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Preface and Acknowledgments

M e t a p h y s i c s  has had a long and checkered career in the history of 
Western philosophy. After a brilliant beginning in ancient Greek 

philosophy it all but disappeared, at least in its Aristotelian form, beyond the 
sands of Syria and Palestine into cultural centers like Baghdad and Teheran 
following the destruction of the last great library of antiquity in the West at 
Alexandria. It made a brilliant comeback in the Middle Ages by way of 
North Africa and Spain thanks to Arabic, Jewish, and Christian thinkers who 
brought it to new heights in their speculation about being and the divine. 
Then, as a result of the challenge to everything ancient in modern philoso
phy, it took on a new form as abstracted from the concrete and a new name 
as ontology, only to find itself challenged in turn by a more critical kind of 
thinking bent on re-establishing contact with reality. We live in the after- 
math of this challenge to modern metaphysics or ontology where the only 
way to renew metaphysical inquiry may be to return to the more ancient 
view of inquiry into being in the concrete.

In this respect metaphysics has to become resolutely postmodern because 
the outcome of modern metaphysics has been the loss of any philosophy of 
being or what Heidegger has called the total forgetfulness of being. It has to 
start with a deconstruction of modern ontology, not just with a critique of 
pure reason, but with a reconstruction of thought as it relates to the con
crete or, as Hegel would say, to truth in the concrete. Hegel’s logic was a first 
attempt at such a reconstruction, but it did not go far enough to bring us 
back to the concretion of being. This is why Heidegger had to continue the 
task of deconstruction of what he thought of as the history of metaphysics 
from Plato to Hegel. The question arises, however, did Heidegger go far 
enough in deconstructing this history or did he remain too caught up in the 
modern view of ontology to see that a reconstruction was called for along 
another line of rational inquiry than the one he was starting from with what 
he called ontological difference? Or did such a line remain hidden from him 
in the ancient view of metaphysical inquiry? What Heidegger did is very

x iii
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important for metaphysics, that is, returning the question of being to the 
forefront of philosophy. What he did not do, however, is find a way of recon
structing a philosophy of being that would meet the requirements of mod
ern critical philosophy. Heideggerians are too complacent in their decon
struction. There is more to the question of being than they have seen, 
namely, an implication of reconstruction as well as deconstruction.

What this book represents is an effort at critical reconstruction in the 
philosophy of being or metaphysics as understood in the ancient sense. Such 
an effort and the results that it is supposed to yield cannot be explained in a 
preface independently of the effort to do metaphysics itself. Strictly speaking 
there is no introduction to metaphysics that is not itself a part of meta
physics. Metaphysics has to introduce itself metaphysically and demonstrate 
its own necessity, as we try to do in Part One of this effort. In a preface we 
can only offer some clues as to where we begin in relation to the history of 
metaphysics. For us this means referring first to Heidegger, who has done 
more than anyone else in our time to bring the question of being back to 
the forefront of philosophy and to keep it as “the task for thinking at the end 
of philosophy” (Heidegger 1969). To be sure, his view of metaphysics will 
have to be questioned when he speaks only of deconstruction and not of 
any reconstruction. His own fundamental ontology will have to be decon
structed along with the rest of modern ontology, but in view always of a re
construction called for by the very question of being. We cannot be satisfied 
with the Heideggerian conception of being or its understanding of the task 
for thinking at the end of philosophy. We shall have to reach back once again 
into the ancient approach to metaphysics in order to go forward beyond the 
dead end of modern ontology.

There is nothing exceptional about this resolve to begin metaphysics 
anew by way of a deconstruction. Every effort to do metaphysics has to be
gin with a deconstruction, or as a critical examination of some pre-estab
lished metaphysical construction, even if it be one’s own naive realism or 
idealism. Metaphysics always has to begin from scratch, so to speak, in some 
critical reflection. So it was for Plato and Aristotle in ancient times, and so it 
was also for Descartes, Wolff, Kant, and Hegel in modern times. So it re
mains for us in our time, given that it is a task for thinking at any time. Hei
degger saw this clearly at the beginning of Being and Time when he was un
dertaking to prepare the way for pursuing this task through an analysis of 
Dasein, the one who is in a unique position to raise the question of being. 
We shall argue that the ancient way of raising the question of being as being 
does not lead to the same dead end, or to nihilism, as modern ontology
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does. Hence we shall conceive our task of doing metaphysics as a task of re
construction with the help of Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas, who was the last 
great metaphysician in the ancient mode.

In this respect our reconstruction will be similar to Rosen’s reversal of 
Heidegger in his recent book, The Question of Being. We shall attempt to 
show that there is more to Platonism, Aristotelianism, or Thomism, or to the 
ancient philosophy of being as being, than has met the eye of modern phi
losophy or Heideggerians, and that, from this “more,” a way can be opened 
to a more positive rational discourse about being as being than has been 
found possible in modern metaphysics after the late Scholastic reconstruc
tion of Suarez, who framed the question in such a way that the course was 
set toward an abstract insoluble problem of knowledge. From the “more” of 
the ancients we shall try to set a new course toward a more positive rational 
discourse about being as being in the concrete.

Unlike Rosen, however, we shall not limit our reversal of Heidegger to a 
consideration of forms or to “the look” of things as they are thought of in 
Platonism. The French now talk of “relooker,” in the sense of giving the face 
of a structure a new look. Aristotle can be thought of as having “relooked” 
the Platonic structure of forms, starting with what Rosen refers to as “a step 
downward, out of the thin atmosphere of the floating island of Lapunta or 
of the balloons in which so many of our advanced thinkers are currently 
suspended, back into the rich air of everyday life” (Rosen x), or into what 
Aristotle would have referred to as the realm of the physical and the ethical. 
With Rosen, we agree that the attack against ancient metaphysics is as much 
against Aristotelianism as it is against Platonism. In Aristotelianism, however, 
we shall not go back only to substance or ousia and its properties, as Rosen 
does (27-28), which would bring us only to the threshold of a philosophy of 
being as being. We shall carry the battle into the very idea of ontological dif
ference in being, which implies something more than a formal difference 
among beings or between a substance and its properties, for ontological dif
ference touches on what we shall refer to as the act of being in a composi
tion with forms or with substances composed of form and matter.

In doing this we shall not leave Plato and Aristotle behind, but rather dig 
more deeply into what they saw of being, as Aquinas did in his time. We 
shall look more to the Platonic dialogues, which Rosen characterizes as less 
conclusive (24), but which confront the question of being more openly, as is 
true especially of the Sophist. We shall look also to the more tentative doc
trine of analogy at the beginning of book Gamma in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, a 
doctrine of being which encompasses the doctrine of substance and its
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properties in a broader and more universal kind of consideration, namely, 
the consideration of being as being. The originality of the doctrine of analo
gy was recognized by Heidegger (SZ 4-5/22), but never exploited in rela
tion to the doctrine of an ontological difference, as it should have been, and 
as it had been in fact by Aquinas in his understanding of the distinction be
tween the act of being and essence or substance in finite being.

How all this is to be worked out can be understood only in the doing of 
metaphysics itself, which will consist here in holding Heidegger to the ques
tion he raised anew and not letting him run off on tangents that leave the 
question aside unanswered. It will consist in reconstructing an answer to the 
question, wherever it may lead us. To do this we shall have to come to an ex
ercise of our own judgment, as we shall show, regarding how being presents 
itself in our experience. Without a proper exercise of our own judgment, 
there is no way of entering metaphysical inquiry. Everything hinges on one’s 
own rational performance on the stage of the real world.

The endeavor may be thought of as a play with a beginning, a middle, 
and an end. The beginning consists in recognizing the necessity of raising 
the question of being as being. The middle, which is the act or the several 
acts of doing metaphysics itself in order to answer the questions that arise 
from the first one, flows from this beginning. It consists in the elaboration, 
not just of the question, but also of answers to the questions, however com
plex they may become. The end is that in which all this questioning culmi
nates as an affirmation that is consistent with the beginning and that gives 
rise to yet another kind of questioning.

The whole play is self-contained. To understand it, one has only to follow 
the dialogue and let the drama unfold internally. One has to enter into the 
dialogue and play one’s own part in it, for one does not do metaphysics ex
cept on one’s own intellectual initiative even in the presence of an other. 
The dialogue here is between the reader and the author. One must exercise 
one’s own critical reflection in the dialogue and so enter into the act of do
ing metaphysics. It is impossible to tell ahead of time, in a prologue, just 
what is supposed to transpire in the dialogue. That can be seen only in the 
performance as it unfolds through the dialogue, that is, in the reader’s own 
response to the author.

If one wishes to have a preview of the play, which can only be from the 
outside looking in at this point, one can look ahead to how the book is di
vided into six parts, all centered on being. Each part is introduced as a dis
tinct act in the play, requiring a certain performance of the reader as well as 
of the author, as it relates to the other parts as well as to the beginning and



the end, or to the whole. The introduction to each part serves as a transition 
from one part to the next in the progression from beginning to end. Each 
part presupposes that one has already entered into the play with one’s own 
performance.The most that can be said at this point is: on with the play, on 
with the dialogue. Let us see the performance.

It remains for me to acknowledge the debt of gratitude I owe to so many 
who have contributed to the writing of this book. Among these the first 
who come to mind are the Jesuit teachers I had in Louvain, who initiated 
me so well to the task of philosophy—Andre Hayen, Edmond LaHaye, and 
Gaston Isaye. The scheme for this book can be traced all the way back to 
their vigorous teaching.

Others have contributed to this effort as well, besides the classical authors 
I refer to throughout the text, but the only ones I would mention here ex
plicitly are the students who signed up for the course over the years, never 
in any great number but all the more demanding in what they were looking 
for. Their performance in these various stagings of the play had a lot to do 
with the final shape this book has taken. There is no better way of learning 
something than by trying to teach it to students who are keen on learning 
and looking for answers to all their questions.

I am grateful also to Boston College for its willingness to have me teach 
metaphysics over the years and for a fellowship that freed me from teaching 
for one semester several years ago to start writing this book. Little did we 
know then that the project would have to go well beyond one semester and 
take on such large proportions. Boston College remains one of the few in
stitutions willing to fund this kind of research, as I pointed out in my origi
nal application for the fellowship.

Finally, I am glad to acknowledge the financial support for this work I 
have also received from the Lynd and Harry Bradley Foundation, largely in 
the form of summer grants, through the Institute of Medieval Philosophy 
and Theology at Boston College. I should also express my gratitude to David 
McGonagle of The Catholic University of America Press for his willingness 
to take on such a large book and, more particularly the two editors, Philip 
Holthaus and Susan Needham, whose careful attention to the details of the 
text have added so much to the quality of the final version.

As always, I am grateful to my wife, Dorothy Kennedy, who professes not 
to understand much in all of this business of metaphysics, but who is true to 
her own judgment about what is good and bad, true and false in being.That 
is where my metaphysics begins.
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PART O N E

TH E Q U E S T I O N  OF BEING





Introduction: Raising the Question

Th i s  i s  a  b o o k  n o t  about metaphysics, but in metaphysics. It is an in
vitation to do metaphysics for oneself as it is being done by another. 

But it is an invitation to do metaphysics precisely as a science of being as be
ing, if we are to proceed according to a scientific method. In fact, the first 
question that we must ask in this philosophy of being as being is whether 
there is such a question as the question about being as being.

Many have long ignored or denied that there is such a question, and 
some, especially in logical positivism, have even argued that there can be no 
such question, because in their view the scope of questioning is totally ex
hausted by the range of sciences that we refer to as natural and social, none 
of which raises the question of being precisely as such (Ayer). If there is to 
be a philosophy of being, metaphysics must not only bring the question of 
being to the fore as a legitimate realm of rational investigation, but also open 
up the scope of meaningful questioning so that it transcends the realm of 
both the natural and the social sciences and encompasses being as a realm of 
inquiry precisely as being. This is not something that is easy to do, especially 
with someone who remains resolutely fixed in a narrow conception of sci
ence, but it is what we propose to do here as our introduction to the science 
of metaphysics.

To understand how this has to be done, we need only reflect on how sci
ence arises from experience through questioning according to many differ
ent forms. Different forms of questioning about the different things we 
know in experience give rise to different kinds of science, such as physics, 
biology, or economics. If we allow for different kinds of science to account 
for different aspects of what we know in experience, we can also ask 
whether any one of these particular sciences accounts for the whole of what 
we experience, without preempting the domain of any of the other particu
lar sciences, or we can ask whether there does not have to be some other 
science, which would not be particular, like any one of the natural or social 
sciences, but that would account for the whole of what we experience in

3
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some way that is common to all the different parts of the whole. Any at
tempt to account for the whole in terms of only one part’s influence on an
other would have to be characterized as reductionist, an attempt to reduce 
the whole to some one of its parts by eliminating different aspects of the 
whole, as in physicalism or economism, which are no longer physical or 
economic accounts of reality, as in physics or economics, but metaphysical 
accounts of the whole of what is given in experience.

We should note immediately that physicalism or economism or any oth
er such stance with regard to the whole of what we experience cannot be 
justified in any particular science but can only be justified in a more com
mon science that raises questions with regard to the whole of what we 
know in experience. It is precisely with regard to the latter kind of ques
tioning about everything in common that metaphysics has its beginning as a 
science. Needless to say, this is not the ordinary questioning we engage in in 
common understanding, which tends to be more oriented to practice, or in 
the particular sciences such as physics, biology, or economics, each of which 
focuses only on a particular aspect of reality. It is, nevertheless, a form of 
questioning that has to have its own method or way of proceeding, a 
method that also has to be worked out as part of the beginning of meta
physics.

Much has been said in recent times about the end of metaphysics, both 
by those who would proclaim its demise and by those who would defend its 
continuing validity. But little has been said about its beginning. In many 
ways the beginning of metaphysics is the most difficult part of it, especially 
in our antimetaphysical age. Many have declared the question depassee or 
simply meaningless, choosing rather to restrict questioning to the realm of 
the physical or the social sciences. Others have admitted the question, but 
have found no rational way of dealing with it, and so have resorted to faith 
or mystical discourse to speak of being. Others still have reflected upon the 
long tradition of rational discourse about being and have found it wanting. 
These are the ones who have proclaimed “the end of metaphysics” from 
within metaphysics itself and who present us with the greatest difficulty as 
we begin in this inquiry into being.

Heidegger has had a lot to do with the way we approach this question in 
our time. For one thing, he has done more than anyone else to bring the 
question back into prominence and to keep it at the forefront of philosophy. 
It is the question that appears at the head of his first important work, Being 
and Time, published in 1929, and it is a question that remains for him a task 
of thinking at the end of philosophy or metaphysics, the task of thinking
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what “remains unthought in philosophy, although it is spoken about in phi
losophy’s beginning” (Ende 76/388).This is what he refers to as “the open
ing as such as it prevails through Sein, through presence” (Ende 73/386), 
which somehow sends us back to the question of being in a new way, per
haps in a new beginning of metaphysics, as we shall argue here.

For Heidegger, however, metaphysics had come to its end “in the tech- 
nologized sciences” (Ende 61-65/374-77), not in the sense that it has come 
to its fulfillment, but in the sense that it has come to its demise. This is why, 
while calling for a renewal of the question of being, he was also calling for 
an end of metaphysics in order to enter once again into the question of be
ing. How are we to relate to this as we begin our own reflection on the 
question of being?

It would seem that Heidegger never abandoned the question of being 
that he raised in the “Introduction” of Sein und Zeit. At the end of this “In
troduction,” before embarking upon the analysis of Dasein, or human sub
jectivity, he outlines what was supposed to be a treatise in two parts, each 
with three divisions. The first part was to be the interpretation of Dasein on 
the basis of temporality and the explication of Time as the transcendental 
horizon of the question of being, while the second was to present the basic 
features of a phenomenological destruction of the history of ontology fol
lowing the guidelines of the problem of temporality (SZ 52—53/63—64). 
The first part was to offer a way of gaining the “fundamental concept of 
‘be,’” while presumably the second part was to be an elaboration of this 
concept as it destructed the history of ontology, or the science of being, 
starting from Kant and going back to Descartes and Aristotle. Anyone inter
ested in the question of being, or of be, however one may prefer to frame 
the question at this point, would surely have been interested in seeing such 
an ambitious project brought to term. But as is well known, it never saw the 
light of day, at least not as it was originally projected.

In fact, what was published as Sein und Zeit, more out of a certain neces
sity to advance a career in the German university than out of a necessity to 
express some truth about the question of being at that particular time, hard
ly got beyond the analysis of Dasein and left the rest of what had been pro
posed for part one as well as the whole of part two in the dark.

We can only regret this failure to ever get to the question of being, or of 
be, as it was initially proposed by Heidegger, or to bring it to any sort of 
conclusion. But we can also ask why he failed to take his initial project any 
further than he did. Was it the distraction of other university career require
ments that kept him from finishing the work as initially outlined? Or was it
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some more compelling necessity of thought itself, like the famous Kehre, or 
“turn,” which is alleged to have taken place a few years after the publication 
of Sein und Zeit? Or was it perhaps the realization that there couldn’t be a 
second question of being, the question of be or of the be of being, after the 
first question, namely, the question of being as being? Whatever may have 
happened in the mind of Heidegger to make him turn away from the ques
tion he raised initially, we shall argue that there can be only one question of 
being and that the question has to be the question of being as being, not of 
be as be.

We shall also argue that there is not only a proper beginning for this 
question but also a proper way of considering it, so that there is also a mid
dle and an end in this science of being as being that culminates in a consid
eration of a summit of being. This is not to say that the question of being is 
a simple question or that it does not allow for any further specifications of 
the question, such as a question about the be of being in Heideggers onto
logical difference. It is rather to say that such further specifications of the 
question can only be understood within the single overarching question of 
being as being, as Heidegger himself implies when he insists that his ques
tion about the be of being can only be understood in the context of the on
tological difference between be and being, a difference that must be ac
counted for in metaphysics only after the question of being as being has 
been properly raised. Our question will be whether Heidegger has properly 
understood what he speaks of as the “ontological difference” in the context 
of the question about being as being.

While Heidegger may have stopped thinking that there could be a sci
ence of being in any sense of the term, we think there is still a possibility for 
such a science and that this possibility appears precisely in a proper under
standing of the subject matter for such an investigation, namely, being as be
ing. Our proposal here is to attempt to do what Heidegger did not do, that 
is, to develop a systematic articulation of what is at issue in the question of 
being. In other words, it is to begin a systematic investigation into being as 
being that will eventually include not only Heideggers more specific ques
tion of the be of being, but also other questions such as that of the proper
ties of being as being or that of the causes of being as being, all the way to 
the final question of a summit of being.

How we shall do this and whether we succeed in this exploration will be 
for readers to judge for themselves. In judging, however, they will first have 
to come to their own understanding of the question and how such a ques-
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tion is to be answered. In other words, to judge of this exploration the read
ers will have to come to their own elaboration within an account of being 
as being.

As a further preliminary caution about coming to terms with this ques
tion, we should note the order in which it appears. Heidegger seems to sug
gest that, as a science, metaphysics came first and paved the way for the tech- 
nologized sciences of our day. In one sense this could be true, and the whole 
process of the scientific enterprise could be blamed on Plato, or at least 
some interpretations of Plato. But in another more important sense it is not 
true. As understood by Aristotle, and most likely by Plato as well, it is not 
metaphysics that paves the way for the other sciences, but rather the more 
particular sciences that pave the way for metaphysics. At least this is the way 
we think the relation has to be understood here, in keeping with the under
standing of the ancients.

Before the question of being can properly arise, one has to have traveled 
some distance along the way of questioning, which may or may not be tech
nical at the outset, depending on where one stands in the history of ques
tioning. Questioning does not immediately begin with being as being for 
human understanding. It begins with particular things or beings, how they 
relate to one another, and how they might serve our projects. Gradually it 
becomes more and more universal, theoretical as well as practical, until ulti
mately, if one has enough time and is diligent enough in questioning, it 
reaches the universality of being itself.

Aristotle gives his own thumbnail sketch of this order of questioning at 
the beginning of what he called “First Philosophy” and what we have since 
come to call his Metaphysics (980 a2i—982 a4), a name that did not originate 
with Andronicus of Rhodes in his edition of Aristotle’s works three hundred 
years after his death, as some still think (Rosen xi-xii, 30), but that rather 
goes back to the Peripatetic School in Aristotle’s own time, as was shown 
some time ago by Reiner (210-37) and Chroust (601-16). It reflects the an
cient view that inquiry into metaphysics, or what Aristotle would also call 
the science of being as being, comes only after the “physics,” which encom
passes the entire realm of human experience.

It is interesting to note that the idea of a late origin for the name “meta
physics” was first advanced by one Johann Gottliebe Buhle in 1788, at the 
height of Wolffian metaphysics, where it was understood that metaphysics 
had to come before any physics in accordance with the modern conception 
of metaphysics as “first science,” meaning that it had to come before any of
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the empirical sciences since everything was supposed to be deduced from it 
more geometrico. Aquinas was still in tune with the ancients when he illustrat
ed the gradual progression of questioning from the particular to the univer
sal dimension of being in the progression of ancient philosophy itself (ST  I, 
44, 2, c; Pot 3, 5, c; SubstSep 7, 49; In PhysVlll, 2, §975). At first, he pointed 
out, philosophers gave thought only to the more gross sensible bodies.Those 
who saw motion in these bodies saw it as only accidental, and not as sub
stantial, as in the case of density and rarity in some fundamental matter such 
as water or air, or as in the case of a congregation or a segregation of atoms, 
none of which changed according to their substance. Eventually philoso
phers came to understand that bodies were composed of substantial form 
and matter, which they took to be uncreated, so that change took place in 
bodies according to essential forms. To account for these transmutations, 
they posited not just particular causes but also more universal causes such as 
certain motions of the heavenly bodies, according to Aristotle, or separate 
ideas, according to Plato. Ultimately, some raised themselves to the consider
ation of being as being and began to inquire into causes of being, not just 
insofar as beings are this and that or such and such, but even insofar as they 
are simply beings.

Who these last philosophers were in the mind of Aquinas, if they were 
not Plato and Aristotle, and possibly Plotinus or the author of the Liber de 
Causis, can only be a matter of conjecture for us, but they illustrate how for 
him the question of being was finally raised in philosophy only after a pro
gression from some more immediate questions even in the order of specula
tion or rational investigation.

Moreover, we must not think of this order only as an order of time. It is 
also an order of questioning itself as such or a matter of being prepared to 
raise higher questions. Higher questions, such as the question of being as be
ing, which arises only after more particular questions about being have been 
raised, can only arise after some of these more particular questions have 
been dealt with. This is the only thing that makes the universal question of 
being as being particular in any sense. It has to relate itself to particular sci
ences, but only to distinguish itself from all of them as universal. One who 
never raises any question whatsoever about anything given in experience 
cannot come to understand any particular science, let alone the science of 
being as being. But even those who do raise particular questions about what 
is given in experience and so come to some scientific understanding of be
ing, whether it be in physics, biology, or economics, must still rise to a high-
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er form of questioning if they are to come to the question of being as being.
This is why so few ever come to the question of metaphysics. The way up 

to it is intellectually demanding and there are many junctions where one 
can branch off indefinitely in some particular science. Many do not have the 
leisure to raise any scientific questions whatsoever, and those who do usual
ly find themselves totally preoccupied with the particular kinds of questions 
they raise. To enter into metaphysics, one must step back from every particu
lar order of questioning and turn to a question that cannot be raised in any 
particular science, which is the question of being as being or being as a 
whole. But in order to step back in this way, one has to have something to 
step back from, that is, from questioning in some particular line of thought.

The point Heidegger makes about the task reserved for thinking at the 
end of metaphysics is very important for the beginning of metaphysics. It is 
the point where we take our stand in beginning metaphysics. Even if we do 
not focus only on technologized science, as Heidegger does, and take “sci
ence” to mean any kind of methodical or systematic questioning about a 
subject, the question of being has to mark a new beginning in questioning. 
Whether we call this new beginning a beginning in thinking or a beginning in 
science does not matter too much, as long as we have a sufficiently open un
derstanding of science and do not keep it locked in its technologized form, 
as Heidegger seems to have done in rejecting the idea of a science of being 
as being. What does matter is that we recognize the radical newness of this 
beginning in questioning that gives rise to what we here call metaphysics.

Our aim in this beginning of our reflection, therefore, is to bring out the 
newness of the question we are raising, old as it may be, and to see what way 
can be found to explore it in its concrete fullness. To do this we shall pro
ceed in two steps.

First, we shall try to focus on precisely what it is that the question of be
ing is about, what we shall call the subject of consideration in metaphysics. 
What are we asking about when we ask the question of being? Is it about 
something immediately given, like something we can point to here and now 
or some aspect of what is immediately given, or is it about something that 
can be grasped only in a mediated way?

Second, having focused as clearly as possible on what it is that we are ask
ing about in the question of being, we shall turn to the way in which an an
swer might be found. Having raised the question of metaphysics, we shall 
examine what the method of metaphysics has to be, for we shall find that 
the method has to follow from the question itself.
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This will constitute for us the introduction into metaphysics, an intro
duction that is very important not only because of the intrinsic difficulty of 
beginning a truly metaphysical inquiry, but also because of the opposition to 
any such beginning on the part of so many even in philosophy, whether 
they be positivists, analysts, logicians, pragmatists, Marxists, phenomenolo- 
gists, deconstructionists, or any other. We cannot hope to enter into con
tention with all of these would-be opponents here. We can only hope to 
show what metaphysics is, so that we may enter into it properly.



C H A P T E R  I

The Subject of Metaphysics

P a r t i c u l a r  s c i e n c e s ,  such as biology, always start from a certain 
naivete about being, which they take for granted. They do not ask 

whether something is, but only presuppose that something is and proceed to 
ask what it is or how it relates to other things. Biology, for example, does not 
ask whether there are living beings, but presupposes that there are and asks 
what they are or how they relate to other things. It is the science about life. 
We speak of life as the subject of its inquiry. In the science where being be
comes the subject of inquiry we cease taking being for granted. We become 
critical about it precisely as being. We adopt a more critical attitude about 
being as being, just as biology adopts a more critical attitude about living 
things as living.

How is this attitude to be understood? In asking about being it would 
seem that we are asking whether there is anything at all, rather than nothing. 
But here we must distinguish between questioning about something as giv
en in experience and calling its existence into doubt. Biology does not call 
life as something given into doubt, but questions about it. So also meta
physics does not call being as something given in experience into doubt, but 
questions about it precisely as being. It only makes being as such the subject 
of its inquiry, something that none of the particular sciences does.

In fact, strictly speaking, it is not possible to call being, our subject of in
quiry, into doubt. Even Descartes, who pushed methodical doubt to the lim
it, did not call being into doubt. He did not question whether there was 
something, but rather what it was that he could say there was for sure. He 
began from a first evidence of being, and so do we here, though Descartes 
conceived of that first evidence of being differently than the way we shall 
here.

Particular sciences, such as physics, biology, or economics, can in some 
sense point to something in experience and say “This is what this science is

i i
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about.” Biology can point to living things, for example, or psychology to 
thinking and feeling things. This may not be as simple as it sounds, since a 
science still has to determine what it wishes to investigate in what it points 
to. It still has to define its subject matter. But the particular sciences have at 
least something to point to. Even logic or methodology of science can 
“point,” if not to something in evidence before us, at least to the activity of 
thinking and ordering in human beings who do science, which is something 
concrete at least for those who do think about and practice science. But 
metaphysics cannot point to anything in particular.

As the science of being as being, metaphysics has to include everything. It 
is about everything that is inasmuch as it is, about being as being; not being 
as this, or that; it is not about one kind of being or another, but about being 
simply as being. This is what distinguishes metaphysics from all the other sci
ences and makes it especially difficult to grasp in its beginning. This is why 
we must pay special attention to how we focus on its subject, which is all- 
encompassing, as we begin, for there is no other way of beginning in this 
science.

In the absence of anything in particular, or even of any activity such as 
thinking or doing science, to point to in experience on which to focus our 
attention in beginning metaphysics, we have only what is meant by “being” 
to fall back on. We can point to how the question has been raised historical
ly to lead us into an initial understanding of the question. The question of 
being has arisen in many different ways in the history of science and philos
ophy. In fact, as Heidegger suggests, it is the question that is spoken about in 
philosophy’s beginning and that remains a task for thinking at the end of 
philosophy, or at least, to put it more modestly, at the point where we now 
stand in philosophy. As we struggle with our own understanding of how the 
question of being arises, it can be helpful to look, at least briefly, at how it 
has been raised by others and learn from them how better to raise it for our
selves.

Before we do so, however, let us pause to reflect for a moment on how 
we speak about being, for in this there is already a certain perplexity in our 
way of speaking about “being” that is not the same in every language.

i . i How We Speak about Being
When we begin to think of “being” as a subject of investigation, we 

might be inclined to think of it as very simple, in the way that Parmenides 
did when he spoke of it as one and unchanging. “Being” is an expression for 
saying what is and, as Parmenides saw it, what is, simply is, and what is not.



simply is not. But, in fact, or more concretely, this is not the way we think of 
being.

In English, to begin where we stand most immediately in our discourse, 
the term “being” is used in different ways. It is primarily the present par
ticipial form of the verb ‘to be,’ or more simply of the verb ‘be.’ Even as a 
present participle, ‘being’ already entails some diversity of meaning, since the 
present participle can stand for almost any inflected form of the verb, pres
ent, past, or future, and it can express different circumstantial relations of 
time, space, or cause between one fact and another, as we can see when we 
use an expression such as “this being the case, he began to run.” The same 
participial form, ‘being,’ is also used as a sort of infinitive, as when we say 
“being courageous is praiseworthy,” which means the same as “to be coura
geous is praiseworthy.” Moreover, it also serves as a substantive, as when we 
speak of the “human being” or some other particular being. ‘Being,’ in its 
present participial form, can mean “a being” as well as “to be,” or simply 
“be,” in addition to just “being” in the very wide-open sense.

We could expand on these different uses of the present participle in En
glish at much greater length, but what is important for us here is to note the 
perplexity in which we find ourselves when we begin to speak of being 
simply as being. When we speak of being coming under questioning, in 
which one of these senses are we using the term? Is it as a participle, as an 
infinitive, or as a noun? In asking himself this question at the beginning of 
his metaphysics, Suarez thought o f ‘being’ or ens as either a participle, ens- 
participium, or as a noun, ens-nomen. But he did not go with both of them. 
He chose rather ‘being’ as a noun or as a name in defining what was for him 
the subject or the object of metaphysics, because for him the participle only 
added a dimension of temporality to the question which he did not think 
metaphysics should have to deal with (DM II, 4, §3).

In starting from ‘being’ as a name, Suarez was shifting the meaning of the 
question of being from what it had been in antiquity to what it was to be
come in modern times, as we shall see in our historical survey of the ques
tion. For our part, at this point, we could say that being comes under ques
tioning as all three, as a participle, as an infinitive, or as a name, since the 
notion seems to be the same in all three ways of using the term. But that 
could be to leave us still in a state of confusion as to precisely how being 
comes under questioning. Why do we speak of being as coming under ques
tioning simply as being, and not of be or of a being or beings? It may be that we 
have to include a concrete temporal dimension in our understanding of the 
question we are raising, as Heidegger came to see in his phenomenological
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analysis of Dasein, and as Suarez had wanted to exclude in his Disputationes 
Metaphysicae. But it may also be that the different ways different languages 
have of presenting being for questioning can be perplexing for anyone try
ing to raise the question as if for the first time. Does everyone speak of being 
precisely as we do in English? Did the ancient Greeks speak of it at the ori
gin of philosophy precisely as we do in modern ontological thinking?

It is interesting to note that in other languages the participial form in 
speaking about being is not at the center of attention as it is in English in 
speaking of being. In fact, in other modern European languages it is the in
finitive that comes to the fore rather than the participle. The French, for ex
ample, speak of I’fare et les fares, both infinitives, where we would speak of be
ing and beings, and of I’etre humain where we speak of the human being. 
Similarly the Spaniards speak of el ser, seres, and el ser humano, all infinitive 
forms. In German a similar usage obtains.Where we use the participle, being, 
the Germans tend to use the infinitive, Sein. They speak of das Sein, as 
Hegel does at the beginning of his Logic, even though he later distinguishes 
between Sein (be) and Seiende (being). This use of the infinitive makes it 
difficult for Germans to speak of beings in the plural. They would have to 
use Sein in the plural. Instead they use locutions like Dasein, “being-there,” 
or the participial form Seiende. But they do use the infinitive to express a 
particular kind of being, like das menschliche Sein, where English still uses the 
participle, human being.

It is important to note that when Heidegger speaks of the question of 
being he is usually thinking in terms of the infinitive, die Frage nach dem Sein. 
This is the way it would occur spontaneously to any German. But Heideg
ger was not just following a spontaneous inclination. He thought about how 
to formulate the question, knowing that the question had originally been 
formulated in terms of a participle, being as being. The question he wanted 
to raise was for him a second question in relation to what had been the 
original question of metaphysics, not the question of being as being, but the 
question of the be of being, die Frage nach dem Sein des Seienden. This is 
closely tied in his mind to what he thought of as the ontological difference 
between be and being. We shall have to look into that more carefully, once 
we have clarified how the question of being has to be understood in its pri
mordial sense. But for the moment it is enough to note how a simple twist 
in language, from participle to infinitive, can affect the tenor of the whole 
question we are trying to raise. As Aristotle suggests, a small mistake in the 
choice of language at the beginning of a science can lead to much larger
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mistakes later on in the development of that science. Can there be two ques
tions of being, or a question of be after the question of being, as Heidegger 
would have it, or is there only one question to be understood properly, if we 
are going to make any headway in our investigation (Blanchette 1991)?

It should be noted that what Heidegger is saying in German is all but im
possible to render as concisely into English when we have only one term, 
‘being,’ to serve as both infinitive and participle. Those who wish to stay 
with only the term “being” resort to the device of distinguishing between 
uppercase Being, for the infinitive, and lowercase being, for the participle. But 
in the process what is almost always a singular participial form in the Ger
man tends to be rendered as a plural in English. Thus, for the text we have 
just been referring to at the beginning of Sein und Zeit, we get: “Insofar as 
Being constitutes what is asked about, and insofar as Being means the Being 
of beings, beings themselves turn out to be what is interrogated” (SZ 9/26). 
In the German everything is in the singular, but in the standard translation 
what was singular in the German, das Seiende, has become plural in the En
glish. Taken more literally, the last part of the sentence should have read: “in
sofar as Being means the Being of being, being itself turns out to be what is 
interrogated.” Which of these renditions is the more correct one or what is 
it that Heidegger had in mind in raising the question of being as he did? If 
we can answer this question, we might perhaps get a better grasp on our 
own question of being at the beginning of metaphysics.

Another way of rendering Heidegger’s approach to the question more 
accurately has in fact been tried by one translator, Ralph Mannheim, who 
has focused more on the second part of the expression, Sein des Seienden or 
“be of being,” as the problem. To express this part of the Heideggerian 
phrase, namely, das Seiende, which has an odd ring in German, he coined the 
neologism, “essent,” and has stayed with the simple expression “being” to 
translate Sein. This appears to be more in keeping with standard procedures 
in translating from German to English and it seems to stay closer to the Ger
man in that Seiende itself, used as a noun in participial form, is somewhat of 
a neologism in German.

In a note at the beginning of his translation Mannheim explains his strat
egy on the basis of a “fiction that essens, essentis is the present participle of 
sum” (xi), and the bastardized form only fuses the infinitive and the partici
ple together. The only way to avoid this confusion would have been to 
translate Seiende as one would ens, that is, by “being,” but then Mannheim 
would have had the problem of finding another word for Sein or falling
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back on the other ploy used by most translators, distinguishing between cap
ital “Being” and lowercase “being” in accordance with the usage the partici
ple has in English as both infinitive and participle.

In keeping with Mannheim’s way of translating, the sentence we have just 
seen would go as follows: “Insofar as being constitutes what is asked about, 
and insofar as being means the being of essent, essent itself turns out to be 
what is interrogated.” This version has the advantage of staying much closer 
to the thrust of Heidegger’s thought, but it throws in a neologism that might 
be confusing. This, however, would not be entirely alien to Heidegger’s 
thought, since he too seems to suggest that Seiende is itself a word foreign to 
common usage in German in a remark added to the text of Einfuhrung in die 
Metaphysik. He speaks of Seiendes and das Seiende as words “alien to our 
everyday speech” (Einf 82/64). This would seem to justify the use of the ne
ologism for Seiende in English, although the term Seiende in German is much 
more closely related to the term Sein than the term essent in English is to the 
terms being or be. The French had a much more felicitous way of rendering 
Seiende with etant or Vetant, which is also alien to everyday speech, but which 
nevertheless keeps the close relation to etre as Seiende does to Sein. But the 
French had the advantage in this respect of speaking of being primarily in 
the infinitive, as the Germans do, whereas in English we do not.

There is a third possibility for rendering what Heidegger says in English 
words, if not in entirely idiomatic English, and that is by transliterating it as 
the “be of being,” as we have already begun to do in our first approach to 
questioning with Heidegger. In a way, it is surprising that this one has not 
been tried before, since it comes almost spontaneously if we try to follow 
exactly how the question presents itself to Heidegger. It has the disadvantage 
of introducing a neologism not in word as such, but in the way of uttering 
the infinitive in English, and of placing the neologism in the first part of the 
expression, on the side of “be” rather than “being,” which is the reverse of 
where the neologism lies in the German.

But this is a disadvantage we should be able to live with, since there is a 
neologism in the expression in either language. Given the difference in the 
way we speak primarily of being in English as a participle as compared to 
the way the Germans speak of it as an infinitive, there should be a reversal of 
the place for the neologism in going from one language to the other. 
Whereas for the Germans it is “being” that ends up as a neologism in the 
expression, for us in English it is “be” that ends up as the neologism. This is 
as it is bound to be, if we are to translate the expression exactly as it stands 
from one language into the other. Besides, it has the advantage of avoiding
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the necessity to introduce “beings” in the plural in order to keep lowercase 
“being” distinct from uppercase “Being” or, more exactly, from “be” in the 
infinitive. This is more in keeping with what Heidegger is saying in German 
and it may present some difficulty in understanding the way in which the 
question of being should be raised. This is the way of rendering Heidegger’s 
locution about the be of being that we shall follow here.

What emerges from all this is the realization that the idea of being can 
have different inflections in different languages and that in German, as well 
as in French and Spanish, it has acquired a more infinitival than a participial 
sense. This was recognized by Heidegger himself when he began his reflec
tion on the question of the essence of being with a reflection on infinitives 
and the use of the infinitive form of the verb to express the verbal noun 
(Eittf 58-62, 80/45-51, 57-58). For us in English, who form our verbal 
nouns from the participle, and not from the infinitive, this could create some 
difficulty not only in translating and even interpreting the thought of a Ger
man on the question of being, especially one who insists so much on the 
flow of his own language in the pursuit of questions, but also in understand
ing the question of being itself apart from this confusion in going from a 
German, or a French, or a Spanish version of the question to the English 
version. For us now the question remains: Are we asking about being in the 
participial sense or in the infinitival sense or in the nominal sense? But we 
see how the question of being can be complexified and confused as we 
move from one modern language to another.

If we go back to the ancient languages of Latin and Greek and compare 
their way of speaking about being with these confusing differences among 
the modern languages, we find something quite interesting about the way 
the question of being was originally raised. In English we begin with a par
ticiple, whereas in German, French, or Spanish they begin with an infinitive. 
From either side the question can then be complexified to include the oth
er side, but on either side we may be only overcoming a bias that is built 
into the question as it is framed in any of these modern languages. Ancient 
Greek and Latin do not seem to have had to start from this sort of bias in 
that they could frame the question either way, either as an infinitive, einai or 
esse, or as a participle, on or ens, each of which could be taken as a noun, pre
ceded in Greek by a definite article, as in to einai or to on. In other words, the 
ancients seem to have begun from a more open outlook as to how the ques
tion should be framed. When we see that they settled on the participle 
rather than the infinitive or the nominative, as we do in English, in raising 
the question of being, we have to ask ourselves what difference this could
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make for us as well as for them and what difference it could make for the 
question of being as it continues to arise in modern “onto-logy” at the end 
of philosophy. A brief look at the history of the question and the difference 
between the modern way of raising the question and the ancient might help 
to bring us further into the question.

1.2 How the Subject of Metaphysical Inquiry Has 
Been Determined Historically

If we go back to the origin of philosophy, we can say with Heidegger 
that Parmenides “stood on the same ground as Heraclitus” (Einf 145/115). 
But we must also say that what was spoken of as a participle in Greek has a 
tendency to get translated as an infinitive in Heidegger’s German. For, as 
Heidegger continues after recognizing this common beginning in both 
Heraclitus and Parmenides, he asks: “Where indeed would we expect these 
two Greek thinkers, the inaugurators of all philosophy, to stand if not in the 
be of being [im Sein des Seienden]!” Assuming that these inaugurators did 
stand in something, was it precisely in the be of being as Heidegger under
stands it or did they stand more simply in being? On what grounds does 
Heidegger introduce his understanding of the ontological difference into 
the original understanding of the question?

Heraclitus had little to say about being, or eon, except to insist on it as 
something common to many or as a certain togetherness, xynon, in Frag
ment 2, but Parmenides, as we know, dwelt on it at greater length. As a mat
ter of fact, Parmenides speaks of being in the infinitive (einai) as well as in 
the participle (eon). In Fragment 3 he writes that “to think [noein] and to be 
[einat] is the same,” in order to affirm a certain identity between two acts in 
knowing. But there being is not taken as that which is to be dwelt in. When 
Parmenides speaks of being as that in which thinking has to dwell, he speaks 
of it as a participle, as he writes in Fragment 4, “it is necessary that legein and 
noein abide in being [eon]” even though Heidegger immediately forces this 
back into his understanding of ontological difference when he translates eon 
as “being in its be [des Seienden in dessen Sein] for gathering [legein] and ap
prehending [noein]” (Einf 149/118).

In The Sophist, Plato follows from where Parmenides left off when he has 
the Eleatic Stranger address the question anew to Parmenides: “What do 
you wish to signify when you utter being [on]? For it is clear that you have 
known this of old, whereas we supposed we knew but now are in perplexi
ty” (Soph 244a). Heidegger quotes this text at the beginning of Sein und Zeit 
as a way of setting the stage for his own inquiry. He speaks of “the expres-
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sion ‘being,’” which he renders as a participle in German, seiend. He goes 
on, however, to ask whether we today have an answer to the question of 
what we mean by the word seiend. He answers: in no way, but then he im
mediately changes the question into that of be rather than being. “And so it 
is fitting that we raise anew the question of the meaning of be [die Frage nach 
dem Sinn von Sein],” as if that were the question that the ancients had raised.

Again, it is not as if Plato could not have raised the question in terms of 
be, as Heidegger does. In fact, Plato speaks of being in the infinitive, to einai, 
as well as in the participle, to on. He even frames the question: What is this 
be? [ti to einai touto] (Soph 243 c).

