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Abstract. The paper discusses the concept of  a subject as an 

actor’s category in early modern philosophy and asks whether 
contemporary notions of  subjectivity can be meaningfully related to 
this early modern understanding of  the concept. When thinking 
about the early modern subject as an actor's category, we must 
distinguish three different meanings: the subject as a bearer of  
properties, as a reference point for predication, and as the foundation 
of  a discipline. The paper defends the thesis that crucial elements of  
subjectivity in the modern sense, namely reflexivity and self-
awareness, are at the same time characteristic features of  a certain 
understanding of  the subject of  philosophy as a discipline in the early 
modern sense: namely for conceptions of  philosophy as a 
transformation of  the soul, most notably as a ‘medicine of  the soul’. 
Such conceptions are, however, controversial: other early modern 
thinkers contend that such proposals do not conform to what we 
should expect from a definition of  philosophy and that they are open 
to the objection of  intellectualism: we need more than knowledge to 
better our souls, because knowledge in itself  is not action-guiding. 
The paper traces conceptions of  the subject of  philosophy not only 
in various Ramist tracts, but also in writings of  Melanchthon’s son-in-
law Heinrich Paxmann, the Helmstedt professor Duncan Liddell, and 
Reformed thinkers like Fortunatus Crell and Bartholomaeus 
Keckermann.  
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In this paper, I want to present a case study that allows us to understand more 
precisely how an understanding of  the term ‘subject’, as it was used in the early 
modern period itself, can be related to what contemporary philosophers analyse under 
the same heading. The main claim of  this paper can be summarised as follows: for 
some early moderns, philosophy has a subject that comes close to what present-day 
philosophical usage takes a subject to be.  
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I will first provide a brief  sketch of  such present-day usage of  the term 
‘subject’, then argue that a prominent sense in which it was used by early modern 
philosophers is not captured in present-day interpretations of  early modern theories 
of  subjectivity, namely ‘subject’ as the subject of  a discipline. I will then discuss in 
what sense the subject of  philosophy in this specific early modern meaning of  the 
term can be related to subjectivity in the early modern period as it is understood by its 
present-day interpreters. I will close with some remarks on the broader debate of  the 
subject of  philosophy as a discipline. 

In the beginning of  his very comprehensive history of  what he takes to be 
the early modern subject, Udo Thiel provides a non-exhaustive list of  topics that 
could be discussed under such a heading: “[…] the mind-body problem, questions 
concerning agency, self-determination, moral and legal responsibility, and also the 
possibility of  knowledge of  an external world of  physical objects”, but he then limits 
further discussion to the problems of  self-consciousness and personal identity.1 In her 
review of  Thiel’s book, Ursula Renz suggests that a different focus, e. g. on the subject 
of  actions in early modern philosophy, would have been equally legitimate and could 
have produced interesting results.2 But both Thiel and Renz agree that our analysis of  
early modern ‘subjectivity’ is shaped by our present-day concerns: in this perspective, 
it is the task of  the historian of  philosophy to isolate those aspects of  the past that 
can be meaningfully related to our understanding of  a given domain as it exists today.  

Accordingly, Thiel does cover certain aspects of  the ‘pre-history’ of  
subjectivity, namely those that can be meaningfully related to his own focus, e. g. 
scholastic debates on the concept of  a person or of  an individual.3 But a discussion of  
‘pre-modern’ notions of  subjects is conspicuously missing.4 Thiel shows no interest in 
exploring the concept of  a subject as an ‘actor’s category’, i. e. an investigation of  its 
role as seen by early modern thinkers.5 Thus he does not provide any account of  a 
decisive feature of   any ‘pre-modern’ conception of  subjects, namely the ambiguity of  
the term: we can for example distinguish logical subjects, i. e. the subject terms of  
categorical propositions, from subjects as bearers of  properties existing in the real 
world (‘physical’ subjects in Alain de Libera’s terminology).6  

