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!"#$%!&$  |  #ere are two notions of substance enjoying some vogue in neo-Aristo-
telian metaphysics. #e $rst is an idea of substance as an ontologically independent entity. 
#e second notion is more familiar: substance as a hylomorphic compound of form and 
matter. However, given most interpretations of this sort of compound, it appears that any 
hylomorphic substance depends for its very being on either its form or its matter or both. 
#is raises a question about whether and how we can understand both ontological depen-
dence and hylomorphic compounds so that we can preserve both notions. In this paper, I 
examine two recent attempts to resolve this problem by Kathrin Koslicki and E.J. Lowe. I 
argue that both end up side-stepping rather than actually resolving the problem. I give an 
account that attempts to preserve what is correct in each approach, and recommend a path 
toward a genuine solution.

#ere are two conceptions of metaphysical substance both commanding venerable 
histories (tracing their lineage to Aristotle) and with a great deal of independent 
motivation, which seem to con%ict quite violently. #ese are the notion of sub-
stance as an ontologically independent entity, and the notion of substance as a hy-
lomorphic compound—that is, as an entity essentially comprising form and matter. 
Presumably such an entity would be ontologically dependent on either its form, 
its matter, or both. Most plausible accounts of ontological independence stipulate 
that for any entity to be considered independent, it cannot stand in any essential 
dependence relations to any entities distinct from itself. An entity’s form and its 
matter, while perhaps internal in some way to the entity, are nonetheless considered 
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distinct items. #e entity then, on the desirable account of substance speci$cally as 
an independent entity, could not qualify as a substance, since it would depend for 
its being what it is on something distinct from itself. One way to bring this tension 
out is through the trajectory of Aristotle’s own writings. In the Categories, where 
the idea of a substance as metaphysically independent originates, the paradigmatic 
substances are individuals like this individual horse or human being. Later in Phys-
ics and Metaphysics, however, Aristotle begins to explore the possibility that those 
individuals which were taken as something like an unanalyzable simple were actu-
ally much more complex, comprising both form and matter, combined in a certain 
way. Yet on this view, the hylomorphic conception of substance, the view of sub-
stance as independent appears either irrelevant or incorrect.
#ere are at least two recent attempts to resolve this problem undertaken by Kath-
rin Koslicki and E.J. Lowe. Neither Koslicki nor Lowe, I will argue, provides a 
satisfactory solution to this particular problem. Koslicki’s proposal (though perhaps 
not the one she personally endorses) is based on distinguishing between so-called 
simple substances on one hand, and composite substances on the other. She then 
provides separate criteria for substancehood for each type of substance. On the face 
of it, the resulting bifurcation of the concept “substance” instills doubt that we are 
left with just one unique concept instead of two related ones. Lowe’s alternative 
solution requires taking on an extremely substantive position in which all ordinary 
objects are to be identi$ed with their forms. In that case there are no hylomorphic 
compounds, properly speaking, and the problem ostensibly vanishes. I show that 
Lowe’s account, in addition to requiring one to adopt further substantive meta-
physical commitments runs into several di9culties. I argue rather that we should 
use Koslicki’s framework, but I suggest several reasons for rejecting her distinction 
between simple and composite substances for the sake of providing a su9cient set 
of criteria for substancehood.
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Kathrin Koslicki1 considers various ways to provide criteria for substances based 
1. It should be remarked that Koslicki personally favors another option, having nothing to do 
with ontological independence. I will therefore speak, when appropriate, of the Koslicki-theo-
rist.
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on ontological independence, continuing a tradition that has its roots in Aristo-
tle’s Categories and is enjoying a contemporary vogue largely due to the work of 
Jonathan Scha:er (2009), Gideon Rosen (2010), and Kit Fine (1995). She settles 
$nally on the following (Koslicki, in progress):

( 4) (
):

x is a composite substance  def (i) x is composite and (ii) there is no 
y such that (a) y is not identical with x,  (b) x is essentially identity 

right way.2

It will be noticed right away that this de$nition stipulates that the substance be 
composite, rather than simple. Why might that be? In a previous attempt at de$n-
ing substance in terms of independence, Koslicki wants to allow that a substance 
might ontologically depend on its proper parts (here revised in terms of an in-
trinsic/extrinsic distinction), while remaining a substance, that is, an ontologically 
independent item. An objection is then raised (attributed to Patrick Toner) that 
this de$nition unfairly excludes potential “simple substances, i.e., substances which 
have no proper parts at all and which therefore, a fortiori, cannot ontologically de-
pend on their essential proper parts” (Koslicki, in progress). To accommodate this, 
Koslicki adopts two di:erent criteria and suggests the following criterion for these 
simple substances:

( ) 
x is a simple substance  def (i) x is simple and (ii) there is no y 
such that (a) y is not identical with x and (b) x is essentially iden-
tity dependent on y.

