6 év) constitutes the highest genus.'®
According to Plutarch (Comm. not. 1073 D-E), the Stoics claim
that

(NE) There are some things which are not.

Put in this way, the position sounds contradictory (as Plutarch
clearly intended it to). But it needn’t, once it is taken in its proper
sense. For the Stoics reject the Platonic identification of being with
being something."' On their view, to speak of something as ‘a being’
(8v) is precisely to mark an item’s ontological status, in contrast with
other uses of ‘to be’, which are unmarked. By disambiguating these
two uses of ‘to be’, the Stoics can thus avoid contradiction—indeed,
nothing short of this will work. T'o remove the sound of paradox,

‘o Alex. Aphr. In Top. 301. 19—27, 359. 12—-18 Wallies; Philo, Leg. alleg. 2. 86, 3.
175, Quod det. pot. 118; S.E. PH 2. 86, 223, M. 10. 234; Scholia in Arist. Categ.
34°8-11 Brandis; Plot. 6. 1. 25. 3-6, 26, cf. 6. 2. 1. 22 Henry-Schwyzer. Accord-
ing to an older tradition, beginning with Ritter (Geschichte, iii. 553—5) and Zeller
(Philosophie der Griechen, iii/1. 945 n. 2), the earliest Stoics accept What Is as
the highest category, while Something is elevated to that status only by Chrysip-
pus or a later Stoic in order to accommodate incorporeals. But the evidence for
this hypothesis is slight and can be satisfactorily explained away. (1) Although
in most printed editions D.L. 7. 61 cites 76 év as a Stoic example of the high-
est genus, this reading does not occur in any of the manuscripts, but stems from
the Latin translation of Aldobrandini. For a judicious discussion see Brunschwig,
‘Genre supréme’, s0-1. (2) The ‘quod est’ of Sen. Ep. §8. 7-14, 16—22 is not
Stoic, but middle Platonic: see the detailed analysis of J. Mansfeld, ‘Substance,
Being and Division in Middle Platonist and Later Aristotelian Contexts’ [‘Sub-
stance, Being and Division’], in his Heresiography in Context: Hippolytus’ Elenchos
as a Source for Greek Philosophy (Leiden, 1992), 78-109 at 84~5 n. 22, where he
argues that Seneca’s use of the first person does not in context entail endorse-
ment (against Brunschwig, ‘Genre supréme’, 5§1-60). (3) As for 706 yevixwrdrov Tob
dvros at S.E. M. 8. 326, Brunschwig (‘Genre supréme’, 46—7) plausibly follows
W. Heintz, who obelizes roi dvros, despite his own acceptance of Zeller's thesis
(Studien zu Sextus Empiricus [Sextus Empiricus] (Halle, 1932), 151-3)~—cf. the par-
allel passage, PH 2. 86—7, which correctly declares Something to be the highest
genus.

"' For the classic discussion of this view see G. E. L. Owen in ‘Aristotle on the
Snares of Ontology’, in R. Bambrough (ed.), New Essays on Plato and Aristotle
(London, 196s), 69—95, repr. in his Logic, Science and Dialectic: Collected Papers
in Greek Philosophy (Ithaca, 1986), 250—78 at 260 and 264~s; although see his later
qualifications in ‘Plato on Not-Being’ [‘Not-Being'] in G. Vlastos (ed.), Plato, i.
Metaphysics and Epistemology (Garden City, NJ, 1970), 223-67, repr. in his Logic,
Science and Dialectic, 104-37 at 135-6. For an excellent recent discussion see L.
Brown, ‘Being in the Sophist: A Syntactical Enquiry’, Oxford Studies in Ancient

Philosophy, 4 (1986), 49-70.


KATERINA IERODIAKONOU



152 Victor Caston

we can use a distinct verb, ‘to exist’, for the ontologically marked
use, while reserving ‘to be’ for the copula and the particular quan-
tifier ‘there is/are’.'? The Stoics’ claim can then be reconstrued as
follows:

(NE’) There are some things which do not exist.

The Stoics thus reject half of the Platonic position. Both accept
that if an item is—that is, if it exists—then it is something. But

" Platonists also insist on the converse; and it is this that the Stoics
reject. An item may be something even though it does not exist. The
genus Something is thus wider than What Is, or as we might now
say, What Exists.