To complicate the situation even further, a full analysis of  ‘subject’ as an early 
modern actor’s category must account for a third possible meaning: subjects play a 
role not just in propositions and, correspondingly, in facts of  the matter about the 
relation between properties and their bearers. Propositions can be joined in syllogisms. 
Syllogisms can be synthesised into theories. Hence, there are also subjects of  theories, 
because there must be one kind of  things that serves as the bearer of  those properties 
that a theory sets out to prove as essential properties of  this kind of  things. The 
totality of  such proofs is then synthesised in what the tradition calls a ‘science’ 
(scientia).7 

Traces of  these connections can still be found in everyday language: a subject 
can be not only the “underlying substance or essence of  a thing, as distinguished from 
its nonessential properties” or the “term or part of  a proposition of  which the 
predicate is affirmed”, but also a “body of  knowledge or particular department of  art 
or science which one studies or is instructed in”.8 The meaning of  ‘subject’ in this last 
sense preserves a sense of  pre-modern conceptions of  the subjects of  science and 
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knowledge, denoting a discipline pars pro toto through a reference to that which counts 
as its subject. 

The earliest text to be analysed in what follows was published in 1556, four 
years before Melanchthon’s death, the latest in 1599, two years before the publication 
of  Otto Casmann’s Philosophiae Et Christianae […] Modesta Assertio.9 Melanchthon’s 
‘metaphilosophical’ stance has already received some attention.10 The same is to some 
extent true for ‘post-Ramist’ thinkers like Goclenius, Keckermann, Timpler, and 
Alsted.11 But for the period in between such accounts are still lacking. Moreover, 
though I cannot argue for this point in detail here, it should be noted that Casmann’s 
text was an intervention in the infamous Hoffmann dispute, “[…] the most intense 
philosophical and theological debate of  the period”12 that influenced decisively the 
debate about the proper understanding of  philosophy among ‘post-Ramist’ thinkers.13 
It thus seems appropriate to include only texts from this circle from before 1600: a 
dissertation with Goclenius as praeses from 1596 and  Keckermann’s  Praecognita logica, 
published first in 1599. 

The authors to be analysed in what follows can be sorted into two groups: 
some thinkers base their reflection on the Ciceronian definition of  philosophy as 
cognition of  Divine and human things (cognitio rerum divinarum et humanarum), others 
diverge from it.14 In both groups, however, we find substantial reflection on the 
various dimensions of  the notion of  a subject of  philosophy as a discipline. 
Melanchthon’s son-in-law Heinrich Paxmann belongs to the first group and provides a 
particularly comprehensive analysis of  this notion.15 Other thinkers to be mentioned 
in this context are Friedrich Beurhaus, Nicolaus Daubenrock, Rudolph Goclenius, and 
Bernhard Copius all of  which qualify to some extent as Ramists.16 

Others did not follow Cicero: Duncan Liddell and his student Cornelis 
Martini,17 Fortunatus Crell, Giulio Pace, Johannes Grün, and the young 
Bartholomaeus Keckermann.18 

But besides this prima facie disagreement we can also locate aspects in which 
philosophers from both groups could find common ground: both Heinrich Paxmann 
and Duncan Liddell seem to agree that we should think about philosophy primarily as 
a discipline transforming, i. e. healing the human soul. Other thinkers believe that such 
an approach is misguided: we cannot use the function of  philosophy as its defining 
trait (even if  it may be acknowledged that philosophy does produce changes in the 
soul of  its students – the issue is whether we can take this to be its defining feature).19 

It may come as a surprise that for the thinkers under consideration here there 
is no apparent link between Cicero’s understanding of  philosophy as cognition of  
Divine and human things and his assessment of  philosophy as a means to cultivate 
and heal the mind.20 In what follows, we will see that for some, such an approach to 
defining philosophy was illegitimate, because it does not fulfil the requirements of  a 
real definition in the Aristotelian sense.21  

However, an understanding of  philosophy as cognition of  Divine and human 
things invites objections, too: cognition is not action-guiding per se. Lack of  
knowledge is not the only fault our souls may have. This may force us to acknowledge 
two subjects of  philosophy: the subject of  theoretical philosophy, cognition or 
contemplation, and the subject of  practical philosophy, action.  
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In closing, I will discuss three strategies to deal with this duality of  subjects. 
The first is to claim that philosophy is therefore undefinable. The second proposal 
defines philosophy as a composite habit, consisting of  contemplative wisdom and 
action-guiding prudence. The third claims that in all disciplines knowledge and action 
are intertwined. 