But in doing so he is only thinking of the verb ‘to be’ as it is used in 
affirming or denying something, much as Parmenides had done before him, 
as when we say,” not-being is according to something” and “being is not in 
some sense” (Soph 241 d). For him einai or be is an abstraction of speech. 
When he wishes to refer to being in the concrete or as that which is re
ferred to in affirming or denying, he speaks of being, to on.

Aristotle goes on to insist on the same line of questioning in the first 
book of his work we now call Metaphysics, though he initially spoke of it as 
First Philosophy on the basis of what he thought would be the causes with 
which this inquiry would be concerned, namely, the first or most universal. 
In fact, he doubles the insistence on being when he comes to define what 
must be the subject of First Philosophy by speaking of it as the “science 
which studies being as being [on e on] and what pertains to it according to 
itself,” for, as he argues, the first and most universal causes “have to be prin
ciples and causes of some nature according to itself. If therefore these princi
ples were investigated by those who seek the elements of beings [ton onton] ,  

it is necessary the elements be those of being [tou ontos], not incidentally [me 
kata sumbebekotos], but as being [alV e on]. Hence we too must grasp the first 
causes of being as being [tou ontos e on]” (Metaph 1003321—32).

We shall return to this argument when we come to determine the sub
ject of metaphysics for ourselves in this inquiry. For the moment, in this his
torical sketching of the question, we should note that Aristotle goes on to 
speak immediately of being as spoken of in many ways as a way of saying 
that the question is by no means simple, since it depends on some analogy of 
being that affects how the subject of this science is to be conceived. If we 
lose sight of this analogy of being as being, we could end up misconstruing 
the original intent of the question with reference to being as it is spoken of 
concretely.

Aristotle’s way of speaking of the subject of metaphysics became more or
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less the established way of determining it for the rest of antiquity and into 
the Middle Ages to the time of Aquinas, who, in his own introduction to the 
Metaphysics, took the pains of reconciling the three definitions of this science 
that Aristotle had given, namely, First Philosophy, Science of Being as Being, 
and Theology. For Aquinas, even as a theologian, the subject of metaphysics 
could only be being as being (ens in quantum ens), and God could not be un
derstood as coming under that subject, even if metaphysics could ultimately 
arrive at some affirmation of God as First and Universal Cause of being. 
One could speak of metaphysics as First Philosophy or as Theology only by 
understanding how the idea of First and Universal Cause has to refer to be
ing as being. In other words, there could be no question of an onto-theolo- 
gy such as would soon begin to emerge when a different conception of be
ing would begin to replace Aristotle’s analogous conception.

This transformation of metaphysics into some sort of onto-theology be
gan to take place shortly after Aquinas, with Scotus, who took issue with the 
analogous conception of being. In denying the analogy of being, Scotus was 
changing the way of conceiving the subject of metaphysics so that it could 
include the Creator, or the Cause of being, as well as the creature. It is this 
transformation that culminated in Suarez’s conception of the subject of 
metaphysics in a way that would affect the entire course of modern meta
physics, as Courtine has shown very well, by shifting attention away from 
being as being in the concrete to “being” as an abstract essence.

The Disputationes Metaphysicae of Suarez mark a new departure in meta
physics in many ways. For one thing, it was the first systematic work of its 
kind, which was to become the standard in modern metaphysics, replacing 
the old way of doing metaphysics by way of commentary on the Metaphysics 
of Aristotle. These disputations were conceived as a necessary preliminary 
for discussing supernatural theology, or as a way of elaborating necessary 
metaphysical truths that could be used in confirming theological truths.The 
second Disputation goes into a careful elaboration of what the subject of 
metaphysics has to be, which is now referred to as the object of this science.

There Suarez speaks of the formal concept of being as one and as “pre
scinding in reality and reason from other formal concepts of other things 
and objects” or as that which we have in mind when “upon hearing the 
name being, we experience our mind as not distracted or divided into many 
concepts, but rather as collected into one, as when it conceives man, animal, 
and similar concepts” (DM II, i, §9).This is hardly in keeping with the anal
ogy of being, though Suarez will not deny this analogy later on.What Suarez 
has in mind is a completely abstract concept of being, but one that has to
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have “an adequate and immediate objective concept of being corresponding 
to this formal concept which does not expressly say a substance or an acci
dent, not God nor creature, but rather says all three in the mode of one [per 
modum unius], namely, insofar as they are similar to one another and come 
together in being” (DM II, 2, §1). By focusing on an object, Suarez has un
wittingly created the epistemological problem of how a science reaches its 
object, and he solves the problem for metaphysics by saying that there has to 
be an objective concept of being corresponding to the adequate object of 
intelligence, in which the formal concept consists, and this objective con
cept has to include God as well as creatures from the beginning.

Suarez explicidy discusses the difference between speaking of being as a 
participle and speaking of it as a noun. While recognizing that being or ens 
as a participle “signifies the act of being as exercised and is the same as actu
ally existing,” he prefers to take it as a noun in order to specify the object of 
metaphysics, that is, as “signifying formally the essence of that thing which 
has or can have be [esse], not as exercised in act, but as potency or aptitude” 
(DM II, 4, §3). In this sense being can be conceived as objective and as real, 
but not as actual or anything concrete. It is taken as “something having a real 
essence, that is, [an essence that is] neither fictitious nor chimerical, but a 
true one and one apt for really existing” (DM II, 4, §62).

Thus, the subject of metaphysics was not only reduced to an object, 
which was to become problematic for modern philosophy, but the concep
tion of being was at the same time reduced to an abstract essence, which 
even if it is thought of as real, is nevertheless thought of as only apt for real
ly existing or being, in other words, as only possible, and not as actual.This is 
the conception of being, and consequently of metaphysics as the “science of 
being,” that set the stage for modern ontology and which we eventually find 
epitomized in the systematic metaphysics of Christian Wolff, who took it as 
a great insight to define metaphysics as “the science of the possibles insofar 
as they can be” (PhRat §52).

This was true not only for general metaphysics, or what was now called 
ontology, but also what was thought of as particular metaphysics, whether of 
the soul, of the cosmos, or of God. With regard to general metaphysics, now 
understood as “First Philosophy” this meant that it had to do only with the 
possible as possible. What was meant by being was simply the possible: quod 
possibile est ens est (Ontol § 135). Inquiry into “being” now became inquiry 
into what makes the possible possible, namely, into the principle of noncon
tradiction and its derivative principle of sufficient reason, with hardly any 
reference to any thing in actuality. In fact, having left actual being out of its
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consideration from the beginning, any attempt to say anything about being 
as being, rather than as merely possible, was bound to appear as dogmatic 
and empty of any critical or reflective sense. It is Wolff himself who claimed 
that philosophical method was “the order which the philosopher ought to 
use in treating dogmas” (PhRat §115).

This is the conception of metaphysics that came into question in Kant’s 
Critique of Pure Reason. Kant speaks of “the celebrated Wolff, the greatest of 
all dogmatic philosophers” at the beginning of the Critique (KrV B xxxvi). 
With his strict method, Wolff would have been peculiarly well fitted to raise 
metaphysics to the dignity of a science, if only it had occurred to him to 
prepare the ground beforehand by a critique of the organ, that is, of pure 
reason itself, the supposed ground for the two principles governing Wolffian 
dogmatic metaphysics (KrV B xv). As we know, however, Kant’s attempt to 
prepare this ground of pure reason proved very negative for metaphysics as 
“a completely isolated speculative science of reason which soars far above 
the teachings of experience, and in which reason is indeed meant to be its 
own pupil” (KrVB  xiv).

Kant takes Wolff at his own word. He starts thinking of a science that “has 
to deal only with principles,” but with the rider that it deals also “with the 
limits of their employment as determined by these principles themselves” 
(KrV  B xxiv). Kant leaves aside all talk of being as such. He confines himself 
to a consideration of reason as it functions in experience. For him the ques
tion is “what and how much can the understanding and reason know apart 
from all experience” (KrV A xvii). By focusing on “the nature of pure spec
ulative reason,” he found a subject that contained a true structure in which 
everything is an organ or a part of a system that would replace the old dog
matic metaphysics as First Philosophy and set reason on its true scientific 
course, dealing “not with the object of reason, the variety of which is inex
haustible, but only with itself and the problems which arise entirely within 
itself, and which are imposed on it by its own nature, not by the nature of 
things which are distinct from it” (KrV B 23).

Without speaking of being in general, Kant did keep in mind the three 
realms of what Wolff had called “special metaphysics,”*hamely, the soul, the 
world, and God, in order to show how each one was negatively affected by 
his transcendental reflection on the function of reason itself in experience. 
The only place in the Critique where Kant speaks explicitly of being or Sein 
is in connection with the ontological argument for the existence of God. 
What he says about it is especially telling for what has happened to the 
question of being in modern philosophy: be or Sein is “obviously not a real



predicate; that is, it is not a concept of anything at all [ein Begriff von irgend et- 
was] which could be added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the posit
ing [Position] of a thing, or of certain determinations in themselves [an sich 
selbst] ” (KrV A 598; B 626). Kant is thinking not of being in the concrete as 
given in experience, but of be as another kind of essence than the one al
ready expressed in our concept of a thing. To say that be adds anything es
sential to the concept of a thing we already have would be to call into ques
tion the very concept of the thing, for should the thing as posited contain 
more than the concept we have, the concept we have would not “express 
the whole object, and would not therefore be an adequate concept of it” 
(KrVA 599; B 627).

The famous example of the one hundred thalers illustrates this. “A hun
dred actual [wirkliche] thalers do not contain the least coin more than a hun
dred possible thalers.” What the example also illustrates is that Kant has not 
moved one bit away from Suarez’s conception of being as a “real essence” 
that is only apt for existing or Wolffs conception of being as an essence that 
is possible as possible. He can only think of be or Sein as another essence 
that would have to be added to the first essence and he knows that that can
not make sense. It is this essentialist conception of being that governs the 
negative outcome of the Critique and leaves it in total suspense with regard 
to any intelligible or noumenal content in objects of experience. Kant’s phi
losophy is the perfect example of a philosophy that has not only forgotten 
the question of being, but has in effect eliminated it systematically.

This should have been the end of modern metaphysics once and for all. 
But it was not. It was more of a challenge that had to be met and that was 
met by German idealism in different ways. In Hegel’s Logic it was met by 
placing be or Sein, pure be or das reine Sein, squarely as the beginning of 
philosophical science, thus combining logic and metaphysics into one sci
ence with a content of its own. For Hegel, there was no gap to be bridged 
between knowing and being or between the form and the content of 
knowledge, as in critical philosophy. If there was any distance between the 
two, it was already overcome in the concept, which entailed both form and 
content. If we begin with pure knowing in logic, we have to begin with 
what is at hand (was vorhanden ist) in this pure knowing, namely, its simple 
immediacy, which, for Hegel, can only be das reine Sein: pure be. “In its sim
ple expression this simple immediacy is hence pure be . . . nothing else than 
be in general [das Sein tiberhaupt]: be, nothing more, without any further de
termination or filling” (WL  I 54/ 69).

What Hegel has in mind in writing this is no longer the empty abstrac-
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tion of the Kantian Ding an sich or of the Wolffian ens in genere. But it is not 
the full understanding of being in the concrete. He associates his idea of 
pure indeterminate be with Parmenides’ idea of being, but he does not see 
this pure indeterminate be as a whole, as Parmenides did. He sees it only as 
one-sided or as somehow abstract, not as an essence or as a possible, but as 
having to be completed or taken up into its opposite, namely, pure nothing, 
which is not really an opposite, but only the same as pure be. Pure be is thus 
less than an essence or a possible. It is pure nothing, or rather it passes over 
into pure nothing, which in turn passes over into pure be. The two are thus 
understood together as becoming. “Their truth is, therefore, this movement 
of the immediate vanishing of the one into the other: becoming, a movement 
in which both are distinguished, but by a distinction which has precisely im
mediately dissolved itself” (WL I 67/83). In other words, it is not so much a 
passing over of the one into the other, but a having passed over (nicht tiber- 
geht— sondem ubergegangen ist).

What this means is that the true beginning for Hegel is not really being 
or even pure be, but becoming. The full concept of being will emerge only 
later in the logic of Dasein, or finite being, which is a stabilizing of becom
ing, and in the logic of essence, where actuality is finally distinguished from 
possibility. But even there it will emerge only in the element of thought or 
pure knowing seen as an expression of God’s own thought, “the exposition 
of God as he is in his eternal essence before the creation of nature and of a 
finite spirit” (WL I 31/50). In this sense the Logic is not only an ontology, but 
also an onto-theology, “the science only of divine concept,” which has to 
sublate itself into something that once again has to be spoken of as be, not 
pure be any longer, but be in its immediacy all over again. “Inasmuch as the 
Idea posits itself as absolute unity of the pure concept and its reality [Real- 
itat\, and thereby gathers itself into the immediacy of be, so it is as the total
ity of this form—Nature” {WL II 505/843).

From this comes Hegel’s Science of Nature out of which the Idea 
reemerges once again as it “raises itself from externality as an existence gone 
into itself and completes its liberation through itself as the Science of Spirit 
and finds the highest concept of itself in the logical Science as in the pure 
concept of conceiving itself” (WL  II 506/843-44). Having begun with the 
concept as the Sache of his consideration, Hegel can only return to this con
cept. Though he speaks of be as given at hand (vorhanden) at the beginning 
of the Logic, we can still wonder whether he raised the question of being as 
being in the concrete as something irreducible to the concept or to just 
knowing, something given and present in actuality to be thought through.



In insisting on the ontological difference between be and being and on 
the relation between the two, rather than on pure be in abstraction from be
ing, Heidegger may have been more successful in coming back to this ques
tion as it was understood at the origin of philosophy. Though he wanted to 
raise the question of be as separate from the question of being, he was always 
careful to see it as relating to the question of being. Insofar as be makes up 
what is asked about, das Gefragte, and be bespeaks “be of being,” it results that 
what is questioned (das Befragt) is being itself (das Seiende selbst). Being is, as it 
were, inquired of (abgefragt) as to its be. The question about be or the Seins- 
frage requires, with regard to what is questioned in it, a gaining and a prior 
assurance of the correct access to being, even though we speak of “being” in 
many ways and in diverse senses (SZ  9/26).

One could hardly find a closer way of keeping the two sides of the onto
logical difference together. But to the extent that Heidegger wants to keep 
the question of be as a separate question from the question of being, he may 
be reverting back to the kind of essentialism that we found not only in 
Suarez and Wolff but also in Kant (Blanchette 1999). As we saw, Kant reject
ed the idea that be or Sein could be thought of as a predicate, or as a subject 
of questioning, because for him that meant that be would have to be some 
other essence over and above the essence that was already posited as a thing 
in the subject of a judgment, some noumenal object over and above the 
phenomenal object. If there were such essences or noumenal objects, we 
had no way of knowing them. More fundamentally still Kant would say 
that, if there is any real essence to be known, it is already known as the phe
nomenal object.This is how the question of be, or even of being, came to be 
eliminated or forgotten in modern philosophy. The question for us is 
whether it can be revived without stepping out of the essentialist concep
tion in which it was eliminated. Was Heidegger successful in stepping out of 
this essentialist supposition when he affirmed the priority of the question of 
be as be over the question of being as being, or was he succumbing to it in a 
new way? Was he thinking of be as another kind of essence or was he think
ing of it as an act of being in composition with an essence?

There are places where he speaks of be as of an essence. “The question 
about be as such is of an other essence and another origin” (Einf 20/15). 
“The ‘be’ has always been presupposed in all ontology up to now, but not as 
an available concept,—not as that which is the sought after” (SZ  10/27). Hei
degger is intent on making be an available concept. But the question arises 
again: Can it be made available as a concept without reducing it to an 
essence or to what can be expressed in a concept? If not, we are still caught
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up in the modern essentialist conception of being, where the question of 
being always has to be reduced to one of particular essences or realities. If 
we wish to make be truly available as an act, we must go beyond the merely 
conceptual in knowing. To do this we must go back to a reformulation of 
being as being in all its scope without isolating be in any way from it. In at
tempting to keep the question of be as be separate from the question of be
ing as being, Heidegger may have been not only abandoning metaphysics, 
but also giving up any hope of making be available as anything more than 
nothing, as he sometimes speaks of it, following Hegel, or some other 
essence than the existing thing.

This is something we shall have to come back to in speaking of the Log
ic of Being and the Structure of Being. For the moment it is enough to have 
seen how this question arises in the context of modern philosophy. Let us 
turn now to a more concrete reflection on how being as being comes to be 
understood as the proper subject for our metaphysical investigation.

1.3 How the Subject of Metaphysics Is to Be 
Determined for This Inquiry 

We have seen several ways, ancient and modern, in which the question of 
being can and has been determined. Our task now is to come to our own 
determination about how it is to be understood as the beginning of our 
own metaphysical inquiry. In coming to this determination we shall proceed 
in three steps. First, we shall go back to the very first principle of all know
ing, namely, that knowing is of being. We understand being as that which 
presents itself in knowing and we understand knowing as that which takes 
in the presence of being. Second, we shall reflect on the knowing side of this 
principle in order to show how there are different ways of knowing, differ
ent kinds of science, all of which, as knowing, have to do with being, and 
how these different kinds of knowing give rise to the idea of a first kind of 
knowing or, as Aristotle called it, a First Philosophy. This will lead us to our 
third step, which will be to ask how the subject of investigation for this first 
kind of knowing or this first philosophy is to be conceived. This in turn will 
yield a reasoned understanding of how only being taken precisely as being 
can be taken as the proper subject of metaphysics.

1.3.1 Knowing Is of Being 
We begin with a very simple reflection on the act of knowing and on 

what is known in this act in their most primordial sense, prior to any dis
tinction between common knowing and any kind of scientific knowing or



prior to any specification of what is known in some acts as distinct from 
what is known in other acts.

In this primordial act there is contained a relation between knowing and 
being that is either affirmed or presupposed. Such an affirmation or presup
position underlies every claim to know anything, every epistemological 
stance, whether it be the “objectivist” stance of ancient philosophy or the 
more “subjectivist” stance of modern philosophy. In every act of knowing 
there is posited an identity of knowing and known. Both are one in the act 
and, because the unity is nevertheless one in which a distinction is to be 
made between the knowing and the known, we have to say that the unity is 
one of knowing and being, and not just one of knowing and knowing, as 
Hegel appears to have been saying in beginning his Logic, thus reducing the 
initial content of knowing to a pure form of knowing, as both “pure be” and 
“pure nothing.” As the content of knowing or as what is at hand in know
ing, being is not reducible to knowing as pure knowing.

Thus, being appears or presents itself in the very first act of knowing as 
that which is known when knowing takes place. As Aquinas put it, taking 
the expression from Avicenna, “That which the intellect first conceives as 
that which is most known [quasi notissimum] and into which it resolves all 
conceptions is being [ens]” (Ver 1, 1, c).This affirmation of the priority of 
being in knowing has to be understood as preceding any separation between 
form and content in knowing. But it must also be understood as a positive 
conception of being and not just as a conception of the concept. The being 
of this primordial act of knowing is not just the pure indeterminate be of 
the beginning of Hegel’s Logic; it is as much the being known in the proper 
immediacy of experience itself. It does not present itself only at the end of a 
Phenomenology, in a realm of “pure knowing”; it does so from the very be
ginning, with sense certainty or any other form of consciousness intending 
an object. It is that in the presence of which knowing and conceiving begin. 
It is in fact the beginning of conception insofar as conception includes a 
content other than itself with which it becomes one in the act of knowing.

The fact that this primordial conception of being begins in experience 
for us does not mean, however, that “being” refers only to something mate
rial, whether it be the object or the subject of experience. It is not excluded 
that being as first conceived is something material, but this is not what dis
tinguishes it as the content of knowing in its first conception. If our first 
conception were only of something material, it would be only of a specific 
kind of being, that is, some material being as opposed to immaterial being, 
and not simply as being or as that which is first conceived and into which
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both material and immaterial being are conceptually resolved. Being as first 
conceived is neither material nor immaterial, but simply being, including 
both, if the two are to be distinguished.

Being is known not just through sense impression or sense certainty, but 
also through intelligence, which transcends sense knowing even as it in
cludes it. Being as it presents itself in this first act of knowing is neither just 
intellectual nor just sensible, but both at the same time.

Taken in this primordial conception that is the beginning of all knowing, 
being cannot be properly defined as things given in experience are through 
genus and specific difference. It is neither a specific difference that could be 
or not be in a genus. Nor is it a genus awaiting a specific difference as some
thing outside of itself, as we shall see in the logic of being, for outside of be
ing there is nothing, not even a difference. Being simply encompasses what 
is to be understood according to both genus and specific difference as one 
in its being present. It is the very first notion, with reference to which things 
and every other notion have to be defined.

What is meant by “being” can only be indicated by an operation such as 
that of knowing. It is grasped only in an act of knowing. No one who has 
the use of intelligence is totally deprived of such an act, not even the univer
sal skeptic, for he too lays some claim to knowing, which in its primordial 
act acknowledges some presence or some representation of being. The uni
versal skeptic is a skeptic only because he does not acknowledge this pres
ence of being in his act of knowing, a presence he cannot deny in making 
any claim about knowing, even that of total denial. If he does not advert to 
this primordial act of knowing in his claim of universal skepticism, he can
not acknowledge any presence of being as known. But if he does advert to it 
in the claiming itself, he has to acknowledge some presence of being, even if 
it is not in any of the particular forms he wishes to deny. The presence of 
being we affirm in this most primordial act of knowing is one that is prior 
to any specific or generic determination, even though we may immediately 
suppose that there has to be some such determinations in being.

What we mean by “being” cannot be understood apart from the act of 
knowing. It can only be understood as that which is first conceived in such 
an act. But it should also be noted that knowing itself cannot be properly 
understood apart from this reference to being as a content of knowing. This 
primordial act on which we are reflecting is not one of knowing in itself or 
of pure knowing. It is a knowing of something, which we initially conceive 
only as being, when we say “it is” or “something is.” Knowing is an inten
tional act that contemporary phenomenology has been careful to restore in
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its intentionality against the reductive tendencies of critical idealism or pan- 
logicism. Knowing takes place only as it refers to being. It cannot be under
stood except as an act of attaining being, or in which being is disclosed, 
whether it be in common sense, in empirical science, or in metaphysics.

Although this fundamental assertion about knowing as a knowing of be
ing is not an assertion of anything properly metaphysical at this point, it has 
some metaphysical overtones in that it is not restricted to anything specific, 
like the physical. It is an assertion about any act of knowing, whether of 
sense or of understanding. It is also an assertion about a very first principle 
within any act of knowing, a principle of identity, which is present in any 
claim to know. In its negative form this principle takes the form of noncon
tradiction: I cannot claim that something is and is not at the same time and 
in the same respect. Here we are trying to focus on this principle in its pos
itive form, which can be expressed by the formula “what is, is.” We say that 
this fundamental assertion is present operatively, if not in any precise terms, 
in every claim to know anything, even in the claim that we do not know.

Because we are dealing with the very first principle of human knowing 
at this point, which includes a relation as well as an identity, our language 
tends to go around in circles. We speak first of“knowing” in order to refer to 
being and then of “being” in order to understand knowing, as distinct from 
just thinking or imagining. But the circularity is only in the words and defi
nitions as we try to zero in on the simultaneity of an act in which the 
knowing and the known, knowing and being, are one.

We shall have to come back to this primordial principle of identity in any 
claim to know later on, when we come to work out a method for dealing 
with this question of being, but for the moment let us note that the claim 
here is not that we attain being unerringly. There are many ways of knowing 
being and there are even more ways of erring in the articulation of what is 
present to us as being. Our claim is simply that it is impossible to miss being 
altogether, if one knows anything, whether it be a being, many beings, or 
simply being as a whole. Being, as it is first conceived in the primordial act 
of knowing, can be any one of these, once we begin to speak of it as “what 
is” rather than just as “is.” For, as Plato pointed out long ago in The Sophist, 
when we introduce the what (to ti) into the concept, then being can mean 
either one, two, or many (Soph 2^jd). Our point here, however, is not to 
think of being as either one, two, or many, but simply as the content of 
knowing, whatever it may be in its specifications.

The claim or the principle we are speaking of is so simple and so self- 
evident that we seldom advert to it in our more elaborate claims of critical
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thinking, science, or metaphysics. But this primordial claim underlies in 
some way all those other claims. We dwell on it here at the beginning of 
metaphysics not just for the sake of the other sciences, which are forms of 
knowing and therefore knowing of being, but also for the sake of meta
physics itself, which shares in the same desire to know being as other sci
ences do, even if it be in a different way of questioning about being.

Everyone using intelligence in some critical sense has some knowledge 
of being, and hence everyone can or does have some grasp in some sense of 
what is required to become a metaphysician as well as an empirical scientist. 
But not everyone has a fully articulated knowledge of being. Most of us 
have some knowledge of being articulated in our common knowing or in 
some particular science. Only a few seem to want the further articulation 
that comes with metaphysical questioning, over and above the questioning 
of common sense or of particular sciences. The way to such metaphysical 
questioning, however, remains open to all in that all who have the use of in
telligence are somehow caught up in some knowing of being.

We should note here that, with this positive principle of identity with be
ing in knowing, we are already well beyond the negative principle to which 
Wolff tried to hold himself in the beginning of his ontology or general 
metaphysics in saying that metaphysics has to do only with the possible as 
possible. When we say that knowing is of being, we do not mean that it is of 
possible being, but of actual being in all its amplitude. “Knowing” as we 
speak of it here is not just imagining or thinking about possibles. As knowers 
we find more meaning in the actual than in the possible. This is why we can 
go from the actual to the possible, by distinguishing the merely possible 
from the actual, but not from the merely possible to the actual, since the 
merely possible as distinct from the actual is only an abstraction and no 
longer includes all that is contained in the actual. Thus, in settling only on 
the possible as the subject of his general metaphysics, Wolff was not only 
leaving out something already included in the primordial act of knowing. 
He was also closing his ontology up in something particular or one-sided, 
an abstract possible from which he could not escape except by a dogmatic 
fiat to get back to the full intelligibility of actual being. He had lost sight of 
the being from which he was actually beginning and “discovering” that the 
possible as possible was no substitute for what was being ignored, namely, 
actual being.

Initially, in the primordial act of knowing, no distinction is made be
tween the actual and the possible. The actual is taken to be possible because 
it is known to be already. What is already clearly can be. But once the dis-



tinction of what is merely possible is made from the actual, it is an error, 
from the standpoint of knowing, to give priority to possibility over actuality. 
In the act of knowing, it is the actual that has priority, and not the merely 
possible, which in any case is not properly known as being but only as ab
stracted from some actual knowing.

To think as if we began only with the possible in metaphysical knowing 
is to pass over being in the concrete in favor of an abstraction. It is typical of 
the particular sciences to abstract some aspect of being from other aspects of 
being in determining the subject of their consideration. Physics, for exam
ple, abstracts from life, which is the subject for another particular science, 
namely, biology. There is nothing wrong with this sort of abstraction, as long 
as sufficient allowance is made for other particular sciences to study other 
aspects of being. But it is an error for metaphysics to abstract from actual be
ing in the determination of its subject, since there is no other human science 
to restore actual being to knowing once it has been overlooked at the be
ginning. The actual is not something we have to import into metaphysics or 
any other science to lead us back to being, as if by a second principle of 
sufficient reason outside the possible. Actual being is that from which we be
gin in any concrete act of knowing and in any science. As actual in the con
crete, being is much richer in content than any abstract possibility.

This is the reason why it is better to speak of this content of the primor
dial act of knowing as “being” in the participial form rather than in its nom
inal form. The participial form expresses more of this actuality that we asso
ciate with being in the concrete than the nominal form does, precisely the 
act that Suarez was trying to exclude from his conception of the object of 
metaphysics. In its nominal form or as ens in genere, “being” stands for the 
most abstract of possibilities, as Wolff eventually brought out, the possible 
simply as possible. The same might be said also of the infinitival form, which 
simply abstracts from all particular forms of the verb. We can see here why 
the insistence on the participle, eon, at the origin of philosophy with Par
menides and Heraclitus was much more felicitous from the standpoint of 
our primordial act of knowing. In this simplest of participles was expressed 
an insight into the collected presence of being itself as one and whole, 
where knowing is a gathering and apprehending only because being itself is 
already a gathering and holding together. What Parmenides and Heraclitus 
did with this original insight into being or this first conception of being is 
difficult for us to follow from the standpoint of a more articulated concep
tion of being, but it must not be confused with the Wolffian idea of ens in 
genere understood as pure, abstract possibility. Our own first understanding
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of being is still one of concrete actuality, as it was at the origin of philosophy.
In a sense, this initial knowing of being can be seen as a kind of absolute 

knowing, even though it remains undifferentiated. It is absolutely certain 
and cannot be called into doubt. To doubt that we know being would be to 
claim that we know something else better and to know something else bet
ter would still be to know being in another form. Being presents itself in 
every act of intelligence, so that one cannot intelligently deny it altogether. 
One can only deny some particular form of it, but always in favor of some 
other form of being, whether it be materialist, idealist, realist, fluxist, or 
whatever else one might think. In the primordial act of knowing, where the 
identity of knowing and being is affirmed, no such differentiation is yet 
made.

Even without a differentiation, however, this initial absolute knowing is a 
knowing of something positive. It is not just a thinking of a pure indetermi
nate be, which is taken to be the same as pure nothing, as Hegel maintains at 
the beginning of his Logic. Being, as we understand it primordially, is not 
nothing, but everything or whatever is. In this immediacy it is neither inde
terminate nor determinate. It is simply confused and calls for clarification 
through questioning. Even in his methodical doubt Descartes knew being 
already and was only looking for which ideas might correspond to it. Clari
ty and distinctness of ideas became for him the first criterion of certainty 
only because he lost sight of this first certainty from which we all begin in 
our quest for knowledge. Being is the first clearing from which we start. It is 
from this first certainty, or the principle of identity between knowing and 
being, that we proceed in our questioning of being, not as if it were clear 
and distinct from the beginning, nor as if it were pure or indeterminate, but 
as somehow everything, whether, as Plato put it in The Sophist, that be one, 
two, or many.

1.3.2 Different Ways of Knowing and the Idea of Metaphysics 
as First Way of Knowing

What we have, then, as a result of this first moment in our reflection on 
the primordial act of knowing as a knowing of being is the understanding of 
a certain polarity between knowing and being. In the second moment of 
our reflection let us now turn to the knowing side of this polarity and to the 
different ways of knowing we find on that side. Let us distinguish between 
two basic kinds of knowing to begin with: knowing that something is as a 
matter of fact (to hoti) and knowing why something is or what accounts for 
the fact (to dioti). It is through some such distinction that we come to distin-
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guish between what we call scientific knowing and the more immediate kind 
of knowing we think of as mere observation. Knowing something scientifi
cally is knowing it through its causes as well as through observation, know
ing why it is what it is. Over and above mere observation, science begins as 
an investigation into why things are what they are.

Here we take it for granted that there are already different kinds of sci
ence or different ways of accounting for facts, as Aristotle did at the begin
ning of his Metaphysics. Intelligence in experience gives rise to different ways 
of questioning about being as present in fact, whether it be in physics, biol
ogy, psychology, or economics, to name only a few examples. Each of these 
sciences delimits a realm of its own in being, its own subject matter, or 
Sache, distinct from that of other sciences, even though there is frequently a 
certain amount of overlapping within the initial fact that is being accounted 
for in these various disciplines.

It is important to keep in mind that, as forms of knowing, these are all 
sciences of being. In this sense they can be spoken of as ontic. They are par
ticular sciences of being, each distinct and autonomous in its own right. 
They all relate to being as given in fact, such as the tree in my back yard, or 
to the same world as given in experience. But, as sciences of being, so relat
ed to the same facts and the same world, they do not remain unrelated to 
one another. The idea of some order among them arises necessarily, insofar 
as they all relate to being and, with this idea of some ordering among the 
particular sciences, we come to the idea of another kind of science in rela
tion to being as a whole, a science that would be universal in its concern 
about being, and somehow first, or most radical, in its consideration of being 
beyond all particularization, a science of the ordering of the particular as
pects of being in being as such.

We have already alluded to some of the particular sciences we can think 
of, each having to do with some particular aspect of being. Other particular 
sciences could be conjured up to deal with other aspects of being. But every 
one of them would still be operating on the same level with reference to be
ing as given in concrete experience in accounting for different aspects of the 
initial known fact of being not accounted for in the other particular sci
ences. They would still be only particular sciences, like the first ones men
tioned, relating to being as experienced in the same direct way. They would 
remain ontic, in that all have to do with being, but insofar as each remains 
separate from the other, it is only a particular science alongside other partic
ular sciences or a science of some particular aspect of being. And if we were 
to come up with still other particular sciences deemed necessary to explore
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different aspects of being or of the world not yet explored, these would still 
be only particular sciences on the same ontic level of inquiry.

New empirical sciences could take us beyond our present knowledge of 
being, but not beyond the ontic level of questioning as a whole. We get be
yond the ontic level of questioning about being only when we begin asking 
about the whole of being or about the ordering of the particular sciences on 
the ontic level. This is a level of questioning we could call ontological, because 
it is a second order of questioning, a level where being comes into question
ing not just in a particular way as present directly in experience, but in a 
more universal way that encompasses the questioning of all the particular 
sciences as all relating to being. It does not matter whether we think of this 
level as higher or as deeper than the first. It still has to do only with being as 
given in experience, not with some object beyond all possible experience, as 
Kant had come to think after Suarez and Wolff. But it is important to under
stand it as having a certain priority over the first level of questioning in that 
it has to do with being in a way that none of the particular sciences do, in a 
way that encompasses all of the sciences and is reducible to none of them. In 
other words, it would be the ultimate and the first order of questioning, 
even though it comes only after the particular orders of questioning in ex
perience.

Such a level of ontological questioning does not have to suppose that there 
is anything in particular beyond the world of experience still to be exam
ined or accounted for, much as a new particular science on the ontic level has 
to do in defining its own particular subject. A new particular science ex
pands our experience, so to speak, but it does not take us beyond experience 
as such. Ontological questioning does not expand our experience in the way 
that a particular science does. It simply takes experience and the particular 
sciences that relate directly to this experience as a whole and asks how it all 
comes together in being. It does not presuppose some other thing “in itself” 
hidden behind the things we know in experience. It does not try to indicate 
any particular thing “beyond all possible experience” still to be investigated 
and accounted for. It only asks about the whole of what is already experi
enced, but as a whole or as a presence of being.

Just what form this kind of questioning might take has yet to be deter
mined. We shall do that when we come to reflect on the method we need to 
pursue this kind of questioning (see Chapter 2) and the meaning we attach 
to what we refer to as being (see Part Two). Here what is important is to un
derstand how this kind of questioning is to be understood as first in relation 
to the questioning of the particular sciences.
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As first, it could be thought of as an analytical philosophy of the particu
lar sciences, whose subject might be the order between the sciences or be
tween the particular accounts that they give of being in experience. It might 
also be thought of as a critique of the particular sciences. But in both of 
these cases the question would be to understand what its content is as dis
tinct from the content of the particular sciences, since, without a content of 
its own it would be difficult to see how the first science or the first order of 
questioning could be distinguished from the other sciences as science or as 
knowing. An analytical philosophy of science might claim to be first philos
ophy for the natural and social sciences, but it could not distinguish itself 
from them as a first knowing if it only borrowed the whole of its content 
from them, as some analytical philosophers maintain. Such a pure analytical 
philosophy would not be a first science in any sense of the term. It could 
only be last. Lacking any content or subject of its own, it could only be ab
sorbed in one or the other of the particular sciences, as in physicalism or 
economism.

Similarly, critical philosophy could also be thought of as first philosophy, 
as Kant claimed it should. But it too would have to have a content of its 
own. It is the absence of any content of its own other than the act of know
ing itself that makes the Critique of Pure Reason so problematic in the end for 
both Kant and his successors. In positing a “thing in itself” Kant is admitting 
that there is a proper subject for a first philosophy that would be distinct 
from any of the particular sciences as well as from the critique of reason, but 
in saying that such a “thing” remains unknown and unknowable in itself, or 
“beyond all possible experience,” he is saying that first philosophy cannot 
exist as a science for man. Along with merely analytical philosophy, a purely 
critical first philosophy lives only off a borrowed content, that of physics and 
mathematics, the only two properly constituted sciences for Kant. As a criti
cal philosophy, it is left with this problem of an unknowable “thing in itself.” 
How can it be truly critical if it is not itself the science of something other 
than just knowing?

The problem with a merely critical understanding of first philosophy may 
be that it is still too closely assimilated to the dogmatic metaphysics that it 
was trying to oppose or depose. The proverbiaT'thing in itself” is still viewed 
as a possible object of knowledge for which there is no proper intuition, 
Kant s prerequisite for any knowledge. If there is no intuition into the “thing 
in itself” it can only be taken as a possible. The conception of such a “thing” 
may give Kant some room for maneuvering with reference to the immortal
ity of the soul and the existence of God in the realm of practical reason, but
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it does not take us out of the realm of pure possibility from the standpoint of 
theoretical reason. In our knowing we do not start from possible objects, but 
from being actually known in experience, and we ask why it is what it is.

The form of this initial question for first philosophy, or for metaphysics, 
must be understood very carefully. We must avoid thinking as if there were 
a gap between being and knowing, as Suarez did in starting from some “real 
essence” as the object of metaphysics. Such a gap would be unbridgeable, 
as Kant’s Critique demonstrates. We have already seen that, where there is 
knowing, there is no such gap. The critical question arises only once we have 
begun to articulate what it is we know. When Aristotle raises the question of 
a first philosophy at the beginning of his Metaphysics, he phrases it in terms of 
seeking after the first and most universal principles and causes of things. The 
one who knows through such principles and causes is supposedly thought of 
as the wisest or the one who can best account for everything.

This is not to be taken as if we already knew at the beginning of this in
quiry what these principles and causes are, or how they function as princi
ples of being. It is to be taken in the sense that, of the two kinds of knowing, 
knowing why something is is better or higher than knowing just that it is, and 
in the sense that knowing the ultimate why of everything would be the best 
or the highest kind of knowing. One can think this without actually claim
ing to know any first principles or causes, or even that they are other than 
the being or beings we know more immediately in experience. All it presup
poses is an idea of knowing as somehow principled, in the sense that it looks 
for principles and causes to account for what is given in fact.

The beginning of any science is in the knowing as well as in being. In the 
case of first science or first philosophy, the beginning is in the knowing that 
questioning ultimately leads us back to an inquiry into first principles and 
causes, whatever these might be. As first knowing or science it takes us 
through the ontic level of questioning to an ontological level that transcends 
any and all particular realms of questioning. It remains for us to understand 
what this ontological level of questioning means in a third moment of our re
flection on the polarity of knowing and being. The question for us now is to 
see how the subject of consideration for this kind of questioning is to be 
formulated.

1.3.3 Being as Being as the Subject of Consideration in 
the First Way of Knowing 

When Aristotle comes to determine the subject of what he calls first phi
losophy, he goes back to his initial definition of first philosophy as knowl-



edge through first principles and causes and he asks: Of what are the first 
causes the cause? He illustrates the meaning of this question in terms of par
ticular sciences such as that of health care or mathematics. “There is a cause 
of health and fitness; and there are principles, elements, and causes of math
ematics; and in general every science that is intellectual or participates in in
tellect is about causes and principles considered either more exactly or more 
simply” (Metaph I025b4~7).

The point of saying “either more exactly or more simply” at the end of 
the sentence, according to Aquinas in commenting on the passage, relates to 
a distinction between two ways of viewing the causes, either from our hu
man standpoint (quoad nos), which calls for greater exactness, or from the 
standpoint of the cause itself (quoad se), which implies greater simplicity on 
the part of the cause. In either case, science is understood as knowing things 
through their principles and causes. The one who knows health scientifical
ly knows the cause of health. The one who knows mathematics knows the 
principles of mathematics. The question that now arises for us is this: If first 
philosophy is an inquiry into the first and most universal principles and 
causes of things, of what are these principles and causes the cause?

We have already insisted that every science is of being. On the ontic level 
of questioning, every science distinguishes itself from every other science by 
determining a particular subject in being for its consideration and inquiring 
into the causes of this subject. Thus, we can say that physics is about being as 
quantifiable; biology about being as living; economics about being as pro
duced by human labor. The causes that these sciences inquire into can only 
be particular, since they relate only to a particular aspect of being. If, then, 
there is a science that inquires into the first and most universal causes, it can
not be like any of these sciences on the ontic level or about any particular 
subject or aspect of being. Since, as a science, it is still about being, it can 
only be about being, not as any particular thing or under any particular as
pect, but simply as being. As Aristotle puts it, “Inasmuch as we are seeking the 
principles and highest causes, it is manifest that they are necessarily as of a 
certain nature according to itself” (Metaph 1003327-28).

The idea of “nature” here is used in a way related to the idea of the sub
ject of a science. A science considers its subject as a kind of “nature accord
ing to itself.” With the idea of a first philosophy inquiring into first causes, 
there has to be a corresponding “nature” as the subject from which the in
quiry begins. Our claim is that this can only be being as being, and not 
about being according to any particular aspect.

It is important to note that we come to this understanding of the subject
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of metaphysics through a process of double negation. In the first negation 
we understand every particular science as having to do with only one part 
or one aspect of being. Each particular science is about this or that aspect of 
being, and not about any other aspect. It is from this reflection on what con
stitutes the subject of any particular science that we move on rationally to 
determine the subject of ontological questioning or first philosophy as some
thing more positive through a negation of this first negation in particular 
science. First philosophy is about being simply as being in the most positive 
sense of the term.

To speak of being is the most positive way of stating the subject of any 
science. To speak of being as being expresses even more positively the sub
ject of ontological questioning as transcending all particular subjects of in
quiry. Without the mediation of some understanding of particular sciences 
as sciences of being on an ontic level, we cannot arrive at a proper under
standing of metaphysics as transcending this level of questioning. The idea of 
“being as being,” understood reflectively as we are coming to it here, is not 
simply a catch phrase that one can grasp immediately. It does not refer to 
anything beyond all possible experience, but only to being as given in expe
rience considered as a whole. The phrase is the expression of a mediated un
derstanding of what ontological questioning is about or of where it begins in 
experience.

Thus, the subject we are inquiring into in metaphysics cannot be directly 
indicated as anything in particular, as might be done for a science on the on
tic level such as physics or biology, which can indicate their subject by point
ing to one particular aspect or another of being as given in experience. To 
be sure, being is always immediately given or present, but not always as itself 
the subject of inquiry. Human inquiry immediately focuses on particular as
pects of being as given before it comes to focus on being itself as being or as 
the subject of its inquiring. If one has not come into the idea of science in
tellectually, which for us first arises about a particular subject or a particular 
aspect of being as given in experience, one cannot have a proper idea of 
metaphysics as a science, or of its subject, being as being.

Though it is impossible for anyone with the use of intelligence to be 
without some knowledge or some conception of being, since knowing is al
ways of being, it does not follow that everyone immediately raises the onto
logical question of being as we are raising it here. In fact, given the difficulty 
of any genuinely intellectual inquiry into being and the necessary mediation 
of inquiry on the ontic level for raising the ontological question of being, it 
may be that many will not raise it at all. Some may never even raise ques-
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tions for scientific understanding on any ontic level. Others may become to
tally absorbed in the pursuit of questions about some particular aspect of be
ing as given directly in experience. But those who pursue the enterprise of 
questioning to its very end with regard to what might be the first and most 
universal causes will inevitably come to understand that being itself simply 
as being has to become the subject of some human inquiring.

