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A Brief Survey of Gassendi’s Active Matter

Wang Xiaona
( Department of History, Classics and Archaeology, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, Scotland, UK)

Abstract: Recently, the study of Pierre Gassendis natural philosophy, which had been largely ignored, has
increasingly become a concern within the expertise of the historians of science. Publications by Margaret J.
Osler and John Henry have shown that it was Gassendi’s concept of active matter that bore a significant
historical resemblance to the tradition of qualitative natural philosophy from the ancient times to Issac Newton.
According to ancient qualitative natural philosophy, “quality” could refer not only to qualities or attributes
themselves, but also to their cause, namely, an active tendency in matter. The tenet of strict mechanical
philosophy, which was advanced by Rene Descartes, was inclined to explain all the qualities as the former
meaning. Hence the occult quality was explained in terms of the action of micro-level passive particles. On the
contrary, Gassendi tended to preserve the dual meanings of quality, in which he explained occult quality as
both the action of micro-level particles and the motive tendency in matter. This concept of active matter
represented his great achievements in both natural philosophy and theology.

Key words: Pierre Gassendi, active matter, occult quality, qualitative natural philosophy
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