#is raises an obvious question: What is the signi$cance of having two di:er-
ent de$nitions? #e move comes in response to a perspicacious question asked by 
Toner:

Why accept that simple substances, which are self-su9cient in one way (a way 

2. The notion of essential identity dependence is from (Lowe 2005): x is essentially identity de-
pendent on y defThere is some function  such that it is part of the essence of x that x = (y). 

x’s relation to y.
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that doesn’t exclude dependence on their parts) are the same kind of things as 
‘substances’ that are self-su9cient in a very di:erent kind of way (a way that 
does except dependence on their parts)? (40)

Why should we think that any item which receives substance-status through the 
back door, that is, by the exception provided by ICCS4 (ii.c), is of the same meta-
physical category—is the same kind of thing—as a simple substance, i.e. one with-
out parts, or numerically distinct “intrinsic” properties? Koslicki grants the objec-
tion, and therefore $nds herself with two di:erent conceptions of substance. But, 
nonetheless, she maintains they both count as substance. How can she think so? She 
argues:

#ere is after all a non-ad-hoc and metaphysically signi$cant distinction be-
tween simple entities and composite entities. Assuming that a criterion of sub-
stancehood serves as an indicator of ontological fundamentality, it is perhaps 
no surprise that there might be distinct roads towards ontological fundamen-
tality, among them one for simple entities and another for composite entities. 
(15)