Such a position inevitably conjures up thoughts of Meinong and
his Gegenstandstheorie. This comparison has been thought to gain
support from a further distinction drawn in canonical Stoicism,
between what exists (r6 8v) and what subsists (76 Upeards: Galen
Meth. med. 10. 155. 1-8)." Although some things do not exist,
they nevertheless subsist and even on occasion obtain (Speordor xal
vmdpyovow: Plut. 4dv. Colot. 1116 B—c). Here we have a distinction
clearly associated with Meinong’s name ever since Russell.!*

'* A striking example of the unmarked use of the quantifier occurs in Chrysippus,
who uses it to posit entities that, on his theory, are non-existents: ‘given that there are
also such expressibles . . .’ (Svrwy 8¢ xal rorovrwy Aexrav: Quaest. log. 3, fr. 3, col. 8.
15-16 von Arnim). To speak of an ‘existential’ quantifier in this context thus begs
the question against positions like the Stoics’. For a discussion of the larger issues
involved see A. Orenstein, Existence and the Particular Quantifier (Philadelphia,
1978), esp. 28.

"> For a defence of this distinction in connection with Meinong see A. A. Long,
‘Language and Thought in Stoicism’ [‘Language and Thought’], in A. A. Long
(ed.), Problems in Stoicism (London, 1971), 7511 3 at 89—90, and later adopted
by Long and Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, i. 164; but cf. G. Watson, The
Stoic Theory of Knowledge [Stoic Knowledge] (Belfast, 1966), 92—6, who more cor-
rectly draws a comparison with the early Russell (see n. 14 below). There has
been extensive controversy over the Stoics’' terminology here: see R. E. Witt,
“Yndaraais’, in H. G. Wood (ed.), Amicitiae Corolla (London, 1933), 319—43;
H. Dérrie, ‘'Yndoraois, Wort- und Bedeutungsgeschichte’, Nachricht. d. Akad.
d. Wiss. in Gétt., Philol.-hist. KI. (1955), 35—92; P. Hadot, ‘Zur Vorgeschichte
des Begriffs “Existenz”: dmdpyew bei den Stoikern’, Archiv fiir Begriffgeschichte,
13 (1969), 115-27; A. Graeser, ‘A propos vmdpyew bei den Stoikern’, Archiv Sfuir
Begriffgeschichte, 15 (1971), 299—305; V. Goldschmidt, ‘Umdpyew et peordvas dans la
philosophie stoicienne’, Revue des études grecques, 85 (1972), 331-44; and A. Schu-
bert, ‘“Umdpyew” und “Ugioracba.” bei den Stoikern’, ch. 5 of his Untersuchungen
zur stoischen Bedeutungslehre (Géttingen, 1994).

'* For the popular interpretation of Meinong see B. Russell, ‘Meinong’s Theory
of Complexes and Assumptions’, Mind, 13 (1904), 204-19, 336-54, and 509—24,
repr. in Douglas Lackey (ed.), Essays in Analysis [Essays] (New York, 1973), 2176
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But we should be more careful. Meinong does distinguish beste-
hen and existieren in a way that closely parallels this distinction, but
it is not the distinction for which he is famous. The objects that
subsist on his view are abstract objects, such as numbers, properties,
and states of affairs.!* They thus differ from a centaur, say, or the
object of my secret desire, which would be concrete if they were to
exist; but seem to lack being (Sein) entirely—such things neither
exist nor subsist. What distinguishes Meinongian objects, there-
fore, is not a certain kind of Being, but rather their independence
from being of any kind, whether existence, subsistence, or some
other kind (should there be any). Their independence consists in
just this: objects have their nature or character (Sosein) independent
of being (Sein), independent of whether they are or are not; taken in
themselves, they are ‘beyond being and not-being’ (jenseits von Sein
und Nichtsein). Thus, when Meinong speaks of the ‘Aufersein of the
pure object’, he is precisely not assigning some new type of being
to objects, but rather considering them apart from being altogether
(literally, aufer Sein).'*A true Meinongian is thus prepared to say
that objects have certain attributes or characteristics, even if they
lack being entirely. In fact, it is only this last thesis that has radical
implications. Someone who accepts abstract objects need not agree
to it, even if he thinks abstract objects do not exist, since he might
insist that attributes belong only to objects that have some sort of
being or other, even if less than existence in the full sense. Thus,
while there are non-existents on such a view, the logic remains fun-
damentally the same: the difference is merely verbal, with ‘being’
in place of ‘existence’. For the Meinongian, though, the difference