The aim of  these analyses is limited. It is neither claimed that early modern 
Germans were the first to connect the definition of  philosophy and the reflection on 
its subject in the manner described here. Nor should what follows be read as an 
argument that these early modern authors provided full-blown reflection on problems 
of  subjectivity in the contemporary sense. Instead, this case study is meant to serve as 
a stimulus for further research on the early modern subject of  philosophy as a 
discipline in various geographical and historical contexts, so that we may gain in time a 
fuller understanding of  the concept of  a subject of  a discipline and as its implications 
for our present-day understanding of  subjectivity. 
 
Philosophy and Cognition of  Divine and Human Things 
 The first question that comes to mind when confronting the Ciceronian 
definition of  philosophy as knowledge of  Divine and human things is what exactly to 
count as Divine or human thing. Beurhaus explains the distinction as a dichotomy of  
eternal, unchangeable and temporal, changeable things and identifies such knowledge 
with philosophy. This in turn means that philosophy is identical to the sum total of  
the liberal arts, because it is the liberal arts that convey the required knowledge.22 
Nicolaus Daubenrock takes the same stand in his 1599 dissertation De philosophia: 
philosophy is concerned with what can be the subject of  a liberal art.23   

Whether or not philosophy in this sense is to be identified with wisdom or 
whether it should count only as the attempt to attain such wisdom (i. e.  whether it is 
sapientia or studium sapientiae) is controversial. Beurhaus and Daubenrock leave this 
question open. Freigius asserts that there is a difference between philosophy and 
wisdom.24 The same is true for the young Goclenius who maintains that the 
philosopher only strives for wisdom.25 In contrast, Copius identifies philosophy and 
wisdom explicitly.26 

In Paxmann’s 1556 dissertation, we find a similar approach to defining 
philosophy: philosophy is concerned with God and the totality of  things (rerum 
universitas). In fact, in the beginning of  the tract being in a broad sense (ens quam late 
patet) is designated as the subject of  philosophy. The scope of  such knowledge is, 
however, limited, because our cognitive capabilities cannot grasp the world as a whole: 
we cannot understand nature completely.27  
 
The Subjects of  Philosophy 

Paxmann then goes on to specify three different senses of  the concept 
‘subject’: it can refer to the subiectum naturae, the substance that ‘is subjected’ to its 
accidents. But species can also be ‘subjected’, namely to their genera: they are subiecta 
praedicationis. And a subject can also be the subject of  a discipline as its subiectum 
attributionis seu demonstrationis.28 In the context of  reflections on the definition of  
philosophy, the subiectum attributionis seu demonstrationis holds, of  course, special interest: 
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it is the unity or multiplicity of  the subiectum attributionis that allows us to determine the 
unity or multiplicity of  artes.29 And the subiectum attributionis allows not only for the 
distinction of  the arts, but also for their hierachisation. The subject of  higher sciences 
or arts is more simple. The subject of  subordinated arts or sciences is more restricted, 
because it is distinguished from the subject of  the superior art by specific 
differences.30 Finally, Paxmann distinguishes the subiectum attributionis artis from the 
subiectum attributionis artificis. This means that the subject of  a discipline and the subject 
that is the target of  activities of  a practitioner of  this discipline do not coincide: the 
subiectum attributionis artis of  arithmetic is numbers. The subiectum attributionis artificis of  
arithmetic is the concrete application of  numbers to things to be numbered and the 
addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of  such concrete numbers.31 

How do these distinctions fit together with Paxmann’s contention that being 
in a broad sense is the subject of  philosophy? For an answer to this question, we must 
first take into account what he has to say on our cognitive access to subjects of  a 
discipline. 

