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Abstract Aquinas’ doctrine of materia signata or “designated matter” is an 
important deviation from the traditional doctrines on matter. Through in-depth 
typological and genetic analyses of the related concepts, this essay explores 
materia signata’s ontological qualities, generative mechanism and function, as 
well as its academic significance in the history of both Christian theology and 
Western philosophy. 
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摘要 阿奎那的特指质料学说是对传统质料学说的重大变革。通过深入分析质料类

型学和特指质料发生学，特指质料的实存论性质、生成机制、生成功能，及其在基

督宗教神学史和西方哲学史上的学术意义可以得到阐释。 
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E. Gilson rated Aquinas highly among metaphysicians, and said that the 
medieval philosopher had carried out a revolution in the history of metaphysics 
(Gilson 1955, p. 365). Gilson made a praiseworthy effort to explain these 
philosophical revolutionaries, but his undoubtedly excellent work still leaves 
huge space for other scholars to explore this revolution. This paper will focus on 
the metaphysical notion of matter in Aquinas; specifically, the generative role of 
materia signata and the role played by him in the transformation of philosophy 
from the ancient Greek model to the Christian one.  
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1 A transformation of the Greek doctrine of hyle 

The relationship between Aquinas’ doctrine of matter and that of the Greeks is 
complex. On the one hand, Aquinas’ is related to the Greek doctrine, but on the 
other, it performed a series of transformation upon the latter. Moreover, his 
philosophy of being — indeed his entire system of theology and philosophy — 
had innovative contents. 

The doctrine of matter is a rather old one in the history of Western philosophy. 
However, for a long period of time the ancient philosophers, or at least Plato and 
the other philosophers before Aquinas, emphasized the universal unity of matter. 
Pythagoras might have been the first philosopher to propose the category of 
matter (hyle) in the history of Western philosophy. Adopting a 
number-ontological perspective, he referred to “unlimited matter” as “two”, 
thinking that all numbers and things come from the perfect one and the two 
(Laertius 1925, VIII, 1). In his theory of form, Plato considered dimensionless 
matter as receptacle (hypodoche) or area (chora); he furthermore considered the 
things in the universe to be the products of the Demiurge who imposed the 
archetypes of forms upon matter.1 A question however was raised as to how it is 
possible for undifferentiated matter to become individual things with particular 
essences when combined with universal forms.  

Aristotle seemed to realize this difficulty in the doctrines of Pythagoras and 
Plato. He asserted that their doctrines of matter were of no use in explaining “the 
individual existence” of things (Aristotle 1908, I, 9, 991a14–15). Aristotle 
steered into another direction, trying to explain the relationship between matter 
and form with his hylemorphism and the potency-action doctrine. Aristotle 
emphasized that a sensible substance is made from matter and form. On the one 
hand, he declared, matter is the potency of form; on the other hand, form is the 
realization of matter’s potency. Nevertheless, the problem was not resolved in 
Aristotle’s doctrine of matter. Although Aristotle raised the question of the 
transition from universal and united matter to individual things with particular 
essences, he still thought of matter as a kind of undifferentiated state, while the 
form as a kind of universal essence. This leaves the question of how their 
combination produces individual things with particular essences still 
unanswered. 

The problem with which Aquinas was confronted lies in the solution to the 
riddle of matter. Aquinas tried again and again to solve it before finally proposing 
the doctrine of materia signata (Zhao 1995, pp. 386–387). At first, Aquinas 

                                                  
1 Cf. Plato, Timaeus, 48e-52c. Also cf. Aristotle, Physics, iv, text, 15; Thomas de Aquino, 
Summa Theologiae, Ia, Q5, a3; Ia, Q66, a1. Plotinus has explained matter as “privation 
(kakon)” and “the image of being (eikon)”. 
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followed Aristotle and tried to resolve the problem with forma corporeityatis, but 
he very soon gave it up. He realized clearly that matter as discussed by such 
ancient philosophers as Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle cannot be rescued. 
Aquinas observed that within the nature, there exists no potency that does not 
already bear relation to actuality, and that primary matter is always related to 
some form (Aquinas 1960, p. 151). This being the case, the question of the 
transition from universal and united matter to individual things with particular 
essences becomes a superficial one. By critically reflecting on the Greeks’ 
doctrine of matter, Aquinas put forward his concept of materia signata, and 
expanded this doctrine systematically. 