at 21, 36; Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy (London, 1919), 169; and ‘My
Mental Development’, in P. A, Schilpp (ed.), The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell
(2 vols.; Evanston, Ill., 1944), i. 1-20 at 13. At points Russell recognizes that this
is not Meinong’s position: see his review of Meinong’s Untersuchungen zur Gegen-
standstheorie und Psychologie [‘Review of Meinong’], Mind, 14 (1905), 530-8, repr.
in Lackey, Essays, 77-88 at 78; as well as his ‘On Denoting’, Mind, 14 (1905), 479~
93, repr. in Lackey, Essays, 103-19 at 109. In fact, the position Russell ascribes
to Meinong and criticizes was actually Russell’s own only a few years earlier: The
Principles of Mathematics, 2nd edn. (London, 1937; 1st edn. 1903), 43, 71, 450-1.

'* A. Meinong, ‘Uber Gegenstandstheorie’ [‘Gegenstandstheorie’], in A. Mei-
nong (ed.), Untersuchungen zur Gegenstandstheorie und Psychologie (Leipzig, 1904),
1-50, repr. in the Alexius Meinong Gesamtausgabe [Gesamtausgabe), ed. R. Haller
and R. Kindiger (7 vols.; Graz, 1968-78), ii. 481-535 at 486-8.

'* Meinong, ‘Gegenstandstheorie’, 489—94, esp. 492—3; the expression ‘jenseits von
Sein und Nichtsein’ occurs at 494.
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is not verbal. The question is whether having an attribute presup-
poses any kind of being at all—whether ‘Pegasus is a winged horse’
can be true, for example, even if ‘Pegasus’ fails to denote any sort
of being. I shall refer to a theory as ‘Meinongian’ if it rejects such a
presupposition, even if it departs from Meinong’s theory on other
points.'?

If we now reconsider the four types of subsistent acknowledged
by canonical Stoicism, we find that they are all abstract objects:
" place, time, void, and what can be expressed by language. The Sto-
ics insist that such objects are not bodies and cannot act or be acted
upon. On their view, bodies are alone capable of this and as such
constitute the sole existents (see p. 208). Such characterizations are
very much in line with what Meinong has to say about subsistents.
But they are neither here nor there as regards ‘Meinongianism’ in
the sense I have described. For these later Stoics could still insist
that attributes belong only to entities with some form of being or
other, that is, which either exist or subsist.'*

2.2 Thought and object

That having been said, it appears that some Stoics were committed
to the more well-known Meinongian position:

To some Stoics it seems that Something is the first genus, and I shall explain
why. In the nature of things, they say, some things exist and some do not.
In fact, the nature of things includes even those things that do not exist
but come to mind, such as centaurs, giants, or anything else that, having
been made up by a false thought, takes on an appearance, even though it
does not have reality.'* (Sen. Ep. 58. 15; cf. S.E. M. 9. 49)

As on the view just considered, what exists does not exhaust all
there is: there are things that do not exist. But on the present view
they are not assigned any other type of being—they are simply
said not to exist. The examples are quite different: they include

'" I am thus using the term in a somewhat more stringent sense than R. M.
Dancy (‘Ancient Non-Beings: Speusippus and Others’, in his Two Studies in the
Early Academy (Albany, NY, 1991), 63-119, esp. 63—4 and 72—6), who characterizes
the acceptance of any kind of non-existent (including subsistents) as ‘Meinongian’.

'* As Watson, for example, takes the Stoics to do, in line with the early Russell
(Stoic Knowledge, 95).