Subjects in general can only be known through the end of  a discipline. In 
other words, we first need to know what a discipline sets out to achieve, before we can 
delineate its domain. Paxmann argues that ends directly relate only to accidents or 
properties of  a thing, because ends refer to a perfection and, therefore, to a property 
that is to be perfected. But since we cannot conceive a property without a bearer, an 
accident without a substance, we implicitly conceive the subject of  a discipline when 
conceiving its end.32 So in medicine, we conceive health as its end – but health is an 
accident that can only be conceived as the accident of  a substance, in this case the 
human body. So the human body, insofar as it can be healed, is the proper subject of  
medicine.33  

If  we now apply this method of  knowing a subject in general to the specific 
subject of  philosophy, we must first ask what the end of  philosophy consists in. For 
Paxmann, the end of  philosophy is the perfection of  man and, in particular, the 
perfection of  our rational capabilities, because it is only those capabilities that can be 
enhanced through instruction.34 Therefore, or so Paxmann contends, the proper 
subject of  philosophy are those capabilities that distinguish us from all other living 
beings.35 

These vague remarks leave a lot of  room for interpretation, especially if  we 
wonder how they may fit together with Paxmann’s thesis in the beginning of  the tract 
that it is being in a broad sense that must count as subject of  philosophy. We could 
presume that being in the broad sense is the subiectum attributionis of  philosophy and 
our rational capabilities are its subiectum naturae. But in his discussion of  how we get to 
know the subject of  a discipline, Paxmann always talks about the subiectum attributionis 
(e. g. the body to be healed in the case of  medicine). Yet, if  we take a closer look, he 
always refers in this context to the subiectum attributionis artis of  the respective 
discipline: the human body in the case of  medicine,36 the natural body, insofar as it is 
movable in the case of  natural philosophy,37 human action in the polity in the case of  
jurisprudence.38 In all these cases, the subiectum attributionis artis and the subiectum 
attributionis artificis are different: the physician is not interested in the human body per 
se, but in those actions that heal the human body. The natural philosopher is not 
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interested in the natural body per se, but wants to explain its various changes. Lawyers 
and judges are not interested in human action as such, they want to evaluate it under 
the law.  

But philosophy may be an exception: the end of  philosophy is the perfection 
of  man.39 So we must ask through what actions the philosopher can contribute to this 
end, because it is these actions that would point to the subiectum attributionis artificis of  
philosophy. Paxmann assumes that our abilities can only be enhanced through 
knowledge. This suggests the possibility that it is knowledge of  being in a broad sense 
that should count as the subiectum attributionis artificis. This means that the rational 
capabilities of  humans are both the subiectum attributionis artis and the subiectum naturae 
of  philosophy. So Paxmann claims that philosophical knowledge is applied by the 
philosopher to our rational capabilities. For this to be possible, philosophical 
knowledge must inhere in the philosopher. And in order to be able to use 
philosophical knowledge for our perfection, we must know our rational capabilities, so 
that we are able to perfect them.  

What this may mean becomes clearer when we turn to Duncan Liddell, like 
Paxmann both a philosopher and a physician. In 1592 he presided over a dissertation 
at the university of  Helmstedt that was defended by the young Cornelis Martini. The 
dissertation asserts that it is our rational capabilities that distinguish us from other 
animals.40 But at the same time these natural capabilities are limited and must be 
complemented by instruction.41 This is achieved in philosophy which is therefore a 
‘medicine of  the soul’, serving to perfect both our cognitive and practical abilities: 

“Since philosophy is the medicine of  our soul (animus) that helps to perfect as 
far as possible (proxime) the two main faculties of  the soul, the disciplines that are 
concerned with action and contemplation are essential for philosophy (philosophiae 
propriae sunt).”42 

If  we read Paxmann in the light of  this proposal, certain asymmetries 
between medicine and philosophy come to the light: whereas the physician usually 
applies the knowledge about healing the body to a different person, namely the 
patient, philosophical knowledge can only work, if  its bearer is the same as the 
recipient of  its beneficial effects. Whereas a patient need not know why a certain 
medication is effective, the perfection we strive for in philosophy is only possible if  we 
know how and why philosophical knowledge perfects us. Conversely, philosophical 
patients must know that they are in need of  philosophical help, so that they must be 
aware of  the limitations of  their own capabilities and their concomitant need for 
perfection: we strive to attain knowledge of  being in a broad sense (the subiectum 
attributionis artificis), because we are aware of  the inherent fallibility of  our cognitive 
capabilities (the subiectum attributionis artis). But this can only lead to perfection, if  both 
the knowledge of  being in a broad sense and the knowledge of  our own rational 
capabilities inheres in the person (the subiectum naturae) that is in need of  such 
perfection.  