Aquinas’ doctrine of materia signata was a transformation and a 
transcendence of the traditional doctrine of matter, in that it highlights and 
emphasizes the ontological qualities of materia signata. First, it emphasizes that 
materia signata is no longer a void without any determinacy, but rather a thing 
with dimensionality. Second, materia signata is no longer an abstraction with 
universal meaning, but rather an individual thing which is (“quod est”) of itself. 
Finally, materia signata by itself is neither absence nor non-being as asserted by 
Plato and the Platonists, nor is it the potency favored by Aristotle; it is instead a 
thing with existence and reality — the principle of individuation, and to some 
degree, “first subject” and cause of the individualized form. In the following 
sections, we will briefly explain these aspects of Aquinas’ doctrine of materia 
signata. 

2 The ontological qualities of materia signata 

According to Aquinas, we may distinguish matter into three types: primary 
matter (materia prima), undesignated matter (materia non signata), and 
designated matter (materia signata). Aquinas’ materia signata is distinguished 
from and contrasts with both primary and undesignated matter. His 
demonstrations of the ontological qualities of materia signata are based on such 
a typological analysis of matter. 

First, Aquinas’ materia signata is a kind of matter which is distinguished from 
and contrasts with primary matter. In considering this distinction and contrast, we 
should pay attention to Aquinas’ distinction of logic from ontology and natural 
philosophy. For Aquinas, the most fundamental reason why the ancient Greek 
philosophers could not overcome the puzzle of matter lies in their confusion of 
logic with an ontological theory, and their misunderstanding of what originally 
belongs to the category of logic as a real being (Aquino 1927, prooemium). 
According to Aquinas, primary matter certainly possesses a kind of universality, 
as said by ancient philosophers. However, because of this, it is no more than a 
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logical concept and does not belong to the category of being in natural 
philosophy and metaphysics. Although Aquinas followed Aristotle and 
emphasized that the essence of individual things comes from the combination of 
form and matter, he still clearly pointed out when expounding the particular 
essence of the composite substance that, 

 
Matter [primary matter] is not a principle of knowledge, and a thing is not 
placed in a genus or species through it [primary matter] but through that by 
which a thing is actual (Ibid., II, 1).  
 
When talking about matter as the principle of individualization, Aquinas 

emphasized further that, 
 
What we must realize is that the matter which is the principle of individuation 
is not just any matter, but only designated matter (Ibid., II, 4).  
 
Here, Aquinas refers to the distinction between undesignated matter and 

designated matter, but he also refers to the distinction between primary matter 
and designated matter. Since primary matter is based on a logical concept of 
universality, it cannot constitute the particular essences of composite substances, 
nor can it become the principle of individualization. 

Second, according to Aquinas, designated matter too is distinguished from and 
contrasts with undesignated matter. Undesignated matter is different from 
primary matter: if primary matter can be said to be a logical concept without any 
relation to real individual things, then undesignated matter is a concept that does 
have some relation to them. Aquinas expounded upon this distinction by 
discussing the differences between the concept of humanity (hoc nomen 
humanitas) and the concept of man (hoc nomen homo). He pointed out that, 

 
It is clear, then, that the essence of man is designated by two terms “man” and 
“humanity,” but in different ways, as we have said. The term “man” expresses 
it as a whole, because it does not rescind from the designation of matter but 
contains it implicitly and indistinctly, as we said the genus contains the 
difference. That is why the term “man” can be predicated of individuals. But 
the term “humanity” signifies the essence of man as a part, because its 
meaning includes only what belongs to man as man, prescinding from all 
designation of matter. As a result it cannot be predicated of individual man 
(Ibid., II, 13).  
 
In De Ente et Essentia, when Aquinas was explaining the differences between 

primary matter and undesignated matter, he emphasized the logical meaning of 
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primary matter and pointed out, 
 
That is why we say that man is a rational animal, and not that he is composed 
of animal and rational, as we say that he is composed of soul and body. We say 
that man is a being composed of soul and body as from two things there is 
constituted a third entity which is neither one of them: man indeed is neither 
soul nor body. If in a sense we may say that man is composed of animal and 
rational, it will not be as a third reality is made up of two other realities, but as 
a third conception is formed from two other concepts (Ibid., II, 9).  
 
