O
m Journal of Philosophical Investigations &@ ﬁ

Journal of Philosophical Investigations Print ISSN: 2251-7960 Online ISSN: 2423-4419 u,.i.-,r’,’;:,- of Tabriz

l Homepage: https://philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir '

The Genesis and Development of the Concept of Substance in Philosophy;
from Plato to Hume

Seyyed Masoud Azarfam

PhD in Political Thought, University of Tehran, Iran. E-mail: m.azarfam@ut.ac.ir

Article Info ABSTRACT

Article type: Substance is one of the fundamental concepts in the history of philosophy

Research Article that has a history as long as the history of philosophy itself. Although this

concept has underwent profound developments and assumed different layers

. _ during the centuries, because of its firm linkage with common-sense, never

Article history: lost its significance. Since the birthplace of the concept of substance is
Received 2 November 2020 . 9 ’ . P . . P

Received in revised from 3 ancient Greece and Greek philosophy, this essay intends to narrate an

December 2022 analytical history of the genesis of the concept in ancient Greece; then to trace
Accepted 5 December 2022 its course of development in Christian and Islamic middle age; and finally, to
P“bg;rz‘zd online 13 August iy estigate its remnants in modern philosophy. The purpose of this essay,

however, is not merely a philosophy-historical narrative, but its secondary
purpose is to place the concept of substance under a critical light and to report
its fundamental critiques. Hence, we will consider the most important
Keywords: ~ critiques, mostly proposed by Anglo-Saxon philosophers, and will conclude
Substance, Substantial that this concept in order to have a legitimate presence in philosophy, must
Movement, Substantialism,
Accident, Metaphysics, Submit a fundamental reformulation.
Categories.

Cite this article: Azarfam, M. (2023). The Genesis and Development of the Concept of Substance in Philosophy; from Plato to
Hume, Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 17(43), 614-633.
http//doi.org/10.22034/JP1UT.2022.42613.2703

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tabriz.
o http//doi.org/ 10.22034/JP1UT.2022.42613.2703



mailto:m.azarfam@ut.ac.ir
file:///C:/Users/HP/Downloads/http/doi.org/%2010.22034/JPIUT.2022.48852.3055
file:///C:/Users/HP/Downloads/http/doi.org/%2010.22034/JPIUT.2022.48852.3055
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3346-8702

The Genesis and Development of the Concept of Substance in Philosophy .../ Azarfam 615

Extended Abstract

The concept of substance has played a pivotal role in the history of philosophy, spanning from
ancient Greece to the Enlightenment era. This essay undertakes a comprehensive exploration of
the genesis, development, and critical examination of the concept of substance within this
timeframe, with a specific focus on the contributions of renowned philosophers such as Plato,
Aristotle, Descartes, Locke, and Hume. By analyzing their works, we gain profound insights into
the evolving understanding of substance and the significant critiques directed towards it.

The essay commences by delving into the philosophical ideas of Plato and Aristotle, two
influential figures in ancient Greek philosophy. Plato introduced the concept of substance as the
fundamental essence that underlies the physical world. According to Plato, substances are eternal
and immutable entities that serve as the basis for the existence of the physical realm. Aristotle,
building upon Plato's ideas, developed a more nuanced understanding of substance. He
distinguished between primary substances, which are individual entities, and secondary substances,
which are universal categories that describe multiple individuals. Aristotle emphasized the
importance of substance as the underlying essence of things, serving as a unifying principle that
gives objects their identity.

Proceeding further, the essay investigates the impact of René Descartes on the concept of
substance during the 17th century. Descartes, a prominent philosopher in the modern period,
developed a dualistic framework that posited substance as comprising two distinct entities:
extended matter (res extensa) and thinking mind (res cogitans). This mind-body dualism laid the
foundation for subsequent discussions on the nature of substance and its relationship to human
existence.

Subsequently, the essay delves into the empirical philosophy of John Locke, who presented a
significant challenge to the traditional understanding of substance. Locke rejected the notion of
substance as a fundamental entity and proposed that substances are merely collections or bundles
of qualities. According to Locke, our knowledge is based on the perception of these qualities and
their relations, rather than on an underlying substance.

Continuing the exploration, the essay turns to the Scottish philosopher David Hume, whose
philosophical skepticism critically examined the concept of substance. Hume raised profound
doubts about the existence of substance as an enduring entity underlying our perceptions and
experiences. He argued that what we perceive as substance is merely a collection of fleeting
impressions and ideas. Hume's skepticism posed a substantial critique of the traditional notion of
substance.

Throughout the analysis, the essay highlights the fundamental critiques and challenges posed
by these philosophers. Descartes' dualism faced criticism for its perceived separation of mind and
body, raising questions about the unity of human existence. Locke's rejection of substance as a
fundamental entity raised doubts about the ontological status of substance itself. Hume's skepticism
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further cast doubt on the concept of substance, challenging its existence as an enduring and
independent entity.

In conclusion, the concept of substance underwent significant transformations and critiques
from Plato to Hume. From the foundational ideas of Plato and Aristotle to Descartes' dualism,
Locke's rejection of substance, and Hume's skepticism, each philosopher contributed to reshaping
our understanding of substance. These critical examinations have revealed inconsistencies and
limitations within the concept, challenging its traditional interpretation.

By exploring this historical journey, we gain valuable insights into the evolving nature of the
concept of substance and the philosophical challenges it has faced. This essay invites further
inquiry and critical engagement with the concept, promoting a nuanced and refined understanding
of substance within the context of philosophical discourse.
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