This is not to say that few people take any metaphysical stances with re
gard to the ultimate meaning of being, for it is virtually impossible not to do 
this in the use of one’s reason. But it is to say that the adoption of such 
stances will not be critically established through a reflective judgment on be
ing as being. It will be an unwitting metaphysics, so to speak, without the 
kind of critical reflection that validates it as a science. Those who undertake 
to do metaphysics as a result of inquiry on the ontological level, however, do so 
only through what Aristotle calls “intellectual science” or through thought 
trying to encompass being as being.

Metaphysics comes into its subject by denying the negation in any partic
ular determination of being as the subject of a particular science. This is not 
an empty negation. It has a very positive outcome as it refocuses on being, 
but now simply as being, without any determination. It brings us to a con
sideration of being in its concrete wholeness. In stepping forth from the in
quiry of particular sciences into the universal scope of being as such, it does 
not cut itself loose from these sciences. Mediated by what is known of being 
in these particular sciences, it does not ignore them as ways of knowing. Nor 
does it deny them their own autonomy as sciences of being. But it does 
affirm its own autonomy as a science on a higher or a more fundamental 
level that we have characterized as ontological.

It could be said that metaphysics has to do with the ground or the foun
dation of what is thought about being in the other sciences. But this would 
have to be understood very carefully. Strictly speaking, the proper under
standing of being as being is not the ground or the cause for saying anything 
in any of the particular sciences. Each science has its own ground for saying 
what it has to say. The understanding we have at the beginning of meta
physics is simply a presence of being that gives rise to inquiry. If as a result of 
the inquiry, it turns out that we have to affirm a cause of being as being oth
er than any being simply present to us in experience, then we shall have to 
examine precisely what that might mean with reference to being as studied 
in the particular sciences. But being as being, as we understand it now, that 
is, as only the subject of metaphysics or the beginning of our inquiry, does 
not warrant such a leap. It only warrants a distinction of ontological priority
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with respect to the being that all particular sciences study. If all particular 
sciences discuss being in one of its aspects or another, then at some point 
being itself should come under discussion simply as being. It is in this sense 
only that metaphysics arises as a science and assumes some priority over the 
other sciences, in that it tries to deal with what the other sciences presup
pose as sciences of being, something that they usually do not even advert to 
in their particularity.

This priority of metaphysics with regard to the particular sciences does 
not mean that the ontological inquiry we are embarking upon should come 
before any inquiry of particular science, as Wolff supposed with his deduc
tive mathematical model of science. Even if metaphysics does arrive at a first 
principle of being other than the beings we know in experience, there may 
still be no way of deducing anything more geometrico from such a principle as 
known in metaphysics. For us as we begin our inquiry, it remains to be seen 
whether there is such a principle to be distinguished from the being we 
know in experience, let alone whether anything can be deduced from it. Far 
from coming first in the order of human inquiring and learning, meta
physics should rather come last, or at least after some inquiring into the 
principles and causes of particular aspects of being, as the ancients thought, 
since, as we have seen, it presupposes a certain mediation from particular sci
entific endeavors and it is the most difficult for us to enter into in a truly 
critical or scientific fashion. Even if it does not depend directly on them for 
any of its conclusions, metaphysics has something to gain from the other sci
ences, since all of them have to do with one aspect of being or another.

Finally, when we speak of being as being, as the subject of metaphysics or 
of our ontological inquiry, we should note carefully that we are not speaking 
of a being in particular or of a plurality of beings. Strictly speaking, the sub
ject of a science is never particular being, whether taken as singular or as a 
plurality. As Aristotle said, there is no science of the singular. What deter
mines a particular science as particular is the particular aspect of being that it 
investigates. Such an aspect is understood as common to what may be 
thought of as a plurality of beings in our experience, but not as singular. 
Conclusions in a science are always universal, even when they are relevant 
only to singular beings. This is true of what we have spoken of as the partic
ular sciences, which abstract different aspects of being for their considera
tion, but it is even more true of metaphysics, which does not abstract any 
particular aspect of being but considers being under what we might call the 
“aspect” being in the concrete, as long as “aspect” does not connote any 
kind of particularity. What we are speaking about in metaphysics is not be-



The Subject of Metaphysics 41

ing under any particular aspect, but as something common to whatever 
there is, what Aquinas spoke of as ens commune and what the Greeks spoke of 
as to on xynon.

As common to whatever there is, “being” transcends any particularity we 
might posit as being. As such, it does not exclude particularity. In fact, as we 
shall see when we come to consider the analogy of being, it can and has to 
include a wide diversity of being as well as a plurality of beings. When we 
speak of it in its commonality as the subject of metaphysics at the beginning 
of our ontological inquiry, however, we do not include any of those differ
ences. Nor do we try to think of being as either singular or plural. We try to 
think of it simply as being, not in the abstract or as a possible, but in the 
concrete as a whole or as a concrete universal. This is not easy for us to do, 
since we are more inclined to think of being only under some particular as
pect. But it is the condition for starting on the right foot in metaphysics. If 
we cannot do this, we are more likely to reduce metaphysics to just another 
particular science on the ontic level and to continue in a forgetfulness of the 
ontological question of being.

Having now asserted that the subject of metaphysics has to be being as 
being, we might ask ourselves whether that is enough, or whether we should 
not also add a further determination for the subject of our inquiry in terms 
of the be of being or the so-called ontological difference. As we know, Hei
degger maintained that there had to be a second question of being, the ques
tion of be as be, over and above the question of being as being. The question 
for us, then, would be whether this would constitute a second inquiry into 
being, giving rise to a second science of being, one of be as be rather than of 
being as being, or whether it would be merely an extension of the question 
we are already raising. Heidegger himself insists that be cannot be under
stood except in relation to being in the ontological difference. The question 
after be as be, as he says at the beginning of Sein und Zeit, has to be asked of 
being as being. “Insofar as be [das Sein] makes up what is asked about [das 
Gefragte], and be means the be of being, it turns out that what the question of 
be is asked of [das Erfragte] is being itself [das Seiende selbst]” (SZ  9/26).

This suggests that the question of be as be for Heidegger would appear as 
part of the inquiry into being as being, after a proper deconstruction of 
metaphysics as the science of being as being. But it would be premature to 
try to make a case for that at this point, which is only the beginning of our 
inquiry. If we were to insist on the “difference” between be and being at this 
point, we would be skewing our question away from its universal intent on 
the commonality of being back into something particular or different from
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being simply as being. To be sure, Heidegger insists that be is not to be un
derstood as another sort of being than the different aspects of being on the 
ontic level. “That which is asked about [Das Gejragte] in the question to be 
worked out is be [das Sein], that which determines being as being [das 
Seiende ah Seiende], that whereunto [woraujhin] being, however it may be dis
cussed, is already understood. The be of being ‘is’ not itself a being” (SZ  
8/23—24). But to the extent that he wants to speak of be as “that which de
termines being as being,” one has to think of it as some other essence than 
the essence of particular aspects of being. Heidegger himself speaks of the 
essence of be when he wants to focus on be as different from being.

Whether such a difference can be maintained in a science of being as be
ing remains to be seen. It cannot be taken for granted from the beginning of 
metaphysics. In the course of our inquiry, we shall eventually come to focus 
on be, or the act of being, as something distinct in being, but not precisely as 
distinct from being, unless being is reduced to essence. But we cannot do 
this from the beginning, before having elaborated the logic of how we mean 
being in the exercise of judgment. What we can come up with is not exact
ly what Heidegger had in mind when he spoke of ontological difference, 
but we are not excluding any such consideration of difference in being. We 
are only saying that in beginning of our inquiry we must first deconstruct 
any such difference and start simply from being as being in its commonality.



C H A P T E R  2

The Method of Metaphysics

IT is n o t  e n o u g h  to determine the subject to begin a science proper
ly. We must also determine a method for dealing with the subject. The 

subject gives us only the content of what is at issue in the science of being as 
being. We must now look into the proper form for this content as the sub
ject for the science we are entering into. In other words, we must articulate 
what our method will be in this science. This will determine the type of dis
course that is possible with regard to being as being. What is there to be said 
about the meaning of being precisely as being? Are there properties of being 
precisely as being? Are there principles or causes that account for it as being?

It is important for metaphysics to understand its own method from the 
very beginning. Particular sciences may be able to get underway without 
properly reflecting on their own method. That may come only after the 
method has been put in practice. But metaphysics cannot get underway 
without a proper reflection on the method it is using even to get started. It 
does not begin except in the secondary kind of reflection on the particular 
sciences previously alluded to. Metaphysics has to grasp its own possibility 
from the very beginning or else it cannot get underway. This means that the 
philosophy of being as being has also to be a philosophy of this philosophy 
of being at the same time. Without some understanding of a method medi
ated by an understanding of method in particular sciences we would not 
have arrived at a proper understanding of being as being as the subject of 
this science. As first science, philosophy of being as being must examine its 
presuppositions. In this respect, Kant was right in wishing to do a critique of 
knowing before proceeding in the elaboration of any metaphysics. He was 
wrong only in ignoring that there is already some knowing of being in ex
perience and in the particular sciences.

Thus, in its beginning, metaphysics starts from a certain circularity, going 
from content to form and from form to content, or from subject to method
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and from method to subject. Other sciences show the same kind of circular
ity in their beginning in that the subject determines the method while the 
method shapes the subject. But for metaphysics that circularity is critical. It 
makes an absolute beginning possible for metaphysics as first science or first 
philosophy of being as being. This is not to say that it has a fixed starting 
point, from which it can spring forth and which it can leave behind as it ad
vances. But it is to say that, in the hermeneutic circle where it gets under
way, it has a beginning that in no way depends on any other beginning. It is 
not an immediate beginning, as though the thought of being as being were 
immediately given. It is a mediated reflective beginning. But the mediation 
is that of its own act beginning by determining its own subject as distinct 
from the subject of any particular science.

If we think back on how we arrived at the subject of metaphysics, it be
comes clear that we have already been doing metaphysics in determining its 
subject. If this were not so, this subject would not yet be established meta
physically as the subject of our consideration, and we would not yet have a 
science of metaphysics to speak about. Thus, as we now come to reflect on 
the method of metaphysics, we find that we have already been exercising 
that method in order to arrive at the subject. This should not be taken as a 
cause for embarrassment at this point of our beginning in this science. On 
the contrary, it constitutes a definite advantage as we come to reflect on the 
method we need and examine how to proceed in the investigation of the 
ultimate subject of all science, namely, being as being.

We do not have to go looking outside of the science for our method. We 
can only find it within the science itself, in the very act whereby we begin 
to consider being itself, or being as being, as our subject. If we had not exer
cised some metaphysical reflection in arriving at the subject of metaphysics, 
we would not have anything to reflect on at this point in our investigation. 
Having exercised some reflection on what is at issue in the knowing of be
ing, however, we have something further to reflect on that we did not have 
before determining that being as being is our subject, something that cannot 
be separated from this subject as a form that cannot be separated from its 
content, but something that will nevertheless enable us to advance further 
into the investigation of being as being. If we cannot critically establish a 
method for doing metaphysics within metaphysics itself, then we shall have 
to conclude that metaphysics can only be a deconstruction of any particular 
science, without the possibility of a reconstruction in the order of being as 
being.

The importance of doing this as part of our beginning cannot be exag-
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gerated from a critical standpoint. It is possible to raise the question of be
ing, as Heidegger and others have done, without coming to a method for 
dealing with it in its universality.Without a rational method for dealing with 
this question, we can only come to a doctrine of metaphysical absurdity or 
nihilism, as we find frequently in existentialism, or a doctrine of metaphysi
cal agnosticism, as we find in a critical philosophy that stops short of some 
unknowable “thing in itself” that it is nevertheless compelled to posit. Such 
doctrines should not be accepted unless it proves absolutely impossible to 
say anything meaningful about being precisely as such.

At the same time, however, we must look also for a method that is appro
priate for the subject we have already enunciated in its universality. In this we 
cannot adopt a method that is appropriate for only a particular science, since 
that would be to reduce our subject to that of a particular science. What 
counts for rational investigation in physics, biology, or economics is not 
enough for rational investigation in metaphysics. Nor is the method of phe
nomenology, which the young Heidegger was enamored of, necessarily 
sufficient for our task, since that too may be concerned only with a particu
lar aspect of being, even if it be Dasein or the lifeworld. We must rather look 
for a method for speaking about being in its complete and concrete univer
sality.

What can we say about being as being, besides that it is? Being is what is. 
What more is there to say? Apart from being as whole, there can only be 
nothing, and, in saying “being,” have we not said everything there is to say? 
In a sense, yes. But do we know what we have said? Have we expressed 
everything that we know in saying that being is whatever is? Is there more 
to be learned about being as being that we do not yet know in our common 
immediate knowledge of being as present, something that has to be mediat
ed through rational discourse so that it becomes more intelligible to us? 
Even though being is that which we know first and to which we refer 
everything that we do know, is there not more to the intelligibility of being 
than this first immediate knowing from which we begin?

What is in question here is an understanding of knowing that will open 
the way for us to pursue the question of being as being systematically. We 
shall begin with a reflection on how intelligence transcends mere experi
ence even as it begins from it. Then we shall consider the twofold act of in
telligence itself in order to come to the exercise of judgment as the activity 
in which being presents itself for human knowing. This in turn will lead us 
to distinguish between two kinds of judgment: a direct exercise and an indi
rect exercise. This will enable us to situate the exercise of judgment proper
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to metaphysics in relation to being as it presents itself in experience. From 
this we shall then be able to demonstrate in what our method must consist 
in order to pursue our question of being as being.

2.1 Experience and the Twofold Act of Intelligence
The question before us concerns the relation between intelligence and 

experience in the process of learning. Learning is the way we come to know 
through a combination in which intelligence takes off from experience as 
experience accumulates. Though we insist on the necessity of starting from 
experience in any science, including metaphysics, we must not forget that 
science itself comes as an act of intelligence.

Experience entails a certain sense of being, a being attentive to being or a 
letting being present itself through intelligence. Intelligence is part of the 
presencing.This is already evident in the way we distinguish between differ
ent kinds of experience. Experience itself, as a whole, is massive and indeter
minate. Through intelligence we bring discernment into it so that we may 
distinguish various aspects of it. Thus we come to acquire experience in one 
realm or another when we begin to recognize certain patterns or similarities 
in what happens under similar circumstances. We learn from experience, but 
it is the presence of intelligence in experience that makes us learn.

Moreover, intelligent learning entails more than just an accumulation of 
experiences. There are degrees of intelligence as well as degrees of experi
ence. Sometimes we learn more from an experience than at other times. We 
also see that some seem to learn more from an experience than others do. 
The unintelligent individual does not seem to learn from experience as 
much as others do, even though his or her “experience” may be quite as 
long and quite as vast as that of others. To be old or well traveled is no guar
antee of real learning. It is possible to remain confined to a very narrow 
scope even with an exposure to many realms of the world. Bias, whether in
dividual or social, or the narrow focusing of intelligence in experience, can 
cut learning short prematurely or constrain it to only a part of what there is 
to be learned. It is partial to one thing or another as it ignores the more uni
versal scope that intelligence can open up to. But it is also possible to learn a 
lot even from a relatively narrow scope of experience if intelligence inter
venes by raising ample questions about what is given.

Intelligence, however, is not a simple act. In our consciousness of intelli
gence in experience, not as separate from experience, but as distinct from 
mere sense and as overcoming the sheer multiplicity and dispersion of sense
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knowing, we distinguish between two acts of intelligence within experience 
that can bring us more clearly to the point where metaphysics begins in the 
exercise of intelligence. In terms of learning, these two acts can be seen as 
answering two different kinds of questions, questions concerning what we 
can say about what we are experiencing and questions concerning whether 
what we say is true in reality or not.

These two acts or these two kinds of questioning are not independent of 
one another. They are in a relationship where the second kind of question 
arises only after the first kind has already found some answer or where we 
have begun to say something about what we are experiencing, as we turn to 
a more critical reflection on what we have conceived. It is important to un
derstand this complexity of intelligence if we are to pass beyond the con
ception of human science as purely empirical and arrive at a proper under
standing of where metaphysics begins as a science.

We can speak of these two acts of intelligence as understanding, in the first 
place, and as critical reflection, in the second. Both can be found in any science 
where there is learning from experience, whether it be what we commonly 
call “empirical science” or also what is called “phenomenology.” In empirical 
science the first act takes the form of such questions as “What is it that pres
ents itself in experience?”; “Why does it present iself as it does?”; “How reg
ularly does it do so?”; and so on.The answers to such questions take the form 
of formulations or scientific hypotheses about what things are in their being.

What characterizes these questions as first acts of intelligence is that they 
derive directly from things given in experience as attempts to grasp or to 
apprehend and to express what they are. It is in this direct relation to experi
ence that they find their meaning. So it is in the empirical or the physical 
sciences. So it is also in the social sciences. All of them are, in their first act of 
intelligence, attempts to understand or to grasp and express what things are 
as they present themselves through the senses.

Nevertheless, complex as this first act of intelligence might become in its 
attempts to grasp and express what things are, especially in the plurality of 
particular sciences, it is still only a first act and a relatively simple apprehen
sion in comparison to the second act that is to follow, the act of critical reflec
tion on what has been apprehended and formulated in the first act, since this 
second act consists in raising the further question of whether what has been 
formulated or understood is true or not. This is the more critical question, 
without which there is no science in the full sense of the term. It is the ques
tion of verification whether an interpretation of facts or data really corre-
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sponds to what is the case or to what we can simply refer to as being. It is an 
act of trying to compose what we have conceived with how being presents 
itself.

Empirical sciences have complicated ways of exercising this second act of 
intelligence or of answering their questions for critical reflection. All of 
them consist in a process of verification over and above a process of concep
tualization. All of them issue into judgments that express either a yes, where 
a “composition” is found between the concept in question and being, or a 
no, where no composition is found but only “division,” or a combination of 
yes and no, where the concept in question is thought to be partly true and 
partly false, or partly adequate and partly inadequate, to being. From this we 
have the understanding of this second act of intelligence as an act of com
posing or dividing, presupposing a prior act of conceptualization.

In phenomenology the same twofold act of intelligence comes to the 
fore, although in a different way than in the empirical sciences. There ques
tions for understanding are raised less in terms of abstract aspects of being 
taken apart from other aspects, as physics considers the physical aspect of be
ing apart from its living aspect, but more in terms of experience as a whole. 
Phenomenology is thought of as a return to the “things” themselves— zu 
den Sachen selbst—or to “matters” as they are lived precognitively. It has been 
described by Merleau-Ponty as more descriptive of the world than as con
structive (Merleau-Ponty i-xvi). But ultimately it is still an attempt to form 
what we shall call a certain quiddity of things sensible or otherwise in our 
minds, or of what is given in experience as a whole such as it is (see Chapter 
3.1). It is also spoken of as an eidetic reduction going from the fact of exis
tence to the nature or the essences of things that are the business of human 
life— Sachen. Heidegger sees it as passing over from naive consciousness, 
which is not only absorbed in its unreflected immediacy, but also fails to di
fferentiate between the accidental and the essential in experience, to a more 
analytical form of consciousness that distinguishes the more essential struc
tures of everyday life from the arbitrary and accidental ones and, in so doing, 
brings them to light (SZ 23&49/38&61). Such is the analysis of the struc
tures of Dasein, for example, in Sein und Zeit, prior to raising the question of 
being or of be properly.

All this, however, has to do only with what we call the first act of intelli
gence, understanding, or Verstehen, of what is given in lived experience. It is 
still only forming the quiddity of things in our own mind. It is only a first 
step in coming to know ourselves and the world. It does not close in upon 
itself, but rather calls for a second act of intelligence, that of critical reflec-



tion upon what is conceived, to see if it composes with being. Knowing 
critically cannot be satisfied with just bright ideas in forming its quiddity of 
things. It must check the truth of its ideas in relation to what is, or to being. 
The eidetic reduction is part of a resolve to make the world appear as it is 
prior to any reflection upon myself or any effort at conceptualization. Its ul
timate aim is to make reflection equal to the unreflected life of conscious
ness. In this lived experience it looks for its criterion of truth and comes to 
its own judgment about being as given in the lifeworld. It too has its own 
act of composing and dividing in the relation between essence as conceived 
and essence as real. Only so can it be thought of as a critical science in its 
own right. Only so can we take it as properly an exercise of judgment with 
regard to what there is.

The question arises, then, as to whether either the empirical sciences or 
phenomenology can come to the question of being as being. As critical in 
their reflection they do refer to being in some way, but do they refer to it as 
being? If we understand them as particular sciences, as we understood such 
sciences in coming to our definition of metaphysics as the universal science 
of being as being, they do not refer to being in its fullness or in its common
ality, but only to being in some aspect or some quiddity of what is given in 
experience. For them to refer to being as being they would have to cease be
ing particular sciences and become sciences of the whole as whole, or be
come critical of our conception of being as being, which they cannot do 
without transcending their particular conception. In this sense, then, there 
cannot be a direct passage from any of these particular sciences, whether 
empirical or phenomenological, into metaphysics, even though all of them 
entail an exercise of the two acts of intelligence. But it is the exercise of 
these two acts of intelligence in any science that does open the way to a 
proper understanding of metaphysics, if we keep clearly in mind the twofold 
act of intelligence found in any exercise of judgment as part of experience.

2.2 The Exercise of Judgment and the Presence of Being
If we wish to focus on being as being as the subject of our inquiry, then, 

we must take the exercise of judgment as a whole as our opening. We may 
speak of being as being as a content of the first act of intelligence, but one 
that transcends the content of either empirical science, which inquires into 
the causes that determine various aspects of our experience, or phenome
nology, which tries to make sense of our lived experience of the world. But 
we must also speak of being as being more positively as a content of the sec
ond act of intelligence, even as it distinguishes itself from the first act, a con-
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tent that distinguishes itself as a kind of act or actuality over and above, but 
still in relation to, what has been formulated in the concept.

While science and phenomenology exercise judgment about different as
pects of being as it presents itself in experience, they do not exercise judg
ment about this actuality of being. In raising the question of being as being, 
metaphysics tries to include this actuality of being to which reference is 
made in any exercise of judgment as part of what is to be understood in its 
subject. It does so by stretching the understanding so that it includes the ac
tuality of being as well as what is conceived of it and by keeping reflection in 
constant relation to what has been understood or formulated in the first act 
of intelligence, as we do in any concrete exercise of judgment. If we can 
come to a proper way of conceiving being as being in our understanding, 
then we can come to a new kind of reflection in relation to actuality and a 
new way of exercising judgment about being as being.

Coming to the subject of metaphysics in this way brings out the special 
difficulty we have in conceiving its content. Starting from an experience of 
being, as every inquiry must, how are we to formulate the question about 
being as being without reducing it to another quiddity that would only par
allel the first order of quiddities formed in premetaphysical inquiry and so 
miss what is distinctive of the question of being as being as a question for 
higher understanding and reflection? Is there another way of forming the 
quiddity of being as given in experience than the one already used in em
pirical science or in phenomenology? Can there be an understanding of be
ing other than the one we already have in either one of these two forms of 
inquiry? If there is, we must come to it by stretching the understanding so 
that it includes actuality as part of its content without losing sight of the fact 
that this actuality presents itself only in the act of critical reflection. This is 
not a matter of intuition into something “beyond all possible experience,” as 
Kant supposed, but a matter for discursive elaboration of the being we al
ready know intellectually as well as sensibly in the exercise of judgment.

Kant had a very important point about human knowing, a point that 
Aristotle had made long before him. Every human inquiry has to begin 
from experience or “sense intuition” as a question for understanding. This 
has to hold true for metaphysical as well as for any other kind of inquiry. We 
somehow have to form a quiddity of being as being. We have to be able to 
say what we mean when we speak of being as such. Otherwise metaphysical 
discourse cannot get underway. And yet, if what we have said of the two acts 
of intelligence holds true and the question of being as being arises beyond 
all other understanding, this forming of the quiddity of being as being can-
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not take place on a merely prereflexive level of knowing. Nor can it remain 
fixed at the level of understanding as it relates directly to the level of experi
ence. It must bring the level of understanding and the level of reflection on 
understanding together in a new way. It has to be an understanding that 
does not leave out the content of critical reflection, an intellectual content 
beyond mere experience and facticity, and a reflection that seeks under
standing in its very transcendence of understanding.

How can this be done? Not by a reflection on mere intuition or directly 
on what is given in experience, which is required for human knowing. Nor 
just by analysis as it relates to intuition in a kind of hermeneutic circle. We 
must break out of the hermeneutic circle that binds understanding to expe
rience and experience to understanding in empirical science or in phenom
enology by insisting more on critical or judgmental reflection in its origi
nality as a second act of intelligence, which, even when it is exercised in 
particular sciences or in phenomenology, includes a reference to being in its 
actuality. From this reference to the actuality of being we must go back to 
reflect on the exercise of judgment as a whole and bring out its structure, so 
that we may see how the concept of being itself is elaborated concretely for 
us in this exercise of judgment. It is through an understanding of this struc
ture that we can come to a way of structuring our notion of being for the 
understanding.

2.3 The Structure of Judgment as Signifying Being
To get at this structure in the exercise of judgment we have only to go 

back to our analysis of experience and the twofold act of intelligence. In 
terms of this analysis, we can distinguish between three levels in the act of 
knowing or in the process of learning. First is the level of experience itself, 
which is the level of gathering things as data or as given, a level “open to un
derstanding and formulation but by itself not understood and in itself inef
fable” (Lonergan 273). This is the level of mere observation in empirical sci
ence or the level of mere facticity in the lived experience of phenomeno
logy.

The second level is the level of understanding, which emerges through 
questions for understanding, whether by analysis or by eidetic reduction. 
This is the level of formulation or interpretation of what is taken as given in 
experience. It presupposes the level of experience, but it goes further into it 
by formulating what it is in its essence or how it comes to be what it is. This 
second level yields an understanding in the mind of the one exercising judg
ment. But the exercise of judgment does not end on this level, which is itself
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open to the further act of critical reflection by intelligence. This second level 
is a necessary mediation between the first level of experience and the third 
level of critical reflection. Without some act of understanding expressed in 
some formulation, where the one exercising judgment becomes conscious of 
his or her own conceptualization, there is no call for critical reflection.

The third level is the level of critical reflection as called for on the level of 
understanding. What is critical about it is that it brings in a formal reference 
to being as a criterion for the truth of what is in the understanding. Such a 
formal reference to being is found in any exercise of judgment, including 
that of the empirical sciences and phenomenology, though it is not formally 
adverted to in the exercise of these particular sciences. It is found in meta
physics as well, but there it has to be formally adverted to in order to bring 
out the proper subject of its consideration, namely, being as being.

It is not enough to distinguish these three levels of knowing, however; we 
must also understand the essential structure that binds them together as a 
single exercise of judgment whether in the empirical sciences or in phe
nomenology. For there is no proper understanding of hypotheses in empiri
cal sciences without some need for verification and no proper understand
ing of eidetic reduction of lived experience without some reference to the 
existence placed in parentheses.

We can illustrate this structure in the exercise of judgment by reflecting 
on the judgment we have already come to exercise in metaphysics. De facto, 
we have already exercised a first judgment in this science in establishing its 
subject. If we think back on that first judgment we can both distinguish 
three levels of knowing in the way we arrived at the judgment and the 
structure in which it came together.

To begin with, we had no data of observation or no simple fact of lived 
experience to refer to directly as that about which the question of being as 
being turns. There was nothing in particular to point to or to indicate. In
deed, it would have been a mistake for us to point to anything in particular 
in our experience. We could only say “being as being” as an expression of a 
certain reflection on our part. But we did have the fact of certain utterances 
to work with in our first attempt to focus on a subject, ways of talking about 
being, whether as an infinitive or as a participle, and ways in which a num
ber of metaphysicians had raised the question of being. We began our own 
questioning from these utterances as we found them in the tradition of 
metaphysics and sought to understand what was at issue in them, developing 
our own understanding of the question of being and examining what was 
implied in the different understandings that we encountered. Finally, after
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coming to some understanding of the question, we turned to reflect upon 
the different formulations of the question and to determine which seemed 
best suited to express the subject of metaphysics. We came to the judgment 
that metaphysics is best understood as the science of being as being, and not 
as the science of the possible as possible, nor of the “thing in itself” accessible 
only to some intellectual intuition, nor even of the be of being presenting 
itself through being.

This first judgment in metaphysics is final in one sense. We shall not have 
to go back on it as we proceed. But it is only a beginning for a whole new 
learning process upon which we are embarking and which we are now pur
suing in seeking a method for the process. As we proceed, we shall shed new 
light on this first judgment, which remains obscure by itself, and we shall 
come to a further understanding of being as being, which will then call for 
further reflection, and so on, not indefinitely perhaps, but in a way that can
not be made definite at this point. Even with the question of method, we 
are already in the process of formulating an understanding for a new judg
ment about the way to proceed in metaphysics as a result of our first judg
ment about its subject that will lead to further questions about the meaning 
of being as being, its properties, its principles or causes, and so on. This sec
ond judgment will shed new light on the first and open the way to further 
judgments in the way of learning we have embarked upon in this science of 
being as being.

Another way of bringing out this same structure of judgment is to reflect 
on some particular judgment in which we affirm the truth of some particu
lar understanding of something given in experience. Our point in this is not 
to examine the essence of truth. That is something we shall do later on, 
when we come to reflect on truth as a property of being. For the moment 
we are interested only in seeing how the structure of judgment relates to 
truth, or how the relation of truth appears in the structure of judgment.

In a question that is clearly formulated I already understand what is being 
talked about, the subject (S), and what is being said about it, the predicate 
(P). Is S truly or really P? Though I may understand both P and S clearly 
enough, as long as I do not know the answer to the question, there remains 
something for me to learn. In saying yes, however, S is P, or even no, S is not 
P, I am claiming to know something more than what I knew in merely un
derstanding the question. Precisely what that “more” is, or what the truth is 
for any particular judgment, is not what concerns us here, but simply what 
there is in the act of affirming, or denying, that says more than just what is 
contained in the terms (S and P) of a judgment.
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This is not to say that every particular judgment is true.There can be false 
judgments as well as true judgments. But it is to say that in the exercise of 
judgment something is being said about truth with some reference to being 
that is not being said in the terms of the judgment. It is being said in the act 
or the exercise itself, in actu exercito, and not in the terms, not in actu signato.

This is an important distinction to keep in mind.We shall have ample oc
casion to refer to it later on in our articulation of the meaning of being as 
well as of truth. But the distinction must not be understood as a separation 
between two acts. It is within one and the same act or exercise of judgment 
as a whole that the distinction is found between what is being said in the act 
and what is being said in the terms alone. There is no act of judgment with
out terms, nor are there terms for judgment without an act.The relation be
tween the two is absolutely essential for the structure of any particular judg
ment. The act contains or expresses the assertion of truth, but the assertion is 
limited by the terms. I do not assert all truth in a judgment, but only the 
particular truth I claim to express through the terms of my judgment. The 
terms limit the act, no less than the act takes judgment beyond the content 
expressed in the terms alone.

Implicit in the act, though not in the terms, of a judgment is the claim 
that we already know, somehow, what truth is, and that what we are saying 
entails some truth or correspondence with being. The idea of truth here is 
not so much one of correspondence as one of relation or reference to being, 
which presents itself. Truth is that which we must correspond to in speak
ing. It is the presence of being that makes us critical of our understanding 
and initially causes us to reflect in the exercise of judgment. Indeed, it is this 
presence of being that gives us the very first principle of judgment, which is 
that we cannot both affirm and deny at the same time, and which, according 
to Aquinas, is founded on the notion of being and nonbeing—-fundatur supra 
rationem entis et non ends (ST  I—II, 94,2, c).

In the exercise of the first act of intelligence, there is a certain apprehen
sion of being. In fact, as Aquinas puts it in the passage just referred to, “that 
which first falls in the apprehension is being, the intelligence of which is in
cluded in all [things] whatever which one apprehends .’’This is why the no
tion of being and nonbeing is said to found the first, indemonstrable princi
ple of judgment.

Apprehension here, however, must be understood very carefully, especial
ly as it relates to being. It is not the apprehension of a genus or specific dif
ference whereby we form the quiddity of things as given in experience, as 
one would expect if we were talking about the apprehension of some quid-
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dity and not the apprehension of being. What we are talking about is a more 
fundamental apprehension that encompasses the quidditative apprehension 
of things in a broader perspective, that of being itself, which makes itself 
present in this apprehension. It is an apprehension that is more like a sense 
of presence within which everything is apprehended, ourselves as well as 
other selves or things. Being is what we apprehend first, in a sense that 
makes it prior to all categorizing, even though it is what we speak of last in 
the order of questioning and learning. It is apprehended at the juncture be
tween the first and the second act of intelligence, which is why it not only 
gives rise to critical reflection but also grounds the first principle of judg
ment.

Another way Aquinas uses to express this same relation between being 
and quiddity is in terms of conceptions. “That which intelligence first con
ceives as what is known best [quasi notissimum], and in which it resolves all 
conceptions, is being” (Ver 1, 1, c). Whatever we conceive, we conceive 
somehow with reference to being, which is conceived first and is somehow 
known best. Knowledge is of being, as we have been saying from the very 
beginning. But what is conceived first and known best is not expressed in 
the terms of any judgment from the beginning. It is expressed more in the 
act or in the exercise of any particular judgment. It includes the terms of the 
particular judgment but goes beyond them. That is why the conception of 
being remains implicit in the exercise of everyday judgment and of scientif
ic or phenomenological judgment.That is why also it has to be explicated in 
a special effort of conceptualization in metaphysics or, to put it more in 
terms of our present analysis, in an effort to bring it to terms, that is, express 
it in a better articulation of meaning.

Learning in metaphysics consists precisely in this sort of effort on our 
part, starting from what is said only in the act or the exercise of judgment 
and trying to express that in the terms of a different kind of judgment than 
the one we start from in common sense, in empirical science, or in phenom
enology, a more indirect kind of judgment that explores the content of crit
ical reflection or of the second act of intelligence in relation to the content 
of understanding or of the first act of intelligence expressed in the terms of 
judgment as part of one and the same structured act. We must now ponder 
how this more indirect kind of judgment of metaphysics differs from the 
more direct kind we find in common sense and in the particular sciences, 
and how this indirect kind of judgment relates to the direct kind of judg
ment we have been speaking about.
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2.4 From the Direct to the Indirect Exercise ofjudgment
In what sense is the judgment we exercise in metaphysics indirect as com

pared to the judgment exercised in the particular sciences or in pheno
menology? This is an important question for us to consider at this point be
cause it is as an indirect exercise ofjudgment that our systematic metaphysics 
will flow, as distinct from the more direct exercise ofjudgment that is char
acteristic of the particular sciences and phenomenology. As we have said, 
every type of science, every kind of human knowing, culminates in judg
ments in which something is affirmed about being, either under one aspect 
or another, as in particular sciences, or simply as being, as we have to do in 
metaphysics. What is affirmed or expressed in the terms of particular judg
ments such as those in particular sciences comes as an answer to questions 
for understanding that relate more or less directly to being as it presents itself 
in experience, depending on the relative complexity of the questions raised. 
What is affirmed in metaphysics relates to the same things present in experi
ence, but only indirectly. They refer more directly to being as a whole or to 
being simply as being.

O f course, the judgments of these particular sciences do not explicitly re
fer to being in their terms. The judgments of physical science talk about 
quanta or energy and the judgments of biology talk about life and cells. But 
insofar as these judgments come as a result of critical reflection on what has 
been conceived in a first act of intelligence and express some claim to truth, 
as we have seen, they do include a reference to being, about which nothing 
is said in the terms or in the particular science as a whole. It is not part of 
their business, or their Sache, to attend to being as being, but only to being 
as it presents itself directly in experience and to seek verification for their 
hypothetical conceptions in this direct relationship. It is only in questions 
such as the one we are raising here, about knowing or the exercise ofjudg
ment, that this direct relation to being as it presents itself is set aside, for a 
moment at least, in order to ask what it is to know or to exercise judgment, 
and what it is that is known more universally when knowing takes place.

These are questions for understanding that relate directly to the act of 
knowing or to the exercise ofjudgment about being, and not to being as it 
presents itself directly in experience. They relate to being as it presents itself 
in experience only indirectly, since the act or the exercise of judgment to 
which they relate is one that begins from experience and somehow remains 
tied to this experience. In this way our questions can give rise to a science or 
to judgments that are only indirectly related to things as given in experience



but that are more directly related to the act of knowing, as in logic, or even 
to being as being, as we have tried to show in establishing the proper subject 
of consideration for metaphysics.

Every exercise of judgment entails some critical reflection with its refer
ence to being. In a science, every judgment one comes to is understood as an 
answer to a question for reflection upon some understanding. It is important 
to note, however, that our first judgments have to do directly with matters of 
experience, sensible things we see and feel and use and relate to, including 
other human beings. This is evident if we think back on our first experiences 
as children, when we were first learning to differentiate things, between red 
and green, hot and cold, living and nonliving, useful and not useful. The 
terms of judgment in this first experience were always sensible and always 
included a reference to a this or a that:“this is green” and “that is red”;“this is 
a dog” and “that is a doll”; “this is Mama, that is Papa.” Yet even this most 
primitive kind of judgment entailed some reflection that made us ask ques
tions and advance from this first knowing to a more penetrating and a more 
extensive knowing in a sort of spiral of reflection upon understanding giving 
rise to further questions for understanding, which then called for further 
critical reflection, a spiral that eventually gives rise to particular science and 
to more critical reflection. After we have differentiated and identified certain 
beings as human, for example, we go on to examine more closely what it 
means to be human, and so on of other beings that we differentiate or iden
tify as part of what we experience.

The various sciences arise out of this speculative interest in understand
ing better what is given in experience as a this or a that and verifying ones 
understanding through critical reflection. Various aspects of being, various 
subjects of consideration, are defined for investigation and appropriate 
methods are devised for pursuing the investigation. Different disciplines 
emerge to explain or account for something at first just given in experience. 
As one advances in a science, the terms of judgment change; they become 
more specialized or technical. But even this technical terminology, which at 
times seems far removed from the initial terminology of “red” or “living” or 
“human,” remains directly related to the things of experience. Scientific hy
potheses have to be verified in terms reducible to some experience of a this 
or a that. Phenomenological reduction has to be brought back to the lived 
world. No matter how sophisticated the hypotheses or the reduction, the 
subject or subjects they deal with are always directly related to experience. 
They remain in what we refer to as the direct exercise of judgment, which 
has to do with being as it presents itself in experience.
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In the indirect exercise of judgment, however, we step back from this im
mediate focus on being as given in experience to consider more how 
knowing takes place and what is known universally in such an act. Our first 
questions are about things given in experience, but once we have started 
asking questions about things and formulating answers to these questions, 
we become conscious of doing so and we begin to ask questions about this 
intellectual activity of ours. We go from a first order of questioning to a sec
ond order of questioning where the terms no longer refer directly to sensi
ble things, as they did in the first order, but to the acts of our intelligence or 
to the exercise of judgment itself. We begin to ask how it is that we know or 
whether we even know at all. We begin to form the quiddity of what it is to 
know, which requires a new and broader perspective, one that remains relat
ed to experience, in that our intellectual activity begins and remains part of 
our experience, but only indirectly, in that the terms of our second order of 
questioning refer not directly to things as given, but to the activity of know
ing these things. These second-order questions refer to our ways of catego
rizing things in exercising judgment, so that the terms of these questions are 
no longer directly sensible, but rather intelligible, in the sense that they refer 
to our intellectual activity directly and to sensible things only indirectly, 
namely, through the initial activity or the first order of questioning to which 
they refer.

To illustrate this second order of judgment we could refer to logic, which 
deals with second-order ideas, or ideas about ideas, such as “genus” and “spe
cific difference,” and not with ideas about things directly, such as “horse” and 
“man.” But let us refer more concretely to some actual exercise of judg
ment.

A judgment could be defined as an act of intelligence in which I affirm 
or deny something (P) about something (S) with a consciousness of what 
truth is and a claim to having attained it in affirming or denying. In order to 
understand such a definition and to verify whether it is true, I have to have 
exercised some judgment of my own previously. If you have exercised some 
previous judgment of your own, you might want to qualify my rather simple 
definition somewhat, add to it or subtract from it. But in any event, in order 
for us to come to some agreement about a definition of judgment, or even 
to discuss a definition of judgment, we have to have exercised some prior 
judgment. Now that prior exercise of judgment, as part of human experi
ence, had to do directly with sensible things. Its terms, S and P, were sensi
ble. It had to be a judgment such as “snow is white” or, in the ultimate
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analysis, “this is snow.” It is only after having exercised such judgment that 
we can then understand what it is to judge and put into the terms of a new 
judgment what was only in the act of the previous judgment. In this new 
judgment, however, the terms, “judgment” (S) and “act of saying something 
about something” (P), are now intelligible and refer to some actual exercise 
of judgment as such, and not to what the first exercise of judgment was 
about originally, namely, snow, white, or this.

Note that the difference between the indirect and the direct exercise of 
judgment is basically a difference of terms, what is said in actu signato, or in 
the terms of judgment, and not of what is said in actu exercito, or in the exer
cise of judgment as such. The indirect exercise of judgment tries to express 
in its terms what is said only in the exercise of judgment, even though it is 
itself an exercise of judgment.

Note also that the exercise of judgment from which the terms for indirect 
judgment can arise can be indirect as well as direct. This could be seen as 
giving rise to an infinite regress in indirect judgment about indirect judg
ment about indirect judgment and so on. But that is not what happens in a 
proper reflection upon the exercise of judgment, whether the judgment be 
direct or indirect. What happens is rather a double sort of consciousness: first, 
a consciousness of an object as expressed in the terms of a judgment, S and P} 
especially in the direct exercise of judgment, where the focus is on things as 
given in experience; and second, a consciousness of the act itself in which 
the terms are expressed or a kind of self-consciousness that is not expressed 
in the terms S and P, but only in the act as distinct from its terms. In the in
direct exercise of judgment we focus on the act itself as the “object” of our 
consciousness which we try to express in the terms of an indirect judgment, 
that is, one that focuses not on things as given directly in experience, but 
rather on the actual exercise of judgment itself and what it refers to as being.

In trying to bring this actual exercise of judgment to terms, however, in 
an indirect exercise of judgment, we find two things worthy of note. First, 
we find that we cannot adequately express in terms that are always determi
nate and finite the actual exercise of judgment itself, which in contrast to 
any determinate terms has something infinite about it. As I exercise judg
ment in whatever determinate terms I may have in mind, I find that my 
power to exercise judgment is not limited to any particular set of determi
nate terms but is always open, exercising itself in other determinate terms as 
well. In exercising judgment in terms of physics, for example, I know that I 
could also exercise judgment in other spheres of life or social existence. And
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in exercising judgment in any particular science, I know that I could also 
exercise judgment in a more universal science such as logic or, as we are 
about to say, in metaphysics.