1% ‘Substantia’ is the Latin for odola and so stands for a real object; ‘substantiam
habere’ can be used as an equivalent to the marked use of ‘esse’ (as e.g. at Sen. Ep.
113. 4). See p. 169 below.
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centaurs and giants, objects that would be concrete were they to
have being. What counts as something, moreover, is characterized
quite broadly. Anything we can think of falls ‘within the nature of
things’ and thus is something, whether or not it has being of any
kind—all that matters is that we can think of it. Our thoughts,
therefore, not only have a content on every occasion, but an object:
even if a thought fails to correspond to an existent object, there still
will be something of which it is a thought. And, as a Meinongian view
requires, we can truly say that such objects are centaurs and giants,
regardless of whether they exist. On its most obvious construal, the
principle underlying their position guarantees not only that there
is an object of which we are thinking, but also that it is the sort of
thing we are thinking of—if I am thinking of an F, then there is
an x such that I am thinking of x and x is an F. (For more on this
principle see Section ;5. 2.)

This new characterization of the genus Something is more nu-
anced than it at first appears. At first, one might think it amounts
to the following claim:

‘(TS) v x (It is possible to think of x— x is something).

But put in this way, the claim is nothing remarkable—every on-
tology is committed to (TS). The universal quantifier in (TS) is
objectual and so ranges over the objects in the domain of an onto-
logy. But, according to any ontology, every object in its domain is
something in the broad sense in question here, no matter what the
ontology. The consequent of (T'S) is thus trivially satisfied in every
ontology, and so (TS) will be as well.

The Stoic claim, however, is meant to be controversial, precisely
because the range of what we can think seems to outstrip most
ontologies. We generally assent to sentences of the form

It is possible to think of x,

where ‘x’ is replaced by a singular noun phrase such as ‘Chiron’
or ‘a centaur’, even if nothing in our ontology corresponds to that
phrase. And that is just where the Stoics’ principle kicks in. For
whenever we assent to such a sentence, they claim, it will also be

true that
x is something,

where ‘x’ is replaced by the same phrase—a result most of us ob-
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viously cannot accept, since we think there are no such things as
centaurs, for example, or giants. In accepting every instance of the
following schema (where ‘x’ is replaced by a singular noun phrase)

(TS’) Itis possible to think of x - x is something

the Stoics are thus making a radical claim. Substitutional quantifi-
cation shows how capacious their highest genus is really meant to
be.

Such a principle need not weaken their sense of reality. For these
Stoics do not accept every instance of the following schema (where
‘x’ is replaced by a singular noun phrase):

(TE) It is possible to think of x — x exists.

Consider ‘Chiron’ again. Here the consequent is as false for the
Stoics as it is for anyone else; hence, since the antecedent is true,
the conditional as a whole will be false. These Stoics are in fact quite
restrictive about what exists, reserving it exclusively for those things
that can act or be acted upon. Thus, while they reject the modern
dogma that ‘Everything exists’,?® they nevertheless maintain a more
stringent, causal conception of reality than many philosophers do.

Perhaps the most tantalizing aspect of Seneca’s report is the sug-
gested connection between thought and object. If these Stoics were
also to accept the converse of (T'S’), that is, the thesis that every-
thing can be thought, by accepting every instance of the following
schema

(ST") x is something— it is possible to think of x

they would be in a position to accept the following intentional
definition of ‘something’: to be something is just to be a possible
object of thought. The highest genus is described in just these terms
by Kasimir Twardowski, who, like Meinong, was a student of
Brentano’s and advocated a ‘Meinongian’ theory of non-existent
objects. Having argued that every presentation has not only a con-
tent, but also an object,?’ Twardowski continues:

3 e.g. W, V. O. Quine, ‘On What There Is’, in his From a Logical Point of View:
o Logico-Philosophical Essavs (Cambridge, Mass., 1961), 1-19, esp. at I.
. 3 Zur Lehre vom Inhalt und Gegenstand der Vorstellungen: Eine psychologische Un-
tersuchung [Inhalt und Gegenstand) (Vienna, 1894), § 6, 29-34. Cf. also 36: ‘Some-
thing is presented in each presentation, whether it exists or not, whether it is rep-
resented as independent of us and impressing itself on our perception or whether
it is formed in imagination by ourselves; whatever else it might be, it stands, in so
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The view that locates the summum genus in the object thus turns out to
be justified. Everything there is is an object of a possible presentation;
everything there is is something . . . In short, everything which is not
nothing, but is in some sense ‘something’, is an object.?