Of course, there is a di:erence between distinct roads to the same place and dras-
tically di:erent tolls charged at the gate once you get there. Koslicki appears to 
con%ate the notion of substance as ontologically fundamental, and as ontologically 
independent. #e notion she used to motivate her discussion was one of onto-
logical independence. But as Kit Fine has pointed out (albeit in a slightly di:erent 
context), there is not su9cient reason to demonstrate that whatever is ontologi-
cally independent must also be taken to be ontologically fundamental (Fine 2001).3 
Koslicki’s bifurcated notion of substance removes ontological independence from 
its privileged explanatory role. Instead she relies on the questionable inference from 
ontological independence to fundamentality, and merely asserts that the enlarged 
concept of substance is to be co-extensive with that fundamentality. 
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3. Rather, Fine argues that we should take metaphysical fundamentality (or, “Reality” as he puts 
it) as a primitive notion that is correlated with the relational notion of metaphysical depen-
dence, but cannot be assumed to stand as the terminus of an aggregation of “x is dependent 
on y is dependent on z is dependent on …” relations. 
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I suggest that we resist Koslicki’s response to Toner’s objection. In particular, I 
would like to resist the idea of simple substances, or at least that such items would be 
di:erent enough from composite substances so as to warrant their own de$nition. 
Imagine a machine that spits out substance candidates. It has been programmed 
according to a certain formula to output candidates according to the following 
con$guration: SubstanceCandidate(Form:___ ; Matter:___). A substance candi-
date can therefore be one of three sorts: form-without-matter, matter-without-
form, or a combination of both form and matter. #e majority (and perhaps even 
all) substances will receive both form and matter. However as the brackets indicate, 
these are both to be construed as internal to the substance, and therefore do not 
jeopardize its ontological independence status given ICCS4 or something similar. 
Now we consider the limiting cases. Imagine the machine outputting a hunk of 
matter-without-form. Perhaps we can try to think of some unspeci$ed quantity 
of shapeless liquid. Whatever, if anything, these may turn out to be, any item of 
this sort is unlikely to be a substance-candidate, victims rather to the unity clause 
of ICCS4. #e Koslicki-theorist suggests that as an example of matter-without-
form we might take “physical simples, i.e., incomposite concrete material objects 
which may be included in the inventory of fundamental physics” as possible simple 
substances (Koslicki, in progress). #is is almost certainly incorrect. If these sup-
posed items are indeed material, then they by de$nition are composed of matter, 
and there is no reason to believe that they do not in addition have forms also. For if 
they did not have forms, this seems to imply we are working with an oddly spatial 
conception of form. Form is easily thought of as providing unity, but why must this 
be a unity of parts to a whole? Why not of history? Or purpose? Or essence? So 
these so-called “physical simples” should not be considered simples to begin with. 
Next imagine an output of form-without-matter. Here we can think of a soul, or 
person, or perhaps God. And surely if any of these things exist, they are likely sub-
stance candidates. 
E.J Lowe, whom I will discuss further below, also submits the conception of an 
immaterial physical simple, instead of the apparently untenable material physical 
simple. Lowe argues that form—construed as particular instances of substantial 
universals, like this tree or that statue of such-and-such a shape—is “relatively in-
dependent” from matter, “contrary to the doctrine of hylomorphism,” and indeed 
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“there is nothing absurd in the notion of form without matter” (Lowe 1998, 224). 
Lowe recommends that instead of saying a particular statue has an instance of the 
universal property of being a statue of such-and-such a shape, we say rather that it 
is an instance of the universal property of being a statue of such-and-such a shape. 
#ough I confess it is not altogether clear to me why. When promising an explana-
tion, he instead distinguishes between substantial and non-substantial universals. 
#e former are denoted by sortal terms: things like ‘statue’ and ‘tiger’. #e latter are 
denoted by adjectival terms: things like ‘red’ and ‘round’. He calls these latter items 
modes and says, “these are ontologically dependent entities, depending for their 
existence upon the individual concrete things whose modes they are” (Lowe 1998, 
222). He claims that particular instances of substantial universals, on the other 
hand, just are the individual concrete things. Lowe takes this to have the result that 
he can square Aristotle’s conception of substance from the Categories, as a discreet 
macroscopic thing, with his conception of substance from the Metaphysics, as a 
particular substantial form, since the two supposedly coincide. 
#e feasibility of Lowe’s approach rests on the claim that it is not absurd to have 
an item of sort form-without-matter. As an example he suggests the fundamental 
particles of physics. He claims that these particles are immaterial, insofar as they 
are not immediately made of anything at all (this relies on his notion of proximate 
matter). But, he continues, there is no reason why we cannot say that these particles 
do not have form. He has provided plausible arguments that it is form rather than 
matter that provides criteria both of identity and individuation for any items. But, 
as Lowe himself admits, it is very di9cult to think of the fundamental particles as 
having fully determinate identity conditions, owing partly to quantum entangle-
ment. So it is extremely unlikely that we should take these items to be substances at 
all (Lowe 1998, 224). Nonetheless, in spite of the failure of this (his only) example, 
he maintains that the idea of form-without-matter is perfectly coherent. 
However, it seems clear that he has either to concede (i) that these fundamental 
particles of physics are both immaterial and formless (which is absurd); or (ii) that 
they have form, but cannot be individuated, and therefore form does not always 
succeed in providing criteria of identity and individuation. Lowe grants that for 
any substance we should be able to identify its criteria of identity and individua-
tion. But he has also argued that matter does not succeed in providing these cri-
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teria, and in the case of the fundamental particles of physics, it appears that form 
similarly is unable to provide those criteria. Since form is supposed to be able to do 
that work, this should be a problem which Lowe’s account needs to resolve if he 
intends to maintain his notion of form-without-matter as substance. 
Now we can ask two questions. First, what are we to make of the apparent asym-
metry between a form-without-matter, and a matter-without-form, whereby the 
former is a likely substance candidate while the latter is not? #is does seem to sup-
port the intuition—shared by Koslicki and Lowe—that form is doing most of the 
work in determining what is and is not a substance (and perhaps then also what is 
ontologically dependent and independent). #is makes sense since we are using an 
essence-based account of ontological dependence, and essence and form are closely 
related notions. But what sorts of things belong to the type form-without-matter? 
Possible candidates include those mentioned above, namely Cartesian minds, souls, 
or God. I’d prefer not to take on either defending or challenging whether or not we 
should think such things exist. 
Second, should we have any reason to think that an output of either sort mat-
ter-without-form (if these are even possible) or form-without-matter (i.e. simple 
substance) is categorically4 di:erent from an output of both form and matter (i.e. 
composite substance)? I see no reason to think so. We can think of all substance 
candidates as having the same structure, per the machine example above, just with 
sometimes this or that slot left open or $lled. To be more precise: Presumably, 
someone like Toner would insist that a soul is a substance of the type form-with-
out-matter. He would further insist that this is a simple substance, as opposed to a 
composite substance, say a horse, that has both form and matter. But by this account 
there is still a di:erence between a soul and a soul ’s form. #erefore I see no reason 
to suggest that this substance is actually simple. Perhaps the substance is thought to 
be numerically identical—with what? Numerical identity is a dangerous concept if 
we do not know exactly what we are counting. For if we are counting in such a way 
that x, x’s matter, and x’s form are all distinct items, such that if x is found to depend 
ontologically on either x’s matter or x’s form then it is a composite and quali$es as 
a substance by way of a special clause, then surely the same way of counting must 