Second, in the very same act of indirect judgment, we find also that we 
are still exercising judgment in an act that has not been reduced to terms and 
that is ultimately irreducible to terms, because every effort to bring this act 
to terms is always an act that is not and cannot be reduced to terms. If we 
try to bring this act to terms, we find that we are only repeating judgments 
that we have already made concerning the actual exercise of judgment so 
that there is no point in repeating such a judgment indefinitely. What gives 
rise to the appearance of an infinite regress is the disproportion between the 
actual exercise of judgment as such or as distinct from the terms of any par
ticular judgment, which are always determinate in comparison to the actual 
exercise itself. But what gives the He to this appearance is that the two, the 
actual exercise and the terms, are always part of one and the same exercise of 
judgment.

The direct exercise of judgment already contains the kind of reflection 
on the exercise of judgment that we try to bring out reflectively in an indi
rect exercise of judgment. The indirect exercise of judgment is still struc
tured in the same way as the direct exercise in that the indirect entails an ac
tual exercise of judgment along with terms, except that its terms refer to the 
actual exercise of judgment itself and what it refers to as “being” rather than 
to some being as given in experience. In reflecting on the actual exercise of 
judgment, I am not just reflecting in the present on some past judgment of 
mine, a present judgment that could then be reflected upon in some future 
judgment, and so on indefinitely. I am reflecting on this actual exercise in its 
composition with terms that express what I know in this judgment with the 
understanding that these terms do not exhaust or adequately express in their 
determinacy all that I know or refer to in the actual exercise of judgment. In 
other words, the actual exercise of any judgment is always in a sort of irre
ducible tension with its own terms, a tension that is already present in the 
direct exercise of judgment but that is now brought to the fore reflectively 
in the indirect exercise of judgment.

In this passage from the direct to the indirect exercise of judgment, one 
can readily understand the difference by the transposition from terms that 
still refer directly to sensible things to terms that are more strictly intelligible 
in that they refer more to acts of intelligence in which sensible things are 
known. One can easily overlook the actual exercise of intelligence that is 
common to both and that remains irreducible to terms in both the direct



and the indirect exercise of judgment. In a reflection on the indirect exercise 
of judgment as well as on the direct exercise of judgment, however, we can 
no longer overlook this act that, as we have just tried to show, is irreducible 
to terms. In the actual consciousness I have of the judgment I exercise, 
through a definition such as the one given above, I am also conscious that 
the judgment I am actually exercising is not expressed in the terms of this 
judgment, since I still have to distinguish the act of this judgment from its 
terms, as I had to earlier. Nor will a further judgment bring that act to terms 
completely, since it too will be a composite of terms and act, still to be re
duced to terms, and so on indefinitely. What I have to recognize is that the 
actual exercise of judgment contains an act that terms may be able to ap
proximate but can never adequately represent. And this is seen immediately 
and reflexively only in the actual exercise of judgment even about the direct 
exercise of judgment.

This is not to say that the act and its content remain unknown to me. On 
the contrary, it is known in a way that cannot be reduced to terms or ex
pressed in the terms of any determinate judgment. I know it and at the same 
time I know that I cannot adequately represent it through any concept I 
have, not even that of “the act of judgment.” If we take intelligibility to refer 
primarily to the level of understanding in any exercise of judgment, then we 
would have to say that the act or the level of total reflection in the exercise 
of judgment is not less but more intelligible. It refers to a level of intelligibili
ty we can strive for but can never completely attain in the terms of our 
judgment, a level that we can signify intelligently but cannot represent in the 
terms of our understanding. Such a level transcends experience and under
standing, but it does so only in a dialectical relationship with them. We can
not signify the intelligibility of an act without representation, as our very 
effort to distinguish the act from the terms of judgment clearly shows. There 
is no actual exercise of judgment without some terms, representations, or 
concepts. We can get beyond them, into the meaning of the act as act, only 
by taking them seriously as mediating the intelligibility of the act.

To get into metaphysics as a science of being as being, however, and not 
just as a science of the actual exercise of judgment, in which being makes it
self present, we must get beyond mere concepts or representations that can 
be expressed in the terms of judgment. We must come to some understand
ing of how act transcends any concept not just in the exercise of judgment, 
but also in the being we refer to as actual. At the same time we must be sys
tematic in our use of concepts or in the terms of our approach because the 
act that transcends the conceptual remains in dialectical relation with the
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conceptual. We can get to the higher intelligibility of acts only if we proceed 
systematically through the intelligibility of concepts.

In other words, we must recognize that what we are trying to express in 
systematic concepts is not reducible to such concepts in its actuality. Just as 
the definition of judgment we arrive at through reflection on the actual ex
ercise of judgment does not adequately express in its terms all that we know 
in the actual exercise of judgment, so also what we can say systematically in 
concepts about being as being may not be adequate to being in act over and 
above what a being is, which can be expressed in the terms of a judgment. 
Unlike Hegel, who tried to reduce everything to a system, or the Concept, 
we have to be systematically unsystematic, that is, not stop short of any sys
tem in self-defeating deconstruction, but rather transcend any system in the 
effort to understand being in act, something that cannot be adequately un
derstood or conceptualized even as present in experience or as actual.

Hence the need and the difficulty of proceeding systematically in meta
physics. We must proceed according to a rational discourse. We must use 
concepts, which represent being for us, and order them properly, in order to 
signify clearly what we mean that cannot be represented through them. 
Without representations and concepts we cannot advance in metaphysics, 
but if we do not get beyond them we do not get to metaphysics properly, or 
we falsify it. We reduce being to our way of conceiving or representing it as 
possible instead of signifying it as actual, even though in the very act of do
ing so we know that the act in its own reality is irreducible to the concept 
or to the terms of any judgment.

Metaphysics is not the only science in the order of indirect or reflective 
judgment. Even if, unlike Hegel, we distinguish logic from metaphysics, we 
could think of logic as an indirect exercise of judgment, whether as the art 
of thinking or of exercising judgment or as the science of human knowing. 
In reflecting on our direct exercise of judgment we can consider only the 
activity of knowing according to its different forms. In this sense, logic in
volves the study of operations of intelligence such as forming the quiddity 
of things, affirming or denying, and reasoning. Such a consideration leads to 
the formulation of rules for proceeding in the exercise of judgment (logic as 
an art) or of laws governing purely formal systems (logic as a science). Such 
formulations have to do primarily with “second intentions,” in that they do 
not refer to things as given in experience but rather to our way of thinking 
about things as given in experience.

These same formulations can also be used heuristically, as a means of
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opening up an access to things as given in experience. In this way, logic can 
give rise to dialectic as understood in the Topics of Aristotle, that is, as a way of 
considering things topically or according to what is probable, in the sense of 
what may or may not be provable about them. The formulation of hypothe
ses in empirical science could thus be viewed as a sort of dialectic in the di
rect exercise of judgment, just as Hegel’s Logic, coming after the more expe
riential dialectic of the Phenomenology, can be viewed as an indirect dialectical 
exercise of judgment about how being is conceivable. In both cases we come 
up with notions or concepts that could be proved right or wrong in refer
ence to being as actual.

Dialectical judgment, however, is not metaphysical judgment. As an ori
entation toward being, or at least toward what might be provable in reality, 
dialectical judgment takes us beyond mere logic, which considers only con
sistency in our way of thinking or, in its more mathematical form, sets that 
can be constructed from this way of thinking, independently of any refer
ence to things. As dealing only with the provable, or with what remains to 
be proved, dialectic does not signify being in act. To signify the latter in its 
actuality we must proceed by way of a certain demonstration, which brings 
us into properly metaphysical discourse about being as being in act.

Metaphysics is thus in the realm of indirect discourse, but as a science of 
being it is not limited to a consideration of the exercise of judgment as such. 
It is not an epistemology or a study of human insight as such, although it 
does presuppose some epistemological reflection such as we are doing here 
in order to distinguish between the two acts of intelligence and the two 
kinds of exercise ofjudgment, direct and indirect. The structure of judgment 
that we have delineated does not give us immediate access to the structure 
of our subject here, namely, being as such, as dialectical thinkers like Hegel 
or Lonergan are wont to suggest. It does provide us with some means of ap
proaching the question of being as being heuristically or dialectically. It 
could be, as Suarezians have long argued against Thomists, that the distinc
tions we have come up with are distinctions only in reason and not in reali
ty. What metaphysics has to do further is to somehow bring to terms the ac
tuality of being as it is expressed only in the actual exercise ofjudgment. It 
considers not the form of this actual exercise of knowledge, nor what could 
follow from that form, but what it refers to as being. As a scientific discourse, 
it tries to bring into actum signatum what is present only in actu exercito in di
rect judgment and to consider this content systematically as being in its ac
tuality. In other words, it tries to make explicit what was known only im-
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plicitly in the direct exercise of judgment or to thematize what was unthe- 
matized there, and it tries to do this in scientific fashion, with its own kind 
of demonstration.

Human being can exercise judgment because, through intelligence, one 
stands at the horizon of being. Human being or, as Heidegger would say, 
Dasein, knows being. It represents or orders things in being. This it does, at 
first, in experience, through a direct exercise of judgment by differentiating 
between things and by ordering them as a world. But the knowledge of be
ing that comes into play in this first exercise of judgment is usually not 
brought to the forefront of consciousness for critical reflection or for exam
ination precisely as being. This first knowledge of being is only presupposed 
or taken for granted, not examined critically as it must be in metaphysics; it 
only serves to make us critical in other sciences. Metaphysics is the attempt 
to make this primordial knowledge of being critical precisely with reference 
to being in act through reflection upon the actual exercise of judgment in 
which we come to know being as being in act.

Since it is the direct exercise of judgment itself that concretely brings us 
to this critical questioning of being as being, it follows that we shall have to 
keep this direct exercise of judgment clearly in focus in our metaphysical re
flection. We have only one experience to start from in seeking an answer to 
the question of being. But it is not in any direct exercise of judgment that 
we can find an answer to this question we are asking. Metaphysics does not 
begin directly from experience, as do the particular sciences, although we 
can say that we do have some experience of reflection in the particular ex
perience of doing science or phenomenology. If we did not, we would not 
have what we need to begin metaphysics. Metaphysics begins directly, so to 
speak, only with reflection, which is found in experience or in the direct 
exercise of judgment, and which therefore presupposes experience, since it is 
always only a re-flection or a turning back on an already actualized exercise 
of judgment.

Because metaphysics is only an indirect exercise of judgment, however, 
with its own terms or discourse, derived from the actual exercise of judg
ment, and not from the terms of any direct exercise of judgment, its truth 
will not depend upon the correctness or the truth of any direct exercise of 
judgment itself. The truth of metaphysics does not depend upon the truth of 
any empirical science or phenomenology, but upon its own demonstration 
of what is at issue in the question of being as being—something it first has 
to formulate in its own original way as distinct from any formulation in the 
direct exercise of judgment.



The Method of Metaphysics 65

We could speak of the method of metaphysics, therefore, as transcendental, 
but we must be careful to understand the term correctly. First, the method is 
transcendental in the sense that it transcends any method used in the direct 
exercise of judgment, such as that of empirical science or phenomenology, 
the transcendence that we have been at pains to bring out here. But it is not 
transcendental in the sense that it is concerned only with the form of 
knowledge, and not with a content of its own, as the transcendental method 
of critical philosophy or phenomenology seems to be. It is transcendental in 
this modern sense only in that, in order to bring out its peculiar content, it 
has to reflect upon the actual exercise of judgment that begins directly in 
experience.

This transcendentality of metaphysics is something we have become 
much more conscious of in modern philosophy, but it can already be found 
in the way the ancients and the medievals distinguished the question of be
ing as being from any other question that could be raised in a particular sci
ence. Both Plato and Aristotle went to great efforts to formulate the ques
tion: ti to on e on?, as did Aquinas for the question: quid est ens in quantum 
ens?, and the effort had to do not only with transcending myths about the 
origin of being, but also with defining the question properly so that it could 
be dealt with methodically or scientifically no less than other questions, al
beit in a different way.

At this point, then, we could give a definition of metaphysics in terms of 
the indirect exercise of judgment, but it would have to be one that remains 
purely formal and programmatic. We could say that metaphysics will consist 
of a series of indirect or reflective judgments about being as being that ei
ther follow immediately from an actual exercise of judgment, and therefore 
have only to be thematized, or that can be derived through rational dis
course from this exercise, requiring in either case a special kind of demon
stration that moves from experience or a posteriori to something ontological- 
ly prior. In keeping with the necessity of metaphysics to reflect upon or 
critically examine its own presuppositions, this is something we now have to 
demonstrate.

2.5 Demonstration of the Method 
We have already arrived at a determination of the subject of metaphysics 

as the science of being as being. From this we have begun to move toward a 
method for developing this science by reflecting on the twofold act of intel
ligence as it relates to experience in the process of learning. What we have 
seen in this analysis can now serve as the terms for the judgment that we
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must now exercise with regard to the method of metaphysics. We have been 
forming the quiddity of human knowing in its complete scope for our
selves. We must now reflect on this quiddity as it relates to being as being in 
order to arrive at an appropriate method for a scientific elaboration of this 
subject.

Three points have to be made. First, we have to see how metaphysics as 
an indirect and therefore as an intellectual exercise of judgment follows from 
experience. Second, we must focus on where metaphysics as science of be
ing as being properly begins in the act of intelligence proper to any exercise 
of judgment. Three, we must indicate how, from this beginning, a method 
can be devised to elaborate a discourse on being as being based on a reflec
tive consciousness of the exercise of judgment itself.

2.5.1 How Metaphysics Follows from Experience
We say that metaphysics follows from experience. This can be viewed as a 

simple matter of fact. No one begins to do science, let alone metaphysics, 
without some prior experience and some learning through intelligence in 
that experience. Indeed, experience itself, as something that is acquired, can 
be viewed as a knowledge of particulars or of fact that is already rational in 
some sense, in that “the numerous memories of the same event end up pro
ducing the power of a single experience” (Metaph 981 ai-2). It entails a cer
tain collation of particulars from which “science and art” take their begin
ning. “Art is generated when from many notions of experience a single 
universal assumption [upolepsis] is generated about similar [cases]” (981 a6-8). 
But experience itself is not yet “art” or science. It is only that from which 
“art” or science follows through rational assumption into the universal. As an 
indirect exercise of judgment, metaphysics is twice removed from experi
ence, but it still follows from experience, if not directly, as do the first univer
sal “assumptions” in particular sciences, at least indirectly.

To recognize the simple fact of the priority of experience for all human 
knowing, however, is not enough for a proper beginning of metaphysics. We 
must also recognize the necessity of this fact and its necessary consequence 
in the exercise of metaphysical judgment. Our point is not to account for 
this necessity, as one might do in a psychology of knowing or a phenome
nology of perception, but to see how it enters into the very notion of being. 
If experience is necessary for the exercise of judgment, then the being we 
know through this exercise will entail an irreducible aspect of facticity or 
singularity, unlike the “pure be” at the beginning of Hegel’s Logic or any in
nate idea given purely to intelligence, apart from all experience. The “being”
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that is said to “fall” first in our apprehension or to be conceived first is a be
ing given through experience, a this or a that.

In this respect Heidegger was quite right in beginning his approach to 
the question of being with an analysis of Dasein as a fundamental ontology. 
This was a way of making manifest not only the meaning of the be of being, 
but also that from which such a meaning has to follow. Insofar as meta
physics follows from experience, it has to begin as a phenomenology, at least 
in the sense that we have to begin by a reflection on how we experience the 
lifeworld.

In this respect Hegel also was right in beginning his System with a Sci
ence of Experience, as the Phenomenology of Spirit was originally called. It 
was a way of getting to what follows intellectually from experience. Once 
he got to the intellectual or the spiritual, however, in absolute knowing or in 
the absolute beginning for his Science of Logic, Hegel forgot how he got 
there and tried to make everything follow from a “pure knowing of pure 
be,” apart from all experience. We recognize that metaphysical knowing has 
to follow from experience, as Hegel did, but, unlike Hegel, we do not think 
that this absolute knowing can cut itself off from its origin in experience in 
a separate science or a pure knowing of pure be. Such a science would have 
to do only with concepts, and not being in act, which, as we have seen, tran
scends the order of conceptual terms.

Insofar as metaphysics has to follow from experience for us, we cannot 
simply leave experience behind in our elaboration of metaphysical concepts, 
as if it were a ladder to be kicked away once we have climbed it through the 
logic of the particular sciences or of phenomenology. Experience remains a 
necessary component in what we know of being even at the highest reaches 
of metaphysics.This is why we always think of divine being as a this or a that, 
like any being given in experience, or as having a particular essence as well 
as a Dasein or an existence, even when we deny that the ultimate divine be
ing, or the first universal cause of all being, can be such a thing, as we shall 
see when we come to the end of metaphysics. The necessity of following 
from experience remains with metaphysics to its very end. Metaphysics as a 
science always requires a stepping off from experience at every point of 
demonstration in its articulation. As following from experience, then, it has 
to proceed a posteriori, rather than in a way that is purely a priori. In this 
sense it retains a certain phenomenological aspect in its method.

This necessity of following from experience can be demonstrated in sev
eral ways from the phenomenology of knowing we have formulated. First, it 
can be seen from the standpoint of questioning, which gives rise to meta-
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physics itself. It is clear that all questioning in the particular sciences or phe
nomenology starts from experience. Questions for understanding start from 
a level of presentation, while questions for reflection start from a level of un
derstanding. Even if metaphysics does not start directly from an immediate 
level of presentation, since it begins in a reflection on the exercise of judg
ment, it still presupposes a level of presentation in a mediated way, since the 
exercise of judgment itself begins with “assumptions” in a direct relationship 
with experience. Questioning itself can be seen as an experience we have, 
but even with that we can still define experience as that from which ques
tioning arises, for we can question even about questioning itself, as we do in 
logic or in epistemology or as we are doing here.

Another way of demonstrating the same necessity is through the struc
ture of judgment, that is, the intellectual activity that entails a certain use of 
terms (S and P) and an assertion of truth (S is P). Through this structure of 
judgment we can thematize the evidence that remains unthematized in the 
actual exercise of judgment. If anyone who has exercised judgment fails to 
recognize this evidence or denies that there is any such evidence, he can be 
brought back to it by retort or by asking what it is that he is talking about 
(S) and what it is that he is saying about it (P). There is no escaping the ne
cessity of this structure in any actual exercise of judgment.

To understand the terms of judgment, however, one must refer back to 
experience, either immediately or mediately, depending on the relative ab
stractness or universality of the terms. Physical theory, for example, can be 
many times removed from the reality of immediate experience, but unless 
one wants to postulate another world beside the one of immediate experi
ence, the truth of the theory will depend not only on the correctness of its 
mathematical formulas, but also on how it relates to the real world of expe
rience. Those who postulate another world are stuck with the problem of 
proving its reality, which will still come down to resolving it into some kind 
of experience.

Many judgments, such as “snow is white” in contrast to “this is snow,” are 
universal. But such judgments do not claim to refer to reality directly; they 
presuppose particular judgments that mediate their reference to reality. 
When I say “snow in general is white,” I do not mean that there is such a 
thing as “snow in general.” I only mean that there is a kind of this, namely, 
snow, that is always white. When I say something about human being (uni
versal S), I do not claim that human being as such exists, but rather that 
what I am saying applies to the individuals whom I know to be human be
ings.The truth of a proposition about human being as such does not presup-
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pose the existence of human being as such, as one would in a Platonic world 
of separate ideas. It depends rather upon the experience that there are indi
vidual human beings to whom such truth is relevant. It is in this sense that 
we say that every exercise of judgment includes a reference to a this or a that 
known only in experience. This is a necessary part of the evidence for any 
judgment, an evidence that bears on the here-and-now and on the this and 
that of experience. To the extent that metaphysics follows from the same di
rect exercise of judgment as the other sciences, it will come under the same 
necessity, although in a way that is peculiar to itself as an indirect exercise of 
judgment.

Even the idea of an indirect exercise of judgment, properly understood, 
presupposes the same necessity of experience for the content of meta
physics. As indirect, it comes only after the direct exercise of judgment, as a 
universal judgment comes only after particular judgments. It is a special case 
of the relation between universal and particular judgment, though one of 
special importance for us.

We have already noted the fact that we begin to exercise judgment in 
logic or in metaphysics only after exercising judgment directly related to the 
experience of a this or a that. Without some direct exercise of judgment 
there is no occasion for any indirect judgment. One does not become con
cerned with the art of thinking unless one has exercised thought to a certain 
extent and feels the need to reflect upon the way of proceeding in thought. 
Similarly, one does not become concerned with the question of being as be
ing until one has arrived at some understanding of things as given in experi
ence formulated in view of judgment and begins to ask what it means for 
something to be simply in act, and not just some particular thing that can be 
accounted for in terms of other particular things. It is only upon reflection 
that we become aware of the further perspective of being as being in the ex
ercise of judgment.

This fact of coming after contains or entails a certain necessity for meta
physics that it cannot get away from in its development. The reference to ex
perience is essential to metaphysics even as it transcends experience. This 
reference to experience is not its ultimate point of intelligibility. Facticity, of 
itself, can be quite opaque. It is only that from which inquiry and enlighten
ment begins or follows. But it is a necessary condition for any reference to 
reality or being in act in our knowledge. In this respect Hume was quite 
right about knowing as a knowing of fact, and Kant was no less right in fol
lowing him. Without some sort of “sense intuition” there can be no proper 
exercise of judgment, even though there is more in the act than sense grasps
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in a fact, as we shall try to bring out. Experience remains for us always a 
principle of knowing, even though in metaphysics, as an indirect exercise of 
judgment, it is neither the sole nor the direct principle from which it fol
lows. For us at least there is no intellectual apprehension of being without 
some experience or some sense of being.

At the center of experience, of course, is the self, or Dasein, as Heidegger 
refers to it. It is one of the many sensible things of which I have to form the 
quiddity. I have an immediate experience of myself, but my understanding of 
myself is not so immediate. I begin with a simple presence to myself as well 
as with a simple presence of other things, especially other selves, to me. My 
sense of being is intimately tied to this simple presence. But to understand 
what I am or what another self is, more is required: a diligent and subtle in
quiry, as Aquinas says, referring to the nature of the soul as distinct from its 
simple presence to itself or to another (ST I, 87,1, c). Heidegger’s phenome
nology of Dasein represents precisely such an inquiry. But so too do other 
forms of inquiry into the self and its world. What makes Heidegger’s analysis 
of Dasein especially interesting from the standpoint of metaphysics is that it 
brings out how human being is essentially one who raises the question of 
being.

We begin with an immediate experience, prior to all questioning. But 
that alone does not tell us all that we or other things are. Through inquiry 
and reflection upon experience we come to a better knowledge not only of 
what is, but also of some degree of being, the latter mediated by the former. 
Being itself is simply present in immediate experience, but through inquiry 
it appears anew in reflection as a diverse subject of inquiry in its own right. 
But its having appeared first as a simple presence here and now in this and 
that remains as a determination of the meaning of being for us.

We shall see how this affects our notion of being in speaking of the 
meaning of being. But before that we must examine more precisely where 
the metaphysical inquiry properly begins and how it develops, for we do not 
say that it begins in experience as such, but only that it follows from it. It be
gins in the reflection that occurs in any serious exercise of judgment, which 
can be viewed as a kind of experience, namely, an experience of reflection. 
But as reflection it contains more than simple presence; it contains an act as 
well as a fact.

2.5.2 How Metaphysics Begins in Reflection 
As we have seen, a science begins with the determination of its subject, 

which consists in an intellectual act specifying something to be examined in



being. Such a determination always presupposes a certain reflection on the 
knowledge of things as given. Biology, for example, determines its subject by 
focusing on things as living. Economics determines its subject by focusing 
on things as products of human labor for human consumption or use. These 
things are given in experience, but they become a subject of inquiry by a 
process of specification and abstraction from experience as a whole. Without 
this kind of specification for critical reflection upon experience, there is no 
science.

However, as we have seen, what distinguishes metaphysics from any of 
the particular sciences is that its subject does not have any particular specifi
cation. It is about being simply as being. The reflective moment of this as in 
the determination of the subject of metaphysics must be seen for all that it 
contains. Properly speaking, there is no experience of being as being, and 
there cannot be. It is only through the exercise of intelligence in experience 
that there can be reflection. Experience is always of a this or of a that. Even 
to specify a particular subject of inquiry for a particular science is already to 
go beyond the mere presencing of being in experience. It is to make a par
ticular aspect of being present in a special way, but in a way that can still be 
related direcdy to experience. In biology, for example, we focus on the as
pect of being we call “life” and we refer directly to some this or that that is 
living. To determine being only as being as the subject of inquiry for meta
physics, however, is to go beyond the mere presencing of being in experi
ence even further, that is, in a way that can no longer be related directly to 
this or that in experience. In this sense, metaphysical inquiry appears much 
more universal than inquiry in any of the particular sciences. It begins as ab
solutely universal. Though being always includes for us some reference to a 
this or a that, being as being is not an aspect of any this or that that we can 
point to in abstraction from whatever else there might be. Being as being sur
passes, as it encompasses, all particular aspects of being as well as all singular 
this’s or that’s. Metaphysics, for which being as being is the subject, thus seems 
twice removed from any this or that of experience.

In a more radical sense, however, metaphysics is much more concrete 
than any particular science, in that it reflectively encompasses not only the 
particular aspects of being studied in the particular sciences, but also the this 
and that of experience, for this and that too are real and are therefore includ
ed in being as being. Even as metaphysics passes beyond, or follows from, as 
we have just maintained, mere experience, it necessarily includes it, not only 
by referring to the world as a whole, but also by referring to this and that. It 
makes everything present in a new way, in the way of being simply as being,
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which transcends and assumes into a new kind of intelligible presence the 
presence of any particular aspect of being and of any this or that in experi
ence.

If we characterize this new presence as the presence of an act, which is to 
be distinguished from mere fact, it is because it imposes itself only through 
the actual exercise of reflection in judgment. Facts impose themselves in a 
kind of brute way. Being imposes itself as being in a way that enlightens. As 
what falls first in the understanding, being is that in the light of which 
everything is understood. Through this first and most radical “impression” or 
presencing of being, we come to critical reflection on our understanding of 
anything, that is, we come to the necessity of measuring or verifying it with 
reference to the real or to being as being.

To be sure, this level of actuality in the exercise of judgment transcends 
the mere facticity of experience. But it is nevertheless something that ap
pears in experience. Without reflection there is no exercise of judgment. But 
without the first impression or presence of being in experience there is no 
reflection. Thus, though we distinguish the level of reflection from both the 
level of understanding and the level of experience in the exercise of judg
ment, we can still speak of the exercise of judgment as something we expe
rience, already containing some reflection in which the actuality of being is 
present and upon which we can reflect to begin metaphysical inquiry.

To illustrate this we have only to reflect on the judgment we are present
ly in the act of forming. We are in the process of forming a judgment about 
method in metaphysics. I am attending to the actual exercise of my judgment 
that is part of my experience, and you should be attending to the actual exer
cise of your judgment that is part of your experience. I cannot attend to 
your exercise of judgment for you nor can you attend to mine for me. Each 
one must and can only reflect on one’s own actual exercise of judgment, 
though we are trying to come to a common judgment in a shared experi
ence of judgment.

This actual exercise of judgment takes place here and now in an experi
ence, starting from an understanding or an interpretation of the experience 
that is quite personal to each one of us. None of us has exactly the same ex
perience as the other, and consequently none of us has exactly the same un
derstanding as the other, although some aspects of understanding can be 
communicated and shared, as in a community of scientists. Thus our ap
proaches to being through critical reflection can vary widely, but in all of 
them there is the search for evidence that will confirm our understanding in 
a composition or an affirmative judgment or undo it in a division or a nega-
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tive judgment or, as is more often the case, that will lead us to revise the un
derstanding in a combination of affirming one part and denying another part 
of it. The quiddity we form in our understanding is seldom adequate to the 
thing we are trying to comprehend. That is why knowing for us is an ongo
ing process of learning in which we try to discern what we know to be true 
from what we do not yet know to be true. The quest for evidence through 
critical reflection is the fact not of experience, but of intelligence, and its ne
cessity derives from the reflective presence of being, over and above its mere
ly experienced facticity, bidding us to make our understanding more ade
quate to it in its fullness. Hence the necessity of development and revolution 
in science. Our concern in the exercise of judgment, whether it be scientific 
or not, is not just to develop a clever understanding or a bright idea, al
though that is not to be overlooked, but rather to get to the truth of being in 
its actuality. Through critical reflection in judgment being compels me, so to 
speak, to speak the truth in my judgment or at least to seek it in serious 
questioning about what is given in experience. When I come to a strict ne
cessity of affirming something in judgment, I have come not only to a neces
sary truth but also to being itself as present in this necessity.

This is not to say that every judgment is ipso facto true. It is entirely pos
sible to be mistaken in one’s judgment, as when I affirm that “this is a layer of 
snow on the ground” but eventually discover or learn that it is a layer of dust 
from a volcanic explosion. But even in such a false judgment, as an act of re
flective intelligence, there is some sense that truth entails some adequacy of 
understanding in relation to what is actually the case in being, a sense that 
eventually allows me to recognize that my initial judgment was false and that 
my present judgment about this layer of stuff on the ground is more likely 
true, even though it may not be completely true and I may still have some
thing to learn about what it really is even as a layer of dust rather than snow.

It is also possible to be mistaken in one’s judgment in metaphysics, if one 
thinks one has come to an adequate grasp of being as being when one has 
not. But even in such mistaken or false judgment there is still some neces
sary truth expressed in actu exercito if not in actu signato, in the actual exercise 
of judgment if not in the terms of the judgment, to the effect that truth 
consists in some adequacy of thought to being in act and not just in some 
consistency of thought with itself. It is this necessary truth, initially ex
pressed in the actual exercise of more particular judgments, that we are try
ing to thematize, or to bring to terms in actu signato here, in our metaphysi
cal exercise of judgment.

In a question there is no assertion of truth. Neither is there one in a mere
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hypothesis. But in a judgment, whether it be affirmative or negative, cate
gorical or hypothetical, there is an assertion of truth, with a reference to be
ing that is either direct or oblique. If, for example, I say “the wall is not 
black,” it is because I am thinking it is some other color in reality. Or again, 
to claim that “if the moon is square, it has angles” is to say that where there 
are squares in reality there are angles. Even the most abstruse judgment in 
terms of p ’s and q’s contains, as an actual exercise of judgment, a reference to 
being and derives its necessity from that reference, at least in the sense that 
one cannot say both “p is q” and “p is not q” at one and the same time.

Sometimes we express judgments that are not our own, judgments to 
which we do not give assent. We are only reciting or quoting them as the 
opinion of another, or even as an opinion of our own, without any claim 
about their truthfulness. Such expressions posit a synthesis of S and P, for
mulated through the understanding, but no assertion of truth. This does not 
mean that we reject such opinions, or even that we withhold judgment on 
them, for that would already presuppose some judgment in the case at hand. 
It only means that we have not yet seen the necessity of saying yes or no, 
true or false, to what is said as it relates to being in act or as presenting some 
necessity. How the opinion relates to being is not yet taken as clear or evi
dent. This remains to be seen in some critical reflection.

This distinction between affirmation or negation, on the one hand, and 
what is expressed in the terms of a judgment, on the other, brings out or 
demonstrates that in the exercise of judgment the act of reflection rises 
above the given of experience as understood or formulated in certain deter
minate terms and relates it to being as something prior and present only 
through critical or judgmental reflection, even though it is not present apart 
from experience and understanding. When we speak reflectively of being as 
being it is precisely this priority we refer to. Metaphysics, or the philosophy 
of being, is the attempt to formulate this reflective presence of being in an 
exercise of judgment that transcends the judgments of direct experience.

Here we could propose an argument by retort for anyone who would 
deny this fundamental beginning or principle of metaphysics. If one were to 
deny that there is any such reflective presence of being in the actual exercise 
of judgment, one would have to deny that there is any reflection in the exer
cise of judgment, which it is actually impossible to do in anything more than 
words.To deny the actual exercise of reflection in judgment, I would have to 
understand the structure of judgment and then deny that there is any dis
tinction between the assertion of truth and what is expressed in the terms S 
and P. In other words, I would have to understand what I am talking about,
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that is, S, which in the case in point is the exercise of judgment, and what it 
is I am saying about it, that is, P, which is that it is an assertion of truth ex
pressed in terms, and at the same time I would have to deny that it is such an 
assertion. In the act of doing so, however, I would be making an assertion 
that would have to be expressed in terms, that is, 5 and P, and which would 
presuppose some reflective grasp of being in act, namely, the being of my ac
tual exercise of judgment. What I would be denying in actu signato, I would 
be affirming in actu exerdto. Upon reflection on my actual exercise of judg
ment, I have to say that there is reflection in judgment and that this reflec
tion entails some reference to being in act, unless I am willing to abandon all 
exercise of judgment or to say that all judgment is purely arbitrary or frivo
lous, as in the case of universal skepticism or pure deconstruction, a frivolity 
that, as Aristotle suggests, is beneath the judgment even of brute animals.

But even this is an impossible stance to maintain intellectually, for either 
it is a serious objection to my stance about judgment, or it is no objection at 
all. If it is an objection, it is an actual exercise of judgment that must be re
flected upon and that will yield some assertion of truth expressed in some 
terms. There may be room for a revision of terms in our definition of judg
ment, but there is no denying that it entails an actual exercise of reflection. 
There is only the problem of formulating the structure of that act rightly. If, 
on the other hand, it is not really an objection, then there is no need to con
tend with it, but only to proceed along our own way as mandated by our re
flection on the structure of judgment.

The absence of contention, however, may be a sign that there has not yet 
been a sufficient exercise of judgment to begin metaphysics. Metaphysics 
can proceed only through reflection on an actual exercise of judgment. Even 
skepticism or deconstruction can lead into metaphysics, on the condition 
that it takes itself seriously as an actual exercise of judgment. If it refuses to 
take itself seriously, then one must simply disregard it, as one would a plant 
that has nothing to say. Metaphysics can begin only with someone wanting 
to say something, not arbitrarily, but seriously and upon reflection with con
cern for the truth of what is being said with reference to being in act.

Our insistence on the act of reflection in the exercise of judgment could 
be construed as adding something that is missing in Kant’s transcendental 
analysis of the human capacity to know or of the conditions for the possibil
ity of the phenomenal object as such, something most crucial for the begin
ning of metaphysics. Besides the pure intuition of sense, Kant’s transcenden
tal analysis brings out the function of the a priori forms of sensibility, space 
and time, along with that of the categories of understanding and the regula-
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tive ideas of reason, as integral to the process of human knowing. In the end, 
however, this analysis is left with a gap between a problematic “thing in it
self,” defined in purely intellectual terms as noumenal, that is, apart from all 
sense intuition, and the intellect itself, a gap that would require an intellec
tual intuition to bridge. In the absence of any such intuition metaphysics is 
then declared to be impossible. The question remains, however, as to 
whether there is such a gap as is alleged between the “thing in itself” and the 
intellect. Did Kant uncover all the conditions for the possibility of the phe
nomenal object as such? Did he understand how the moment of critical re
flection in reason itself enters into the constitution of any object in con
sciousness?

We have already seen that being is not to be thought of as some “thing in 
itself” some noumenal object hidden behind a phenomenal object. It is sim
ply what is known when knowing takes place. Nor is there any need of a 
special intuition, other than that of experience, in order to know it. To start 
learning about it as being one has only to reflect on the actual exercise of 
judgment as it is already found in experience. In doing so one becomes 
aware of a presence of being that precedes every concept and intuition and 
in the light of which conceptualization and intuition take place. This is the 
radical a priori of human knowing that Aristode characterized as a unity of 
the knower and the known and that Parmenides expressed in the simplest of 
terms, “is” or “is not.” There is no gap to bridge between intelligence and 
being. There is simply knowing of being to begin with. Intelligence is al
ready one with being from the very beginning of reflection and, as finite or 
limited in its understanding, it has only to make itself adequate to the being 
with which it is somehow one.

One could even think of this primordial unity of intelligence and being as 
the ultimate condition for the possibility of the phenomenal object as object, 
for without it the subject would be closed up within itself in a way that no 
sense intuition could open up or disclose. No matter how vivid, impression 
is still something only in the sentient subject. If we go from an impression to 
something “out there,” it is because we are already out there intellectually 
with a sense of being as “object” or as present. It is with this intellectual pres
ence of being that we begin, through critical reflection, to question our im
pressions and to rectify our understanding. Reflection can thus be under
stood as the beginning of metaphysics inasmuch as it is the ultimate 
condition for the possibility of the phenomenal object in the actual exercise 
ofjudgment.
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2 .5 .3  H o w  Metaphysics Proceeds by a Reflection of Its Own on 
the Structure of Judgment as Signifying Being

Finally, we come to the point of indicating how a discourse about being 
as being can be elaborated scientifically or systematically from this begin
ning in the reflective exercise of judgment. The beginning we have been 
trying to focus on seems very tenuous and difficult to lay hold of conceptu
ally. How can it be thematized or brought to terms, without losing sight of 
its transcendent originality as act?

The difficulty arises from the fact that in the actual exercise of judgment 
there is always something that is absolutely irreducible to terms. The actual 
exercise of some judgment, as we saw earlier and as we can see from any re
flection on an actual exercise of judgment, cannot be enclosed even in the 
terms in which I am speaking only of this or that judgment. The terms I use 
in speaking of this or that judgment never completely express the actual exer
cise of the judgment in which they are found, an exercise of which I am 
conscious as having an intelligibility of its own not reducible to terms or 
concepts. Nor do they express the actual exercise of judgment in which I 
am now speaking of that judgment. No matter what the actual exercise of 
judgment, direct or indirect, the terms of the judgment do not adequately 
express what I know or what I am conscious of in the actual exercise of 
judgment as actually exercised.

Now the grasp of being as being seems to be tied precisely to this irre
ducible aspect of act in the actual exercise of judgment. To express this actu
al grasp in terms proportionate to our understanding would therefore seem 
to be impossible, and yet what other way is there to express such a grasp so 
fundamental to our intelligence? How can we say in actu signato what can 
only be said in actu exercito?

The exercise of judgment is for us, as we have said earlier, knowing in its 
complete sense. It is absolute knowing in the sense that it reaches for being 
as the framework for all there is to be known. But it does this only as a 
movement of intelligence in its twofold act of understanding and reflection. 
Part of this movement can be represented through concepts, but part of it 
cannot. It can only be signified, albeit still through concepts.The intelligibil
ity of act transcends concept, but it can be signified systematically only 
through concept. It can never be understood as a mere factual presence.

Our task in metaphysics, therefore, must be to espouse this movement of 
the exercise of judgment and to follow it in its structure as we try to elabo
rate the full meaning of being both conceptually and in act. We must not
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separate concept and act, but see them in their dialectical relationship. A 
mere dialectic of concepts would not be sufficient for the task, because it 
would leave out the highest intelligibility of being itself in its very act, and 
fix us on a level of mere opposition between representations. On the other 
hand, a dialectic of the act alone is impossible, since that would reduce it to a 
pure abstraction and make of it just another concept, the concept of pure be, 
admittedly the most abstract and the most empty. Ours must be a dialectic of 
act and concept where both are seen in their irreducible distinction and in 
their indissoluble unity. Being has to be conceived, but in a way that only 
signifies its act without representing it, while the act itself has to be signified 
in a way that transcends all representations, a process that requires the highest 
form of conceptualization. We cannot do without concepts. We must move 
through concepts to the act of being, taking our cue from the actual exercise 
of judgment as the act in which being presents itself most fully or actually.

What further complicates our task is that we cannot jump out of experi
ence in order to do metaphysics, as we have already demonstrated in saying 
that metaphysics has to follow from experience. Not only do we have to 
think of being in concepts, but our concepts also have to entail a reference 
to this and that in the here-and-now.The actual exercise of judgment always 
takes place in and from experience. This is part of the historical rootedness 
for any metaphysics, even one viewed as absolute knowing. For us, at least, 
there is no perfect coincidence of pure act that rises above and escapes from 
historical experience. There is no annulling of time for metaphysics, as 
Hegel seems to suggest for absolute knowing at the end of the Phenomenolo
gy of Spirit (PhG 558/487). The concept cannot close in upon itself, without 
reference to a factual here-and-now. This is why some form of phenome
nology or empirical science remains integral to metaphysics, though only in 
an indirect way.

How, then, does this affect the way we have to proceed in metaphysics? 
The beginning of metaphysics is in the exercise of judgment that takes place 
within experience but is not experience as such. It is in reflection upon un
derstanding and experience. Hence it depends directly on reflection in the 
exercise of judgment, and not on experience or any particular interpretation 
of experience. But inasmuch as the exercise of judgment takes place for us 
only in experience, then the development of metaphysics will have to de
pend indirectly on experience, as its beginning inevitably does. The indirect 
exercise of judgment that is proper to metaphysics has an autonomy or an 
originality of its own, but one that relates still to the direct exercise of judg
ment.
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This does not mean that the truth of metaphysical judgment will depend 
upon the truth of any particular judgment, whether it be in common sense, 
empirical science, or phenomenology. Metaphysics comes after some direct 
exercise of judgment, but it does not presuppose that this direct exercise of 
judgment has reached any final conclusion in its own order of questioning 
about anything given in experience. It only presupposes that one can enter 
into a different order of questioning, namely, one that encompasses being as 
being. One can still be quite provisional in most of one’s judgments about 
things as given in experience or in the particular sciences and still raise 
metaphysical questions, as the history of metaphysical inquiry shows. What 
our claim about the beginning of metaphysics in reflection means is that 
some direct exercise of judgment in experience is required for metaphysics 
and that this direct judgment will have some influence on metaphysics, es
pecially insofar as metaphysics has to proceed through some conceptual rep
resentation of what is given in experience.

This is why metaphysics has always appeared as a child of its time or of 
the particular interests of its author, even though it has always claimed to be 
a kind of absolute knowing rising above such particular claims. Both of 
these facts are in keeping with its nature as a human enterprise. We can only 
do metaphysics from where we stand in history, but we must do it as a criti
cal exercise of judgment about being simply as being.

Ideally it might seem that metaphysics should begin only when we have 
arrived at a complete knowledge of the world as experienced, that is, once 
all the particular sciences have exhausted all there is to be understood di
rectly in experience. But that has never been the case. In fact, it could never 
be the case. Development in direct experiential knowledge, it would seem, 
could go on indefinitely and always remain somehow provisional, as empir
ical science and phenomenology both show. At least, we cannot set any end 
to their expansion in the present or in any historical present. And yet begin
ning metaphysical inquiry does not depend on having reached the end in 
any development of experiential knowledge or in the direct exercise of 
judgment. It depends only on having exercised some judgment, which at 
first had to be directly related to experience. From such an actual exercise of 
judgment, which can be viewed in one sense as a part of experience, meta
physical inquiry can arise and pursue its own course of development with
out depending directly upon the developments of experiential knowledge, 
even though the latter might help indirectly in the formulation of appropri
ate concepts for metaphysics. The correctness of direct judgment is not a 
matter of indifference even for metaphysics, but it does not directly affect
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the exercise of judgment in metaphysics, which, while coming after, deals 
with something prior to what is expressed in direct judgment according to a 
method of its own.

