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4  Roger Bacon on the 
conceivability of matter

Nicola Polloni

7KH�QRWLRQV�RI�PDWWHU� DQG�SULPH�PDWWHU� DUH� DPRQJ� WKH�PRVW�GHEDWHG�SRLQWV� LQ�
PHGLHYDO�SKLORVRSK\��$V�DQ�H[SODQDWRU\�GHYLFH��PDWWHU�ZDV�VXSSRVHG�WR�FDUU\�RXW�
FHQWUDO�IXQFWLRQV�LQ�ERWK�WKH�DQDO\VLV�RI�EHLQJ�DV�VXFK��PHWDSK\VLFV��DQG�WKH�VWXG\�
RI�FRUSRUHDO�EHLQJV�DQG�WKHLU�FKDQJH��QDWXUDO�SKLORVRSK\���%HFDXVH�RI�WKLV�FHQWUDO�
LW\��UDPL¿FDWLRQV�RI�WKH�RQWRORJLFDO�SUREOHP�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�PDWWHU��LWV�
SRWHQF\�DQG�RWKHUQHVV�IURP�ERWK�IRUP�DQG�FRPSRVLWH��WRXFKHG�D�ODUJH�QXPEHU�RI�
DGGLWLRQDO�TXHVWLRQV�±�IURP�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�VSLULWXDO�VXEVWDQFHV�WR�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�
WKUHH��GLPHQVLRQDOLW\��,QWHUWZLQHG�ZLWK�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�PHWDSK\VLFDO�DQG�QDWXUDO�
SUREOHPV��%DFRQ¶V�WKHRU\�RI�PDWWHU�LV�PDUNHG�E\�D�SURIRXQG�RULJLQDOLW\��DV�0LFKHOD�
3HUHLUD�KDV�VKRZQ�HDUOLHU�LQ�WKLV�YROXPH��$ORQJVLGH�LWV�RULJLQDOLW\��%DFRQ¶V�WKHRU\�
RI�PDWWHU�LV�UHPDUNDEO\�FRPSOH[��+LV�LQFOLQDWLRQ�WR�GLVWLQJXLVK�EHWZHHQ�GL൵HUHQW�
FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�RI�PDWWHU��DV�ZHOO�DV�KLV�H[WUHPH�UHDOLVP�DQG�UDGLFDO�UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH�
PDWWHU��IRUP�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH��VLJQL¿FDQWO\�D൵HFWHG�KLV�WKHRU\��,Q�WKLV�FRQWULEXWLRQ��
,�ZDQW�WR�H[DPLQH�RQH�SDUWLFXODUO\�SUREOHPDWLF�SRLQW�RI�%DFRQ¶V�WKHRU\��KRZ�FDQ�
ZH�KDYH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�SULPH�PDWWHU"
7KH�SUREOHP�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�HSLVWHPRORJ\�RI�SULPH�PDWWHU�LV�ROG�DQG�LQWULFDWH��,W�

KDV�EHHQ�DGGUHVVHG�E\�ERWK�3ODWR�DQG�$ULVWRWOH�DQG�ZRXOG�PDUN�DEXQGDQW�DVSHFWV�
RI�HDUO\��PRGHUQ�FULWLFLVP�DJDLQVW�$ULVWRWHOLDQLVP��'XULQJ�WKH�0LGGOH�$JHV��GL൵H�
UHQW�VROXWLRQV�ZHUH�HODERUDWHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHVROYH�WKH�FRQXQGUXP�RI�KRZ�WR�JUDVS�
VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�LV�PRVWO\�SRWHQWLDO�DQG�IRUPOHVV��5RJHU�%DFRQ¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKLV�
SUREOHP�UHÀHFWV�PDQ\�RI�WKH�FRPSOH[LWLHV�RI�KLV�RQWRORJLFDO�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
VWDWXV�RI�PDWWHU�DQG�SULPH�PDWWHU�
,Q�KLV�4XHVWLRQV�RQ�$ULVWRWOH¶V�3K\VLFV��%DFRQ�FODLPV�WKDW�PDWWHU�FDQ�RQO\�EH�

NQRZQ�E\�DQDORJ\�WR�WKH�IRUP��D�VWUDWHJ\�KH�VKDUHV�ZLWK�PRVW�PHGLHYDO�SKLORVR�
SKHUV��$QDORJ\��KRZHYHU��FDQ�EH�XVHG�RQO\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�D�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�PDW�
WHU�DV�D�PHWDSK\VLFDO�SDUW�RI� WKH�VXEVWDQFH�±�XVLQJ�5REHUW�3DVQDX¶V�GLVWLQFWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�D�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�PDWWHU�DV�HLWKHU�D�PHWDSK\VLFDO�RU�DQ�LQWHJUDO�SDUW�RU�
LQJUHGLHQW�RI�WKH�FRPSRVLWH���%DFRQ¶V�IRUPDO�SOXUDOLVP�DQG�H[WUHPH�UHDOLVP�VHHP�
WR�LPSO\�DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�SURFHGXUH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�XQYHLO� WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�DQ�RULJLQDO�

�� 6HH�5REHUW�3DVQDX��0HWDSK\VLFDO�7KHPHV������±����� �2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������
�±���



Bacon on the conceivability of matter� ��

VXEVWUDWH� �SULPH�PDWWHU��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�EH� LQFRQFHLYDEOH�E\� UHFRXUVH� WR�DQDORJ\�
DORQH��7KLV�VHFRQG�HSLVWHPLF�VWUDWHJ\�LV�EDVHG�RQ�DEVWUDFWLRQ��,�LQWHQG�WR�VKRZ�WKDW�
ERWK�SURFHGXUHV�DUH�UHTXLUHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�FRQFHLYH�SULPH�PDWWHU��DOWKRXJK�WKH\�UHO\�
RQ�UDWKHU�GL൵HUHQW�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�RI�PDWWHU�

Analogy to the form
,Q�KLV�Questions on Physics� �Questiones supra octo libros Physicorum���%DFRQ�
GHGLFDWHV�IRXU�TXHVWLRQV�WR�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�KRZ�PDWWHU�FDQ�EH�NQRZQ��ERRN�,��TT��
��±������7KH�¿UVW�TXHVWLRQ�RI� WKLV�VHW� �T������DVNV�ZKHWKHU�PDWWHU�FDQ�EH� LQWHO�
OHFWHG��/LWHUDOO\��LW�DVNV�ZKHWKHU�PDWWHU�FDQ�EH�NQRZQ�E\�DQDORJ\��EXW�WKH�DQVZHU�
WR�WKLV�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�TXHVWLRQ�LV�JLYHQ�RQO\�DW�TXHVWLRQ������%DFRQ¶V�SURFHGXUH�
LV�JUDGXDO�DQG�VWDUWV�E\�DVNLQJ�LI�PDWWHU�FDQ�EH�D�JHQHUDO�REMHFW�RI�FRJQLWLRQ��+RZ�
FDQ�LW�EH�VR"�,QGHHG���L��WKLQJV�PDGH�RI�PDWWHU�DUH�VDLG�WR�KLQGHU�FRJQLWLRQ��DQG�
�LL��RQO\�ZKDW�LV�LPPDWHULDO�FDQ�EH�LQWHOOHFWHG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�%DFRQ��WKHVH�VWDQFHV�
FRUUHVSRQG�WR�D�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�SUREOHP��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��YV�L���LW�LV�WUXH�
WKDW�PDWWHU�PDNHV�FRJQLWLRQ�IHHEOHU��\HW�WKLV�GRHV�QRW�LPSO\�WKDW�PDWHULDO�WKLQJV�
DUH�XQNQRZDEOH��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��YV�LL���RQH�VKRXOG�QRW�FRQIXVH�RQWRORJLFDO�DQG�
JQRVHRORJLFDO�ODFN�RI�PDWWHU��)RU�D�WKLQJ�WR�EH�DSSUHKHQGHG��LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�LWV�
LQWHOOHFWHG�QRWLRQ�WR�EH�LPPDWHULDO�VR�WKDW� LW�FDQ�EH�LQWHOOHFWHG��,Q�WKLV�SURFHVV��
KRZHYHU��WKH�RQWRORJLFDO�PDWHULDOLW\�RI�WKH�LQWHOOHFWHG�REMHFW�UHPDLQV�XQD൵HFWHG��
7KHUHIRUH��FODLPLQJ�WKDW�PDWWHU�PXVW�EH��RQWRORJLFDOO\��LPPDWHULDO�LQ�RUGHU�WR�EH�
NQRZQ�LV�IDOVH��7R�WKH�FRQWUDU\��VLQFH�ZKDWHYHU�KDV�VRPH�EHLQJ�DOVR�KDV�VRPH�WUXWK�
ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�NQRZQ��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�PDWWHU�LPSOLHV�LWV�NQRZDELOLW\��
DV�%DFRQ�REVHUYHV��UHIHUULQJ�EDFN�WR�$ULVWRWOH��
%DFRQ¶V� DUJXPHQWDWLYH� VWUDWHJ\� HYLGHQWO\� DLPV� WR� SURYLGH� D� SUHOLPLQDU\�

JURXQGLQJ�RI�WKH�JHQHUDO�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�WKH�NQRZDELOLW\�RI�PDWWHU��%DFRQ�UHMHFWV�D�
¿UVW�scolium�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�RSSRVLWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�PDWHULDOLW\�RI�WKH�REMHFW�WR�EH�
NQRZQ��PDWWHU��DQG� WKH� IRUPDOLW\�RI� WKH�FRJQLWLYH�SURFHVV��2EMHFWV�RI� LQWHOOHF�
WLRQ�DQG�LQWHOOHFWHG�QRWLRQV�DUH�PHGLDWHG�E\�WKH�VSHFLHV��DQG�WKH�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�
EHWZHHQ�REMHFW�DQG�LQWHOOHFWLRQ�LV�SXUHO\�HSLVWHPRORJLFDO��QRW�RQWRORJLFDO��$V�D�

�� :ULWWHQ�LQ�WKH�����V��%DFRQ¶V�Questiones supra libros octo Physicorum�DUH�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�H[DP�
SOH� RI� WKH� HDUO\�6FKRODVWLF� GLVFXVVLRQ� RQ�Physics� LQ� 3DULV�� )ROORZLQJ�6LOYLD�'RQDWL¶V� DQDO\VLV�
RI�WKH�ZRUNV�FRQWDLQHG�LQ�WKH�Opus hactenus inedita��WKLV�WH[W�FRPSULVHV�WKH�RQO\�TXHVWLRQV�RQ�
WKH�Physics�WKDW�ZHUH�VXUHO\�DXWKRUHG�E\�%DFRQ��)ROORZLQJ�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�$ULVWRWOH¶V�Physics��
ZKRVH�¿UVW�ERRN�GLVFXVVHV�PDWWHU��IRUP��DQG�SULYDWLRQ�DV�SULQFLSOHV�RI�QDWXUH��%DFRQ�GHGLFDWHV�DQ�
LPSUHVVLYH�QXPEHU�RI�TXHVWLRQV�WR�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�PDWWHU�±�����IURP�TXHVWLRQ����WR�TXHVWLRQ����RI�
WKH�¿UVW�ERRN�RI�WKH�Physics��6HH�'RQDWL��³3VHXGRHSLJUDSKD�LQ�WKH�Opera hactenus inedita Rogeri 
Baconi"�´����±����

�� 7KLV�UHIHUHQFH�WR�DQDORJ\�PXVW�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�IROORZLQJ�$ULVWRWOH¶V�UHIHUHQFH�LQ�Physics�,����WR�DQDO�
RJ\�DV�WKH�RQO\�ZD\�WR�NQRZ�PDWWHU��VHH����D�±���D����DQG�%DFRQ¶V�DFFHSWDQFH�RI�DQDORJ\�DV�WKH�
�PDLQ��HSLVWHPLF�DFFHVV�WR�PDWWHU�DYDLODEOH�WR�KXPDQV��,Q�IDFW��HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�¿UVW�TXHVWLRQ�GRHV�
QRW�GLVFXVV�DQDORJ\�� WKDW�VWUDWHJ\�ZLOO�EH�H[DPLQHG� LQ� WKH�IRXUWK�DQG�¿QDO�TXHVWLRQ�GHGLFDWHG� WR�
PDWWHU¶V�FRQFHLYDELOLW\��T������

�� 6HH�%DFRQ��Questiones supra libros octo Physicorum����±���
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