Undesignated matter, since it is undesignated, is different from designated 

matter. In expounding the difference between the definition of man and the 
definition of Socrates, Aquinas gave an explanation of the distinction between 
undesignated matter and designated matter. He wrote,  

 
By designated matter I mean that which is considered under determined 
dimensions. This kind of matter is not part of the definition of man as man, but 
it would enter into the definition of Socrates if Socrates could be defined. The 
definition of man, on the contrary, does include undesignated matter. In this 
definition we do not put this particular bone and this particular flesh, but bone 
and flesh absolutely, which are the undesignated matter of man (Ibid., II, 4).  

 
That is to say, although compared with primary matter as a logical concept, 

undesignated matter does refer to individual things as entities, it is still an 
abstract concept that cannot constitute the particular essences of individual things 
as entities, and cannot be predicated on individual things or individual men. 

As to the fundamental properties of designated matter, Aquinas spoke of it as 
“the determinate matter (determinatis dimensionibus).” According to him, such a 
kind of matter can neither consist in spiritual substance nor in our minds, but 
only in the individual substance, consisting, for example, in “the definition of 
Socrates” (Ibid., II, 4). In order to explain such an ontological quality, Aquinas 
identified “the determinate quantity (quantitate dimensiva)” as “the first 
disposition (prima dispositio materiale) of matter [materia signata]” (Aquino 
1941, IIIa, Q77, a2). Such parlance later received criticism from Duns Scotus, 
who thought that Aquinas explained the substance with accidents (Hyman 1974, 
p. 587). Scotus’ criticism was not without reason, but what Aquinas emphasized 
was designated matter with the formulation “the determinate quantity,” and he 
discussed designated matter in view of the construction of substance. Meanwhile, 
what Scotus discussed was quantity as a kind of accident of individual substance 
and of the formulation of the quantity of a body. The two perspectives should not 
be confused. 
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One more thing should be noted. Aquinas also considered the typology of 
certain other conceptions, such as “common matter (materia communis)” and 
“individual matter (materia individualis)”, and “intelligible matter (materia 
intelligibili)” and “sensible matter (materia sensibili)” (Aquino 1941, Ia, Q85, 
a1). However, these classifications of matter correspond to the above 
classification, and their aim is also to emphasize the ontological qualities of 
designated matter. Besides, in Summa Theologiae, Aquinas also sorts matter into 
“the matter of corruptible bodies (materia corporum corruptibilium)” and “the 
matter of incorruptible bodies (materia corporum incoruptibilium)” (Ibid., IIIa, 
Q66, a2). Because such classifications are not related directly to the topic we are 
discussing, we will not go into further details about them here. 

3 The generative functions of materia signata 

Aristotle made a rather systematic explanation of the actualization of matter and 
established a paradigm in which matter was related to potency and form to reality. 
However, he failed to explain the becoming of individual things. Unlike Aristotle, 
Aquinas did consider the generation of individuals on the metaphysical level of 
essence and being. According to Aquinas, the combination of designated matter 
and individuated form produces the essence of individual substances or 
individual things. The contrary is not true, however; form or the particular 
essence of individual things cannot produce the real existence of designated 
matter, since “being is other than essence or quiddity (Aquino 1927, IV, 6).” This 
being the case, form loses the character, function, and position of reality it holds 
in Aristotle’s philosophy, descending down to the level of potency. That which 
realizes designated matter is none other than the creative action of being, with 
God as the first cause. In this sense, Aquinas more than once declared that it is 
not the form, as said by Aristotle, but God that is the ultimate efficient cause of 
the existence of individual things and the generation of designated matter. In 
Summa Theologiae, when Aquinas criticized the ancient Greek doctrine of matter, 
he emphasized: “God is the first principle (primum principium)… in the order of 
efficient cause (causae efficientis) (Aquino 1941, Ia, Q4, a1).” He declared even 
more clearly that God whose essence is his action of being is “the first efficient 
cause (prima causa efficiens)” and “the first agent (primum agens)” (Ibid., Ia, Q3, 
a2). That is to say, the generation and realization of designated matter, and its 
combination with individuated form, is in the final analysis decided by the 
creative action of God.  