Conversely, we should also note that, just as the development of meta
physical discourse does not depend directly on experiential knowledge, so 
also the development of experiential knowledge does not depend directly 
on the development of metaphysics. Physics and phenomenology can thrive 
as particular ways of knowing without metaphysics, even though they leave 
unanswered the question of being, which they presuppose. Metaphysics, by 
its very nature, is never in a position to replace any of the particular sciences. 
At best, it can only clarify the epistemological framework in which they op
erate. The most that one could say is that, just as a better understanding of 
the world of experience can be of some help in metaphysics, so also a better 
understanding of metaphysics can serve a certain heuristic function in the 
other sciences, including phenomenology, as they strive for a better grasp of 
their respective subjects, which is still some aspect of being, even though it is 
not fully being as being.

The general lines of our method can thus be understood as starting from 
the exercise of judgment and proceeding, first, to the formulation of our un
derstanding of being as we first encounter it through intelligence in experi
ence, in other words, as it first “falls” in our apprehension. Having done this 
and having discovered the analogy of being, we shall then inquire into what 
can be said of being in its analogy, how it is structured as it is given to us, and 
how it is communicated in its natural and historical diversity. From this we 
shall see how the question of a source or an origin for the whole of being 
can arise. But for now let us proceed to our first step, which is to disclose the 
fullness of actual being in its diversity and singularity as the subject of our 
consideration.
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Introduction: Our Initial Concept of Being

e have seen  how our first understanding o f being as expressed in
the exercise of judgment entails a reference to being in act. So far we 

have reflected only on how we refer to being in act or as present, and not on 
how or what we mean by being in our first understanding of it. If we are to 
get to the fullness of the act of being in our understanding, however, we 
must reflect on our meaning in what we have spoken of as our first under
standing or our first conception of being in the direct exercise of judgment, 
the conception into which all other conceptions are ultimately brought 
back or resolved.

Our understanding of being in the actual exercise of judgment includes a 
meaning as well as a reference to being in act. In reflecting upon our first 
conception of being, it is incumbent upon us to clarify this meaning as well 
as we can before proceeding to inquire into the properties and the princi
ples of being as being.

We have argued that the subject of our investigation is best expressed in 
the participial form of the verb ‘to be,’ namely, as being, rather than in the 
infinitive form. The present participial form of a verb can stand for any par
ticular or concrete form of the verb, including the infinitive, whereas the in
finitive form is only general and abstract and in need of specification if it is 
to be used concretely, which means, of course, that it must cease to be in
finitive. In the case of the verb ‘to be,’ the participial form expresses a con
cept of being that is both common to many forms, since it can stand for 
whatever is, and concrete, since it can stand for whatever mood in which 
being is expressed, indicative, subjunctive, optative, or even infinitive, and in 
whatever tense, present, past, or future. But what more precisely is the mean
ing of this ens commune or this on xynon? How is it meant or understood in 
the actual exercise of judgment, especially as it is first taken in the direct ex
ercise of judgment with reference to things as given in experience?

In answering this question we must keep in mind that the concept of be-
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ing is not like any other concept that can be expressed as a predicate in the 
direct exercise of judgment, not just because it is the first concept into 
which all other concepts are ultimately resolved, but also because, even as a 
concept, it does not represent any particular kind of being, as predicates like 
“animal” or “rational” do in the direct exercise of judgment. It rather signi
fies being in its presence through such representative predicates. Hence it 
cannot be reduced to a specific difference, which would divide a genus, or 
to a genus, which would still express some difference from other genera, or 
even to the highest genera, since such categorization always entails some ex
clusion as well as inclusion. As signifying being in its actual presence, the 
concept of being is more universal than all categories or kinds; it includes 
them all within its ambit insofar as they can be critically verified with refer
ence to being.

This is so even with regard to the first and highest category of ousia, or 
substance, of which Aristotle said that it was to be the primary concern of 
the science of being as being. Even as the first or highest category, substance 
is still not as universal as being, which alone, as being, is the subject of meta
physics. The category of substance does not include the categories of quanti
ty, quality, or temporality, for example, but rather, as a category, it distinguish
es itself from these other categories, which can also be viewed as supreme 
genera along with substance. The concept of being is irreducible to any such 
supreme genera. It includes them all not as a higher genus, which would still 
make it only a category exclusive of other categories, but rather as encom
passing their diversity in a higher unity, that of being simply as being. No 
category, not even the highest genus, is absolutely universal. Only the con
cept of being is absolutely universal in that it includes whatever is in what we 
shall call its transcendental order as distinct from the predicamental order of 
categories.

The concept of being differs from a categorical concept in yet another 
way. As a concrete universal, or as common to many, it is inclusive of the 
very differences in which it is diversified. Different categories express or 
represent some of these differences of or in being. In doing so, however, they 
not only set themselves off from other categories on the same level of ab
straction, as substance sets itself off from quantity, or as quantity sets itself off 
from quality, and so on. They also abstract or set themselves off from the spe
cific differences that divide each genus. Categories in the predicamental or
der of representation can be understood without including any of the differ
ences, specific or individual, that might divide the genus or the species. The 
genus “animal,” for example, can be understood without knowing whether
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the animal in question is rational or nonrational. Similarly, the species “hu
man” can be understood without knowing whether the individual in ques
tion is Socrates or Plato. “Being,” on the other hand, cannot be abstract in 
this way. Though it is common or most universal, it has to include all real 
differences, individual as well as specific and generic, because these differ
ences too are part of what is, and hence come under the concept of being.

This is not to say that the science of being as being has to go into all of 
these differences in detail, which is the realm of particular sciences. It can fo
cus primarily on what is substantial in being, as Aristotle suggests at the be
ginning of Book Gamma of the Metaphysics. But even in doing so it still en
compasses the accidental in being as it relates to the substantial, as Aristotle 
shows by the example he gives of how substance is primary in relation not 
only to what is accidental but also to coming to be and ceasing to be. The 
concept of being thus has its own logic that has to be distinguished from the 
logic of ordinary concepts in the predicamental order of representation. Our 
first task, then, in exploring the meaning of our first conception of being has 
to be to bring out this peculiar logic, at least as it sets “being” off from the 
logic of other concepts. In doing this we shall come to a first understanding 
of what Heidegger calls “ontological difference.” But we shall see also that 
this “difference” must be formulated in way that is slightly different from 
that of Heidegger.

After this clarification of the logic of being, we shall then proceed to a 
more positive consideration of how being includes its differences, that is, 
through analogy rather than through merely univocal predication. This will 
be a more dialectical consideration, as distinct from a merely logical or for
mal consideration, and it will lead us back to a better understanding of being 
in act as that in which differences are actualized or as that which is to be un
derstood in composition with its differences, and not apart or in abstraction 
from them.





CHAPTER 3

The Logic of Being

In s o f a r  as m e ta p h y s ic s  follows from experience, the logic of our 
first conception of being must go back to the way we come to know be

ing in experience. Insofar as it begins in the reflection that is found in any 
exercise of judgment, this logic must begin by a reflection on what we have 
referred to as the direct exercise of judgment. Though the logic we begin 
with in this way is itself an indirect exercise of judgment that turns or hinges 
on an actual exercise of judgment, the concept with which it begins is not a 
pure concept that has only itself as its content, as one might think in a 
Hegelian science of logic. It is a concept that is expressed in a direct exercise 
of judgment, which entails reference to things as given in experience as well 
as to concepts that represent these things in our understanding. How is be
ing conceived in such an exercise of judgment? That is the question we must 
now answer in our reflection on the direct exercise of judgment. How is the 
concept of being expressed in such an exercise of judgment? Is there one 
key expression or are there diverse expressions for it that have to be brought 
back to one?

As expressed in the direct exercise of judgment, the concept of being 
does not represent things as other concepts do, or at least as they try to do in 
view of critical reflection. It signifies being in its actuality, as we saw in our 
reflection on the structure of judgment, not independently of representative 
concepts but through them. It is from this distinction between signification 
and representation in the exercise of judgment that we begin our logic of 
being.This will help us to understand how the concept of being can be both 
most universal and most concrete at the same time.

From that we shall see why the notion of being cannot be expressed in 
terms of genus and specific differences but rather as a structure in which 
essence, which can be represented through concepts, is distinguished from 
being as act.This will give us not only our first understanding of ontological
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difference, but also an understanding of how essence is to be taken as a 
mode of being rather than as a being. With this understanding of essence we 
shall then see why the concept of being does not yield either essentialism or 
existentialism, but rather a unity or a composition of essence and being in 
act in which essence limits the act. Thus we shall come to an understanding 
of differences as integral to the concept of being and conclude with the idea 
of the concept of being as transcendent.

3. i The Mode of Signifying Being
Let us begin, then, by reflecting on the way we signify being in the actu

al exercise of judgment or the way the concept of being signifies when we 
use it as a substantive, as when we say something is a being. This way of sig
nifying is the expression of our way of understanding our first conception of 
being. What do we think of as being when we say that something is? Aquinas 
writes that being signifies according to the mode of a certain concretion and 
composition. Ens significat per modum cuiusdam concretionis et compositionis (Sent 
I, 8, i, i, 3). Let us take this as the cue for articulating our first understanding 
of being.

First, we should recall that signifying is not the same as representing. We 
represent things through our concepts of what they are, but we do not speak 
of them as being through such representation. Being is what we refer to in 
the act of critical reflection on the representations in or of our understand
ing. We do not properly represent being as being through the understanding. 
We represent some particularity of being and through this representation 
signify being as we reflect on the representation in the exercise of judgment. 
In signifying we refer to being, which encompasses the representation, or 
what is represented, even as it transcends it in referring to actual being.

To say that being signifies according to a mode of concretion is to keep 
in mind that the exercise of judgment always starts from experience, which 
is for us the concrete. In experience we always refer to a this or a that here 
and now, in some place or other at some time or other. This or that, or what 
we shall refer to as “thisness” or “haecceity,” will therefore be a necessary as
pect of our understanding of being, since the direct exercise of judgment, 
from which we have to begin, always includes a reference to this or that, ei
ther immediately in particular judgments or mediately in universal judg
ments. For us being will always signify a this or a that.

But this or that is never understood as merely this or that. It is always un
derstood as something to be interpreted, as having determinations to be un
derstood. Being for us is not just a pure this or that. It is a determinate this or
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that or a thing with determinations. And it is to get at these determinations 
of being that we raise questions for understanding about this or that which 
presents itself. Answers to such questions are representations of the under
standing which call for critical reflection.

Thus, in addition to this or that, our understanding of being also includes 
determinations, among which we may distinguish some that are only inci
dental to this or that, in the sense that they do not determine a being in 
what it is, and some that are more essential, in the sense that they do deter
mine a being according to what it is. This distinction is not always easy to 
work out for any particular being, but our sense of being tells us that what a 
thing is is a necessary aspect of its being, perhaps even more than its haecce- 
ity, since what something is is always more significant than merely that it is a 
this or a that, prescinding from all determination. There is more to being this 
human, for example, than to being this chair. Concrete as this or that might 
sound, in itself it remains quite abstract apart from all determination. “This” 
can refer to the wall in front of me, to the chair I am sitting on, or to myself. 
“Now” can refer to 10:30 in the morning or to high noon as the day goes 
on. Concretion without interpretation is meaningless and therefore cannot, 
by itself, signify being.

Because interpretation answers to the question what?, we shall refer to 
this aspect of being as “whatness,” o r“quiddity.”This does not necessarily in
clude all the determinations of being, since quiddity refers only to certain 
determinations of a this we consider as pertaining to its very being in such a 
way that, without them, it could not be, or be what it is. Quiddity is so nec
essary to being as we understand it that we cannot think of being except as 
some thing or as some what, aliquid.

This does not exclude other, nonquidditative determinations from being 
thought of as being as well or from constituting a necessary aspect of being 
as we understand it. Accidental determinations as distinct from quidditative 
determinations of this or that are real, even necessary aspects of being as we 
know it in experience, and they have to be included in any complete articu
lation of the notion of being. But here we shall include them generally un
der the notion of quiddity in the same way that the questions why, or how, 
or how many times can be included under questions for understanding what 
something is. We shall deal with the complexity of these determinations of 
being later on. Here, in articulating our first understanding of being, it is 
enough to speak of it as entailing an order of quiddity or of determinations 
that constitutes another necessary aspect, along with thisness, of what we 
mean by being.
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Besides these two aspects of being, however, that of haecceity and that of 
quiddity, there is yet an ulterior aspect that is expressed in the exercise of 
judgment by the very verb is, over and above what is expressed in the terms 
of judgment, as when we say that this is a human being or that is a chair or 
snow is white. This is a third aspect, so to speak, of what we signify in speak
ing of being and, though it is not expressed in the terms of any judgment, it 
is not to be overlooked in our logic of the concept of being. It is often spo
ken of as the order of existence over and above the order of determinations 
or quiddity. But the idea of existence tends to reify this third aspect of our 
understanding of being, as if it were a thing or another quiddity besides the 
quiddity already expressed in the second aspect. This is a danger we must 
guard against in speaking of ontological difference. What we signify in the 
verb ‘is’ must not be thought of as another quiddity than the first one we 
have already identified on the level of understanding, nor even as a differ
ence from that difference, but rather as an act, the act of being, in composi
tion with quiddity or difference.

To refer to this third aspect of our understanding of being in the direct 
exercise of judgment, it is better to use the infinitive, ‘be,’ as the ancients did 
and as Heidegger has done in the framework of modern ontology. If we 
prescind from haecceity and quiddity in the way we signify being, there ap
pears to be something infinite about the act itself, whether of signifying or 
of being. If I leave out the subject (S) and the predicate (P) of any judgment 
in which I affirm something as being, I am left with only the infinitive be, 
which I do not say is as such, but which I always understand as limited or 
fmitized by the terms of the judgment. I do not say “I be a human being” or 
“that be a chair.” Whenever I signify something as being I always conjugate 
the verb in accordance with the terms of the judgment in which I express 
what I signify, which is to limit what I mean by be to what is expressed in 
these terms. But the be that is always conjugated with terms in this way is 
nevertheless something to be distinguished as the be of a this or a that and of 
this particular kind of determinate being or that particular kind of determi
nate being.

When we think of it this way, be may represent an ontological distinction, 
if not strictly a difference, which can be spoken of as the “be of being,” as 
Heidegger was inclined to put it. But we should keep in mind that the dif
ference or the distinction is not strictly between be and being. It is rather a 
distinction within the concept of being as a whole between be and the quid- 
ditative determinations of the being in question or the subject of these deter
minations taken as this or that. In other words, be is a third aspect of our con-
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cept of being with respect to the first two aspects of the same concept, not 
with respect to the concept as a whole, with reference to which it is under
stood as in composition with these first two aspects.

What is meant by composition here is the way in which thisness and what- 
ness, as expressed in the terms of a judgment, limit be when it is conjugated 
with them in any particular judgment. Just as the exercise of judgment en
tails a composition of either affirmation or negation with terms, so also our 
concept of being entails a composition of what is referred to in affirmation 
or negation, be or not be, with a this or a that and its determinations. We 
come to some judgment about things only through asking questions about a 
this or a that given in experience, questions for understanding, which lead us 
to intelligible determinations of this or that, as well as questions for reflec
tion. Questions for reflection, which refer to being in act, are mediated by 
the determinations we arrive at in our understanding so that what is under
stood as affirmed or denied in actuality is understood as limited by these de
terminations. We exercise critical judgment only insofar as we understand. 
Similarly, what we say is in answer to questions for reflection, whatever it be, 
is understood as being in composition with thisness and whatness.

There is no way of defining “being” according to genus and specific dif
ference, since “being” as a concept includes whatever can be thought of as 
genera or differences in being, and is not itself included in any of them as 
concepts. But there is a way of expressing what we mean by the concept as 
that which is known or affirmed in the direct exercise of judgment. We 
speak of the exercise of judgment, rather than just a particular judgment, in 
order to bring out the performative act found in any particular judgment in 
composition with its terms, but not expressed by the terms. Such an act is 
common to many particular judgments insofar as they are part of an actual 
exercise of judgment, but in each particular judgment it is limited by the 
terms of the judgment.

So it is in the exercise of judgment. So it is also in the concept of the be
ing that is affirmed in this exercise of intelligence. In it there is an act that is 
understood as entering into composition with thisness and quidditative de
terminations, which in turn are understood as limiting that act. Just as the 
actual exercise of judgment appears as infinite in comparison with any par
ticular judgment, so also the be or the actual aspect of being appears as infi
nite in comparison with thisness and particular determinations of any sort. 
But in the concrete composition, whether of an actual judgment or an actu
al being, the act is always understood as limited and finite in accordance 
with the thisness and determinations of the being that is affirmed.
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To sum up, then, we can say that our first concept of being, as it relates to 
what is given in experience, entails three aspects: an aspect of concrete this- 
ness; an aspect of determinations, which can be predicated of a this or a that; 
and an aspect of actuality, which enters into composition with determina
tions already in synthesis with a concrete this or that. These three aspects are 
not three of one and the same kind. In fact, we hesitate even to call them 
“aspects,” since aspects are like determinations and could pertain to only one 
of the three ingredients of the notion of being we wish to distinguish. We 
hesitate to call them “ingredients” as well, things that go into something like 
one’s favorite recipe, since that would give the impression that the three start 
off by being understood as independent of one another. This is not how our 
concept of being is first understood in the direct exercise of judgment. Each 
of the three aspects or ingredients we distinguish is to be understood in rela
tion to the others. There is no thisness without whatness and no whatness 
without thisness. Any this or that is always understood as having some deter
minations, which we try to express as predicates at least in some of the first 
judgments we come to, as when we say “this is green,” “this is spherical,” or 
“this is human.” On the other hand, any determination is always understood 
as the determination of a this or a that, for it is not part of our judgment to 
say that there is greenness, or sphericality, or humanity apart from a this or a 
that. In fact the two together, thisness and whatness, or this with its particu
lar determinations, already constitute a certain synthesis in our understand
ing which is then related to actuality in the act of critical reflection, what we 
can call with Aquinas the synthesis of concretion.

The actuality, however, even as an aspect or an ingredient of our concept 
of being, is not like thisness or whatness. Nor is it like the synthesis of both. 
It is rather that with which the first or the concretizing synthesis of what
ness with thisness is understood to be in composition when we affirm some 
this with its determinations, as when we say, “this is a human being” or “that 
is a solar system.” Actuality is a third within the concept of being, but not as 
a this or a that, nor as a quidditative determination of any kind. It is simply be 
as an act, something more positive than thisness or whatness in being, but yet 
found or disclosing itself only in whatness and thisness. Though we distin
guish actuality from thisness and whatness in our conception of being, it is 
not part of our direct exercise of judgment, in which our conception of be
ing is first expressed, to affirm that there is actuality apart from this or that 
which is given in experience with its determinations.Whether such an affir
mation could be part of our judgment in an indirect exercise of judgment 
remains to be seen. All that we can say here, with regard to the direct exer-



cise of judgment, is that there is actuality only where there is thisness and 
whatness.
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3.2 The Structure of Our Understanding of Being
Given this mode signifying being in the direct exercise of judgment, 

however, we have to think of our first conception of being not as a simple 
apprehension, but as a structured concept with a twofold synthesis, the con
cretizing synthesis of certain universal determinations with a this or a that 
and the composition of this synthesis with be or an act of being that has to be 
thought of as a higher synthesis than the first. To understand this entire 
structure properly we must begin from the higher synthesis as containing 
the lower synthesis.

Thus we begin our conception of being not with a pure concept of pure 
be, which is the same as pure nothing, as Hegel does in his Science of Logic. 
We begin rather with what he speaks of later on as determinate being, or 
Dasein. Pure be is not said to be in any positive sense by Hegel. It is only 
taken as a moment in a dialectic with pure nothing that immediately re
solves itself into the totality of becoming, which is said to be their first and 
only truth, a totality that in turn subsides immediately into a stable unity 
“which is as being [als seiend] or has the form of a one-sided immediate unity 
of these moments [that is, the moments o f‘pure be’ and ‘pure nothing’], is 
the be-there [das Dasein]” (WL I 93/106).What Hegel says about pure be 
makes some sense from the standpoint of becoming. If becoming is the first 
totality we can speak of in truth, as Hegel claims, then pure be can be un
derstood as pure being in potency, but as such it is still without actuality or, 
as Hegel says, it is pure nothing. Becoming, however, is not the first concep
tion into which all other conceptions are to be resolved, as we argued in es
tablishing that being as being is the subject of our consideration. The first to
tality of which we speak in truth is being, not as being in potency, but as 
being in act in composition with determinations and thisness. We are not yet 
asking how such a totality has come to be, as we shall do later on in speaking 
of becoming. We are only asking how such a being is to be understood in its 
structure. What is truly at hand at the beginning of metaphysics is what 
Hegel calls Dasein, that which is there (da) as a this given in experience with 
determinations.

In speaking of the be of being as the subject of his consideration, Heideg
ger is much closer to the truth of this beginning for metaphysics. There is 
implied in his understanding of “ontological difference” some structure in 
this totality of be and being, even though at times Heidegger borrows
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Hegel’s language of pure be to speak of be in the ontological difference as 
the nothing of being. If we take be as something positive, rather than as 
nothing, in this totality we come to an understanding of being in act as 
something more positive than either thisness or whatness or both taken to
gether in our first conception of being.

It is not clear whether Heidegger ever did this himself, because he always 
spoke of the ontological difference generally as a difference between be and 
being. What we are saying here is that the difference, or the distinction, is not 
precisely one between be and being. It is more one between be and the con
cretizing synthesis of thisness and whatness within the totality we name “be
ing.” In other words, the difference or the distinction we make is one be
tween components of what we understand as being in its totality, and not 
between being and any one of its components. This is what enables us to 
speak of be as something positive in being, and never merely as nothing. It is 
also what enables us to think of be as more intelligible than the other com
ponents of our conception, and therefore as a subject for questioning beyond 
what we speak of as the determinations of being. But it does not enable us to 
raise the question of be as a second question of being independently of the 
determinations of being, as Heidegger appears to have tried to do. If we dis
tinguish be from whatness and thisness within our conception of being, it is 
not to separate it from these determinations or to differentiate it from them 
as if it were another difference. It is only to understand it as in composition 
with these determinations. In what sense this distinction or composition is 
to be understood as real in being itself remains to be determined later on. 
For the moment we are only trying to understand it as part of our first con
ception of being as expressed in the direct exercise of judgment.

The actuality of being, which we can refer to as the be of being, has to be 
understood as an act that contains the intelligibility of the fact as understood 
or interpreted but in a higher order, the order of being itself, which is high
er than the order of determinations, let alone the order of thisness and that- 
ness, but this act is still conjoined for us to the first order of fact as found in 
experience. It is the act that can be understood as that which discloses things 
in their being for critical reflection and as the synthesis of syntheses in our 
concept of being.

It is well and good to call philosophy back, as Heidegger does, to the task 
of thinking the be of being at the end of metaphysics in technologized sci
ence. That is indeed the task of metaphysics as it continues or resumes after 
the modern metaphysics of Hegel called “Logic.” But our conception of this 
task must not lose sight of the fact that be opens up for us only in composi-
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tion with the determinations of a this or that that are understood as a part of 
being in technologized science. Whether and in what sense the be of being 
shows itself as the ground and how this ground shows itself as presence 
(Ende 62/374) is something that still has to be worked out metaphysically. 
But in the working out we must not try to think be, or Sein, as if it could be 
understood apart from its composition with determinations in the concrete. 
As pedestrian as this concept of being might seem, it is still the fundamental 
framework from which all intelligibility derives for us, including that of ac
tual presencing. Even if the be of being is the ultimate opening for us of all 
that is, it is still known initially or originally as an aspect of the being we 
know concretely or as the act of this being that is at the same time a particu
lar kind of being.

It is important to note that, if we think of pure be as pure act, this act has 
to be thought of as infinite, unlimited by any of the differences of whatness 
and thisness, not as something merely indeterminate, as Hegel did at the be
ginning of his Logic. It has to be thought of as something more positive and 
beyond all determinations. To be sure, the act of being does not present itself 
abstractly in this way in our first conception of being. As it first presents it
self concretely in experience or in the direct exercise of judgment, it is the 
act of a this, which is not nothing by itself, but which is understood more 
positively with its determinations. These determinations, viewed abstractly, 
can also be understood as determinations in another this or that, like the col
or white can be a determination of that wall as well as this paper. As such 
they represent something more positive about a this or a that than just its 
thisness, especially when the determination represented is something essen
tial to this, as when I say “this is a human being.” The determination “hu
man” is more positive than just this or that, for example, Socrates or Plato, as 
bare particulars not only in that it is found in both Socrates and Plato but 
also in that it entails more than just being a this or a that, which could be just 
a chair rather than a human.

Determinations can thus be understood as infinite, not absolutely, since 
determinations are still finite with respect to one another, in that one is not 
the other and is limited by the other even in one and the same this, but still 
as infinite with respect to just this or that, so that in its concretion or in its 
synthesis with this or that each determination is understood as limited by this 
or that, of which it is predicated. The white I affirm in being is not white
ness in general, nor the whiteness of many things, but the whiteness of only 
this or that, no matter how many thises or thats may actually be white. The 
human I affirm in being is not some separate form, nor the humanity of
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many individuals, but the humanity of this or that individual. Thisness is thus 
understood as restricting its determinations to only itself. Even if we accept 
the Platonic view of separate universal forms, these forms, or determina
tions, do not become the forms of things we know in experience except by 
restriction to some this or that. Aristotle rejected that view of separate forms 
or determinations of being precisely because it did not account for how de
terminations were found in the things of experience.

When we come to the third aspect of our concept of being, the be of be
ing over and above its determinations, we have to think of something yet 
more positive than any determination, something that is infinite not only 
with respect to thisness but also with respect to the limitations that determi
nations represent for one another. We have to think of something positively 
and absolutely infinite, since there is nothing that can be thought of as lim
iting be from outside of itself, so to speak. Only something positive, like a 
this or a determination, can limit something else, like another this or another 
determination. Outside of be there is nothing positive. There is only or sim
ply nothing, which in its purity as nothing is not a limit of anything, not 
even of being. One can only think of it as negating being and nothing more.

In this respect, our conception of the infinity of be or the act of being is 
different from our conception of the infinity of any particular determina
tion of being. It is a conception of something absolutely and positively un
limited. But what is conceived in this way is not affirmed as being in this 
way. It is affirmed only as in composition with or as restricted by whatness 
and thisness. What is affirmed in the direct exercise ofjudgment is not some 
be, pure and simple, but the be of this with its determinations. It is a finite 
being, where the be is finitized, so to speak, by determinations and thisness. 
Just as haecceity restricts quiddity, so also quiddity, as the quiddity of a this, 
restricts the be of any being we know concretely.

To speak of an absolutely unlimited act of being could raise some inter
esting questions. It would be tempting to ask whether such an act can be by 
itself, without any restriction whatsoever. But that question would take us 
far beyond anything that pertains to the logic of our first conception of be
ing into something that pertains only to the end of metaphysics, not its be
ginning. If there is such a pure act of being, it is certainly not like any being 
we know from experience. What we know from experience or in the direct 
exercise ofjudgment is an act of being or, more precisely, a being in act that 
is finite. What reflection on this direct exercise ofjudgment tells us is that 
this being is first conceived as structured, or with a distinction between be 
or the act of being and something that limits this act to its own finitude. How
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is this limitation within being as experienced to be understood? If be is to 
be taken as positively unlimited over and above thisness and its determina
tions, what is the principle of limitation in a finite being?

3.3 Essence as Mode of Actual Being
The first answer to this question of limitation is the one we have already 

given. The be of a finite being is restricted by its determinations and thisness 
or a synthesis of the two. But this answer seems to be too diffuse, if we are to 
speak more clearly of a principle of limitation in finite being. Can we speak 
more clearly of thisness and whatness as a single principle in contradistinc
tion from the be of a finite being as coprinciple? How would we name such 
a principle especially as it relates to our conception of being as a whole, and 
how would it relate to being as a whole or to the be of being within being 
as a whole?

The name we would suggest for this principle distinct from the act of be
ing in a finite being is that of essence, which has had a checkered history in 
metaphysical discourse but which has to be understood clearly as it relates to 
what we are speaking of as the act of being according to the logic we have 
been developing with regard to our first conception of being as expressed in 
the direct exercise of judgment.

The English word ‘essence’ is derived from the Latin essentia, which 
seems to have been derived from the verb ‘to be’ in its infinitive form, esse, 
much as the term ousia in Greek was derived from the verb einai, although 
ousia was derived from the participial form, and not from the infinitive. Es
sentia, however, was not used to translate ousia in all the senses in which it 
had been used in Greek, but in only one of the four meanings distinguished 
by Aristotle in book Zeta of the Metaphysics (i028b34), the one formulated 
in terms of the question what? According to this meaning, “essence” meant 
the what it was to be— to ti en einai—of something, which was rendered in 
Latin as quod quid erat esse. This is what has come to be rendered in English 
flatly as “essence.”We shall see that the Greek term ousia was also translated 
as substantia, or substance, in another context, which is akin to the idea of 
essence, since what a thing is in its substance is also its essence. But on the 
whole the term essence has tended to be used mainly with reference to what 
a thing is according to its definition. Essence is what answers to the ques
tion: What was it for something to be? Or, if we simplify the expression of 
Aristotle, it is the answer to the question what? about something given in 
experience in the attempt to get a better understanding of its being.

Now, it will be remembered that the question what? pertains to the first
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act of intelligence and that the conception of being is somehow what comes 
first in this first act of intelligence as well as in the second. To answer the 
question what? about something is to give its definition through concepts, a 
resolution that cannot go back indefinitely into prior concepts but must 
come to some first concept. That from which the process of definition be
gins, as we have seen, is precisely the concept of being taken as that which 
identifies what is to be defined. Hence in thinking of what something is we 
think of it as its essence or as that which is most proper to it in its being. To 
be sure, when we define something in terms of genus and specific differ
ence, we do not mention the idea of essence in the definition. As Aquinas 
writes, “it does not fall in the order of predicaments, except as principle” (In 
MetaphVll, 2, §1275).We only use the principle as a basis for definition. But 
as principle it is there in every definition and, in the exercise of judgment as 
a whole, it is expressed as entering into composition with and as restricting 
or defining what is said to be. Insofar as the definition of something express
es the mode of being of something, essence is then seen generally as the 
mode of being or, more precisely, as the mode of be within the structure of a 
finite being.

In this sense essence has to do with the determinations of being as given 
in experience. Insofar as all these determinations can be viewed as distinct 
from the act of being in a finite being, they can all be viewed as belonging 
in the order of essence in a broad sense with reference to the act from which 
they are distinguished. But we usually do not speak of the order of essence 
in this broad sense. We speak of it in a more restricted sense, as we shall do 
here, to include only certain determinations, those precisely that we consid
er essential to it according to what it is in its proper being, as when we say 
that what is essential to being human is being animal and being rational. 
“Animal” and “rational” are the determinations or the terms in which a hu
man being is identified or defined as a kind of being different from other 
kinds of being. In other words, human being has its essence in these deter
minations as other kinds of being have their essence in other determina
tions. In every case of a finite being it is the essential determination or the 
set of essential determinations, or the essence simply, that limits its act of be
ing. Taken in this stricter sense, essence can thus be understood as the radical 
principle of modification or limitation for the act of being at the core of any 
finite structured being.
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3.4 Essence as Standing in Being or as Thing
To speak of essence only as the mode of being or as the principle of lim

itation for its act of being, however, is not enough. This already distinguishes 
it from the act of being, but only negatively. We must speak of it also more 
positively as a standing in being.To understand a being as finite is not just to 
understand it as a composite of determinations and an act of being. It is also 
to understand essence as a way of standing in being for a this with determi
nations. Though we do not include thisness when we define something ac
cording to its essential determinations in the abstract, we do think of these 
determinations as the determinations of a this that stands in being concrete
ly in its own way. For us, in our first conception of being, an essence that is 
is always a this or a that determined in a certain way.

Initially, or as we first think of being in the direct exercise of judgment, 
we do not think of some abstract essence, an ens in genere that is only possible 
in that it could be or not be, as if he or actuality had to be added to it as an 
afterthought or as an “accident” (kata sumbebekos). Essence by itself does not 
represent a being, so that be or actuality and not be or the lack of actuality are 
then thought of as modes of essence, as if essence were the “being” we think 
of first, as in Wolffs modern logic of “being in general” or of the possible as 
possible. For us essence represents the mode of being as a determination, or 
a set of determinations, of an actual being. In the direct exercise of judgment 
we think of an actual essence which we try to represent for ourselves 
through determinations. Essence is simply the mode that identifies a finite 
being for what it is. But as such a mode of being it is a standing in composi
tion with its own act of being.

The name we have for this standing of essence in being is thing, which is 
not to be confused with the name being as we understand it in the direct ex
ercise of judgment. Following Avicenna, Aquinas explains that the name “be
ing [ens] is taken from the act of being [actus essendi], but the name of thing 
[res] expresses the quiddity or the essence of being” (Ffcr 1,1, c). In the direct 
exercise of judgment what we say is is a this or a that, some thing, with de
terminations in actuality. When we focus on some determinations of this 
thing as given in experience to express what it is in its essence, we are think
ing of it only as a thing that stands out on its own, so to speak, in being. The 
thing we are referring to is the same as the being in actuality, but in thinking 
of it as a thing we are thinking of it only as having its own determinations. A 
thing is a this with determinations, such as Socrates, the dog next door, or 
the tree in my backyard. When I name it or think of it as a being, I include
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the actuality of its being. When I name it only as a thing, I include only its 
essence or the order of determinations that constitute its essence. In trying 
to say what it is as a thing, I do not include the actuality of its being but only 
the determinations that make it what it is.Thinghood refers to what a being 
is in its modification, or to its essence. The danger or the mistake is to think 
that all there is to an actual being is its thinghood or its essence, which is also 
called its “reality” by Kant, without reference to its act of being.

We do, however, come to an order of essence, or of essences, within our 
first conception of being. If we think of many things as being, we think of 
them as each having or being an essence, for essence is thought of as some
thing concrete initially, some thing given in experience. We speak of it first as 
something in being with a term that is derived from the verb ‘to be,’ before 
we speak of it as a quiddity, a term that is derived from the act of under
standing, which raises the question what? (quid est?) in order to get at the 
essence of a being given in experience as a thing. To understand some thing 
ultimately is somehow to come to the standing of the thing in its essence. 
This is what we affirm in the exercise of judgment when we claim to have 
arrived at the truth about some thing, which is spoken of in Latin as aliquid, 
short for aliud quid, some what other than another.

To arrive at such truth about essence, or to come to an understanding of 
how things stand in being according to their essence, is not a simple matter 
of instantaneous recording, whether in visual image or word. It presupposes 
a vigorous use of intelligence as exemplified in the empirical sciences and in 
phenomenology, both of which strive to get at the quiddity or the essence 
of sensible things as given in experience. In this striving, determinations 
have to be sorted out in terms of which ones pertain to a thing according to 
what it is in its essence and which are to be predicated of the thing only in
cidentally or accidentally, that is, determinations that are real in a thing but 
that are not predicated of it in eo quod quid est. In this way we come to an 
understanding of an order of determinations even within one and the same 
thing in which some are understood as essential to the thing and some not, 
even though they may be necessitated by some other thing as well as by the 
essential determinations of the thing itself. Thus essential determinations can 
be seen as the ground for accidental determinations and the whole can be 
seen as an order of essence in contradistinction from the actuality of the be
ing as a whole. Or, alternatively, the order of essence can be viewed more 
narrowly so that it includes only those determinations that are considered 
essential to a thing. In either case the standing that we discern in being as it
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discloses itself according to determinations is viewed as essential to things, 
whose fundamental standing is precisely their essence.

Essence in the narrower sense can be understood as ground for certain 
accidental determinations of a thing that do not pertain to its essence. But it 
cannot be understood as grounding its own actuality. Be or the act of being 
is not a determination or anything pertaining to the order of essence. Nor is 
it a mere accident to essence, as it was thought to be by Avicenna. It is sim
ply the act of what is standing in its very standing. On the other hand, even 
as the act of what is standing in its essence, the act of being cannot be un
derstood as the ground of essence or of thinghood, as one might infer from 
certain expressions of Heidegger in speaking of the ontological difference. 
The be of a thing does not make it be, as if this be were before or apart from 
the thing that is made to be. Neither be nor essence are apart from one an
other in our first conception of being. They are simply and immediately in 
composition with one another in being as it presents itself in experience, 
with essence understood as the mode of actuality, so that being is always un
derstood as a thing or an essence standing in being. Essence, on the other 
hand, is simply being understood as some thing or other, which is then repre
sented in our definition as belonging to some genus and species.

To get a better sense of this intimate composition of being and its modi
fication as essence in things, let us reflect upon our own existence as thing in 
the world actualized through our own activity in the actual exercise of judg
ment or of personal decision. In one sense such activity is accidental to what 
I am as a thing in my essence, at least in the sense that I could be myself ac
tually without being in the process of making this judgment or this decision 
or in the sense that I could be making other judgments or decisions than 
those I am actually making. Nevertheless, such activity is expressive of what I 
am in being, which is why I call myself a rational animal, and precisely as 
such an expression this activity is in composition with my act of being.

Think of this activity as both real and mine. It is determinately mine. In its 
actual exercise it could not be real unless it were mine and it could not be 
mine unless it were real. But the relation between real and mine in this activ
ity is not one of merely mutual reciprocity. There is real exercise of judg
ment or decision, such as yours, that is not mine.This is not to say that there 
is real exercise of judgment or decision in general. There is real exercise of 
judgment or decision only in my activity or in yours or in someone else’s. In 
other words, there is real exercise of judgment or decision only according to 
someone’s personal mode. In my case, the activity is real only on the condition
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that it is mine, just as in your case it is real only on the condition that it is yours. 
In this we find the relation of modification that is necessary for something 
to be real in our experience. The actual exercise of judgment or decision 
cannot be real without being mine, or yours, or someone else’s, always ac
cording to each one’s standing in being.

At the same time, however, the activity I am reflecting on is not mine ex
cept insofar as it is real. Within the very spontaneity of my activity I experi
ence a certain particularity within a more universal reality or a certain pas
sivity with regard to being as a whole, which imposes itself, as it were, so that 
what I do I accept with a certain necessity as really mine. This is like saying 
that, while Socrates is actually sitting, it is necessary that he be sitting, even if 
he could get up at any moment. In my actual exercise of judgment or deci
sion I still only find myself really exercising judgment or decision and I find 
that this activity is mine only insofar as it is real. This is how being discloses it
self, with a certain necessity that I accept, at least to the extent that when I 
find myself acting in a certain way I have to say that it is part of my being or 
my part in being to be doing so at that moment. I understand my activity as 
part of what is real, as a participation in being which is at the same time a 
modification of being. The being that I experience immediately in my ac
tivity is a modified be or act of being from the very beginning.

Similarly, the being that I experience in myself as a whole, as a thing, as 
this human essence, or as subject, is a modified act of being. There are other 
human beings in my experience and other kinds of being or essences as 
well, each with its own act of being. There is no be in general. There is only 
the be that is I or the be that is you or the be of any other kind of being, with 
the understanding that be is always modified or diversified according to di
ffering essences with their own standing in being. In other words, I experi
ence being as diversified in different essences. In fact, I never experience be
ing except as diversified and individualized, and it is the relation of this 
diversification and individualization in the order of essence to being or to 
the be of being that has to be interpreted metaphysically. Esse est diversum in 
diversis (De Ente, 6). How is this diversity to be understood in the logic of 
structured finite being?

3.5 From the Predicamental to the Transcendental Conception 
of Being and Its Differences

There can be no doubt that the notion of being is the most universal that 
we can have in mind. It can be said of everything that is, even of things that 
are not, for we do say that they are not. Even nothing comes under “being”
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in some sense, although not in the sense of any thing that is. Nothing is a 
limit for being. It “is” more as a limit for what we say is, for it is not. It is ex
cluded from being, but what is excluded is nothing, which is another way of 
saying how universal “being” is: it excludes nothing, or it includes everything 
there is. If, then, there are differences in being, how does our initial under
standing of being include these in its very universality or commonality?

Universality is associated with the predicate in the exercise of judgment. 
There are universal judgments in which the subject is universal, as when we 
say of human being that it is mortal or of snow that it is white. But such 
judgments usually come after judgments in which a this or a that has been 
identified as human or as snow. At least at the beginning, the exercise of di
rect judgment starts from individuals identified only as this or that. This is a 
human being. That is snow. But even in the most primitive judgment about 
this or that, the predicate (P) is always universal. There are no real judgments 
in which the predicate is simply this or that. Even when we try to make a 
predicate of this or that, we do not say, “this is this” or “that is that.” We say 
“this is a this” or “that is a that.”We turn “this” and “that” into universal, as 
we have been doing in speaking of thisness.The expression “that is that,” as 
it is sometimes used to put an end to a discussion, is not a judgment. It does 
not predicate anything about “that.” It simply stops at a singular that, with
out saying anything more about it.

Hence in the exercise of judgment a predicate term is always understood 
as universal, which means that it can be predicated of many and not just of 
one this or that. Even if a predicate, such as “mountain 29,002 feet high,” is 
applied in fact only to one thing in the world, namely, to Mt. Everest, it is 
still thought of as applicable to other things. Once I have the idea of a 
mountain that high, regardless of how I get the measurement, I can ask 
whether it applies to more than one mountain. It is only after I have deter
mined that there is no other mountain this high that I will speak of Everest 
as the highest mountain. In making this judgment I take a predicate, which 
is of itself universal, namely, “mountain 29,002 feet high,” and say that it ap
plies to only one mountain. I speak of Everest as the highest only because I 
know of no other mountain higher or the same height. As a universal, how
ever, the predicate (P) does open up the question as to whether it is applica
ble to more than one thing. In its universality it is the medium through 
which questions for understanding arise about different things given in ex
perience. That is part of its dynamic function in the exercise of judgment.

On the other hand, as we have just said, the subject (S) in the direct exer
cise of judgment is not understood initially as universal, but rather as a sin-
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gular this or that, until we start speaking more theoretically about universal 
subjects. If we reflect on this singular function of this or that in the direct ex
ercise of judgment, we find in it an ontological reference to something in it
self, a thing in itself, as Kant put it, for which a predicate has yet to be for
mulated. Kant argues for the necessity of positing such a thing in itself in 
order to ground sense knowing of “phenomenal objects,” or objects of ex
perience. Though he posits the thing as noumenal, he finds nothing to say 
about it, noumenally, though there may be plenty to say about it phenome
nally, that is, in predicates about a thing of experience.

The point about the ontological reference in this or that taken as singular, 
however, is that this or that as the subject (S) of a judgment stands directly for 
the thing as it is in itself prior to understanding. As such it cannot be predi
cated of anything else, but is thought of as a subject (S), or, as we are more 
apt to say in modern thought, an object about which different concepts 
could be predicated. It is what Aristotle calls “first substance,” which he sig
nifies simply as tode ti, “this something here,” and which is to be distin
guished from what he calls “second substance,” or substance understood as a 
universal and therefore as predicable of more than one first substance, as I 
can predicate the second substance “human” of two “first substances” such as 
Socrates and Plato. Logically speaking, then, this or that is only an ontologi
cal point of reference for beginning to exercise judgment.