Twardowski’s position is a natural extension of the one Seneca re-
ports. What there is is the same as what there is to be thought—a
Parmenidean formula (DK 28 B 3), even if taken in a very un-
Parmenidean spirit. But the Stoics need not have taken this step.
They might have held, like Meinong’s student Ernst Mally, that
being something is independent not only of actually being thought
(as on Twardowski’s view), but of even the possibility of being
thought. On Mally’s view, the genus Something extends even be-
yond the range of thought—some things cannot be thought.?* Or,
alternatively, the Stoics might not have taken any position at all.
There does not appear to be sufficient evidence on this question.
As Seneca does not identify the Stoics who hold this doctrine,
we do not know when it originated®* or even whether it is related to
the other division of the highest genus into existent and subsistent
objects. The two characterizations are compatible; but they are not
equivalent, as the examples of centaurs and giants show. Thus,
while it is possible that some Stoics combined the two,?* it is by no
means certain—they may not belong to the same stage of theorizing
or even to the same theory. Without further evidence, we simply

far as we have a presentation of it, in contrast to us and our presentational activity
concerning it.’

22 Twardowski, Inhalt und Gegenstand, 37-8.

3 E. Mally, ‘Uber die Unabhingigkeit der Gegenstinde vom Denken’, Zeitschrift
fiir Philosophie und philosophische Kritik, 155 (1914), 37-52. For a discussion of these
issues see D. Jacquette, ‘The Origins of Gegenstandstheorie: Immanent and Tran-
scendent Intentional Objects in Brentano, Twardowski, and Meinong’, Brentano
Studien, 3 (1990-1), 177-202 at 188~go.

s Brunschwig argues that the view Seneca reports is late, because he thinks this
position is an extension of Seneca’s own (Ep. 58. 8-16, cf. 22), which is itself hetero-
dox and late (‘Genre supréme’, 56—7; cf. Pohlenz, Die Stoa, ii. 37). But Mansfeld
has questioned whether the heterodox view is Seneca’s own (‘Substance, Being and
Division’, 845 n. 22); and we may question whether the Meinongian view is its
extension: nothing precludes it from being earlier than the orthodox, Chrysippean
one.

15 Mansfeld does combine the two, taking Seneca’s summary to be ‘hurried and
incomplete’ (‘Substance, Being and Division’, 1o1). But this assumption leads him
to worry whether Seneca confuses ‘unqualifiedly non-existent’ objects with those
which are only ‘qualifiedly non-existent’, viz. incorporeal subsistent abstracta; or
whether Seneca has only chosen the examples for rhetorical reasons (101-2). Such
worries evaporate if we are dealing with two different stages of Stoic theory.
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cannot assume that both are in play in a given context. This a
question to which we shall return shortly (see pp. 175-6).

3. ‘Not-somethings’?

Yet it is hard to see how such doctrines help. They only seem to
make our initial worry worse: if concepts aren’t even something,
when ‘something’ applies so broadly, then they can’t be anything
at all. But that, it seems, is just tantamount to excluding concepts
from Stoic ontology altogether.

Commentators are unanimous in not_excluding concepts from
Stoic ontology, though. If concepts are not something, they main-
tain, they are not nothing either; instead. thev are ‘not-some-
things’.?* This neologism is supposed to be the Stoics’ own:
according to Simplicius, the Stoics declared common entities to
be odrwa (In Categ. 105. 11), a word ordinarily translated ‘noth-
ing’ when in the singular, but etymologically composed from ‘not’
(0d) and ‘something’ (ri)—hence, in the plural, ‘no-things’ or ‘not-
somethings’. Simplicius mentions this term, moreover, in connec-
tion with an argument of Chrysippus’ known as the ‘No One’ ar-
gument (6 Adyos Obris), which, it is thought, constitutes ‘the formal
Stoic proof’ of their anti-Platonic position.?” The argument runs
as follows: ‘If someone is in Megara, he is not in Athens; but man
is in Megara; therefore, man is not in Athens.’?® The mistake, it is
argued, is to treat man as someone (7:s), or in general to treat any
common entity as something (7.); they are ‘not-somethings’ instead.
Attempts to extract a criterion for ‘not-somethings’ from this ar-

** Prantl, Geschichte, i. 420, 427; Robin, Pensée grecque, 415; Couissin, ‘Critique
du réalisme’, 403; Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, i. 159-62; Wurm, Substanz und
Qualitdt, 169; Pasquino, ‘Statut ontologique’, 378; Sedley, ‘Stoic Universals’, 87;
Long and Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, i. 164; Brunschwig, ‘Genre supréme’,
passim.