Daubenrock had pointed out in his definition of  philosophy that it is 
concerned with everything that is the subject of  a liberal art.43 In Paxmann’s 
terminology, this refers clearly to the subiectum attributionis of  philosophy. But he also 
refers briefly to what Paxmann would have called its subiectum naturae. One of  the 
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elemental preconditions for learning something is human nature (physis) or a natural 
aptitude for learning. This natural aptitude is more of  a subject than a cause: the 
bearer of  philosophical knowledge must be capable of  receiving it.44  

So those writers who could be loosely qualified as Ramists are not concerned 
with qualifying Cicero’s formula. They may hesitate to identify philosophy and 
wisdom, but in the context of  defining philosophy itself  they do not address the 
problem of  possible limitations of  our cognitive capabilities. If  such limitations come 
into view with Paxmann and Liddell, philosophy is turned – either explicitly or 
implicitly – into a means to overcome these limitations as far as possible: philosophy 
thus turns into a ‘medicine of  the soul’ that is meant to compensate for the failure of  
the uninstructed mind. It differs from the ‘medicine of  the body’ in that physician and 
patient must be one and the same person. This in turn implies that philosophical 
knowledge has two dimensions: knowledge of  the world around us (in Paxmann’s 
words the subiectum attributionis artificis) and knowledge of  ourselves (according to 
Paxmann the subiectum attributionis artis). The first form of  knowledge may heal us, but 
the second form of  knowledge is required in order to know that we are in need of  
philosophical therapy.  
 
Against Philosophy as a Transformation of  the Soul 

Both Paxmann and Liddell agree that we must use the function of  philosophy 
– namely to effect some transformation of  the soul – as its defining characteristic. 
And since transformation presupposes some kind of  reflexive awareness of  the 
imperfect state of  our soul, the soul or its rational capabilities are not just the bearer 
of  philosophical knowledge, but also a subject of  philosophy as a discipline. In this 
sense, we can conclude that attempts to define philosophy through its function 
contain some essential dimension of  what we take subjectivity to be concerned with 
today, namely notions of  self-knowledge and reflexivity.  

But attempts to use the function of  philosophy as its defining characteristic 
met with some resistance. The first argument is methodological: using function in this 
way does not provide a definition in the sense of  Aristotelian logic. In 1587, 
Fortunatus Crell cites three definientia that focus on function, namely the meditation of  
death (meditatio mortis), the assimilation to God (similitudo Dei), and the perfection of  
the soul (animae perfectio). But for him, all these are at best descriptions of  philosophy: 
they contain praises of  philosophy (mera encomia), but cannot count as a definition in 
the strict sense of  the word.45  

Crell also criticises the idea that philosophy is in a relevant sense related to the 
cognition of  Divine and human things in general. He believes that such an approach is 
misguided, because it only targets disciplines which are concerned with cognition and 
excludes those who are concerned with action, i. e. the practical disciplines.46 Even if  
we know how to perfect our soul, this knowledge does not in itself  contribute to its 
enhancement, because pure knowledge is not action-guiding.  