Eventually, as we do come to make universal judgments, in which we 
speak more theoretically of “second substance” rather than directly of “first 
substance,” we do not think of the universal subjects of our judgments as be
ing in their universality.We think of them only as universal concepts applica
ble, only presumably perhaps, to some this or that or to several of them. For 
example, in the judgment, “human being is humorous,” the subject “human 
being” is predicable of many, such as Jane, Mary, and John. There have been 
those, like Plato and others, who, in order to uphold what moderns would 
call the “objective truth” of universal judgments, have claimed that universal 
as we conceive them do have a reality of their own in some separate sphere 
of being. But the truth claim of such universal judgments does not require 
such objectification or reification of universal concepts as such.

The proper exercise of judgment, in which truth is to be found, does not 
require a one-to-one correspondence between concepts or parts of con
cepts and reality or parts of reality. In the use of universal concepts as sub
jects in the exercise of judgment there continues to be an ontological refer
ence as well as in the bare or preconceptual indication of this or that, but this 
ontological reference is not found in some direct correspondence between
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an abstract concept or determination and some separate sphere of being 
apart from experience. It is found only through the mediation of this or that 
in the ontological reference to being as given in experience. In other words, 
the ontological reference has to be concretized and it is concretized only in 
this or that. This does not take away from the truth of concepts in the exer
cise of judgment, but it does set concepts off as abstract, and therefore as cut 
off from being, so to speak, when the concretion of this or that is left out of 
consideration.

Abstraction, of course, is not of itself a source of error, unless we keep on 
trying to make a direct connection between abstract universal and a corre
sponding separate sphere of reality for our abstractions. Abstraction is an in
tegral part of our inquiry into being as given in experience. Thanks to ab
straction from this or that, concepts can exercise their dynamic function in 
the exercise of judgment. Without abstraction from this or that we would be 
without categories of understanding and hence without questions for un
derstanding. In metaphysics we would be unable to speak of haecceity, or 
quiddity, or the be of being, all of which are abstractions in our indirect exer
cise of judgment, much as the categories of understanding and the different 
concepts of things are abstractions in the direct exercise of judgment, 
whether in empirical sciences or in phenomenology. Such abstraction opens 
the way for us into being itself, though always through reference to the con
crete.

The use of abstraction, however, is not limited to the difference between 
a this and a that. There are also other differences from which we can abstract 
in focusing on one category of being rather than another. These are differ
ences that can be expressed in concepts and that give rise to our under
standing of different kinds of being, which we tend to classify according to 
categories that go from the more particular to the more universal, with the 
most universal understood as the highest or the supreme genera. As we rise 
from one degree of abstraction to another, we prescind from more and more 
differences and come to concepts that can be predicated of more and more 
beings in a way that is removed from concretion. We arrive at concepts like 
“body,” for example, which can be predicated of all sorts of beings without 
reference to whether they are living or not, or like “substance,” which can 
be predicated of something without reference even as to whether it is body 
or not. All this takes place within our universal conception of being that sig
nifies according to a mode of concretion. It takes place according to differ
ences that have to be understood as differences of being, but which never
theless are conceived abstractly in our understanding.
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The question for us, then, at this point of our logic is this: How do all 
these differences relate to being as we conceive it initially and how does the 
conception of being itself, in its concretion, differ from the conception of 
abstract categories that are expressed only as predicates in the exercise of 
judgment?

We do not merely classify things. We also conceive them in their different 
kinds. We see them as coming under categories according to genus and spe
cific difference and according to different levels of genericity.The Porphyre- 
an tree of categories is a good illustration of this. Suppose we define the hu
man being as rational animal. “Animal” is then seen as proximate genus, with 
the specific difference of “rational” as opposed to “nonrational,” another 
difference specified only negatively but referring to a wide diversity of ani
mals thought of as merely sentient, which is what all animals are in com
mon. “Animal” itself, however, can be seen at the same time as a difference 
in a “higher” genus called “living,” where “animal” is now opposed to “non- 
sentient,” another difference specified only negatively but now referring to a 
wide diversity of plants thought of as merely living. Similarly we can go on 
to think of “body” as a still “higher” genus, with “living” and “nonliving” as 
the differences, until we come finally to “substance” as the “highest” genus, 
with “material” and “nonmaterial” as the differences. This may not be the 
most searching way to formulate categories for understanding. Other ways 
of lining up categories and differences can be thought up, many of which 
might be more appropriate for certain purposes, scientific as well as practi
cal. But this way can serve to illustrate the mode of categorical or predica- 
mental thinking in any one of its forms, where abstraction is the rule.

Let us now come back to the definition of “human being” as “rational 
animal.” What is the relation between the genus and the specific difference 
in this definition? Both of the notes in the definition are predicated of hu
man being according to its essence or according to what it is— in eo quod quid 
est. In the concrete they must be understood together as pertaining to some 
this or that. In fact, the specific difference, “rational,” cannot be understood 
apart from its genus, at least not in the way we understand “rational” initial
ly, that is, as a specific characteristic of certain animals. But the genus, “ani
mal,” can be understood apart from the specific difference. In anthropology, 
for example, the remains of individuals dating from very early times can be 
identified as those of an animal without knowing whether that animal was 
rational or not.The genus, “animal,” prescinds perfectly from the specific dif
ference, “rational” or “nonrational.” It is perfectly abstract, in the sense that I
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can understand something as “animal,” that is, as sentient living thing, with
out yet understanding any specific difference.

This does not mean that there can be an animal without a specific differ
ence, that is, that is not either rational or nonrational. But that is not due to 
the genus as such or in its abstraction. It is due to the fact that when I speak 
of a genus in the exercise of judgment I always understand that it has to be 
specified. The genus as such does not exist.What exists is a genus with a spe
cific difference and, if I know the genus of a thing, I must further investigate 
to discover its specific difference, as happens in the study of fossils in anthro
pology, for example. I can understand the genus without understanding the 
specific difference.The genus contains its specific difference only potentially, 
so to speak, insofar as it abstracts from that difference. Conscious of a genus 
as abstract, however, I am led to inquire as to what its specific difference is in 
the concrete.

The same holds for every genus as we move up the Porphyrean tree. The 
genus “living” abstracts completely from its specific difference, “sentient” or 
“nonsentient,” as does “body” from “living” or “nonliving” and “substance” 
from “material” or “nonmaterial.” In fact, it holds not only in the category 
of substance, but also in any one of the other supreme categories, whether it 
be that of quality, quantity, relation, or any other supreme genus one might 
wish to distinguish. In the exercise of judgment we think of the modes of 
being as proportionate to the modes of our categoreal predication. But the 
modes of predicating are thought of as abstract, whereas the modes of being 
are not. Each genus delimits a certain aspect of being as distinct from other 
genera and applies only to that category of being, to the exclusion of other 
genera as well as specific differences.

The notion of being, however, while being more universal than any one 
of the supreme genera one might wish to distinguish, is not abstract in this 
way. As we saw, it signifies according to a mode of concretion and composi
tion. We do not think being except as having modes. This is so true that we 
think of the most fundamental mode of a being as its essence. The categories 
we formulate are thought of as more or less adequate expressions of these 
modes of being. In our exercise of judgment we try to follow the mode of a 
determinate being as closely as possible, that is, we strive critically to arrive 
at an adequate conception of its mode of being in truth.

But our conception of being itself does not follow the mode of our ex
pression in categoreal predication. Even as a universal, unlike any genus, “be
ing” is not abstract. It has to include its differences, for these differences are



io8 THE M E A N IN G  OF BEING

understood as real and therefore as actually coming under the concept of 
being, unlike the differences of a genus which are understood as coming un
der it only potentially, that is, only insofar as the genus enters the actual ex
ercise of judgment as a predicate. If the differences, whether generic, specif
ic, or individual, did not come under “being,” they would not be understood 
as being or real; they would be nothing, which alone is excluded from “be
ing.” Hence, as real, differences have to be included in the understanding of 
being, unlike specific differences, which do not have to be included in the 
understanding of their genus.

In contrast to this conception of being as the concrete universal, that is, as 
the universal that contains its differences, we might consider the notion of 
being as proposed by Suarez, who is at the origin of modern essentialism. 
For him the differences of being could not be understood in abstraction 
from being, much as a specific difference, such as “rational,” cannot be un
derstood in abstraction from its genus, namely, “animal.” If individuality is a 
difference of being, it cannot be understood apart from being, much as ra
tionality cannot be understood apart from animality. But for Suarez this did 
not hold if we reverse our consideration from the side of the particular to 
the side of the universal. Though the differences could not be understood 
apart from being, being could be understood apart from its differences.

For Suarez, the concept of being was not only one, but also most simple 
(DM II, i & 2), rather than structured or composed, as we have been arguing 
here. In this the concept was likened to a genus. In fact, Suarez argued that it 
had to be thought of as a sort of highest genus containing all differences, in
cluding not only those between substance and accidents, or the highest gen
era in the order of predication as understood by Aristotle, but also more im
portantly for an onto-theology those between created and uncreated being, 
since both the created and the uncreated had to be thought of as coming 
equally under the common concept of “being.” As such, the concept of be
ing was understood not only as most simple but also as completely abstract. 
It did not signify according to a mode of concretion and composition, as we 
have argued, but only according to the mode of an abstract name or genus.

For Suarez the “objective concept” of being as understood at the begin
ning or as defining the nature of metaphysics as a science was only a name 
(nomen) and not a participle (DM II, 4). As a name it signified only accord
ing to a mode of abstraction and simplification, as the name does when it is 
taken out of its place in the exercise of judgment. Whereas the participle in
cludes some reference to time as well as to the concrete this or that, the ab
stract name in its simplicity does not. It prescinds perfectly from all differ-
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ences, leaving us only with a concept of being as possible. Suarez speaks of 
this name as expressing “that which has real essence [habeas essentiam realem],” 
which, he adds, means something not fictitious or chimerical. But what he 
means by “real essence” is one that is only apt to really exist (apta ad realiter 
existendum), not one that actually presents itself as being in experience. All 
that is required for such an essence to be “real,” according to Suarez, besides 
its not being merely made up as a chimera by intelligence, is that it involve 
no repugnance in itself. This is how, in taking the place of the participle, the 
name “being” transforms the question of being into a question of the possi
ble and opens the way to modern essentialism. It simply omits any reference 
to actuality, along with temporality and concrete thisness, as part of our ini
tial conception of being. In other words, it prescinds completely from all di
fferences and omits them from the universality of being, as if they were 
nothing.

Our claim is that the differences are included actually in the universal 
conception of being understood not only as a participle but also as a com
plex or structured concept. They are not included just potentially, as in the 
case of the differences for a genus, even though we may have yet to identify 
these differences clearly in a further inquiry followed by a further exercise of 
judgment. Our initial conception of being calls for clarification in terms of 
differences that are at first affirmed only confusedly.

When I know that something is, I include in what I mean by is all its real 
differences, even though I may not know all these differences clearly. In fact, 
I understand that in order to know this something as a being I shall have to 
discover its differences as it discloses itself to me, especially in its essential 
mode of being. When I see X  approaching in the distance, I see it as some
thing, a substance perhaps, then as a living body, then as a rational animal, 
and finally perhaps as my friend Socrates. The being that I first identified 
confusedly I eventually know fully and clearly in his differences. Similarly, 
when an astronomer discovers a new phenomenon in the heavens, or a new 
blip on an instrument, the astronomer has to go through a process of identi
fication and clarification as to what it is, what kind of thing it is if it is more 
than a blip on an instrument, what size it is, and so on. Throughout the en
tire process of learning, the dynamic of our initial concept of being is at 
work even more radically than any particular concept within the science of 
astronomy. We have a sense of something real that at first is quite confused 
but that becomes clearer and clearer as we discover its being more precisely 
or as being discloses itself in its differences. Being, as it actually presents itself 
in experience, elicits the entire process of investigation and learning from
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start to finish. To know being more clearly, or to learn more about it, is to 
come to know it in its differences.

This tells us something about how being is understood in its commonal
ity or as ens commune at the beginning of metaphysics. To know being only 
generally or in communi is not yet to know it fully. It is to know it only in a 
confused way, which calls for clarification through differences. To know be
ing fully we must come to these differences, which are not added to “being” 
as a specific difference is added to an abstract genus, but are understood as 
already contained in “being,” though not known clearly. It was with an un
erring metaphysical sense that Descartes sought only clear and distinct ideas. 
He fell short, however, only in thinking that ideas could be clarified apart 
from, or prior to, any reference to our first conception of being in experi
ence, which is never in doubt. It is from an understanding of differences as 
already contained in being that the process of investigation begins in any or
der of human inquiry. It is from this same understanding that we come to 
think of our categories as only abstract and as having to be specified and in
dividualized through differences in the direct exercise of judgment. But the 
understanding itself is that being actually contains its differences and cannot 
be known fully apart from these differences.

Thus, before leading us into metaphysics, our initial conception of being 
as what is known in communi leads us into an investigation of the differences 
of being in particular sciences as well as in our more practical common 
sense. We learn about different kinds of being according to different cate
gories of our understanding that come together in some order of generality 
and specification. This kind of learning about differences can go on indefi
nitely, since differences seem to be virtually infinite. At any given time our 
knowledge of being always seems only partial from the standpoint of being 
as a whole. To the extent that we do learn something from experience 
through questions for understanding and questions for reflection, however, 
we do come to know being as it discloses itself in its diverse ways.

This is not a futile exercise of judgment, nor is it to be forgotten as a pre
liminary for raising the question of being as a whole, where we do not turn 
away from the differences of being in perfect abstraction but rather try to 
think of these differences as they relate to being as we first conceive it in 
communi. To do this it is good to have understood some differences of being, 
but it is not necessary to have understood all these differences exhaustively. 
It is enough to understand the differences we do understand as differences 
of being and to see how in its relation to them the concept of being remains 
transcendental, at least in the sense of being irreducible to any one of them
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in particular and in the sense of including them in the universality of its own 
higher order of commonality. This transcendentality of the concept of being 
is an integral part of its concrete universality.

The term “transcendental” has been used in different ways by philoso
phers with reference to both knowing and being. But it is in connection 
with the differences of being that we introduce it here, especially as it de
notes an order that surpasses what can be expressed as categoreal predication 
in the direct exercise of judgment. In comparing the concept of being to a 
category or a genus, we have been speaking of the relation between being 
and its differences, though not of any difference between created and uncre
ated, since we have no way of knowing yet whether or how that could be a 
difference of being as given in experience. In the course of this comparison 
between differences and the universality of being we have been led to rec
ognize the being of the differences as the critical point. Differences cannot 
be excluded from the concept of being, taken not as a name but as a partici
ple, because the differences are. There is no “being” as such or in the abstract 
that we can simply name as an abstract genus. There is only being in its dif
ferences, or the being of differences, whatever these differences may be, 
generic, specific, or individual, and it is in this being of differences or in be
ing as differentiated that transcendentality first comes into our understand
ing as part of our initial conception of being.

It is interesting to note how Kant failed to grasp this transcendentality as 
it regards being. In the Critique of Pure Reason he refers to the transcendental 
philosophy of the ancients after drawing up his table of categories. In that 
philosophy, he writes, “there is yet another chapter containing pure concepts 
of the understanding which, though not enumerated among the categories, 
must, on their view, be ranked as a priori concepts of objects” (KrV B113). 
What Kant had in mind was the way Schoolmen spoke of being as one, 
true, and good: quodlibet ens est unum, verum, bonum. But in discussing these 
“pure concepts of the understanding,” Kant focused only on one, true, and 
good in this proposition, without reflecting on the ens, or the conception of 
being, with which they were necessarily associated as properties, as we shall 
see in speaking of the properties of being. Moreover, having just finished a 
presentation of what he thought was a complete table of categories, he 
could only judge these “pure concepts of the understanding” or, as he also 
called them, these “a priori concepts of objects” in the light of his categories 
and not in the light of the transcendental concept of being in which they 
had been originally proposed. Hence he found them no less unthinkable 
than the concept of being itself. There was no place for them in his table of
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categories. To have accepted them would have amounted for him “to an in
crease in the number of categories, which cannot be.”

In investigating the origin of “these supposedly transcendental predicates 
of things,” he was thus forced to reduce them to “nothing but logical re
quirements and criteria of all knowledge of things in general.” He saw them 
only as prescribing “for such knowledge the categories of quantity, namely, 
unity, plurality, and totality” (KrV B114). The error of ancient transcendental 
philosophy would then have been, according to Kant, to take categories 
that, properly regarded, could only be taken as material, that is, as “belonging 
to the possibility of things themselves,” and then to further apply them only 
in their formal meaning and “incautiously convert them from being criteria 
of thought to being properties of things themselves.”

This, however, is not the way the ancients had come to think of the one, 
the true, and the good as transcendental properties of being, though it is in 
keeping with Kant’s failure to think of being as transcendental. The precise 
way in which Kant accounts for the three properties of being mentioned as 
mere categories of quantity does not have to concern us here. Suffice it to 
say that, in trying to reduce them to a tale of category, he was ignoring their 
essentially transcendental character. As transcendental, they are not predi
cates of things or properties of things in themselves. They are properties of 
being, which cannot be understood merely as a particular thing or essence, 
but as a composite of a determinate essence, which also has its own determi
nate properties, and an act of being. The notion of being includes the notion 
of thing, but transcends it insofar as it includes an actuality as well that is dis
tinct from the essence of a thing.

Being, understood as a participle, as we saw with Aquinas, is taken from 
the act of being, while the name thing is taken from the quiddity or the 
essence of a being. The German name Ding expresses what would have to be 
for Kant the supreme genus, much as the name essentia realis did for Suarez. 
In the Aristotelian logic of being the equivalent would have been ousia, or 
substance, not on, or being. In other words, the name “thing” relates only to 
categorical thinking and, for Kant, as well as for us, the categories of under
standing are abstract. That is why they are said to be empty and to require a 
content from sense intuition in order to be applicable to objects. Intuition, 
we would say, provides them with the differences that they require as dy
namic concepts for interpreting the real as given. “For,” as Kant puts it, “we 
can understand nothing else than what brings with it in intuition something 
corresponding to our words” (KrV A277; B333). Kant’s insistence on the 
necessary role of sense intuition in human knowing bears out the necessary
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aspect of concretion for a proper understanding of being. But it does not 
convey the equally necessary aspect of composition upon which transcen- 
dentality rests. Kant missed the transcendentality of the properties of being 
because he had already missed the transcendentality of being, which is nei
ther a category nor a difference but encompasses them both in the totality 
of its act.

Kant, of course, had his own idea of transcendentality. He has a transcen
dental analytic and a transcendental dialectic. But this transcendentality ap
plies only to the act of reflection, which has to do not “with objects them
selves with a view to deriving concepts from them directly,” as in the process 
of forming the quiddity of sensible things, “but is that state of mind in 
which we first set ourselves to discover the subjective conditions under 
which we are able to arrive at concepts” (KrVBii6). All judgments require 
reflection, according to Kant, but this is “the act by which I confront the 
comparison of representations with the cognitive faculty to which it be
longs, and by means of which I distinguish whether it is as belonging to the 
pure understanding or to sensible intuition that they are compared with 
each other, [and this] I call transcendental reflection” (IOFB317).

Reflection for Kant thus bears only on the subjective conditions of 
knowledge, and its transcendentality consists in the distinction and compar
ison of the different cognitive faculties to which concepts belong. Transcen
dental reflection is more than merely logical reflection, which is a mere 
act of comparison between concepts apart from any reference to faculties of 
knowledge. Transcendental reflection “bears on objects themselves [and 
hence] contains the ground of the possibility of the objective comparison of 
representations with each other” (KrV B319). But it considers objects only 
as objects of faculties, that is, of pure understanding or of sense intuition, 
and the relation between these in arriving at objective knowledge. Tran
scendental reflection for Kant has no bearing on being, which is simply left 
out of question. It is totally absorbed with the categories of understanding 
and the a priori forms of sense intuition, space and time, and how they com
bine with content as presented by intuition to give us knowledge of “reali
ty” or of real essences.

Kant ultimately understands objects only as essences. Since we know 
these only as they appear through sense intuition, which provides a content 
for the otherwise empty concepts of pure understanding, they are known 
only as phenomenal objects. This is what raises the ever-recurring problem 
of the noumenal object or the “thing in itself “as having determinations of 
its own “behind” the appearances. Though this is a question of existence for
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him, Kant cannot think of it in terms of being, which for him is mere posi
tion of a subject apart from any predicate. With regard to objects, Kant nev
er gets beyond the predicamental order of categories. He does speak of the 
noumenon as “transcendental object” (KrV A288; B344), that is, as some
thing that the understanding thinks of as an object in itself, when he warns 
against sense intuition presuming to apply its intuition to things in them
selves rather than just to appearances, but of this transcendental object there 
is no intuition on which some assignable positive meaning could be based. 
The only assignable positive meaning Kant can think of is one of the cate
gories of understanding when they encounter a content through sense intu
ition. In his transcendental reflection on knowing, Kant remains locked in 
the relation between sense intuition and understanding. His is a critical re
flection only on the act of knowing, not on the act of being, which, as pres
ent in reflection as the second act of intelligence, transcends both sense intu
ition and the concepts of pure understanding. It is only through critical 
reflection on being itself as present in act that we arrive at the proper tran- 
scendentality of being.
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The Analogy of Being

O u r  r e f l e c t i o n  into the meaning of being is an opening to what 
we refer to as being. Though we have unpacked the notion of being 

as a structured notion with three aspects, haecceity, quiddity, and be, or the 
act of being, we have viewed it thus far only in relation to the predicamental 
order of categorical thinking. Our reflection upon being in relation to this 
order, however, has led us to recognize that what we refer to as being cannot 
be properly contained within such an order of abstraction. The concept of 
being is not properly a genus or a category even in the highest sense of the 
term. Nor can it be a predicate that can be simply added on to other predi
cates in our characterization of something. In this sense Kant was right in 
saying that “being” is not a real predicate. Even when we seem to use it as 
predicate in so-called existential judgments, as when we say that something is 
simply, without adding a predicate, it does not serve as a predicate like any 
other predicate, because the is in the exercise of judgment refers to all the 
differences of the something that can be expressed as predicates, even though 
it may not express any of them clearly and distinctly. The affirmation of be
ing expressed by is in the exercise of judgment is not added as a predicate. It 
is added only as the complement to whatever is expressed in the predicate as 
actuality complements the essential determinations of a thing. “Being” is 
thus a transcendental notion in two senses, the first one, which was over
looked by Kant, as we have just seen, and the second one from which other 
transcendental notions, such as one, true, and good, can follow, as we shall see 
in speaking of the properties of being.

To be sure, there is no getting away from the predicamental order of cat
egories in speaking about being. Suarez was right in saying that, as a name 
taken by itself, “being” does not express any differences. But as a participle 
containing its differences at least confusedly, it calls for some expression of 
these differences according to the different modes of being given in experi-
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ence.This is what we do when we speak of being according to our different 
modes of predicating. We experience being not only as this or that, but also 
according to different modes or degrees that we express as diverse categories 
or species of things. These categories do not strictly add anything to being, 
as though they were extrinsic to being, as a specific difference is extrinsic to 
a genus taken abstractly. But they do express a special mode of being that is 
not expressed by the name “being” alone. To the extent that the notion of 
being always entails some determinate quiddity and some haecceity for us, it 
will always have to be brought down to some order of predication in the ex
ercise of judgment.

But that is not the only kind of order in which being calls for expression. 
There is also the transcendental order of being itself that we discovered at 
the end of our reflection on the predicamental order, the order that emerges 
when we try to think the being of differences as the differences of being. In 
this order “being” calls for a different kind of expression than the one ac
cording to abstract categories, which do not include the differences of what 
comes under them. It calls for an expression that will apply not to any spe
cial mode of being, such as that of substance or quality or quantity, or that of 
a special kind of substance, like a plant or an animal, but to every being 
commonly. It calls for some metaphysical expression according to its tran
scendental order, which raises an important question as to the unity of this 
further expression or of metaphysics itself as a science.

Other sciences define some determination of being as their subject mat
ter and derive their unity from the unity of the subject matter so defined. 
Physics, for example, focuses on the physical object and has that, however it 
may be defined, as the unifying principle for all that it has to say. Similarly, 
biology focuses on life and has that as the unifying principle of all that it has 
to say. And so it is with all of the particular sciences. So also it must be ac
cording to our understanding of being as the subject of metaphysics, inas
much as being, as we know it from the beginning, is determinate and can 
only be known determinately. What we have seen in our reflection on the 
notion of being and its structure shows us that there is a metaphysical exi
gency for the particular sciences as part of our knowledge of being. We can 
now understand this exigency. But can we understand the further exigency 
for the unity of metaphysics itself as the science of being as being?

In a way we have come back to our original question about being as be
ing, only now it appears more clearly and with greater urgency. We have 
learned that being is discovered or discloses itself in its very differences or in 
its diversity. If this is so, what unity can there be to the notion of being as
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being, as distinct from being in any of its particular determinations, which 
will enable us to think of a unified science of being as being? We can under
stand now how there can be many sciences of being. But can we understand 
how there can be one science of being itself precisely as being?

Being is common to all the sciences. But it is for metaphysics to treat of it 
in its commonness. This commonness, as we have seen, cannot be under
stood in the abstract, as some sort of ground or background upon which or 
against which differences detach themselves. Differences are real only to the 
extent that they are part of being. If they were not part of being, they would 
be nothing, not even differences. Apart from being there are no differences. 
But if being can only be understood concretely, that is, with its differences, 
both specific and individual, how can it be understood as one without falling 
back into mere abstraction? What is the unity of being in the concrete?

It is at this point that analogy becomes crucial as integral to metaphysical 
discourse, for analogy expresses for us the precise kind of conceptual unity 
that we need for the science of being. There are many kinds of analogy. Em
pirical scientists reason through analogy when they develop models for un
derstanding phenomena. Poets also use analogy in developing similes and 
metaphors that help us to represent reality better. Analogy is a way of com
paring things and learning through comparison. A good analogy helps us to 
understand better, to see something new in what was only given previously, 
or even to discover something that was simply unknown to us before. In 
metaphysics, analogy is the way of access to being as being in the originality 
of its differences.

In fact, with being we have to do with the most basic form of analogy, or 
the ground of all analogy. It is difficult, if not impossible, to imagine a point 
of comparison for being as such. To what can being be compared? Things 
can be compared with one another. But apart from being there is nothing to 
compare being with. Comparison takes place only within being, and in this 
lies the reason of analogy. If things can be compared with one another in re
ality, it is because all of them appear in an order, the order of being, and this 
order is itself the basic analogy. The unity of being with its differences is a 
unity of order, and so our question is now to understand this order as the 
order of being. That is what the analogy of being consists in.

We have come to this question through reflection on the way we catego
rize being as we try to understand it in its determinations. But we have seen 
that what we refer to as “being” transcends all our categories. As such it im
plies an order of its own, a transcendental order as distinct from any predica- 
mental order, and it is this order that we must now inquire into more posi-
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tively. So far we have seen it only in the light of a predicamental order that is 
more proportionate to our understanding in the particular sciences or in the 
direct exercise of judgment. Other sciences, as particular, inquire into what 
things are as given in experience according to the different categories that 
they specify in the questions they raise about being. But, as such, none of 
them raises the question of the order of being as a whole or in its transcen- 
dentality.This is the question that is left for metaphysics and that is less pro
portionate to the categories of understanding. Metaphysics has to examine 
this transcendental order of being in its own light, which, though it tran
scends categorical understanding, still has to be brought to some systematic 
understanding, since it is the beginning of all understanding.

The first thing to note about this transcendental order of being is that, 
though we come to it only after discussing the predicamental order of our 
understanding, it is prior to this predicamental order even in understanding. 
It is part of our preunderstanding of being. Analogical thinking is frequently 
contrasted with categorical thinking and characterized as a lack of rigor and 
precision. Categorical thinking, we are told, is more logical and stringent, 
while analogical thinking is more vague and nebulous. This may be true for 
some kinds of analogical thinking, but not for all. In fact, analogical thinking 
about being has to be much more rigorous than just plain categorical think
ing. This is why it is used in science as well as in poetry. The only reason why 
we think of categorical thinking as more logically compelling is that we feel 
more at home in it, as something of our own making. It is our instrument 
for coming to grips with what we think of as essential aspects of being.

But as such an instrument, categorical thinking is not adequate to all that 
there is to be grasped in being. We are biased in favor of categorical thinking 
from the standpoint of understanding, but if we can be critical of this bias it 
is because we already know, in some more rigorous fashion, that being tran
scends the categories of our understanding. To pursue the question of being 
as being, one must be more rigorous, not less, than in empirical science or 
phenomenology. We must enter into the analogy of being in its actuality, 
which requires careful thought in its most radical sense.

The categories we use in the direct exercise of judgment, especially those 
that can stand up to our most critical reflection with reference to being, de
tach themselves against a background of analogy that is at once more uni
versal and more concrete. This is why categories are abstract not just with 
reference to individuals, but also with reference to the concrete whole.They 
give us only a piece of the whole. This is why also poetry can sometimes be 
much more incisive than science in its interpretation of reality. But most im-



The Analogy of Being 119

portantly for us, this is why metaphysics has to be the most rigorous science 
of all, because that is the only way of properly entering into the analogy of 
being. Even the categories themselves have to be understood in the light of 
analogy, as Aristotle intimates at the beginning of his work on the Categories 
through a reference to analogy in determining his subject.

If we come to the question of analogy through reflection on categories, 
it is not because categorizing is the first and most fundamental form of intel
ligence for us. It is because it is the easiest for us to talk about clearly. Cate
gorizing is the act of intelligence that is most proportionate to our under
standing and it is the aspect of intelligence that has been developed most 
extensively in our scientific culture. In one sense, therefore, it is better 
known to us than analogizing, and so we will begin there. But if we are to 
get anywhere in metaphysics we must get back to analogy as the form of 
thinking most appropriate for thinking being as being.

In his “Introduction” to Sein und Zeit Heidegger mentions this question 
of analogy in connection with the question of being. After quoting Aristotle 
to the effect that the universality of be is not that of a class or a genus, he 
writes: “The ‘universality’ of be transcends any universality of genus,” alluding 
to the medieval notion of being as a transcendens. He goes on to say that 
“Aristotle himself knew the unity of this transcendental ‘universal’ as a unity 
of analogy in contrast to the multiplicity of the highest generic concepts ap
plicable to things.” “With this discovery,” Heidegger adds, “in spite of his de
pendence on the way in which the ontological problem had been formulat
ed by Plato, he put the problem of be on what was, in principle, a new basis” 
(SZ  4—5/22), a basis that did not consider being as some generic category in 
which all beings could equally fit but rather as an order of different beings 
unified conceptually by a reference to one—-pros hen.

Heidegger, however, did not go on to explore this new basis for pursuing 
the question of being or the part of the metaphysical tradition that did ex
plore it, though he surely knew of the controversy that took place about it 
with Duns Scotus, who denied the analogy of being, in opposition to 
Thomas Aquinas. Though he never denied the analogy of being explicitly, 
Heidegger chose rather to ignore it by insisting on what he refers to as the 
Platonic origin of the ontological problem and its culmination in modern 
technologized science—whence his concern for destroying the history of 
ontology. Whatever originality Heidegger might have seen in the Aris
totelian notion of analogy for dealing with the question of being, it seems to 
get lost in this task of deconstruction, to the point that one interpreter of 
Heidegger can systematically argue, supposedly in line with the Heidegger-
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ian thrust, against any reference pros hen, the basis of analogy according to 
Aristotle, as just another source for metaphysics turning into technology 
(Schurmann 34, 39f., 75, 85, 87).

To be sure, the task of thinking being requires another kind of rationality 
than that found in technology In fact, even analogy can be turned into just 
another form of technological rationality, as it does in the hands of Schur
mann, as well as others before him like Cajetan in the metaphysical tradi
tion. But that is not analogy as it can serve in the reconstruction of a meta
physics that is true to the question of being in its differences and in its 
diversity. We must learn to speak more properly of being as being with its 
differences, and in order to do so we must turn to the way in which the 
transcendental order of being is expressed through analogy.

4.1 The Logic of Analogy
Let us begin with a logic of terms. We can think of terms as either univo

cal or purely equivocal or possibly analogous. The question is to see how 
analogous terms relate to or compare with the other two kinds.

A univocal term is a universal predicated of many things according to pre
cisely the same meaning. Such terms can express first and often undefinable 
notions, such as “white,” which can be predicated of the paper I am writing 
on and of the ceiling above me. They can also be more elaborate notions, 
such as “human,” whose definition includes a genus and a specific difference 
that can be predicated of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle according to one and 
the same meaning. The categories we spoke of earlier, taken in the abstract, 
are expressed in univocal terms. It is only concretely in the actual exercise of 
judgment that we refer them to being or tie them into analogy.

A purely equivocal term is said of many things according to completely 
different meanings. Thus, both the left side of the Seine and the First Na
tional are called “bank” and both the outer surface of a tree and the sound of 
a dog are called “bark.” In one case “bank” stands for “a rise that contains the 
flow of a river” and in the other it stands for “an institution specialized in 
the handling of money.” In each case the term stands for a concept that is 
quite different from that in the other case. Similarly with the term “bark.” 
These differences in the use of the same term may be accounted for by 
some etymological derivation. ‘Bank’ in the sense of “rise,” for example, was 
derived from the Anglo-Norman, while ‘bank’ in the sense of “institution” 
was derived from the French. There may be some historical reason for the 
convergence of these two notions in the same term, for example, in the fact 
that a bank regulates cash flow. But in current usage the term “bank” actual-
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ly expresses two quite different notions. Taken in the abstract, that is, apart 
from any context, the term is quite equivocal: it could equally express either 
one of the two notions, even though in a particular context it can become 
quite univocal. When I say “I am going to the bank to deposit my savings” 
no one should think that I am going to the rise containing the flow of a riv
er, unless of course there is a bank on that bank. Again, from the standpoint 
of current usage, the convergence of these two quite different meanings in 
the same term can be viewed as purely coincidental or casual. The medieval 
logicians spoke of such a term as aequivocum a casu, equivocal by chance.

In such clear cases of equivocation as ‘bank’ or ‘bark,’ where the context 
can reduce the equivocation to a clear univocity, it is easy to see that it is not 
the notions, but the terms, that are equivocal. But in everyday language 
there can also be real equivocation of notions as well as terms. This can hap
pen spontaneously before our ideas get clarified, or it can happen deliber
ately after ideas have been clarified up to a point, as when language is used 
not so much to make the truth appear, the whole truth and nothing but the 
truth, but rather to achieve some practical end, such as selling a product 
(through advertising) or achieving a political end (through propaganda).

When an advertiser tries to sell a product he often attempts to fuse, not to 
say confuse, the idea of the product with some other idea of something pre
sumably attractive to the potential buyer. He does not just show a car, but he 
places a ravishing woman next to it or a dashing male in it driving along a 
steep mountain road. When a politician wants to sell himself to the nation 
he wraps himself up in its flag.

There is a kind of perversion of language in this kind of equivocation, es
pecially when it tries to obscure concepts that have already been clarified. 
And there is perhaps more of it in our modern society than we like to think. 
It has even been raised to a level of science and expertise in some quarters, 
where politicians are marketed in the same way as products are marketed, 
that is, by the same experts, and where studied or designed equivocation 
plays on the still spontaneous equivocation of ordinary discourse, thus per
petuating the confusion of ideas and desires. But this kind of deliberate 
equivocation for practical ends presupposes a spontaneous equivocation, 
which it tries to maintain in its state of confusion. It is what medieval logi
cians called equivocation a consilio, equivocation by design, but only for 
practical ends, not for the purpose of getting to the truth.

There is, however, another kind of equivocation that does not arise only 
by chance or is not a perversion. It is a consilio, or by design, but for arriving 
at the truth, especially the truth of being. This is the equivocation we shall
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call analogy. It comes as an extension of the meaning of terms to get at as
pects of reality that do not fit neatly into our clear and distinct univocal cat
egories. The point of this equivocation by design is not to twist the meaning 
of terms with false or confusing associations, but to stretch meaning so that 
it will encompass more of the being we refer to in the exercise of judgment 
than a purely univocal use of terms will allow. This is not to obfuscate a clar
ity already achieved, but rather to strive for higher clarity about being itself 
as it presents itself in its differences.

One of the ideals of logical positivism or of analytical philosophy has 
been to reduce all language, whether scientific or ordinary, to some set of 
univocal terms, as if this were the only way in which meaning could be 
made clear. This seems very rational at first sight. But upon reflection it may 
not be as fully rational as it sounds, if rationality is understood as the effort 
to express being in the fullness of its diversity.

To be concerned exclusively with a purely univocal language may in fact 
be another perversion of language. We develop different kinds of language in 
order to express different aspects of what is. Poets do this. But so too do sci
entists, as is clear from the wide diversity of sciences dealing with the same 
global reality, or what we have referred to as the “ontic.” “Science” itself is an 
analogous term, if we consider the diversity of discourses that it includes. We 
are always striving to stretch the meaning of our language beyond univocity. 
This is as it should be, since discourse entails a meaning that must encompass 
the richness of being. While it is incumbent upon particular sciences to try 
to define their subject matter as univocally as possible, inasmuch as they deal 
only with a particular aspect of being, it is incumbent upon metaphysics, or 
the science of being as being, to open up this univocity into the fullness of 
analogy, so that it will be more true to being in its differences. Without anal
ogy, metaphysics as a science is impossible. But with it, we have the necessary 
complement of intelligibility for all the other sciences, which are abstract by 
reason of their particularity.

What we mean in the exercise of judgment is not restricted to what is 
expressed in terms that tend to be univocal. Meaning goes beyond what we 
say univocally to what we refer to as being. As long as we do not arbitrarily 
restrict meaning to that of one particular type of science or to what we have 
already said or clearly formulated, we are always seeking to grasp further di
mensions of being, whether it be through new, less inadequate scientific the
ories or through poetic or symbolic representation. Metaphysics has to en
compass this diversity of meaning as it reaches out to being as being. The 
kind of “equivocation” it must pursue through analogy is not the kind that
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stops short of univocity, which is still mere confusion in the face of being, 
but rather the kind that goes beyond univocity to a higher form of thought 
coming to expression in a new clarity about being as being in its differences.

In this context, then, an analogous term can be seen as one that is predi
cated of many according to a meaning that is partially the same and partially 
different. But such a definition hardly says what analogy really is or how it 
functions in language about being. It speaks only of a combination of uni
vocity (partially the same) and equivocity (partially different) that remains 
extrinsic to the analogous term itself and seems to situate analogy some
where between univocity and equivocity. Actually, a properly analogous 
term reaches out beyond univocity not on the side of equivocity, which is 
still only a state of confusion, but on the side of the truth of being itself. A 
truly analogous term is a universal term that can be predicated of many, not 
in the way of a univocal term, but in a way that includes differences, as “be
ing” does. In other words, it expresses differences as they affect the very 
sameness expressed in the notion, so that its meaning becomes somehow to
tally different and yet remains totally the same.

To get beyond this purely paradoxical definition of analogy, let us look at 
one aspect of it that is not found in either univocal or equivocal terms: the 
aspect of relation suggested by the term itself or what Aristotle referred to as 
pros hen, the relation to one which gives us a focal meaning. It is from this 
relation that Aristotle himself proceeded in his discussion of analogy, not 
from univocity or equivocity.

What is the ground for predicating an analogous term of many? When I 
predicate a univocal term like “human” of many individuals like Socrates, 
Plato, and Aristotle, I do so on the grounds that there is something the same 
in these individuals. I do not claim that in reality they are absolutely the 
same. In fact, I view them as distinct individuals. But I prescind from the in
dividual differences among them. I view them all as equally human. I also 
prescind from any order that might exist among them, whether it be as 
philosophers or as humans. I view each one absolutely in his humanity. In 
analogous predication, however, I do not prescind from either the differ
ences among the individual subjects of predication or from the order that 
might exist among them. Not all the things that come under an analogous 
notion do so in the same way or absolutely. They do so according to a pro
portion or to degrees in some relation to other things that come under the 
same notion or, ultimately, to one thing that is at the center of the analogy 
and gives it its focal meaning. This one thing we refer to as the analogand or 
the primary analogate. It is the one to which reference is made in the relation
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pros hen, and it is with reference to this one that every other analogate has its 
meaning insofar as each is referred to it according to the way it is—prout 
unumquodque secundum suam habitudinem ad illud unum refertur (In Metaph IV, 
i, §535)-

We cannot properly think of analogy apart from an analogand or a pri
mary analogate. It is from this analogand that the meaning of the analogous 
term begins to develop. Other things, or what we shall also call secondary 
analogates, come under the analogous term by extension of the original 
meaning according to some relation or order that is seen between the sec
ondary analogates and the primary analogate.

Thus, the unity of an analogous term differs from the unity of a merely 
univocal term. In analogy there is a unity of meaning, but it is not abstract, as 
in univocal terms. It is a concrete unity of order. The univocal term says 
nothing of the order among the things that come under it. “Human” is as 
true of Plato as of Socrates, even though Socrates may be the father of Plato, 
his brother, or his son. An analogous term, however, always implies an order 
among the analogates, at least with reference to the primary analogate, and it 
cannot by understood apart from this order. As Aquinas puts it, it is under
stood per prius etposterius: “We must know that the one to which the diverse 
relations in analogates refers, is one in number [numero], and not just one in 
meaning [ratione], like the one which is designated by a univocal name. And 
that is why [Aristotle] says that being is said in many ways, not that it is said 
equivocally, but that it is said with regard to one [per respectum ad unum]; not, 
however, with regard to one that would be one only in meaning, but that is 
one as one certain nature. And this is clear in the examples given below” 
(Ibid.). Aquinas is referring to the example of “health” given by Aristotle to 
illustrate this “respect to one” in the use of an analogous notion.

To understand the analogy of being, therefore, we shall have to focus on 
one certain nature as our primary analogate, from which the meaning of be
ing will have its beginning. But before we do that, we must ponder more 
carefully the key role of this primary analogate in establishing the first un
derstanding of an analogous notion. This role is not exclusive, since second
ary analogates also have a role in extending the meaning of the term. The 
first understanding of an analogous term is affected by the discovery of oth
er things in their relation to the primary analogate. The primary analogate, 
nevertheless, remains the key for understanding the analogous term in that 
the primary analogate is the center from which the diverse relations fan out. 
Among these relations may be some, like similitude, which are univocal, but 
there are others that are not, like that of efficient cause, consequence, signifi-



cation, participation, imitation, exemplary causation, final causation, and 
others.

To illustrate how these diverse relations can fan out from one primary 
analogate, let us turn to Aristotle’s classical example of an analogous term, 
namely, “health.’’The meaning of the term is first seen as relevant to a living 
organism and is first understood as applying to this “certain nature” that is 
spoken of. The extended meaning of the term is then seen as centering on 
this first meaning of a healthy organism but as applying to other natures ac
cording to the diverse relations they may have to the healthy organism.