" The phrase is Sedley’s (‘Stoic Universals’, 87). But Brunschwig also thinks that
the argument plays a central role (‘Genre supréme’, 80-6, cf. 92—9) and believes,
like Rist (‘Zeno’, 394~5), that it passed through Zeno’s hands first, because of the
related argument offered by his teacher Stilpo (D.L. 2. 19). See sect. 8.3.

** In what follows I shall use the unfashionable ‘man’ as an unmarked term for all
human beings, because of a peculiarity of English usage which allows ‘man’ (but not
‘human’) to occur in statements without an article or quantifier preceding it—e.g.
‘Man is a rational animal’ or ‘Man has reached the Moon’. This usage preserves
an ambiguity present in the Greek that proves crucial for understanding the Stoic
analyses of such sentences.

Something and Nothing 159

gument have failed, however;*® and so it is still an open question
how exactly Chrysippus used this fallacy. I postpone analysis of it
until our discussion of Chrysippus (see Section 8.3).

3.1. The place of concepts

It is surely right to keep concepts within Stoic ontology. The first
reason is that the Stoics seem willing to quantify over concepts,
since they recognize a plurality of them, including the concepts of
horse, man, and animal.*° These are not chance examples. For the
Stoics posit a hierarchy of genera and species, which are defined in
terms of concepts:

A conjunction of many concepts that cannot be removed is a genus, e.g.
Animal, since this comprehends the different animals . . . That which is
contained by a genus is a species, as Man is contained by Animal. That
which is a genus but does not have a genus, such as Something [olov 76 7],
is the most generic;®' that which is a species but does not have a species,
like Socrates, is the most specific. (D.L. 7. 60—1)

The first definition commits the Stoics to a plurality of concepts:
every genus is a conjunction (cdAnus) of many concepts, which
essentially constitute it and cannot be separated from it.>? The

* Of those who take the argument to provide such a criterion, Brunschwig has
been the most conscientious, not only in trying to formulate it precisely, but also
in testing it (‘Genre supréme’, 92—9). He demonstrates that it will not work with
mass terms such as ‘water’ or ‘earth’ (85): the sophism seems to behave in these
cases in the same way that it does for ‘man’; and yet such terms clearly designate
something. Nor is the counter-example idle. For the same reasons, Brunschwig
points out (97-8), the ‘ofris test’ will be ‘powerless’ to justify the Stoics’ inclusion of
void in the category of Something, since ‘void’ is a mass term—despite the fact that
the ‘test’ was supposed to distinguish precisely a non-existent something like void
from what is not even something. We can inoculate the test against this counter-
example, Brunschwig argues, by restricting it to extracosmic void (99). But the need
for ad hoc restrictions just shows that the ‘test’ itself does not constitute a genuine
criterion after all,

» Stob. Ecl. 1. 137. 1-3; D.L. 7. 60-1; S.E. M. 11. 9; Origen, In Ioan. 2. 13. 93,
68. 29 Preuschen.

3 Following Egli’s emendation (printed by Hiilser); the principal manuscripts
have ofov 703 (B) and olov rov (P), or omit the phrase entirely (F). See n. 10 above.

2 The passage offers no further clues as to what odAAnyis means in this context.
But the only other logical use I have found supports the above interpretation, though
not itself Stoic: ‘a species is not a differentia, but the conjunction of differentiae with
the genus’ (Simpl. In Phys. 282. 14~15). This suggests that when the Stoics speak
of the genus as a conjunction of concepts, the concepts in question are not concepts
of the different species falling under the genus, but rather the general concepts
expressed in the definition of the genus and ‘inseparable’ from it in so far as it must
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distinction between genus and species, of course, is a relative one:
a species will also be a genus if it contains other species beneath it,
just as a genus will be a species if it is contained by a higher genus;
in fact, all but the highest genus and the lowest species will be
both genus and species. But then—provided that a conjunction of
concepts is itself a concept—every genus and every species (above the
lowest) will be a concept, a point confirmed by Sextus Empiricus (PH
2. 219). Concepts can differ both in extension, depending on what
falls under them (Stob. Ecl. 1. 136. 24-137. 3), and in intension as
well, since each will be constituted from different concepts. Concepts
of natural kinds are not the only concepts, moreover. According
to Plotinus, the Stoics recognize concepts for eack of the different
numbers, starting with 1, which are distinct from the existent units,
pairs, triplets, and so on, that fall under them (6. 6. 12. 13-29). (For
more on genera and species see Section 7.2.)