Crell thus provides a criterion for measuring the adequacy of  any purported 
definition of  philosophy – it must include the practical disciplines.47 Else, we are 
susceptible to the objection of  intellectualism. But this means that there are two 
subjects of  philosophy, namely the subject of  the theoretical disciplines and the 
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subject of  the practical disciplines.   
But then it may simply be impossible to define philosophy. Different subjects 

(that is, different subiecta attributionis in Paxmann’s terminology) none of  which is 
subordinated to the other imply that the disciplines concerned with them are 
fundamentally different.48 Giulio Pace states in 1596 that the disciplines that are 
subsumed under the heading of  ‘philosophy’ are so heterogeneous that it is 
impossible to provide a unified definition of  them. So the term ‘philosophy’ means 
different things when applied to metaphysics or ethics, mathematics or logic.49 Pace is 
not explicit about this, but we can surmise that this heterogeneity of  the single 
philosophical disciplines is at least in part due to the differences in the subiectum 
attributionis they are concerned with. 

This stance goes against Johannes Grün’s contention that a definition of  
philosophy is indispensable for reflection in general: only if  we define a thing, can we 
have proper knowledge of  what we are talking about.50 At the same time, Grün does 
not accept the Ciceronian definition or functional characterisations as they were put 
forward by Paxmann and Liddell. He believes that the Ciceronian definition is too 
wide; regarding the sphere of  the Divine, our reason is blind, we just persuade 
ourselves that our opinions are true – a case of  self-suggestion. Regarding our 
purported knowledge of  nature, we can learn from Socrates that such a science of  
perceivable entities is rarely successful either.51 So according to Grün, the Ciceronian 
definition of  philosophy overestimates the reach of  our cognitive capabilities.52 Grün’s 
alternative proposal for defining philosophy consists just in an enumeration of  its 
parts, namely logic, physics, and ethics, because such an enumeration represents all 
topics (omnes materias) that are relevant within philosophy.53  

In 1599, Keckermann chooses a similar approach: He counts philosophy as 
one of  the four highest ‘objective disciplines’. ‘Objective’ disciplines are concerned 
with things as they are in nature which are treated as objects of  our intellectual 
capacities (intellectio). There are four such major objective disciplines: theology, 
jurisprudence, medicine, and philosophy. Philosophy in turn contains metaphysics, 
physics, mathematics and its subdisciplines, and ethics and its subdisciplines.54 So, in 
contrast to Daubenrock, Keckermann does not maintain that the whole circle of  
disciplines is to be identified as philosophy. But he agrees with Grün that the scope of  
philosophy can be fixated by simply enumerating its constituent sub-disciplines. Crell 
again has reservations against such an approach: it leaves out essential aspects of  
philosophy, namely metaphysics and mathematics. Instead, it allows the arts of  the 
trivium as parts of  philosophy. And it misconstrues the subject matter of  ethics which, 
according to Crell, is not concerned with cognition, but action.55  

But Crell makes his own, fairly original proposal how to define philosophy 
correctly. He starts from the observation that wisdom is a mixed habit, constituted by 
knowledge based on deductions (scientia) and the intuitive understanding of  first 
principles (intelligentia).56 As such it is purely cognitive. But, as mentioned, philosophy 
must include the practical disciplines (at least this is, according to Crell, the consensus 
omnium). Therefore, it cannot be identified with wisdom. But we could construe 
philosophy as a ‘second-order’ composite habit with wisdom and prudence as its 
parts. So philosophy is a habit, and it is distinguished from other habits by its 
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combination of  the two elements wisdom and prudence.57 
 So according to Crell, function cannot serve as a defining characteristic of  
philosophy. Any valid definition of  philosophy must include the practical disciplines. 
But this means that there is no unified subject of  philosophy. This can either lead to 
the consequence that philosophy is undefinable, as Pace maintains. But if  we accept 
Grün’s contention that we do need a definition in order to know what we are talking 
about, this outcome is undesirable. Instead, Crell tries to define philosophy as a 
composite habit, consisting of  wisdom and prudence. Grün and Keckermann are 
content to replace a proper definition of  philosophy with an enumeration of  its 
disciplines. 

Whereas we have until now only taken into account the heterogeneity of  the 
subiecta attributionis of  philosophical subdisciplines, some of  those authors who do not 
choose function as a defining mark of  philosophy have also addressed the more 
general distinction between the subject of  inherence and the subject as a delineation 
of  the domain of  philosophy (i. e. the subiectum naturae and the subiectum attributionis in 
Paxmann’s terminology).  