For Aquinas, form exists without matter as spiritual substance. However, in 
natural philosophy, Aquinas stuck to Aristotle’s hylemorphism. In other words, in 
natural substance, matter and form are combined, being dependent on and related 
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to each other. Aquinas emphasized that “the essence of a composite substance is 
not only form but embraces both form and matter” (Aquino 1927, IV, 4). Aquinas 
does not however consider form as natural substance’s principle of individuation, 
but considers instead matter (i.e. designated matter) as the principle. Viewed 
from the perspective of natural philosophy, it is rather difficult to understand why 
Aquinas did so, but if we consider it from the perspective of Aquinas’s entire 
system of metaphysics, it will become much clearer. 

According to Aquinas, the act of being God is itself the principle of 
individualization for God, while form is the principle of individualization for 
created spiritual substances (angels). By the same token, matter (designated 
matter) is the principle of individualization for created material substances. Why, 
then, is it that form cannot be the principle of individualization for material 
substances? Aquinas made a strict distinction between form itself and 
individualized form. For him, form itself has a kind of universality but, as the 
essence of created material substance, is individual. This is the same as the soul, 
which possesses a kind of universality with regard to spiritual substance, but is 
individual as it resides in angels of different degrees. As for the form in a person, 
such as Socrates, the form must be individualized. 

The question with which we are ultimately confronted is, What force promotes 
universal form and actualizes its individualization? We may of course say that 
God is the efficient cause of the individualization of form or of the 
individualization of soul, but in this situation, God is present as the first cause or 
the final cause. If we examine the question from the perspective of 
hylemorphism, we have to look for the cause of form’s individualization from 
designated matter. When Aquinas says that designated matter is the principle of 
individualization (individuationis principium), he means to use the original 
meaning of the Latin word “principium (principle)”, that is, “cause”, “origin”, or 
“ground”. Since Aquinas decides on designated matter as the principle of 
individualization for material substance, he means designated matter to be the 
cause, origin, and proof of the individualization of material substance and form. 
Perhaps because of this, Aquinas more than once declares that designated matter 
(matter) is “the first underlying subject (primum subiectum substans)” (Aquino 
1941, Ia, Q3, a2), and even “the first subject (primum subiectum)” (Ibid., IIIa, 
Q77, a2).        

4 The theological and philosophical significances of 
materia signata 

All doctrines in medieval philosophy have a theological background; Aquinas’ 
doctrine of materia signata is no exception. In order to understand its 
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background, it is helpful to go back to Augustine, as it was Augustine who first 
used the Greek notion of hyle to explain Genesis. The first sentence of the Bible, 
“In the beginning of creation, when God made heaven and earth,” was 
interpreted as “heaven is the one near to God; earth is the one near to the void.” 
Heaven and earth were said to be the world’s two extremes; heaven is the spirit 
while the earth is matter. Matter, as created by God, necessarily possesses 
perfection in some degree. It cannot be what Plotinus argued it was — chaos with 
complete darkness, the evil of non-being — nor what Aristotle argued it was — 
dimensionless and senseless substratum. According to Augustine, the phrase “the 
earth was without form and void, with darkness over the face of the abyss” (Gen. 
1:2) is meant to convey that the primitive matter “is not given dimension, [but] 
nevertheless, already possesses the condition of receiving dimension”; it was 
“capable of receiving dimension” and was not void, but was only “near to void” 
(Augustine 1992, XII, xiii, 8). Augustine’s exegesis implies that matter, as soon 
as it was created, was ready to be determined into a form. 

In order to explain the dimension possessed by primary matter, later 
philosophers created the term “corporeal form”, meaning the primary form a 
thing has. Besides that, the thing has multiple forms in correlation to its 
properties. This view was called the doctrine of multiple forms. For example, 
according to the 11th century Jewish philosopher Solomon Iben Gabirol 
(Avicebron), forms of a substance are organized like an onion: The outer layer is 
a particular form, the inner layer is universal, with the most universal matter and 
form at the core. All substances have such a structure; spiritual substance has 
spiritual matter as its most universal matter while corporeal substance has a 
corporeal form as its most universal form (Gabirol 1973, pp. 349–357). The view 
that all substances consist of matter and form was called universal 
hylemorphism. 