The second reason is that the Stoics are quite happy to assign ro-
bust epistemological and psychological roles to concepts. Concepts
are critical for Stoic dialectic: each of the many kinds of division
the Stoics employ is defined in terms of genera and species (D.L. 7.
61-2), which, as we have just seen, are defined in terms of concepts.
Division is not simply a mainstay of Stoic argument. It is also the
means by which we articulate the structure and order of concepts
into a system, which guides enquiry and ultimately the acquisition
of knowledge. Concepts thus provide a crucial underpinning for
rational investigation. Nor can this be a mere fagon de parler. As we
shall see below, the Stoics offer a psychological account of concepts
and how they are related to our mental states, and they are willing
to speak of particulars as ‘falling under’ and ‘participating in’ con-
cepts. All of these positions underscore the genuine role concepts
play within Stoic theory.

How could such a role be played by what is not something? David

apply only to those instances that actually fall under it. For species concepts to be
at issue, ovAAnus would have to signify disjunction; and this conflicts with its use
in grammatical and embryological contexts. It would also be at odds with the other
Stoic definitions, since a lowest genus would be a disjunction of the species falling
under it as well; yet these are individuals, such as Socrates, and not concepts. This
has led Michael Frede to conjecture that the Stoics are committed to ‘individual
concepts’ as well (‘The Stoic Notion of a Grammatical Case’ [‘Grammatical Case’],
Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, 39 (1994), 1324 at 19~20). But given
the availablity of a ‘conjunctive’ reading, such speculation is unnecessary.
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Sedley is unusual in having candidly confronted this difficulty.’* Al-
though identifying concepts as ‘not-somethings’ relegates concepts,
he says,

to a logical and metaphysical limbo, the Stoics also give [them] a key role
in the business of dialectical analysis . . . Is this a contradiction? I doubt
it. The logical and metaphysical outlawing of concepts is not a denial of
their epistemological value. It is a warning to us not to follow Plato’s path
of hypostatising them. (‘Stoic Universals’, 8g)

This response might be construed in either of two ways. (1) We
might understand it as advocating a form of fictionalism, or even
instrumentalism, about concepts: that while there are no concepts
strictly speaking, talk of ‘concepts’ is nevertheless a useful or conve-
nient way of speaking, whose truth or usefulness is to be explained
hygienically, without reference to Forms or concepts.’* But onto-
logically speaking, this just puts us back at square one, by excluding
concepts from Stoic ontology. Alternatively, (2) we might take the
warning against hypostatization at face value. Plato’s mistake, on
this reading, does not consist in assigning Forms an ontological
status, but in assigning them an elevated ontological status. The
Stoics, in contrast, only give them their due: as not-somethings,
concepts possess an ontological status, though just barely. Unlike
the fictionalist reading, this is 7ot an anti-realist reading. However
etiolated their status, concepts still fall within the Stoics’ ontolog-
ical scheme: they belong to the class of not-somethings. As Sedley
puts it: ‘if a centaur is “something”, this is not opposed to “noth-
ing at all” in Stoic usage, but to “not-something” (outi)’ (‘Stoic
Universals’, 87).

Between these two readings, most commentators decidedly fall in
the second camp, although the former, more sophisticated, reading

33 Stein too, we should note, is aware of the difficulty; but he attempts to solve it
by fabricating a distinction between vofjuara, which are valuable for acquiring know-
ledge, and éwoduara, which are not (Erkenntnistheorie, 294-6). Such a distinction
would make nonsense of the reports concerning genera and species, which are said
to be éworpara.
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