Grün refers briefly to the subiectum naturae of  philosophy, namely the rational 
capabilities of  man. These capabilities are at the same time the efficient cause of  
philosophy.58 He then goes on to base his defense of  a tripartite division of  
philosophy on the equally tripartite division of  the relevant rational faculties.59 

Crell only addresses the subiecta attributionis of  philosophical disciplines. 
Philosophy must be a composite habit, because theoretical and practical disciplines are 
concerned with different kinds of  things. From this difference in their subjects 
follows a difference in their goals: those disciplines that deal with necessary things are 
interested in cognition, because if  a necessary thing changes, this change is necessary, 
too, so that it cannot be influenced by human action. Contingent things can be 
cognized, too, but we always expect to be able to translate these cognitions into 
action.60 

Keckermann discusses both the subiectum attributionis and the subiectum naturae. 
He distinguishes three factors that are indispensable for acquiring knowledge: we need 
an object (that fills the role of  the subiectum attributionis), a natural potency (that fills the 
role of  the subiectum inhaesionis), and a dispositio to activate this potency in a structured 
and flawless way.61 This notion of  a dispositio seems to build a bridge between Ramist 
and Aristotelian ideas of  a discipline, because it alludes at the same time to the notion 
of  a discipline as an ordered whole (as it is current in Ramism) and the notion of  a 
habit that informs a potency of  the soul to perform certain acts in a reliable and 
foreseeable way (as it is characteristic for an Aristotelian understanding of  disciplines). 
But for Keckermann the function of  philosophy is in all disciplines action-guiding. 
This is obvious in his explanation of  the distinction between ‘objective’ and ‘directive’ 
disciplines. All disciplines contain what he calls artificiales normae, i. e. standards that 
must be followed by those who want to be proficient in a certain ars. That means that 
in all disciplines knowledge and its application (which must be guided by norms) are 
intertwined.62 So the distinction between theoretical and practical disciplines is 
spurious. And this is why he distinguishes instead between those disciplines that are 
concerned with the knowledge of  things and those who are concerned with the 
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proper formation and expression of  this knowledge.63 So Keckermann, too, 
acknowledges, like Grün, fundamental differences between the domains of  different 
groups of  discipline. But he is also in agreement with him that this difference in the 
subjects of  disciplines does not stand in the way of  an enumerative definition of  what 
the system of  knowledge as a whole and philosophy in particular are concerned with. 
 
Conclusion 

So it is in fact possible to identify a connection between a basic feature of  
present-day theories of  subjectivity (namely reflectivity and self-awareness) and the 
notion of  a subject as an early modern actor’s category. Such an understanding of  the 
early modern subject presupposes a self-conception of  philosophy as effecting a 
transformation of  the soul that we find articulated in theories of  philosophy as a 
‘medicine of  the soul’. Reflexivity in this sense has two dimensions: we must reflect 
on our rational capabilities in order to cure them; they are, in Paxmann’s terminology 
the subiectum attributionis artis. And before that we must have become aware of  the fact 
that our rational capabilities do need to be reformed: the prospective philosopher 
herself  needs to know about these deficiencies in order to accept the necessity of  
therapeutic intervention. In early modern terms, this means that the bearer of  
philosophical knowledge (the subiectum naturae) and its domain (the subiectum attributionis 
artis) must be identical. This identity distinguishes the medicine of  the soul from the 
medicine of  the body. Ciceronian wisdom, knowledge of  Divine and human things, is 
then only a means to an end: the subiectum attributionis artificis.  

This conception invites two objections: the first is methodological – a proper 
definition of  philosophy cannot be based on its function. The second objection aims 
at the purported intellectualism of  the Ciceronian definition. Mere knowledge cannot 
be action guiding. This can either mean that philosophy cannot be defined, because 
the heterogeneity of  its subjects prevents a unified definition. Or it can be tried to join 
both parts of  philosophy in a single definition by construing philosophy as a 
composite habit. Finally, the objection can be refuted by showing that the distinction 
between theoretical and practical disciplines is spurious: in all disciplines, theoretical 
and practical aspects are intertwined. 
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