Initially, and most properly speaking, “health” means a proper disposition 
for the well-being of an organism, and in this sense, which is unum ratione, or 
one in meaning, it can be applied univocally to any number of organisms. 
But by analogy “healthy” is also understood as predicable of other things 
that are not organisms, such as medicine, diet, complexion, or urine, accord
ing to the diverse relations that they can have to health in an organism, 
whether it be as cause, condition, sign, or consequence. This extension of 
meaning by analogy is surely not arbitrary. It is grounded in an order of be
ing, but the ground or the order cannot be reduced to univocity. It bespeaks 
an order and a rationality that transcends both mere equivocity and mere 
univocity and attains a higher kind of meaning, one of analogy itself.

When it is the analogy of being that we are thinking of, and not just the 
analogy of health, we touch upon the reason why human being is led in
evitably not just to formulate myths in order to make sense of the universe 
in which he finds himself, but eventually also to seek causes and explana
tions in scientific fashion for what presents itself in experience. Such an in
clination is due to the analogy of being as it makes itself present to and for 
reflection in intelligence as it leads us from effect to cause or from sign to 
signified.

The Analogy of Being 125

4.2 The Dialectic of Analogy 
The logic of analogy brings us to “being” as the most radical instance of 

all analogy. But of itself it does not bring us fully into this analogy of being, 
which has already begun to present itself in the way “being” contains its 
differences and in the way it signifies according to a mode of composition 
and concretion. All this is true only because being itself is analogous in mak
ing itself present. Let us try to enter more clearly into this radical analogy of 
being.

To do this let us follow a dialectic suggested by the young Aquinas in his 
Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard where he speaks of a threefold
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division of analogy on the basis of the relationship between meaning and 
being or, as he puts it more exacdy in Latin, between meaning (intentio) and 
be (esse) (Sent I, 19, 5, 2, ad 1). In the first case there is analogy according to 
meaning, but not according to be. In the second, there is analogy according 
to be, but not according to meaning. And in the third case, which is where 
the full analogy of being comes in, there is analogy according to both mean
ing and be. The dialectic, as Aquinas has it, leads progressively into the analo
gy of being itself.

4.2.1 Analogy According to Meaning but Not According to Be
First, there is the analogy according to meaning alone, and not according 

to be (secundum intentionem tantum, et non secundum esse). In this case the anal
ogous notion, which is one intention (una intentio), refers to many per prius et 
posterius, but it is understood as referring properly only to the primary 
analogate. This is the understanding of analogy we have seen already in the 
logic of analogy.

The way we predicate “healthy” of many different things besides living 
organisms is a good example of this analogy. The one idea of health is said of 
different things that relate to the health of an organism. But health in its pri
mary meaning, which is univocal, is found properly, or has be (habet esse), 
only in the living organism. When we speak of health with reference to or
ganisms, we are using the term not analogously but univocally. As predicated 
of living organisms, the idea or the intention of health has one and the same 
meaning. It is only when we speak of other things such as diet or complex
ion, which are not living organisms, as “healthy” that we use the term analo
gously.

This sort of analogy presupposes a certain interconnection among the 
secondary analogates and the primary analogate, as we saw, but what is pred
icated of the secondary analogates seems to remain extrinsic to them, unlike 
what is predicated of the primary analogate. Health, for example, is not 
predicated of its secondary analogates according to what they are in their 
essence as it is predicated of a living organism, the primary analogate.

4.2.2 Analogy According to Be but Not According to Meaning
Second, there is the analogy that appears as the reverse of this first one,

that is, the analogy according to be and not according to meaning (secundum 
esse, et non secundum intentionem). This is the kind of analogy we do not think 
of immediately, but it enters into our thought at the moment of critical re
flection in the exercise of judgment. In this case many things are thought of
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as coming under some notion, or into the meaning of something common (in 
intentione alicuius communis), but this common notion is not thought of as re
alized in the same way in the different analogates or, in other words, it does 
not have the be of one meaning in all the things of which it is predicated 
(non habet esse unius rationis in omnibus).

To illustrate this kind of analogy with the idea of health, we can say that 
the idea or the intention of health is understood as univocal or as having the 
same meaning when it is predicated of living organisms. Nevertheless, it is 
not understood as being the same in different kinds of living organisms such 
as a tree, a dog, or a human being, or in different organs such as the kidney, 
the liver, or the heart within one and the same organism. When we think of 
health critically as it is to be found in different organisms, we expect it to be 
different in different kinds of organism, though the intention or the mean
ing of the term is the same for all of them.

This second kind of analogy brings us closer to the analogy of being, but 
it is not yet fully the analogy of being. There is still something univocal 
about this analogy, even though the univocity is only according to meaning 
and not according to be. Analogy in this second sense implies a certain criti
cal reversal of perspective that takes us from a merely logical consideration 
of concepts to a more ontological consideration of being. As such, it pro
vides a crucial step for getting to the analogy of being itself. But the step is a 
tricky one, and has given rise to some misunderstanding in that it does re
quire a reversal of the perspective we have followed until now in our discus
sion of the meaning of being.

We began by focusing on terms as either univocal or equivocal. This is 
the way we proceed in raising questions about being as given in experience. 
We formulate our questions according to categories and, in doing so in any 
particular science, we prescind from many aspects of being, or differences of 
being, in order to focus on one or another in some univocal sense. Thus, the 
natural scientist sets off one category of being as his subject of consideration, 
while the social scientist sets off another. From a logical standpoint, that is, 
from a standpoint according to meaning only, this gives rise to univocal 
terms that are articulated more or less systematically in the scientific dis
course. The particular scientist, whether of natural or social relations, must 
know, however, that he is proceeding by abstraction and that, though his no
tions may be univocal by reason of this abstraction, he does not find them 
realized univocally in actuality. What he is talking about is actually analogous 
secundum esse, or according to be, even though he does not take this analogy 
into consideration in his univocal discourse.
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Only the most naive form of reductionism, lacking all critical reflection 
with reference to being, denies this. Mass and energy, for example, can be 
dealt with univocally in physics, at least up to a point, but it seems gratuitous 
to affirm that mass and energy are found or realized univocally in such dif
ferent material beings as atoms, rocks, trees, and animals. Insofar as mass and 
energy can be defined clearly and distinctly in physics, they are univocal ac
cording to meaning. But in reality they are not univocal insofar as the beings 
of which they are part include differences unaccounted for through mass 
and energy. The second kind of analogy we are referring to takes us out of 
the reductionism often associated with physicalism, without denying the va
lidity of physics as an irreducible kind of knowing.

When we posit natural differences among beings we find in experience, 
such as those between living and nonliving bodies, or those between sen
tient and nonsentient living things, or those between rational and nonra- 
tional animals, we posit this second kind of analogy, which is according to be 
but not according to meaning. As natural, such differences tell us that “bod
ies,” even if they can be understood in some univocal sense as physical enti
ties, still have to be understood as analogous in the way they are realized in 
being according to these differences. Even physics itself, which operates 
with a univocal concept of physical entity, recognizes this kind of difference 
in that it distinguishes between plain physics and biophysics, so that the 
modern physicist recognizes differences in be that are not included in the 
univocal notion of physical entity. One could think, for example, of the dif
ference between a visible physical object and a physical quantum in physics 
itself as an instance of this kind of analogy according to be but not according 
to meaning, since the term “physical” has the same meaning in both in
stances but is not understood as referring to the same kind of being in each 
case.

This second kind of analogizing is found in modern science no less than 
in ancient science, though examples of it are bound to be different. It comes 
with the realization that any particular science begins by a process of ab
straction in its attempt to create a univocal discourse about a particular as
pect of being. When it looks beyond this abstraction it recognizes that what 
it speaks of univocally is realized analogously in concrete actuality. Only re
ductionism fails to see this analogy, because it arbitrarily reduces what we re
fer to as being to what it can say about it univocally, disregarding the essen
tial or natural diversity of what is given according to be.

The point Aquinas was making with this second analogy was tied not just 
to his physics but also to his metaphysical discourse. In fact, Aquinas speaks
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of the metaphysician (metaphysicus) as well as the natural scientist (naturalis) in 
connection with this analogy. He distinguishes both from the logician (logi- 
cus), who, in inquiring only about meaning, without reference to being, re
mains in the univocal, in contrast to the natural scientist or the metaphysi
cian, who both refer to the differences of being in their critical reflection 
beyond the univocal understanding of their concepts. With this reference to 
being, they are brought back to analogy, without, however, totally abandon
ing the univocity of their concepts taken in the abstract. The last step in 
coming to the analogy of being as being is taken only by the metaphysician.

4.2.3 Analogy According to Meaning and to Be
The third form of analogy supersedes the first two and brings us to the 

radical unity of both in being. It pulls the analogy that is only according to 
meaning and not according to be and the analogy that is according to be 
and not according to meaning together into one analogy according to both 
meaning and be at the same time (secundum intentionem et secundum esse). In 
this analogy things that come under the analogous term are viewed as equal 
neither in the common notion nor in be (neque parijicantur in intentione com- 
muni, neque in esse), but as unequal or as belonging to different degrees of 
being. This is the analogy of being itself, which includes an order of differ
ences according to meaning as well as according to be.

This is the most difficult analogy to understand because it transcends un
derstanding, which clings to the simple clarity of univocity as much as pos
sible. We come to this analogy only through reflection, by completing the 
reversal of perspective already begun at the second moment of analogy and 
recognizing the ulterior intelligibility of being in act as an intelligibility that 
is in composition with its diverse degrees of being and that can be under
stood only in this composition. The reversal is effected by bringing the first 
moment of analogy back into the second without making of it a simple re
turn to the first. It is a passing beyond both moments into the analogy of be
ing as being, which is the ground for all analogy. If there is any analogy of 
any kind, whether of the first or of the second moment, it is because being is 
already analogous from the very beginning according to both meaning and 
be at the same time.

This analogy of being itself can be expressed in terms of greater or lesser 
perfection (secundum rationem maioris et minoris perfections), but this does not 
add anything to its intelligibility. It only specifies abstractly how we can 
speak of the order that analogy implies. Perfection, as we understand it here, 
is not extraneous to being. It is rather a way of referring to the differences of
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being as they relate to the one or the primary analogate from which they 
derive their meaning. Things can be thought of as more and less perfect, or 
as higher or lower, in the order of being. This is done with reference to one, 
the primary analogate of being. Whatever the primary analogate of being 
may be, other things will be seen in their difference as higher or lower, as 
more or less perfect in being, with the essence of a thing, or what it is, limit
ing its act of being or serving as a measure for it, so to speak, and with the 
act of being understood as the perfection that is so measured in a finite be
ing relative to other finite beings.

This analogy of being, however, implies an order to be discerned in being 
with reference to one, pros hen, which will serve as the primary analogate. If 
we recognize differences of being or even different kinds of being in the di
rect exercise of judgment, the question then arises for us: Which will be the 
primary analogate in our pursuit of metaphysics beginning, as we do, from 
determinate being as present in experience? The question is important for 
us because, without a proper understanding of the primary analogate of be
ing in experience, we run the risk of reducing the question of being to 
some lowest common denominator that would leave out the richness of the 
various degrees of being we find in experience.

4.3 Human Being as Primary Analogate of Being
To understand an analogous term, whether according to meaning or to 

be, we must attend first to a primary analogate as the one to which all the 
other analogates are somehow related. In the case of health, which is analo
gous according to meaning but not according to be, we attended first to the 
living organism as primary analogate before attending to the secondary 
analogates of which the term “health” could be predicated. Now, in the case 
o f being, what are we to attend to as the primary analogate? Where does the 
idea of being begin for us? What do we say is per prius, so that whatever else 
we say is per posterius is understood as in some relation to it? What is this one 
being in our experience in which our understanding of being has its begin
ning according to both meaning and be? What is for us the one thing in re
lation to which all things will be understood as differing according to some 
degree of greater or lesser perfection in being?

If we follow Aristotle in answering this question, we would say first of all 
that substance is the primary analogate. For, after saying that being is 
thought of as diverse (legetai pollachos) and alluding to the analogy of health 
and medicine in Book Gamma of the Metaphysics, he goes on to show not 
only how the science of being as being must focus primarily on substance.



The Analogy of Being 131

but also how substance (ousia) serves as the primary analogate in the articu
lation of being in some of its diversity.

Some things are spoken of as being because they are substances; others because 
they are modifications [pathe] of substance; others because they are a way to sub
stance, or corruptions or privations or qualities or productive or generative of 
substance, or of things spoken of in relation to substance, or negations of the lat
ter or of substance, whence we even say non-being is non-being. (1003 bs-io)

What we should note in this text is how all the diverse ways of thinking 
about being that can be distinguished from substance are understood as re
lating back to substance in one way or another. The text illustrates how an 
entire metaphysical system can be summed up in this kind of analogical 
thinking with reference to one thing (pros hen).

In reflecting upon Aristotle’s illustration, however, in the light of the di
alectic of analogy we have just elaborated, we should note that the notion of 
substance itself is not analogous in the same way as being is analogous. Sub
stance was for Aristotle a category, the first of the categories to which all the 
other nine categories were related as “accidental,” or as going with (sumbe- 
bekotos). Aristotle was using his scheme of the categories to illustrate the 
analogy of being as centering on some primary analogate. In doing so he 
was not thinking only as a logician, that is, as one concerned only with 
meaning, but more as a metaphysician, that is, as one concerned with the 
question of being. As a category, “substance” is not analogous. It is univocal 
according to meaning in the same way that “body” is univocal according to 
meaning. In this sense it belongs in the second kind of analogous terms we 
distinguished in the dialectic of analogy, not in the third, that of being as be
ing. Substance can be defined univocally, for example, as “what has being in 
itself,” as opposed to whatever has being in another in the case of “acci
dents” to substance. Substance is thought of as analogous only with refer
ence to being in the consideration of the natural scientist or the metaphysi
cian, where it is seen as analogous according to be, though not according to 
meaning.

Aristotle’s use of the term “substance” in his illustration of the analogy of 
being has led to some confusion as to the kind of metaphysics he was aiming 
at, a science of being as being or only a science of substance. Some have ar
gued that his was only a metaphysics of substance and not a metaphysics of 
being in the full analogous sense of the term (Gilson 43—47). Aristotle seems 
to lend himself to this interpretation later on in the Metaphysics when, in 
book Zeta, as he is about to enter into his investigation of actual being, he 
brings the question down once again to “being” in its primary sense, “clear-
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ly the what, which signifies the substance,” while all other things spoken of 
as being are said to be “either quantities, or qualities, or modifications, or 
some other such thing” (Metaph 1028 ai3~20). But this interpretation does 
not follow necessarily, if we keep in mind the three moments in the dialec
tic of analogy as laid out by Aquinas, especially the second.

With the understanding of “substance” as analogous according to be but 
not according to meaning, that is, as univocal in meaning, in the same way 
that “body” is analogous according to be but not according to meaning, we 
can see how one can speak of substance as the primary analogate of being 
without restricting the understanding of the subject in question, that is, of 
being as being, to the understanding of substance as a category. There is still 
room to make a distinction between the subject of metaphysics and the cat
egory of substance, even though Aristotle may not have been as clear about 
this as he might have been in focusing on substance as the primary analogate 
in his illustration of the analogy of being. When we bring in the third mo
ment in the dialectic of analogy, that of analogy according to both meaning 
and be, which is most properly the analogy of being, we can see how the 
question of being remains open beyond any question of substance as under
stood in Aristotelian logic, not only with regard to “accidents” in relation to 
substance, but also with regard to an order of differences among substances 
in being or according to be.

This is the order that perhaps Aristotle did not sufficiently attend to in 
speaking of the analogy of being, but which we must now focus on to fur
ther clarify our conception of the analogy of being as being. The differences 
we must focus on in being are not only those between a substance and its 
accidents, which can be thought of as differences within one and the same 
being. More importantly for us, they are those that might set off one sub
stance as different in being from another substance, or one type of substance 
as different from another type, as one might speak of a living thing as sub
stantially different in being from a nonliving thing. If we think of the analo
gy of being as referring to different kinds of substantial being, over and 
above the differences within one and the same substantial being Aristotle al
ludes to in his illustration of the analogy of being, then we have to ask our
selves which one of the different kinds of substance we refer to in the direct 
exercise of judgment serves as our primary analogate and which ones have 
to be understood as being in analogy with this primary analogate?

This is a question we tend to answer spontaneously in the direct exercise 
of judgment according to the particular aspect of being we happen to be fo
cusing on. The physicist, for example, tends to think of being primarily as
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something that corresponds to his representation of physical entity, while 
the biologist tends to think of it as something that corresponds to his repre
sentation of a living thing. But such judgments are not sufficiently critical in 
a metaphysical reflection and they tend to ignore or belittle what may be 
important differences or aspects of being that do not fit into the univocal 
categories of a particular representation. In other words, they tend to be re
ductionist rather than inclusive of all the differences there are in being. If we 
recognize that there are a diversity of substances in being, then our under
standing of being as analogous forces us to raise the question of which one is 
to be taken as primary and how the others are to be understood as relating 
to it. The question must be faced clearly in an indirect exercise of judgment 
that is properly metaphysical with reference to being as being.

Metaphysical physicalism, which is not be confused with physics in the 
direct exercise of judgment, can be thought of as having faced this question 
and as having come to an answer that is not satisfactory. Without an explicit 
theory of analogy such as we have developed here, it takes the object of 
modern physics as what we would call its primary analogate of being. As one 
author puts it, “the rough idea is that only the basic entities and processes of 
mathematical physics exist, plus their complex combinations—often wholly 
novel—into stars, planets, life, consciousness, and more.” Such a physicalism 
does not have to be reductive, according to the same author. It can allow for 
many “faces of existence.” But it “claims to be a kind of unified theory or 
synthesis of all the diverse sciences, and indeed of all the domains of truth in 
or out of the sciences” (Post 159).

Clearly, this is no longer a question of physics. It is a metaphysical theory 
that implies a certain analogy of being and focuses on one kind of being as 
its primary analogate. It could even be understood as a science of being as 
being, inasmuch as it focuses on what exists and allows for an irreducible di
versity in what are referred to as the “faces of existence.” Like Aristotle, it fo
cuses on some substance, or on what is (ti esti) or this something (tode ti) for 
its primary analogate, but this something or the what is taken as defined by 
modern physics in opposition to ancient physics. “Physicalism thus claims to 
provide the new, unified picture of existence that should replace the largely 
medieval one shattered piecemeal by successive discoveries in the sciences” 
(Post 160).

As a science of being, however, this physicalist metaphysics seems to sub
ordinate itself to the particular science of physics, thus compromising its es
sential universal scope, much as Aristotle seemed to be doing in appearing to 
subordinate his metaphysics of being as being to a metaphysics of substance
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or to his philosophy of nature, which also had its “basic entities and process
es” as revealed not only in his work entitled Physics, but also in the whole of 
his physical works, from the treatise On the Heavens to the treatise On the 
Soul. It is not just set theory that seems too abstract and bloodless to identi
fy the faces of existence even for a physicalist (Post 53), but also the cate
gories of mathematical physics with reference to the full scope of differences 
mentioned in the theory. If physicalism allows for higher forms of existence 
or higher degrees of perfection in being than merely physical entities and 
processes, it is not justified in trying to determine these higher forms or 
higher degrees of being only with reference to what is thought of as the 
lowest form or degree of being.

It is not that physicalism, or just plain physics, is entirely wrong in suppos
ing some dependence of the higher forms of being on this lower form. 
“Nothing at these higher levels can occur without some corresponding oc
currence at the level of physics—not the flicker of an emotion, not a stir in 
the womb. And the truths at the higher levels are in some sense determined 
by or manifestations of truths at the level of physics” (Post 159). But this is 
true only if there is something in the higher forms of existence that is not re
ducible to this lower form of being. Physical being in the concrete, that is, 
“physical entities” as found in living and sentient things, entail ontological 
differences that depend only on the higher form in which they are actual
ized.

In other words, these higher forms cannot be properly determined in 
their differences as being in terms of physical entities. As higher forms, they 
are more determining than determined. Even in its attempt to be nonreduc- 
tive, physicalism has no way of expressing the higher degree of being found 
in these higher forms because it is too conceptually constricted in its choice 
of a primary analogate. As long as some differentiation is allowed between 
higher and lower forms of being, it would seem better to start with a higher 
form of being as the primary analogate in order to arrive at a more compre
hensive science of being as a whole, for the higher forms encompass the 
lower in a way that the lower cannot encompass the higher, just as the hu
man form of being encompasses the lower forms, such as the sentient, the 
living, and even the nonliving, in a way that the nonliving cannot encom
pass living or sentient forms, let alone rational forms.

It is difficult to think of a physicalism that can encompass the complete 
analogy of being as given in experience and that is not in some sense still re
ductive as long as it understands determination as coming only from the 
bottom up, and not from the top down as well. Even to recognize an emer-
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gent being as higher than that from which it emerges is still to think of it 
only in terms of the lower. It is to constrain our conception of the perfection 
or the act of being in an unwarranted way, as if the lower essence were the 
first or the only measure of being. If there are higher kinds of being, there 
have to be higher essences that are less constraining on their act of being.

On the other hand, however, to start from a higher form of being as one’s 
primary analogate of being is not to reach immediately for the highest form 
of being, if there be such a highest. A theologian, for example, might imme
diately think of God or the most perfect being as the primary analogate of 
being. But philosophically speaking, starting from an absolutely highest kind 
of being can be just as confusing as starting from the lowest, since we do not 
know at the beginning of our metaphysical investigation what such a being 
might be, nor even if there is such a being. Such an idea could only be an 
abstraction for us and could not be understood as referring to being as given 
in experience.

The appropriate place for us to begin is with a higher form of being or 
with the highest form of being as given in our experience that is still pro
portionate to our intelligence, namely, with human being, taken as the first 
or the primary being we know concretely in our first critical reflection.This 
is the determinate being we know most immediately in experience through 
confrontation with other human beings and in reflection into ourselves as 
self-conscious beings through this confrontation. Our first encounter with 
being in the fullest sense of the term is not with a physical entity as defined 
in mathematical physics but with another human being, in which we dis
cover not just a “physical entity,” but a whole being, another self, and our 
own self in the presence of this other self. It is in this radically reflective ex
perience in the presence of another that we come to our first exercise of 
judgment and that we come to our first consciousness of being, namely, our 
own being as determinate in the presence of another determinate being, 
both human and each irreducibly distinct from the other in its actuality.

It would be difficult for us to reconstruct exactly how we first come to 
exercise judgment of our own in the passage from infancy to our own intel
ligent and self-conscious use of language. But it is clear that the passage takes 
place through a confrontation with an other in speech. Human infants who 
are deprived of this sort of human confrontation too early or too long never 
quite make it as human beings capable of exercising judgment of their own. 
It is in this confrontation that we discover what otherness is, or that there is 
otherness, the otherness of an other and of our own self in relation to that 
other. But this otherness is the otherness of two human selves, the otherness
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of one subject in relation to another subject. Each is a self-conscious subject 
in the presence of another self-conscious subject, so that the first other, the 
first object of consciousness, for each one is another subject.

When being first presents itself in the first exercise of judgment, there
fore, it presents itself as a plurality through a sort of mutual recognition 
among selves conceived as determinate beings. At first what is understood is 
the difference between one self and another self. There are still many differ
ences of being to be discovered and understood, both within ourselves and 
others identified as selves and among other beings we will eventually identi
fy as objects or mere things, and not as human subjects. But our first inclina
tion is to think of differences of being as differences between selves. This is 
why children have a tendency to treat pets, or dolls, or toys, or security blan
kets as if they were like the first subjects they differentiated themselves from 
in coming to self-consciousness. Learning what differences there are in be
ing is in large part learning that not all others or objects are human selves, or 
sentient, or living, but that many things have their identity in something else 
than self-consciousness or life, sometimes even only in some abstract mathe
matical formulation of what we call a physical entity. When we come to 
such an abstract entity, however, we must not forget that this is not where 
our first conception of determinate being began. It began, or rather it still 
begins, in the confrontation through speech, including scientific and phe
nomenological discourse, among human beings as selves, with all the differ
ences that a proper understanding of this world entails in its personal, living, 
and physical dimensions.

There is thus a definite advantage to beginning one’s inquiry into the 
question of being with human being, as Heidegger suggests (SZ 9—20/ 
26-35), not only because human being is the only one to raise the question 
of being, but also because it is the being that is best known to us in its im
mediacy. It is in the direct exercise of judgment, as we have seen, that being 
first discloses itself. This direct exercise of judgment can take many forms, as 
we have also seen, that of the particular sciences as well as that of phenome
nology. But in its most concrete form it centers on a confrontation between 
human beings, myself and another self, a thou, where I first discover the im
portance of objectivity for my subjectivity in the “hardest science” of all, 
that of mutual recognition between two beings.

Thus, the first being we know or the being we know best is not just any 
substance, as Aristotle speaks of it in his initial discussion of the analogy of 
being. Nor is it any basic entity or process as determined in any particular 
science, whether it be mathematical physics or anthropology. Nor is it any-
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thing as obscure to us as some absolutely highest being. It is rather the hu
man being known as a whole in its relation to another human being, myself 
in mutual recognition with another self. Aristotle would seem to agree with 
this when, at the beginning of his treatise on the soul, he characterizes 
knowledge of the soul not only as more honored or prized, but also as more 
exact or certain (Soul 402 ai-2). Perhaps the modern mathematical physicist 
would agree as well, if he keeps in mind the elaborate process of abstraction 
by which he arrives at positing what are for him basic entities.This does not 
render these entities any less real than he thinks they have to be to account 
for what is given in experience, but it does make them real only in a sense 
that is derived from the sense of being he started from in this process, name
ly, a sense associated more with human being than an object represented by 
some mathematical formula.

The way we name things or even categorize them initially is an indica
tion of how we come to know them. We begin not with atomic or sub
atomic particles or quanta. Even in physics those are the last things to be 
named and they are known least determinately. We begin rather with the 
human being and we proceed from there to lower kinds of being by setting 
aside the more positive determinations of human being as self-conscious. At 
first we think of everything as human and the first individuals we identify as 
being are humans, others and ourselves. As we grow in discernment or judg
ment, we come to identify some beings as less than human, as nonrational, 
but still as sentient. From there we go on to identify further beings as non- 
sentient but still as living, until we finally come to nonliving beings. At each 
step along the way some particular science, such as psychology or biology or 
chemistry, can and does step in to define or specify more positively what is 
given at each level of negation or abstraction and to account for it, until we 
come to the most abstract level of physical science as such. But all along we 
are advancing within a more positive conception of being first set for us at 
the human level of existence.

The further we go from the human being, however, the more difficult it 
is to find any identity of being and the more indeterminate our concept of 
being seems to become. It is to the credit of mathematical physics that it has 
been able to lend greater determinacy to what appears at first as the most 
indeterminate. But this resourcefulness should not blind us to the fact that it 
rests ultimately on a principle of indeterminacy, which implies that it may 
not be dealing any longer with determinate being as we first understand it 
but with something less than being in a full, determinate sense. Where the 
line lies between determinate being and this something less than determi-
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nate being in the complicated reasoning process of mathematical physics, 
whether it be at the level of atoms or subatomic particles or further still, is 
very difficult to establish, if it can be established at all. But the difficulty itself 
is a sign that we are reaching the limits of identifiable being. This is not the 
point where being presents itself in its clearest form.

Mathematical physics, whether it be nuclear or astronomic, places us at 
the outer limits of what we experience as being. In the elaboration of our 
understanding of being, however, we do not begin at such an obscure limit. 
We begin rather at the center of our experience where being presents itself 
most clearly in the determinate form of human being. The particular sci
ence, or sciences, of this particular being can present no less difficulty than 
mathematical physics, as human psychology or the phenomenological analy
sis of a Heidegger can well attest. But it has its own clarity which mathemat
ical physics cannot have. It is only by reason of its abstraction and oversim
plification that the latter appears clearer to us than the human sciences or 
even literature and poetry. Nevertheless, it is with the clarity of human be
ing that metaphysics must begin. Pascal, who was a mathematical genius in 
his own right, thought of man as the thinking reed somehow suspended be
tween the infinitely small and the infinitely large, but he also thought of him 
as comprehending this twofold infinity. It is from the human being, as well as 
by the human being, that the order of being, which extends to other kinds 
of being, is to be comprehended.

The primary analogate of being is thus to be found in the human being, 
and not in any subatomic particle or galactic nebula. The whole order of be
ing in nature or in the lifeworld is articulated with reference to human be
ing at the center, not just in an evolutionary view of the world, but in the 
very direct manner in which we go about defining different levels of being 
in history and nature, some higher and some lower, by a process of negation 
starting from the rational animal who makes history by its own initiative. 
Physics is in no position to furnish metaphysics with the unifying entity it 
needs for its systematic elaboration, as physicalism claims (Post 211—13, 329). 
Physics operates only at the fringe of what we know as being and not at the 
center. It does not raise the question of being according to the full scope of 
its analogy, but rather seeks only to account for the order of being set up 
within its own abstract categories. Only in human being, understood as a 
determinate whole, can we find a “unifying entity” adequate to the analogy 
of being as it presents itself in experience without reduction and without 
monopolization, for the higher identity of the human being leaves ample 
room for the lesser identity of lower beings, thus allowing for the differences
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of being not only within one and the same being but also between different 
kinds of being. Only with a primary analogate properly located in the hu
man being can we proceed to a metaphysical account of the differences of 
being as given in experience. For being can be understood in the full analo
gy of its differences only through reference to this one—pros touto hen.

4.4 Priority in the Order of Learning
To speak of analogy is to speak of an order of priority. We have just been 

speaking of the human being as having priority for us in the order of being. 
But it is important to understand in what sense this priority holds.When we 
inquire into the causes of something, we come to think of the causes as pri
or to their effect. That is the order of reality itself (quoad se) as we discover it. 
But it is not the order of discovery or of learning (quoad nos). In fact, these 
two orders are the reverse of one another and a proper understanding of the 
relation between them is crucial for a proper understanding of how analogy 
functions in the metaphysical thinking of being.

In any investigation we have to think of what we know first as the pri
mary. When our investigation is into the causes of something, what we 
know first is the effect. It is what we name first as the subject of our inquiry. 
Thus, in the cause-effect relation, the effect is at first the primary analogate. 
It has to be as long as the cause is as yet unknown. Once the cause is known 
and thoroughly understood, it may then become the primary analogate, that 
is, that in the light of which we understand the effect, as when we come to 
see the secondary qualities of things in the light of their primary qualities, or 
what we call the properties of something in the light of its substance. Once 
we know the cause of something we first knew only as a fact, the order of 
priority in the analogy is reversed. But as long as the investigation is still un
derway or as long as the cause is not clearly understood, the effect remains 
the primary analogate. Indeed, if for any reason the cause cannot be clearly 
known by us, as is often the case in the particular sciences and as we shall see 
is the case absolutely with regard to the universal cause of all being, then the 
effect remains as the primary analogate and the cause is wondered at in the 
light of its analogy with the effect.

Thus, if in our search for the causes of what there is given in experience, 
whether it be in the particular sciences or in metaphysics, we are led to 
affirm causes that we cannot properly experience in their reality, whether it 
be subatomic particles, unconscious drives, or even a creator, we have to ac
knowledge that the being we start from, namely, the human being, remains 
our primary analogate. This is the situation in which we find ourselves as
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long as we are still learning or inquiring into what there is and what causes 
it to be so. We cannot avoid centering on the being we experience most 
concretely as the primary analogate.

The objection might be made that this gives rise to a reverse sort of re- 
ductionism to the one associated with physicalism, an exclusive sort of an
thropomorphism or animism that does not take into account the differences 
of being other than the human or the living, whether higher or lower. In 
theology it would reduce God to human dimensions and in physics it would 
make of everything a living or even a rational thing. But this does not have 
to follow if the analogy of being is properly understood.

To be sure, there is a temptation in any systematic thought to reduce all 
things to some kind of unifying entity, whether it be physical or spiritual or 
a combination of both. Physicalism tries to do it in terms of the basic enti
ties and processes of mathematical physics. Animism tries to do it in terms of 
life. Anthropomorphism tries to do it in terms of pure reason. But the point 
of the analogy of being is to say that none of these specific kinds of being 
can do justice to the differences and the diversity of being. None of the 
forms of being we know can monopolize being in all its differences, not 
even what we take to be our primary analogate. Even as we refer everything 
to one, it is to affirm the differences of being as well as the order between 
them, differences that we learn to discern through critical reflection with 
reference to being in common. We insist on a primary analogate of being 
only because that is where we begin in the process of discernment among 
differences of being in its commonality.

Strictly speaking, there is no unifying entity or set of entities that can de
termine the properties of all things (Post 211), whether it be the plenum of 
Parmenides, the formalism of Plato, the world spirit of Hegel, or the basic 
components of mathematical physics. There is plurality and diversity of be
ings, and being is what they all have or are in common. But being itself, or 
being as being, is not some abstract entity or some lowest common denom
inator that would be found in all this plurality and diversity of beings as a 
ground apart from the plurality and diversity. Plurality and diversity are 
themselves real. It is not even be that determines beings as being, as Heideg
ger would have it (SZ  8/25f). It is rather be that is diversified and thereby 
determined in its differences. Being as a whole includes its differences sim
ply insofar as they are real and ordered.

Nor does there have to be any such determining entity or set of entities 
for there to be a metaphysics or a science of being as being. All there has to 
be is the unity of being itself, which is a unity of order in a plurality and an
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irreducible diversity of beings. The analogy of being is thus an invitation to 
learn more of this rich diversity of being in the universe, starting from the 
being we know first and proceeding to a better discernment of other kinds 
of being as well as a better understanding of the ontological constitution of 
each being. Even if it starts with subjectivity, so to speak, it is an invitation to 
the greatest objectivity possible and not just to an objectivity of quantifiable 
entities.

Even as first science, then, a metaphysics rooted in the analogy of being 
cannot replace or reduce all other sciences to itself. It allows not only for the 
analogy of being, but also for an analogy of science itself, where particular 
sciences can inquire into particular aspects or differences of being according 
to their own method and their own autonomy. Each of the particular sci
ences is different from the other particular sciences, in accordance with the 
subject it carves for itself out of the wholeness of being and with the 
method it uses to inquire into this subject. But each is also a science in that 
it is an inquiry into being according to some particular aspect.

The particular sciences are all part of an order of science, but none of 
them, as particular, is truly the primary analogate of science. Only the sci
ence of being as being, or metaphysics, can be this primary analogate as the 
overarching science. But it is overarching only in the sense that it raises the 
question that none of the particular sciences raises, the question of being as 
being. It is systematic not in the sense that it tries to impose an order that 
would determine everything, but in the sense that it tries to follow the order 
of being itself, starting from the being it knows first, namely, the human be
ing or the self. For this reason, Heidegger’s insistence on Dasein may repre
sent a better beginning for metaphysical reflection than any of the sciences 
based on quantification, whether of the human subject or of objects, but 
only on the condition that it get beyond mere “being and time,” which is 
still something particular.

4.5 The Truth of Analogy 
Our approach to the analogy of being has been through the exercise of 

judgment or the concrete act of knowing. In the logic of being we saw how 
“being” signifies according to a mode of concretion and composition and 
that, as a structured notion, it contains the differences of whatever is said to 
be.

This is enough to take us beyond any notion of being as univocal. Univo
cal notions, by reason of their abstraction, do not signify according to a 
mode of concretion and composition, nor are they structured so as to in-
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elude the differences of their inferiors. When they do include these differ
ences as found in the concrete, it is by way of be or the is in the exercise of 
judgment. We can define “animal” univocally without reference to whether 
it is rational or nonrational, but when we affirm that X is an animal we also 
include concretely that it is either rational or nonrational, though we may 
not know determinately which one it is in a particular case. In anthropolo
gy, for example, we may know that the remains of X are the remains of what 
was an animal without knowing whether it was rational or not, but still 
knowing that, if it was really an animal, it had to be either one or the other, 
something to be settled only through further investigation in the differences 
of what is given.

At the same time, however, even if the notion of being contains the dif
ferences of its inferiors at least in some confused way, differences that are ir
reducible to one another because they are real, the notion is not purely 
equivocal. It has a unity of its own, which is a unity of order per prius etpos- 
terius. This is the insight of any metaphysical outlook that is not purely re- 
ductionistic and allows for real differences of being. Whatever may be 
thought of as the primary analogate of being or of the various orders of be
ing to be distinguished, what we have to show or demonstrate at this point 
in the metaphysics of being is that we do, in fact, inevitably think of being 
with its differences in terms of some priority with reference to a primary 
analogate.

Even in the absence of any systematic objectification, we think of what is 
really given in experience as entailing differences. If, for example, we take 
the sense of touch or feeling as the most fundamental criterion of reality for 
us, we think of everything as “real” only in accordance with how it affects 
our sensibility or our feelings. We take what affects our sensibility or our 
feeling as our primary analogate for what is real, and, when we are forced to 
recognize differences in reality, we see them only as relating to what we feel 
is fundamentally or primarily real for us. Even if we do not abandon this 
subjective feeling as the locus for our primary analogate of reality, we come 
to see other things that do not affect our feelings directly as still related to 
feeling, or as real for us in this sense, in different ways or different degrees, 
according to an order of priority and posteriority where feeling still holds 
the first place. Some things are thought of as more real to us than others, 
while the ones that are thought of as most real are the ones that affect our 
sense of touch or our feeling most directly.

In fact, reductionism itself, whether it be objective or subjective, does not 
escape this analogous form of thought. It only tries to reduce the diversity
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or the differences of being, which it cannot ignore, to the univocity of its 
primary analogate. As a metaphysical system of being as being in its differ
ences, it defeats its own purpose by arguing for the necessity of this reduc
tion. It has already recognized the irreducible analogy of being in its differ
ences or in the different “faces of existence.” And it is these differences of 
being that have to be accounted for as well as the unity of all that we take to 
be real in its diversity which brings us to the point of acknowledging the 
truth of analogy according to both meaning and be.

The questions for us then are: How is this acknowledgment to be taken? 
How is it found in the concrete exercise of judgment? We began with a re
flection not on our feeling, but on the critical act of knowing in the exercise 
of judgment in order to express what we mean by “being.” We indicated 
what we mean by “being” operationally in terms of knowing. But in this re
flection upon the act of knowing we have been led to recognize a certain 
necessity of differences in being, that is, a necessity of analogy, at least ac
cording to meaning at first, if not immediately according to be.

But whence is this necessity of differences in being for our understand
ing? Is it only from our way of thinking or is it from the necessity of being 
itself, that is, from the necessity of differences in being itself as we know it? 
The passage from the first moment to the second moment of analogy, from 
the analogy according to meaning but not according to be to the analogy 
according to be but not according to meaning, as we saw, entails a certain re
versal of perspective. It is this reversal that we must bring to completion in 
order to bring out the truth of analogy, which has to be both subjective and 
objective, that is, according to both meaning and be at the same time.

We could, in idealist fashion, think of our own knowing as the primary 
analogate of being. But in the exercise of judgment we know that our 
knowing as such cannot be the measure of things. It has to be measured by 
things or what we refer to as being. Otherwise judgment would become 
purely arbitrary, lacking in what we call objectivity. When we make any 
claim to know truth, however, we are trying to reach beyond arbitrariness to 
some kind of objectivity. Our sense of truth is that knowing has to give way 
to being, or rather that it has already given way to the disclosure of being. 
We feel compelled by being, so to speak, when we make any claim to truth 
in judgment. We could think of the passage from analogy according to 
meaning to analogy according to be as a kind of argument a posteriori, from 
what is posterior, our knowing, to what is prior, being itself in its analogy.

But in the final analysis we have to recognize that it is not strictly an ar
gument going from a known to an unknown. It is only an argument from
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something that we take to be known more clearly and distinctly to some
thing that is already known more fundamentally, in order to bring the latter 
out more clearly and distinctly. It is a learning that goes from confusion to 
greater clarity in the disclosure of being itself. What we recognize in the end 
is that in making the distinction between the first two moments of analogy 
we were already within the hermeneutic circle of the third moment, which 
is not a closed circle, as a particular judgment might be, but an open arc as 
the exercise of judgment should be, that is, one open to the full diversity of 
being in its unity as an order of being or beings.

The dialectic of analogy serves to open up the heuristic structure of our 
questioning into being on the basis of an immediate evidence a priori, so to 
speak, found in the reversal of perspective going from knowing to the prior
ity of being in knowing that opens the way to a realistic metaphysics as well 
as a possibility of many particular sciences dealing with different aspects of 
being. In one sense, knowing is a grasping of being, but more fundamentally 
it is letting being take hold in our knowing as it discloses itself so that we 
may become equal to it in its fullness.

As differences impose themselves in the analogy of being, the question 
arises for us now as to whether there is anything that can be said properly of 
being as being precisely in its analogy.
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Introduction: Transcendental Modes of Being

science  m ust  determine not only its subject, what it is about, but
also the properties of this subject as it is understood in that science. 

Thus mathematical physics must determine its subject matter, what aspect of 
being it is about, and then say what the properties of this subject matter are, 
however these may be understood. So too biology, which is about life, must 
determine the properties of life. Similarly metaphysics, as a science or a sys
tematic discourse, has to consider not only being as being, but also whatever 
pertains to being precisely as being, what we can refer to as the properties of 
being, though in a way analogous to being itself and not to any other kind 
of property. Having just arrived at the analogy of being we must not lose 
sight of this analogy in speaking of its properties.

In fact, given this analogy, we find ourselves in a perplexity with regard to 
any properties of being as being. If “being” signifies according to a mode of 
concretion and composition, can anything else be predicated of it apart from 
this mode of concretion and composition? If “being” actually contains the 
differences of whatever there is, since otherwise these differences would not 
be, is there anything that can be said of being as being apart from these dif
ferences, which, as differences of being, are not properties of being as being?

This perplexity must be understood clearly. The question of properties 
must not be confused with that of differences. To bring out the analogy of 
being we had to insist on the differences or the diversity of being. The ques
tion was to see how being could still be one in all its differences, whether 
essential or accidental. These differences, however, real as they are in their 
being, cannot be predicated of being precisely as being. What constitutes 
them as differences is what sets one kind of being off from another or one 
particular being from another being. What can be predicated of one as a 
property cannot be predicated of the other as a property because of this dif
ference. This is true even of individual differences within one and the same 
kind of being. Properties, on the other hand, have to be predicated of their 
subject as such. They belong to their subject precisely as this subject has
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been determined in a science, as the properties of life belong to this kind of 
being, that is, the living, precisely as determined. Hence, since our subject 
has been determined to be being as being, the properties of being must be 
predicated of being precisely as being, and, since this subject has been deter
mined to contain its differences, the properties must be said of the differ
ences as well. The properties too must be analogous, for otherwise, if the 
properties were univocal, to predicate them of being would be to say that 
there is still something univocal about being. If being is analogous, so too 
must its properties be.

But how are such properties to be understood and what do they add to 
what we mean by “being”? To understand this question, let us reflect on 
how anything can be added to being. In one sense nothing can be added to 
being, inasmuch as being includes everything and excludes nothing. There is 
nothing that could be added to being that is not already included in it. But 
the thought or the concept of being does not immediately express all that 
being contains for us. As we saw, being signifies according to a mode of con
cretion and composition. It contains differences that the concept of being 
alone does not express. As a structured notion, it says not merely that some
thing is, but also that as something and as this it has differences. In this it 
differs from a generic notion, which can abstract from its differences. But as 
a notion, being as being does not express the differences that it contains 
structurally. These must be added to it more expressly.