Aristotelians in the 13th century Scholasticism could hardly accept the doctrine 
of multiple forms and universal hylemorphism, since Aristotle made a distinction 
between form and accident: Form is the unchanging essence while accident is the 
on-going multiplicity. Also, matter and form for Aristotle were two distinct 
principles. The two are inseparably combined only in corporeal, sensible, and 
mobile substance. Incorporeal, immobile substance is pure form without matter. 
Aquinas, like other Aristotelians of his age, refuted the notion of corporeal form 
and spiritual matter, but he had to meet the challenge of determining how matter 
can be created with dimension. He distinguished between “primary matter” and 
“designated matter”, or between “common matter” and “individual matter”. The 
former is an abstract concept referring to reality in the divine or human intellect, 
and the latter to sensible reality. This is to say that matter in the sensible world 
has, from the beginning of creation, been designated with definite dimension. In 
this way he avoided the non-Aristotelian notion of corporeal form and the 
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non-creationist view that matter is the void non-existence.  
Furthermore, the doctrine of materia signata provided a better interpretation 

for the Christian dogma of the immortality of soul. The immortal soul for 
Christianity is the individual one, which is distinct from the Greek notion of 
immortality. Plato, for example, understood immortality of the soul in terms of 
the transmigration of a soul from one body to another after death. A soul shared 
by different bodies in different lives cannot, of course, be individual. Aristotle, 
on the other hand, denied the survival of the soul after death, but nevertheless 
confirmed the immortality of the active intellect common to all humans. Aquinas 
argued on the one hand against the non-Christian notion of the transmigration of 
souls, and on the other against the Latin Averroeist doctrine of the immortality of 
the human intellect without the individual soul. 

When Aquinas spoke of matter as the principle of individuation, he meant that 
a substantial form of a corporeal thing is to be individualized by designated 
matter. As for the substance of man, designated matter is the body of a man 
(including his changing scale, state, and gestures). The substantial form is the 
soul, which requires the determination of the body; the body modifies and 
characterizes the soul according to its particularity. Since no two bodies can be 
the same, every soul is uniquely individual. Aquinas could agree with Plato that 
when the soul is separated from the body, it can still survive (this shows his 
differences from Aristotle), yet according to his principle of individuation, a soul 
cannot be transmigrated into an alien body, for each body can only have a 
particular soul to fit it.  

Aquinas, with the notion of materia signata, took into account dimensionality 
as an attribute of matter for the first time in the history of western philosophy. 
This marked a great step forward from the Greek “hyle” towards the modern 
“matter.” The fundamental characteristic of the modern view of matter consists in 
considering “extension” as its essential determinant. Descartes emphasized that 
the “nature” of matter only consists in that it is a substance with “extension”, 
namely with “three dimensions of length, width, and height” (Descartes II). 
Hobbes defined the body as a thing that coincides with some part of space, or 
that has the same extension with the latter (Hobbes 1839, VIII, 1). Although the 
modern concept of matter is derived from the Greek notion of hyle, their 
meanings are completely different. “Matter” and Aquinas’ materia signata are 
very similar to one another and differ from the Greeks’ formless and quality-less 
hyle. When discussing materia signata, Aquinas strongly emphasized the 
principle of individualization, and these discussions provided an invaluable 
source of inspiration and aid to the development of philosophy from Descartes to 
Kant.  

Aquinas’ doctrine of materia signata is an excellent example of his 
philosophical innovations. In studies of medieval philosophy, the view has 
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prevailed that although it was Christian philosophy, it was only a remnant or 
representation of Platonism and Aristotelianism; theologians of the period can 
then be treated as philosophers only insofar as they spoke about Plato’s or 
Aristotle’s philosophy (Brehier 1931, pp. 131–162). According to this view, 
Aquinas as a philosopher was merely an Aristotelian, and what he added to 
Aristotelianism was theology but not philosophy. Gilson was one of the few who 
opposed this prevalent view. In his famous definition, Christian philosophy in the 
Middle Ages was a “philosophical construction in the framework of faith” 
(Gilson 1955, p. 35). Aquinas’ doctrine of materia signata can be regarded as 
such a construction. It broke through the Aristotelian doctrine of matter and was 
proven to be historically creative. Its creation was against a theological 
background and in accordance with Christian dogma (e.g. creation by God and 
the immortality of the individual soul). It can be said that the dimensions and 
horizons of faith and theology enabled Aquinas to gain insight into what Greek 
philosophers failed to see. If we are asked to give an example of Christian 
philosophy, let us point to Aquinas’ doctrine of materia signata, and proclaim: 
this is a Christian philosophy. 
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