4. By “categorically different”, I mean something like different in kind so as to require separate 
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come up with the result that y and y’s form are two distinct items such that if y de-
pends ontologically on the latter, it too is composite. #e method of counting should 
not be sensitive to the absence or presence of matter.
#is leaves four options open for the Koslicki-theorist. Either (i) abandon the idea 
of simple substances and adopt a single independence criterion for substances; (ii) 
allow that there might be simple substances, but decide that these would not be 
categorically di:erent from composite substances so as to require a separate crite-
rion, and again subsume these under a single generalized independence criterion 
for substances; or (iii) follow Lowe partly by identifying a substance of type form-
without-matter with its form, thereby preserving simple substances, and then (iii.a) 
decide that even these are not categorically di:erent than composite substances; or 
(iii.b) insist that these simple substances do warrant their own independence cri-
terion for substances, bite the bullet, and take on the critics of a bifurcated account 
of substance. Anyone opting for option (iii) must meet two challenges, in addition 
to those presented by a bifurcated account of substance alone. #e $rst is one Lowe 
himself must meet, which is demonstrating the feasibility of substances of type 
form-without-matter—which, aside from putative candidates like God and souls, 
I do not think can be done. #e second challenge is to establish a principled way to 
ensure that only substances of type form-without-matter are identi$ed with their 
form, and not all things whatsoever. For otherwise, the Koslicki-theorist would 
have to take on the “considerable costs” she attributes to Lowe’s account, which I 
am going to discuss next. 
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So what are these costs? Koslicki attributes to Lowe an unpalatable extension of 
Cartesian dualism. It may, she suggests, be acceptable given independent motiva-
tion to conceive of a Cartesian mind which is identi$ed with its form and therefore 
only temporarily “resides” in some hunk of matter or another. But Lowe’s account 
has further consequences. Koslicki writes, “For example, if H20-molecules are uni-
$ed whole (and thus are included within the range of cases to which the hylo-
morphic analysis of uni$ed whole can be expected to apply), then Lowe’s strategy 
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would lead us to identify H20-molecules with their forms as well. But, assuming 
that forms are essentially non-material, H20-molecules will then also (surprisingly, 
I take it) turn out to be essentially non-material entities which only ‘reside’ in their 
material embodiments and possibly do so only temporarily” (Koslicki, in progress). 
(Hence my warning in the previous paragraph that a Koslicki-theorist would need 
to limit the identi$cation of substance with form.) I share her concerns entirely. 
However I also have two further concerns. One, as I have already hinted, has to do 
with Lowe’s suggested immaterial physical simple. #e other has to do with Lowe’s 
di9culty in accounting for artifacts while remaining faithful to a conception of 
substance as ontologically independent. 
Lowe therefore rejects the notion of a hylormorphic compound, which might be 
a perfectly reasonable move, but does not represent a satisfactory resolution of the 
problem we set out to explore. Remember the goal is to reconcile ontologically in-
dependent substance with hylomorphic compounds, that is, to retain both notions. 
Koslicki and Lowe appear each to have simply rejected one notion or the other. In 
what follows, I will continue examining Lowe’s account (despite its departure from 
our goal), in order to better understand which of the options outlined above for the 
Koslick-theorist we should ultimately adopt. 
Lowe’s account runs into a further di9culty accommodating artifacts5. On his ac-
count, all discreet macroscopic objects can be identi$ed with particular instances 
of substantial universals. His examples are this statue and this tiger. It is unclear 
whether the term ‘substantial universal’ is intended to imply that any particular 
instance should be classi$ed as a substance; though, clearly, all substances must 
be particular instances of substantial universals. Hopefully particular instances of 
substantial universals are to be considered substance-candidates, but not necessar-
ily substances. Here is why: Lowe asks us to consider “mere parts or portions of 
material stu:,” say a bunch of gold in a room (Lowe 1998, 226). We are to take 
this as matter-without-form; it cannot be counted since there is no principle to 
separate one part from another (though again, I am skeptical of this category). In 
5. Of course, whether or not Aristotle considers artifacts substances is controversial. I take it to 
be more likely that he does not, since they have neither fysis, telos, nor energeia of their own. 

of its own. It is still a thing, but likely not a substance. But this is beside the point since Lowe 
obviously takes “this statue” as a legitimate substance-candidate.
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order to be counted, the gold would have to be given a form. #is is easily done: 
we roll the gold into a lot of little gold balls. So we have given the gold balls their 
form. Presumably, then, they are essentially identity dependent on us. #en, by 
Lowe’s SUB-4 de$nition (or Koslicki’s appropriately revised ICCS4 de$nition) of 
substance, these particular instances of the substantial universal of being a gold ball 
of such-and-such a shape, are not substances, since they depend for their identity 
on something external, namely whoever provided their form by rolling them into 
balls. #is, I take it, makes the signi$cance of Lowe’s distinction between substan-
tial and non-substantial universals rather fuzzy, since to be a particular instance of 
a substantial form is not necessarily to be a substance. #is further complicates the 
explanation he invoked in order to explain his identi$cation of form with particular 
instance of substantial universals, and therefore to the notion that there are sub-
stances of type form-without-matter.

