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MEDIZEVAL STUDIES

William of Ockham?!

William of Ockham has lately been attracting the attention of
students. Accused of heresy in 1324, mixed up with all the con-
troversies of the School, driven fiercely into the quarrel con-
cerning poverty, siding with the Emperor against the Pope in the
conflict of State and Church, the Venerabilis Inceptor was not in
a position to present a systematic exposition of his main doctrines.
His thought was for his contemporaries, and in a very great part
remains still for us, most problematic, as the different, and even
opposite, interpretations given to it clearly show. A work em-
bodying his chief theses, the principles on which they stand and
the logical conclusions which necessarily follow from them, a
brief synthesis, as it were, of Ockham’s teaching, would un-
doubtedly prove of the utmost importance and would immensely
help for a perfect understanding and a true interpretation of the
controverted points of doctrine. Such a work is to be found,
according to L. Baudry, who has spent several years in patient
researches on Ockham’s writings, in the Tractatus de Principiis
Theologiae of which he gives us here the first complete and critical
edition.

Its attribution to William of Ockham rests on the authority of
Peter of Candia, (who wrote about thirty years after Ockham’s
death), Leland and Wadding. In Baudry’s opinion, however,
this information is not absolutely convincing. Internal evidence
points out that, although the doctrine is obviously Ockhamist,
yet the author of the treatise is not Ockham himself, but rather
a fourteenth century anonymous follower, presumably one who
was in close contact with him, familiar with his master’s works
and anxious to take hold of his main ideas and teaching.

Ockham’s philosophy may be summarised in two fundamental
principles: The first is: God could produce all that implies no
contradiction; the second, usually known as Ockham’s razor, that
beings should not be multiplied without necessity. Both prin-
ciples are analysed and expanded in this treatise and 246 con-
clusions are inferred from them bearing with various topics of
Ockhamist theology, metaphysics, logic, physics and ethics.
From this hint we may easily realise the great wealth contained
in it and its importance for the history of Ockhamism.
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Ockham’s importance in fourteenth century history does not con-
sist only in his nominalistic teaching, but alsoin the prominent part
taken by him in the struggle of the Empire against the Papacy.
Hence the importance of having a first-class knowledge of his
thought on the relations between Popes and Emperors and on the
Pope’s authority on the subject. R. Scholz discovered in 1928
at the Library of Ulm a manuscript (MS. lat. 6076-08. 3. D. 4)
containing, among other works, a treatise of Ockham, hitherto
unpublished, Breviloquium de principatu tyrannico super divina
et humana. Ockham’s name nowhere appears in the manuscript;
but the relation of this treatise with his other writings, particularly
with the Dialogues to which the author explicitly refers as his own
work, dissipates any doubt about its authenticity. It was com-
posed during the pontificate of Benedict XII (Ille qui nunc preest
in Avenione vocatus Benedictus duodecimus), and certainly after
the third part of the Dialogue (1338), and betore April 25th, 1341,
the date of Benedict XII's death. It is this ireatise which L.
Baudry under the abridged and somewhat arbitrary title De
Potestate Papae here edits critically and for the first time; it throws
much needed light upon this topic and makes better known to us
Ockham’s mind and position into the controversy. All students
of fourteenth century thought should be grateful to L. Baudry
for these two excellent editions, and Gilson’s collection of
medizval philosophical studies is-to be congratulated for the two
valuable additions.

Ockham has been described as an innovator, a sceptic, a.
“‘subjectivist,”” and destructive critic of scholastic Aristotelianism.
E. A. Moody, in a monograph on The Logic of William of
Ockham, finds fault with this estimate in spite of the fact that
there is ‘‘an almost unanimous agreement among modern
authorities’’ about it. His aim is to make clear, in Ockham’s
own terms and in contrast to alternative ‘‘Aristotelianisms’* which
he opposed and criticised, what Ockham’s interpretation of Aris-
totelian logic was. The conclusion reached is that Ockham was
a realist in metaphysics precisely because he was a nominalist
in logic. In other words, the author’s task in this study is an
attempt at a complete rehabilitation of Ockham. According to
the notice on the dust-cover this book is a ‘‘revolutionary thesis.
Ockham has been so long the villain of the piece in philosophical
history—the man who introduced the degradation from which
Scholasticism did not begin to recover for six centuries—that it is
a shock to find it claimed (and proved) that he was on the con-
trary the last upholder of the true Aristotelianism, the last con-
tinuator of St. Thomas.”” This thesis would have been a revo-
lutionary one indeed if only the claims were ‘‘proved.”” But for
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my part I must confess that it does not seem to me so, and I am
afraid that very few medievalists, if any, would be convinced.
This does not mean that this book is devoid of any value; on the
contrary, it contains many points of real value, particularly the
painstaking analysis and penetrating study on Ockham’s Summa
totius logice and Expositio aurea super artem veterem. However,
in spite of these good qualities for which I congratulate the con-
scientious author, the evidence adduced, (and still more that
omitted), leaves me sceptical about the legitimacy of its con-
clusion. Danier A. Carrus, O.P.
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