'3. )1$')/# +)% $4- ()#*'&('-$4-)%'#$
I presented four options above for the Koslicki-theorist. Options (iii.a) and (iii.b) 
implicate one in the same problems I just laid out for Lowe’s account—none per-
haps are fatal, but they are well worth bearing in mind. Also as I have already 
indicated—since the Koslicki-theorist is opposed to the general identi$cation of 
discreet macroscopic item with its form, but is comfortable in principle of allow-
ing something like God or a Cartesian mind to be so identi$ed—such an account 
would have the added di9culty of establishing a principled way to ensure that only 
the right sorts of things get identi$ed with their form. 
It may be worth mentioning the basic objection to a bifurcated account of sub-
stance. Basically, substance, taken as an ontologically independent item, is intended 
to be a fundamental category, one that “carves nature at the joints” as Ted Sider 
would put it. But it is extremely unlikely that nature is “double-jointed” in this way. 
#at is, if the category of substance were really bifurcated in this way, it adds even 
greater force to Fine’s (and Sider’s) intuition that ontological independence cannot 
on its own reveal fundamental reality. #e idea of substance in general is intended 
to capture something about the very fundamental structure of reality—substance 
is supposed to be that which is most fundamental, or at the very least which does 
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not depend for its being what it is, on something else that is more fundamental. 
In this way it is supposed to capture the most basic sort of thing with which we 
could ever have occasion to interact in some meaningful way. Yet if we introduce 
a distinction within this fundamental category—between the composite and the 
simple substances—it seems very likely that our putatively fundamental category 
has rather failed to perform the function for which it was originally intended, and 
we are left gerrymandering an unmotivated concept.
#at leaves options (i) and (ii). Both, I think, are feasible. #e main di:erence has 
to do with one’s openness towards items of sort form-without-matter, like God or 
Cartesian minds. One who is more accepting of such things would clearly prefer 
the motivation behind option (ii), but ultimately, I think both call for the same 
move. #e Koslicki-theorist should adopt a single criterion for substance, either 
under the assumption that there are no simple substances, or that these will be 
unproblematically subsumed under the general criterion. It might look something 
like this (adapted from Koslicki’s ICS3 and ICCS4):
 ( ) 

x is a substance  def (i) there is no y such that (a) y is not identical 
with x, (b), x is essentially identity dependent on y, and (c) y is 

#is criterion is of course far from satisfactory. As Koslicki herself notes, a much 
fuller explanation of clauses (i.c) and (ii) would need to be given. Clause (ii) is 
included to prohibit items like mereological sums and sets from qualifying as sub-
stance. It is worth pausing for a moment on sets. In Koslicki 2013, it is argued that 
all essence-based accounts of ontological dependence have the funny result that the 
empty set is considered a substance, while no other set is. It does appear that ICS 
faces the same problem, unless the empty set is construed to be essentially identity 
dependent on the axioms of set theory. #ese di9culties are perhaps why Koslicki 
opts for a di:erent option, which focuses on unity and has no mention of identity 
dependence. I leave this option aside, since I want only to explore the relationship 
between substance and an account of ontological dependence.
Despite its nascent status, as only a start down a promising path rather than a 
detailed map to our destination, ICS is certainly pointing towards allowing one to 
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hold both that substance is ontologically independent, and that it is hylomorphic. 
We do not face Koslicki’s original problem of a bifurcated notion of substance that 
no longer appears to represent a metaphysically fundamental category, since we 
have decided that any putative simple substances either do not actually exist, or, if 
they do, they are not categorically di:erent from hylomorphic substances. Allow-
ing such a bifurcated conception of substance is, after all, really just to eschew the 
problem with which we began—reconciling ontologically independent substances 
with hylomorphic substance, where substance is intended to be a robust, funda-
mental metaphysical concept. Furthermore, unlike Lowe, we do not simply reject 
the notion of a hylomorphic compound for the sake of an apparently problematic 
identi$cation of substance with substantial form, but still try to do justice to the 
idea of a unity of form and matter.
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