It is not as though these differences were added from outside being, so to 
speak. Even our first conception of being contains these differences. We do 
not conceive of anything in the direct exercise of judgment as being with
out differences. But as our first concept into which all our other concepts 
must be resolved, as into their first, it does not yet contain the differences 
expressed in these other concepts. As it presents itself, being is disclosed with 
its differences. But as we first conceive it, we leave out the differences to 
name only being as being. Having done so, we must then add the differ
ences, or our conceptions of the differences, to our first concept, with which 
we begin. For, as we have said from the very beginning, knowing is of being. 
It is with being that we begin and being is itself the beginning of knowing. 
But it is only the beginning, to which other conceptions, or conceptions of 
differences, must be added.These further conceptions, as Aquinas puts it, ex
press its mode, which is not expressed by the name of being itself (Ver 1,1, c).

But this process of addition to our original concept of being takes place 
in two ways that must be clearly distinguished in order to get a proper un
derstanding of properties of being. These properties are also added to being.



but not in the way of differences. The first way of adding to our original 
concept of being is the way we have just seen in connection with the differ
ences of being, where the mode expressed is a particular mode of being, 
such as living being or quantitative being. In this way we come to distin
guish diverse categories of things on the basis of diverse modes of being that 
we recognize. This is the way that enables us to distinguish different ontic 
regions in what we referred to earlier as the “predicamental order.”

In the second way, however, we transcend this predicamental order, 
which is still tied to the direct exercise of judgment and to the way we ex
perience being immediately, and we enter more properly into the transcen
dental order of being itself. In this way what is said more expressly in adding 
to our first conception of being is not some special mode of being, such as 
could be expressed in a category, but a common mode that follows every 
being and therefore, like being itself, transcends all categories. Thus, if many 
different modes of being can be distinguished and all of them can be said to 
be, each in its way, so too whatever can be said more expressly of being in 
this common transcendental way will also be said of each mode of being, 
each in its own way. If, for example, unity can be said of being in this com
mon way or as a common mode, then every being will also be said to be 
one in the same way or according to the same mode that it is. The more 
common mode does not express a difference of being, but follows the dif
ferences as being does. It is this more general mode of expression that gives 
rise to what we are calling the “properties of being,” conceptions that can be 
predicated of being as being. We can refer to these conceptions as properly 
ontological, as distinct from ontic differences. But they have also been called 
transcendental, insofar as they follow the transcendentality of being.

Thing can be thought of as such an ontological conception distinct from 
the conception of being. Many are inclined to identify or to reduce the 
conception of being to the conception of thing. As we have seen, however, 
the two names or ideas are taken from different aspects in the structure of 
our conception of being. Being is taken from the act of being, which is the 
most comprehensive aspect of being as a whole, while thing is taken from the 
quiddity or the essence, which is the restrictive aspect of the finite being. 
The conception of being is thus ontological and transcendental in the 
broadest and most fundamental sense possible. But the conception of thing 
is nevertheless ontological and transcendental insofar as it signifies a being in 
its concrete essence.

In its own standing, or according to its essence, such a thing is not under
stood as transcendental. It has its own differences, specific and individual,
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that set it off from other kinds of being and other individuals of the same 
kind. But insofar as it has an essence or its own standing with its own differ
ences, it is part of the transcendental order of being. Every finite being is un
derstood as a composite of an act of being and an essence. What makes each 
specific and individual are its differences, not the composition. In defining a 
thing we include these differences, at least down to the specific differences, 
but not the idea of essence as such, which is the principle of definition and 
not one of the defining notes. The idea of essence is present in any defini
tion of a determinate being but is not restricted to any particular definition. 
As taken from the essence as such, and not from any particular essence, the 
name “thing” is equally unrestricted. We speak of all sorts of beings and of 
many different individuals as things. In doing so we understand that they 
have their differences as things, but in speaking of them only as things we do 
not include any of these differences, just as in speaking of them only as be
ing we do not include their differences.

In fact, in keeping with what we said about the primary analogate of be
ing, what we first think of as a thing is a human being, which has its stand
ing in being in the presence of another human being through mutual recog
nition. This is a thing with very specific as well as individual differences not 
expressed in the concept of thing but included in its standing or its essence. 
The human being is a thing that stands up to another human being in 
speech. It is also a sentient and living thing. In the direct exercise of judg
ment we also speak of other kinds of things that stand in being, but not as 
rational, though sentient and living, and others that are not sentient, though 
living, and of others still that are not living. Anything we think of as having a 
standing in being through its own essence we think of as a thing in some 
degree of being. Those things we think of as having their standing without 
the difference of rationality, or sensation, or life, we think of as mere things, 
but we do think of them as having a standing in being, albeit a very dimin
ished one in comparison with that of a human being. On the other hand, 
we do not stop thinking of the human being as a thing with its own stand
ing in being. We think of it as much more of a thing, or much more than a 
mere thing.

It can be argued, as we did for the primary analogate of being, that the 
diminished meaning of thinghood in a mere thing is not its first or original 
meaning. The first thing, literally, I come to discern as standing in being is a 
self, myself in the presence of another self or another self present to me. This 
and that originally refers to me and to you, the most primordial objects of 
human consciousness, so to speak. As we said earlier in speaking of the order
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of learning in the analogy of being, it is only from this first discernment of 
two different selves or things that we proceed to the discernment of further 
and lesser objects, extending our initial conception of thing as selfstanding 
to other kinds of things, sentient nonrational things, living nonsentient 
things, or nonliving things, all the way down to the entities or “things” of 
mathematical physics.

There, of course, the conception of thing is stripped of any personal dif
ference it might have with reference to self, sensation, or life, but it still ex
presses a kind of standing in which basic entities and processes coalesce. The 
concept of thing, as has been pointed out even for mathematical physics, ex
presses a unity, identity, whole in data “grasped, not by considering data from 
any abstractive viewpoint, but by taking them in their concrete individuality 
and in the totality of their aspects” (Lonergan 246). This conception of 
thing, which derives from an initial conception centering on self, is neces
sary for the continuity of scientific thought and development and for keep
ing it related to the concrete order of being as a whole.

Thing thus has to be thought of as an ontological conception that follows 
being in its transcendental order. Whatever is thought of as being is thought 
of as thing, as standing in being with its differences. Inasmuch as it expresses 
only the quiddity of being or its essence, the conception of thing has to be 
distinguished from the conception of being. But inasmuch as it expresses 
only the quiddity or essence of a finite being in its proper standing as being, 
it cannot be distinguished as a property in the transcendental order of being. 
“Thing” refers to what a determinate being is in itself or in its essence. In 
fact, in the direct exercise of judgment, properties are thought of as proper
ties of things, as whiteness is thought of as the property of the thing snow 
and as risibility, or the ability to laugh, came to be thought of as the proper
ty of the thing human being. These are properties only in one particular or
der of being. They are not properties in the transcendental order of being, 
that is, properties that can be predicated of being according to its transcen
dental conception, or as it includes its differences.

What we mean by the properties of being are those ontological concep
tions that are not reducible to thinghood but that pertain to being as tran- 
scendentally ordered. These are the transcendental conceptions that were 
traditionally listed as the one, the true, and the good, to which we shall add 
the active in close association with the one. What these properties add more 
expressly to the thought of being remains to be seen as we come to examine 
how each one of them is derived from our first conception of being. But it 
is important to note at the outset that we do come to know them as derived
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from our first conception of being and that they do express more of the in
telligibility of being than what we take to be our first conception of it in its 
structure as concrete and composite.

It is perhaps for having lost sight of these transcendental, as we saw with 
regard to Kant in connection with the transcendentality of being, that mod
ern metaphysics has found itself locked in essentialism, unable to reopen the 
question of the be of being. While it has moved from the pure conception of 
being to a conception of thing (res) or “reality,” which expresses quiddity or 
essence, it has not moved on to the conception of the one, the true, and the 
good in relation to the order of being as a whole. Its forgetfulness of the 
question of being in the fullness of that term has been due, at least in part, to 
its forgetfulness of these transcendental, which has left it unable to think 
through the question of being to any kind of completion. What we hope to 
show here is that, by reopening the question of the transcendental properties 
of being as being, we can open a new way into metaphysics or the philoso
phy of being that will allow for coming to some further exercise of judg
ment about being as being. If being calls for thinking, this thinking can pro
ceed ontologically only through the thought of the transcendental properties 
of being. In this respect the transcendental properties of being as being are 
the key to our reconstruction of metaphysics.

Without these transcendental ideas, which are coextensive with the con
cept of being, it is difficult, if not impossible, to formulate any understanding 
of the transcendental order of being. We have seen how the idea of being 
contains the differences of its inferiors. But with only our first conception of 
being to work with, it is difficult to see how all these differences in their 
rich diversity compose with being. The diversity is something given to us in 
the very presencing of being. But how to conceive this diversity in compo
sition with be or the act of being is the problem that metaphysics must 
solve. Can we say immediately that the diversity entails a multiplicity of be
ings or is it more a matter of diversity within one and the same being? And 
whether there is a multiplicity of beings or only one being, can there be di
versity within a being as well as among beings? And if there is diversity of 
whatever kind in being, how is the relation between the different aspects of 
this diversity to be understood in being? These are questions that have been 
part of metaphysics ever since Parmenides.

They are questions we shall have to deal with in exploring the structure 
and the communication of being. But in order to do so rationally we must 
have the added intelligibility of the transcendental properties of being. These 
transcendental properties cannot add anything to being as though from out-



side of being. Nor can they add by way of special modes of being, as differ
ences do. They can only mediate between our first conception of being and 
that of thing and of the differences of being.

As properties of being, they are not even distinct from that of which they 
are the property, as the properties of a specific thing might be. They are 
identical with being itself and yet enable us to articulate more of its intelligi
bility than we can without them. The distinction between them is not trivial 
or merely one of words. It is an opening of intelligibility into the transcen
dental order of being. Without the distinction of these properties, we would 
be reduced to speaking of being only as an abstraction or according to some 
of its differences in a particular order, as we do in the particular sciences. But 
with them we can plot a course or a discourse to include the whole of being 
in its be as well as in its essence or its many essences and differences.Though 
they add nothing to being as such, the transcendental add considerably to 
our understanding of being, or to how we go about understanding being in 
its concretion and composition.

For them to do so, however, they must be derived purely from the 
thought of being as found in the direct exercise of judgment. The thought of 
the one, the active, the true, or the good are not precisely the thought of be
ing. They add something to the thought of being. But what they add is itself 
derived from the thought of being, not through experience, which would 
only give us differences of being, but through reason alone or through 
thought as it expresses more completely how it understands being in its tran
scendental ordering.

Judgment about the properties of being, which has to be an indirect ex
ercise of judgment, is thus a priori in two senses: it does not depend on expe
rience in a way that would make it a posteriori and it proceeds from a prior 
conception, which is the original conception of being found in the direct 
exercise ofjudgment.

Though the properties of being come after our first conception of being, 
they follow from it necessarily. There is something that is immediately evi
dent about them in the direct exercise ofjudgment, as we shall see, but some 
demonstration is necessary to show that they are indeed properties of being 
as being. Without a demonstration we might have some conception of these 
properties, since there is some immediate understanding of them in experi
ence, but we would not understand them as the properties of being in its dif
ferences, which is what we must have if they are to serve in the elaboration 
of our metaphysical discourse.

Thus, like metaphysics itself, our conception of the transcendentals must
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follow from experience. It must rise a posteriori or per posteriora to what is 
prior conceptually not only with regard to being itself, as we have done in 
determining the subject of our inquiry, but also with regard to what we shall 
speak of as the one, the active, the true, the good, and whatever else may fol
low being as being. Some kind of phenomenological reduction is therefore 
required to bring thought back to what is evident per se, but it is in a tran
scendental critical reflection that the priority of this evidence is seen. Our 
demonstration will consist in opening up this evidence for thought. It will 
not be a demonstration a priori in the sense that we could give a strict defi
nition of being and from that definition derive its properties. Such a defini
tion of the transcendental is impossible for us. Our demonstration will be a 
priori only in the sense that it leads us from or through what is a posteriori, 
from experience, to a prior evidence in thought itself. It will be a demon
stration in that one has to be led to such an evidence from experience as we 
had to be led to the evidence that metaphysics is the science about being as 
being through critical reflection on the direct exercise of judgment in expe
rience and in the more particular sciences.

This is what we have had to do already with regard to our first concep
tion of being itself, which has had to be demonstrated in its primordial evi
dence. Now we must do the same with our conceptions of the one, the ac
tive, the true, and the good. Starting from experience, we must demonstrate 
how they too are part of that original evidence, that is, how they follow nec
essarily from the original conception of being itself. Our judgment with re
gard to these properties will be synthetic, inasmuch they add something 
conceptually to being. It will also be a priori, in that it will not depend di
rectly on experience but on the thought itself in experience that proceeds 
thoughtfully, without the need of any further “intuition,” from the concep
tion of being in its transcendentality to the conception of the one, the ac
tive, the true, and the good. What it will depend on is the critical reflection 
found in any direct exercise of judgment that brings us back to the first evi
dence of being itself as it presents itself in actuality.

We shall proceed first with the conception of the one, which we most 
closely associate with the conception of being and of thing. Then, before 
proceeding with the conception of the true and the good, which require 
reference to a particular kind of being to be seen as properties of being, we 
shall focus on another property of being that was not usually mentioned 
among the transcendentals before modern philosophy, but which neverthe
less is closely associated with our conception of being as one even as it
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opens the way for the inclusion of truth and goodness as properties of being, 
namely, the property of being as active.

We shall not include the conception of beauty, which is frequently men
tioned as a transcendental, because in our view it is not coextensive with be
ing precisely as being. It is coextensive with being only in a particular order, 
namely, that of being which is at once spiritual and material. To speak of 
beauty as a property of being, that is, as coextensive with the entire order of 
being and not just with this particular order, one would have to speak of it 
in terms of some combination of goodness and truth, leaving out any refer
ence to the particular order of matter that is implied in the conception of 
beauty.





C H A P T E R  5

Being as One

W e b e g in  w it h  one as the first property of being because it appears 
to be the one most intimately connected with being. This has been 

clear from the beginning of metaphysics with Parmenides, who spoke of be
ing as one and continuous (Frag 8, 1-6), and as undivided, since it is all the 
same. He also spoke of it as even or uniform, inasmuch as being draws near 
only to being (Frag 8, 22). Because his conception of being was still univo
cal, however, his conception of unity remained one of impenetrable density 
that found expression only in the shape of perfect roundness and allowed for 
neither movement nor multiplicity.

In his perplexity over being the Stranger in Plato’s Sophist noted the same 
connection between being and one and wondered why there are two 
names, if being and one are the same (Soph 244b). This is the question we 
must pursue here, but with the understanding that the notion of one does 
not signify anything more in reality than what is already signified by the no
tion of being.

Even after speaking of the analogy of being, Aristotle still maintained this 
parallel between being and one. He spoke of them as the same and as one 
nature, or of the one (to hen) as nothing other than being (to on), showing 
how both could be applied to a substance (ousia) such as human without 
adding anything to what was already understood with the substance itself. 
“As the substance of each thing is one not in any accidental sense, so also is 
anything that is [hoper on tt\, so that there are as many forms of being as there 
are of the one” (Metaph 1003b 23-35). From this Aristotle concluded that 
metaphysics had to be as much a discussion of the one as of being, although 
he never gave priority to the one over being as Neoplatonism would later 
on. By speaking of this connection between being and the one in the frame
work of analogy, however, he did establish the idea of a certain convertibility
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between one and being that was to hold throughout most of the medieval 
period. Ens et unum convertuntur.

In the modern period the one who was to insist on the connection be
tween being and one most emphatically was Spinoza with his conception of 
infinite substance as indivisible and unique (Eth XIIfF). But this served only 
to exclude a plurality of substances in being and to reduce the analogy of 
being to that of one between substance and its modes. Kant, besides losing 
sight of the transcendentality of being, also did not admit the notion of infi
nite substance as having any gnoseological content. For him, the thought of 
unity was a pure concept of the understanding or a category under the 
heading of quantity, and so was bereft of any transcendentality (KrV 
Hegel, who sought to complement Spinoza’s concept of infinite substance 
with that of subjectivity without falling into the empty transcendentalism of 
Kant, restored the concept of the one to the Logic of Being, but he did so 
only in connection with being-for-self, in a dialectical rebounding from de
terminate being’s interplay of finite and infinite (WL I, sect. 1, ch. 3). Com
ing before any discussion of quantity, Hegel’s move allowed for a certain re
opening of the transcendentality of the one, but the opening was closed 
with the conception of measure as the combination of quality and quantity 
that eventually collapses into the Logic of Essence.

After Hegel the ontological conception of unity seems to drop from sight 
altogether in metaphysics. It continues to be used in the elaboration of any 
metaphysical system, whether physicalist, personalist, or theistic, or to be 
abused in the deconstruction of any such system. But it is not itself the focus 
of any reflection as a conception that is coextensive with the conception of 
being. What we propose to do here, in our attempt at metaphysical recon
struction, is to refocus on this notion of the one as it is connected with the 
notion of being in order to see what intelligibility it can add to our first 
conception of being.

We have already had to use a certain conception of the one in elaborat
ing the idea of analogy. An analogous notion, we said, is one, not so much by 
univocity or a unity of concept, as by a unity of reference to one—pros hen. 
This implies a twofold understanding of unity: that of a concept, in which 
differences are prescinded from, and that of an order, in which differences 
are taken into account. In the second sense, unity is seen in reference to dif
ferent things that come under the analogous notion by reason of their rela
tion to one thing, the primary analogate, as in the case of healthy, which is 
predicated first of an organism and then secondarily of various things that 
are signs or causes of health in the organism. As an analogous notion being
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thus refers first to a primary analogate, which we first think of as being, and 
then to secondary analogates, which we then think of as related to what we 
first think of as being whether as sign, cause, or simply as a coordinate in be
ing with differences. Our recognition of differences of being leads us to the 
conception of being as analogous. The same recognition also leads us to 
bring these differences under some kind of unity, whether it be that of a sin
gle being with different aspects or modes, as Spinoza claimed, or that of 
many beings with their own differences in being ordered to one another, as 
we are more inclined to do in the direct exercise of judgment. It is to this 
unity that we must now turn to see how it follows from our very concep
tion of being.

5.1 Undividedness and Identity
This conception of being, as it emerges from the direct exercise of judg

ment, is structured according to a mode of concretion and composition. It 
refers to things as we experience them, that is, not as a simple identity, but as 
a complexity of thisness or haecceity, whatness or quiddity, and be or act of 
being. Though the name being is taken from the act of being, we think of a 
being as a thing, which expresses its quiddity or essence. And it is this thing 
that we think of as one at the same time as we think of it as being. But we 
think of it as one only with relation to the differences of being and not sim
ply to the thought of being as being. How does this come about in the di
rect exercise of judgment?

Just as being cannot be properly defined through genus and specific dif
ference, since it is the principle of all definition, so also one, in its original 
and transcendental sense, cannot be properly defined. It can only be distin
guished from being by introducing negation. To speak of being as one is to 
speak of it as undivided, as not divided, which presupposes some conception 
of division or of difference in being, a division or a difference that is then 
negated to arrive at the undividedness or the unity of being. This is the way 
Parmenides arrived at his conception of being as one. But this is also the 
way we arrive at the same conception through the exercise of judgment, 
with the difference that we start from experience and allow for real differ
ences in being itself in accordance with the analogy of being.

In the direct exercise of judgment we posit many things as real or as be
ing. We speak of nonliving things as well as living, nonsentient as well as sen
tient, nonrational as well as rational beings. O f each being or kind of being 
we also predicate different things as real. O f Socrates we say that he is hu
man, white, sitting, and so on. O f human we say that it is rational, humorous,
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biped, and so on. In each case we assert a kind of identity, even though in 
each case it may not be a simple and direct identity. In fact, we seldom if 
ever assert a simple direct identity of anything with itself because we always 
suppose such an identity in any exercise of judgment. We think of a thing 
with its properties as one. Being not only presents itself in the act of reflec
tion, but it presents itself as one with itself—unum sibiipsi. It is only through 
reflection on the exercise of judgment that we come to think of this pri
mordial unity or identity of being with itself.

What this reflection shows is that judgment, in its direct exercise, is ulti
mately reducible to judgment about a this or a that. Universal judgments, 
such as “snow is white” or “human being is mortal,” presuppose judgments 
about this or that, taken to be snow or human. In their application to being, 
such universal judgments have to be brought back to some this or that. Even 
verification in an abstract science like physics follows this structure of judg
ment by bringing its conceptions back to a verification that can be observed 
as this or that in experience.

This or that thus stands as some kind of ultimate subject of predication. 
When I say that human being is rational animal, I do not mean that human 
being as such exists, but only that, where there is such a thing as human be
ing in a this or a that, it is rational. It is Socrates or any this or that like him 
who is rational, and not “human being” as such. The concept “human be
ing” only expresses what this or that is when it is a Socrates or another being 
like him.

By itself, however, this or that expresses little about being. It only refers to 
the irreducible presence of a being in actuality. Without a predicate, which 
expresses what it is or how it is, it is barely or only negatively intelligible. If I 
tell you about this only that it is this, you still do not know whether the real 
thing I am talking about is the chair or Socrates.To know the reality of this is 
to know what it is as well as its thisness. What makes this one therefore is not 
just its thisness but also its whatness, which may be expressed, as when I 
speak of this, or of Socrates, as a human being. Or it may be left unexpressed, 
as when I ignore what this is as I refer to it simply as this rather than that. 
Even when I ignore what a particular is in its essence, I still must think of it 
as having or being an essence yet to be disclosed. This is why questions for 
understanding arise from the experience of this or that.

Such questioning, however, presupposes some unity or identity between 
what a thing is and its thisness which is found in what Aristotle referred to as 
the “substance” of a thing. In its first sense, as Aristotle understood it, sub
stance refers to a this or a that, tode ti, this something here, whose quiddity is
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to be determined. In its second sense, substance refers only to the quiddity 
of this something. As such it is a universal, prescinding from its thisness or 
haecceity. In the concrete, however, both senses of substance have to be seen 
as one, which gives us our first conception of a thing as one. Every thing, 
whatever it is, is one through its substance.

In its first sense, as this or that, substance can never serve as a predicate. It 
cannot even be predicated of itself in any intelligible sense. To say, “this is 
this,” adds nothing to our understanding of this, except to distinguish this 
here from that there and to insist on its identity as distinct from that, which 
is equally left without understanding. Pure this or pure that can only serve as 
subject of predication, awaiting, so to speak, the intelligibility that a predi
cate will bring to the purely posited identity. As such it stands for the thing 
as it is in reality, so to speak, while the predicate expresses how the thing is 
understood. In its second sense, substance stands for the thing only as we 
understand it, so that what is expressed in the definition of a thing can be 
predicated of this or that, or of substance in the first sense. The act of predi
cation can thus be seen as an expression of unity in being grounded on the 
way in which being is present.

Needless to say, not all predication concerns only what a thing is in its 
substance, as when I say of Socrates that he is white, or learned, or sitting, or 
the owner of a field, as well as or besides just being human. This illustrates 
how complex the unity or the identity of a being can be, something that we 
shall have to take into account in our elaboration of the structure of being 
and the order or the communication among beings. But even this kind of 
oblique or indirect predication, which does not refer directly to the sub
stance of a thing, is derivative from the predication that does refer directly to 
the substance of things. If we can understand that the unity or the order of 
being encompasses more than the simple identity of a substance, it is never
theless from the idea of a substantial identity that our conception of one be
gins. Without such an idea we could not conceive of many beings or of an 
order among them.

To think of being as one, therefore, is not just to think of one thing or 
another, but to think of each thing as undivided in itself or as having a sim
ple identity of its own. Though we may not know what the identity of each 
thing is, we do know immediately that each thing has an identity that sets it 
off from any other thing. This is so much a part of the immediate evidence 
of being in its presencing and standing that it cannot be questioned any 
more than the presencing of being itself can be questioned. Non potest quaeri 
quasi ignoratum, sicut nec alia principia communia (In MetaphVII, 17, §1654). It
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cannot be questioned as if it were not known any more than other common 
principles can. We know from the beginning that at least one thing can be 
predicated of any being, namely, itself, whatever that may be. It is undivided 
in itself or one with itself. To say this about a being is not yet to say much 
about what or how it is, but it is to affirm its unity and identity such as it is in 
itself, something that cannot be denied in any knowing of a being.

5.2 Multiplicity and Dividedness
In the direct exercise of judgment, however, we do not merely affirm 

each being as one in itself according to a principle of identity. We also speak 
of many beings. Just as the division in being associated with differences leads 
us to deny division in any being we affirm as a thing, that is, just as we speak 
of it as undivided in itself, so also this undividedness of each being in itself 
leads us to think of multiplicity and diversity in being wherever differences 
seem to enter into what each being is. From division and difference we go, 
by way of negation of this negation, to the idea of one; and from the idea of 
one we go to the idea of many, one thing and another each with specific 
and individual differences.

Difference thus appears as a kind of limit (Grenze) between one being or 
something (etwas) and another, as Hegel saw in his Logic of Dasein (WL I, 
110-16/122—29). One thing is seen as ending at the limit where the other is 
seen as beginning, and vice versa, so that each thing is seen as limit for the 
other in being. Both are therefore seen as finite in relation to one another, 
with each having an identity of its own, and as caught up in an infinite or
der of being, which is not just another thing that would be opposed to the 
finite things as another finite but an order that allows for many finite things 
in being.

With this idea of many, however, another side of the idea of unity comes 
to the fore.The first side is the one we have just seen: undividedness in itself. 
The other side is dividedness from every other. Once we come to think of 
being as many things, we think of each thing or being not only as undivided 
in itself, but also as divided from every other, or, as Hegel would say, as for it
self. Thus, if we say that the first thing to be distinguished from another is a 
self in the presence of another self, each self is immediately seen as undivid
ed in itself and as divided from the other. Each is understood as standing in 
the presence of the other in its identity but as divided or separate from the 
other in some kind of confrontation.

In keeping with our understanding of the human self as the primary 
analogate of being, this is where our primordial conception of many beings
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or many ones originates, along with that of identity as undividedness in 
oneself and dividedness from every other, in a dialectic of recognition. In 
this recognition of one being and another, which is a first cognition of one
self and another or of another and oneself, a difference is made between 
equals. In other words, the equals are seen as many and each one is seen as 
reflected into itself from the other. Each is seen as standing in the face of the 
other.

O f course, this is not the only kind of standing that comes to be recog
nized in the direct exercise of judgment. We also come to distinguish differ
ent kinds of being that are nonrational, or nonsentient, or even nonliving, 
but that nevertheless have a standing of their own as things, as we saw in 
speaking of essence as a standing in being or as thing. In this we come to un
derstand that “many” includes not only many individuals of the same kind, as 
if our primary analogate of being were the only kind of being, but also many 
different kinds of being and many individuals of the many different kinds, 
each with its own degree of undividedness in itself and dividedness from 
every other as in the analogy of being. In other words, we come to under
stand the oneness that is coextensive with being as itself transcendental.

5.3 Transcendentality of the One
It should be noted that we are not thinking here of the one only as un

derstood in mathematics. The mathematical one is not the transcendental 
one as it derives from our first conception of being, but only the one as re
duced to the category of quantity. This is the one, as Kant understood it. In 
its truly transcendental sense, however, the one can also be found in other 
categories as well, besides quantity. It can be found in the category of sub
stance, as we have seen, where it means the identity of a thing in itself, its un
dividedness. It can also be found in the category of quality, where it means 
the similarity of a thing with itself, as Aristotle suggests (Metaph 1003b 37), or 
the being-for-self of something, as Hegel suggests (WL I, sect. 1, ch. 3). It is 
only within the category of quantity that the one is understood as the prin
ciple of discrete continuity or of number. Within that category, however, or 
within any category, the one is not simply convertible with being, since 
within each category the one specifies something according to that category, 
thus abstracting from other categories, and it adds a difference to our first 
conception of being, thus expressing it in only a special mode and not in the 
common mode characteristic of a transcendental property of being.

As a transcendental, the one follows more the transcendental conception 
of thing, adding only a negation of division to it. If we think of a thing as
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simple, then we think of that undividedness as simple as well. But if we think 
of a thing as complex or as composed of parts in any way, then we think of 
its undividedness as a whole, as we do, for example, of the self, our primary 
analogate of thing as well as of being. Wholeness is oneness as it is found in 
composite things. As the self is a whole in its identity, so also is any other self 
in an equal way. So too is any other lesser thing that can be identified; it is a 
whole, but in a lesser way. Whatever we can identify as a thing we identify as 
a whole before we can start breaking it down into parts. To be for it is to be 
constituted as a whole composed of parts. What is, at least as a thing, is not 
only one; it is the whole whose being must be viewed as whole before any 
of its parts. It can even be said that the be of any composite consists in its 
wholeness, just as the be of any being consists in its undividedness. Esse 
cuiuslibet rei consistit in indivisione (STI, n , i, c).

Thus, as a transcendental, one is not opposed to wholeness, as it is to 
many or plurality. Nor is wholeness or totality “just plurality considered as 
unity,” as Kant maintained (KrFBm ).To be sure, wholeness can be under
stood as totality of things or their unity. This is part of their transcendental 
unity, insofar as they are not perfecdy divided or isolated from one another, 
or insofar as together they constitute a world. But wholeness is also the 
wholeness of a thing or its oneness when the thing is composed of parts. A 
thing is not merely a simple mathematical unit. It is one as a whole with an 
identity of its own, undivided in itself. To think of more than one such 
whole, or of many, we have to think of each as a whole, as identical or undi
vided in itself and divided from every other. It is only after we have so dis
tinguished between a plurality of things that we can think of wholeness as 
unity of a plurality. But then we are no longer thinking of wholeness as con
stitutive of a thing in its oneness but rather as constitutive of an order of 
many things somehow related to one another in a universe, a unity of many 
and diverse things.

At the same time, however, we also come to think of oneness or whole
ness in such an order according to different degrees. At first we think of the 
oneness of the self as equal to itself and to that of any other self. But as we 
discern other things in reality that are not the equal of the self, but neverthe
less things with an identity or an undividedness of their own, we think of 
them not only as lesser things, but also as less one, less undivided in them
selves and less divided from every other. In fact, at the limit, where it is diffi
cult for us to discern whether we still have to do with a thing as such, that is, 
a unity-identity-whole, say in the realm of the fundamental entities and 
processes of mathematical physics, it is also difficult to say whether we are
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dealing with something undivided in itself and divided from every other. 
This is the difficulty that physics itself runs into as it tries to determine what 
are the fundamental constituents of physical reality and finds itself torn be
tween thinking of them as waves or as particles. In the order of being it is no 
longer clear whether we can still speak of things with a standing of their 
own or with an identity of any sort that can be numbered or measured.

This lowest degree, of course, is not where we first come to think of be
ing in its oneness. This level of judgment is arrived at only by a process of 
abstraction from the more concrete sense of being we already have with the 
self and its oneness. But it illustrates how oneness adheres to being or, as Par
menides put it, how being draws near only to being, even where things can 
no longer be clearly discerned from one another as one self can be dis
cerned from another. At the limit, oneness seems to resolve itself into a mere 
continuum without wholeness of any kind, whereas in the interval between 
the concrete sense of being as one self and an other and this abstraction of 
an indiscernible flow, many different kinds of wholeness are discerned in an 
analogy of oneness or wholeness as well as of being.

In this analogy we come to think of some things as more perfectly one 
than others, just as we speak of them as higher beings than others. The high
er a being is, the more perfectly one or undivided it is in itself and the more 
perfectly divided or independent it is from every other. This is especially 
clear in our primary analogate of being, the self, which stands on its own 
better or more evidently than any other being of experience, even though it 
is not completely independent of every other. But it is clear also from every 
other kind of being that stands out in its essence as a thing, in proportion to 
its standing out. The better it stands out as a thing, the more undivided it is 
in itself and the more divided from every other. And the less it stands out, 
the less is it a thing undivided in itself and divided from every other, or the 
more divided it is in itself and the less divided it is from every other. Where 
we see a division among beings, we also see a unification among these same 
beings in a universe.

In thinking of the one as opposed to many, however, we must not think 
of it as simple rather than complex. The oneness of a being is not just a unit 
in some category or other. It is also a wholeness, which can be quite com
plex or made up of many units of different kinds. In the abstract, it might be 
tempting to think of something simple, like a basic entity in mathematical 
physics, as the primary instance of something one in being. But such an “en
tity” cannot be identified except in its relation to other entities. In its 
essence it is not really one in itself but part of a set. In the concrete, the set is
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more one than any one of its abstract entities. In fact, if we begin from our 
primary analogate of being in developing our conception of the one, we re
alize that the one can be quite complex in its wholeness. If every being is 
one, or undivided in itself and divided from every other, and if human being 
is our primary analogate of being, then it would appear that our first con
ception of oneness is associated with a high degree of complexity, so that 
less complex beings could be understood as less one and, at the limit again, 
the least complex or the most simple would be understood as the least one 
and as occupying the lowest level of being.

In between the most complex and the least complex beings we find oth
ers in experience with different degrees of complexity that constitute differ
ent degrees of identity and oneness for different kinds of being. And though 
it is difficult to make absolute comparisons in being, we could state as a gen
eral principle that the more complex a thing or a being is in its identity, the 
more one it is likely to be and conversely, that the more one it is, the more 
complex it is likely to be in its being. At least for being as it presents itself in 
experience, the degree of oneness in a being is in inverse proportion to the 
degree of its simplicity.

The things we know as more perfectly one are the more complex ones, 
like the self, and the things we know as less perfectly one are the more sim
ple ones, or the ones made up of less differentiated parts. It is as though the 
greater unity of a thing required a greater diversity and complexity of parts. 
Rational beings are at once more one and more diverse in their complex 
makeup than nonrational beings. Their complexity may make them more 
fragile, physically speaking, but in it is disclosed a greater identity in the or
der of being. Being discloses itself to the rational being. But it also discloses 
itself more fully in the rational being itself than in any other being of expe
rience that we judge to be less of a being. Similarly, living things are more 
complex than the nonliving, but they too stand out more clearly in being 
than the nonliving. And so it is as we go on down the line, until we reach 
the point where the parts of a thing are so much like one another that it can 
easily be divided into two things each of which retains the identity of the 
original thing, like the pieces from a block of granite or the buckets drawn 
from a body of water. In a higher living thing such a division is impossible, 
not only because of the greater diversity of parts that constitute the whole, 
so that one cannot function without the others, but also because of the 
higher identity of the thing. To sever it is to lose its identity altogether and to 
be left with parts that take on another identity as beings in themselves, as the 
whole disintegrates into a plurality of more simple beings.
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Whether this proportionality between higher identity and higher diversi
ty and complexity holds for the entire order of being or only for the order 
of being we experience in the direct exercise of judgment remains to be 
seen. It may be that this proportionality holds only for material beings, 
whose wholeness is constituted of parts. In any event, whether or not there 
are nonmaterial beings whose identity would be simple and not constituted 
of parts, this proportionality between higher complexity and higher identity 
serves to bring out further the transcendentality of the one taken as a prop
erty of being in the material order of things in comparison to the mathe
matical one, which, as the principle of number, cannot be taken as anything 
but simple. Before it is reduced to the category of quantity by the under
standing, the transcendental conception of the one already expresses an 
identity of being, an undividedness of any being in itself proportionate to 
what it is and a similarly proportionate dividedness from every other.

Finally, in connection with this transcendentality of the one, we might 
note how the division of being is of two different kinds. First, there is the di
vision according to species, such as that between living and nonliving beings 
or between rational and nonrational beings, which we characterize as higher 
and lower according to some order of perfection. Each species represents a 
certain degree of identity or wholeness in the order of being. But within 
each species, at least in the material order of being, there is also a further di
vision of many individuals within the same degree of identity and whole
ness. There are many individuals of one and the same species each of which 
is also identified as a being, undivided in itself and divided from every other. 
We can speak of the first kind of division as formal division, that is, as one 
yielding a diversity of forms, such as living and nonliving or rational and 
nonrational. We can speak of the second kind as material division, that is, as 
division yielding a multiplicity of individuals with the same specific form, 
such as Socrates, Plato, or Aristotle within the human species or the hundred 
and one Dalmatians within a species of dogs.

At the same time, however, this twofold division of being gives rise to the 
idea of a twofold order of being as well, a formal order of diverse species and a 
material order of individuals within diverse species. The two orders combine 
to constitute the material universe as a whole with a diversity of species of 
being and a plurality of individuals within the various species. How this or
der of the universe is constituted concretely in reality cannot be understood 
merely in terms of the transcendental one. It requires the conception of ac
tion and interaction as a kind of bond for this plurality of beings we call the 
universe. But the two sides of the transcendental one, undividedness in itself
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and dividedness from every other, open the way for the conception of such 
an active constitution of the universe as one in diversity and multiplicity.

5.4 The Judgment of Unity
It remains for us to see how this conception of being as one is indeed 

found in our direct exercise of judgment in the act where being first disclos
es itself. We have already alluded to judgment as the positing of an identity 
and to the act of predication as an expression of unity grounded on the way 
in which being presents itself in things. This is what opened the way for us 
into the thought that being is one. Our question now, which is a question 
for critical reflection, is to see whether this thought is truly the thought of 
being.

If we reflect on the exercise of judgment as affirming unity in being, we 
can think of the affirmation as having two sides: one, that every being is un
divided in itself, and the other, that every being is divided from every other. 
In thinking through each side one after the other, we shall find that each 
side contains its counterpart as it refers to being itself.

On the side of undividedness or identity, we recognize that not all judg
ments posit the relatively simple identity of a thing and its quidditative de
terminations or even its properties, which are distinct from the quiddity of a 
thing but cannot be separated from it, nor it from them. We posit many sorts 
of identity or relations between things, such as that one thing belongs to 
something else, as the field belongs to Socrates, or is influenced by some
thing else, as the field is warmed by the sun. But underlying all such positing 
there is a more fundamental positing of things themselves in some kind of 
identity. At the root of all judgment there is a principle of identity that says 
of every thing that it is one with itself or, conversely, that it cannot not be it
self. The principle of identity is at the same time a principle of noncontra
diction. If being is what discloses itself in judgment and if it properly disclos
es itself as an identity that has to be distinguished from other identities, then 
we have to say that every being, every such identity, is undivided in itself.

This is immediately evident in our first conception of being itself. Par
menides saw this, except that he did not distinguish between different iden
tities in being. It is also immediately evident in any exercise of judgment 
where we distinguish different things as beings in experience and under
stand each thing as not the other. To bring out this evidence more positively, 
let us turn to our more immediate experience as human beings in con
frontation with one another. In this experience, which is focused on our
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primary analogate of being, being discloses itself as determinate or as divid
ed between two selves, you and me, for example, where I distinguish myself 
from you as undivided in myself just as you distinguish yourself from me as 
undivided in yourself and where we both come to the common under
standing that each is an identity in itself.

This is an experience that is repeated many times with other persons and 
that is then extended to include other determinate beings that are not per
sons but that are also seen as undivided in themselves in being, albeit in less 
striking ways than as persons in themselves. Whatever we identify as a being 
we think of as undivided in itself. As we move further away from human be
ing toward things characterized as nonrational and as nonliving, the princi
ple of identification for each determinate being becomes more obscure, but 
we continue to identify things as undivided in themselves as long as some 
principle of identity can be found. At the limit, as we saw with regard to the 
fundamental entities and processes of mathematical physics, the light of any 
such principle all but disappears.

But this is not a loss of the immediate evidence that every being is undi
vided in itself. It is simply a failure to see how the principle of identity and 
noncontradiction applies in the case of such entities. Instead of a clear judg
ment about a determinate being, undivided in itself, we come rather to a 
suspension of judgment as to whether we are still dealing with a difference 
of one thing and another. This is not to say that judgments in physics have 
nothing to do with reality, but rather that they have to do with a reality of 
very diminished identity. It is not in such judgments that being discloses it
self most clearly in its undividedness, but rather in judgments about one self 
and another confronting one another in mutual recognition.

This same immediate evidence that is available through reflection on the 
direct exercise of judgment can also be brought out through retort, if one 
tries to deny the truth of this evidence. If, for example, you try to think of 
being as not undivided in itself, you will have to think of it as divided. The 
thought of differences in being has already brought you there. But the 
thought of being as divided means a being and another being, or beings in 
the plural. Thus, in thinking of being as divided rather than undivided, you 
would no longer be thinking of a being in its identity, but of many beings, 
which brings us to the second side of the judgment of unity.

On this second side, which says that every being is divided from every 
other, we recognize that being discloses itself in a multiplicity and a diversity 
of beings. But with this recognition we also understand immediately that
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every being is divided from every other as the reverse side of its being undi
vided in itself. To think of many beings presupposes the thought of division 
in being, the thought of a being, and another, and so on. Such a thought im
plies a limitation or a negation in being. A being other than this being means 
precisely a being distinct from this one, divided from it, or simply not this 
one. A  is other than or is not B, if B is not A. Thus, as we distinguish be
tween beings in the exercise of judgment, we necessarily think of each one 
as divided from every other in the same way that it is undivided in itself.

Again this is most clearly evident in the dialectic of recognition between 
selves and less clear in the relations between the fundamental entities of 
mathematical physics. In confrontation with you, where our first conception 
of determinate being is most in evidence, I recognize myself not only as un
divided in myself but also as divided from you just as you recognize yourself 
not only undivided in yourself but also as divided from me. The principle of 
identity in each determinate being is at the same time the principle of divi
sion from other determinate beings. This is especially clear in the case of di
vision among persons. It is also clear in the case of division among different 
kinds of sentient and living things. But as we approach the limit of basic 
physical entities, once again we find the principle of division among beings 
more obscure and are forced to suspend judgment as to whether such enti
ties are properly beings divided from every other.

Evidence for this principle that every being is divided from every other 
being can also be brought out by retort. If you try to think of every being as 
not divided from every other, you necessarily think of it as undivided from 
every other and therefore as identical with every other, which is to say that 
the other is not an other but rather that there is only one being, as Par
menides said. Such a thought is contrary to what is presupposed on this side 
of the judgment of unity, namely, that being discloses itself in some divided
ness or as a multiplicity and a diversity of beings.

Thus any attempt to deny either side of the judgment of unity about 
things leads back into the other side and into a denial of being itself as 
known with its differences. It is impossible to think such an attempt through 
as a thought of being in its disclosing. It is, like any attempt to deny first 
principles of judgment, self-defeating as an act of intelligence. The only way 
to think the judgment of unity through as the thought of the being that dis
closes itself in truth is to think of every being as undivided in itself and di
vided from every other.

The two questions that remain with regard to the unity of being are that
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of the mode of its undividedness in itself, which can be complex as well as 
simple, and that of the mode of its dividedness, which entails a relative inde
pendence of things in a world of interdependence. We shall deal with each 
of these questions further as we come to speak of the structure of being and 
the communication of being, respectively. But before we can do that we 
must reflect on the other properties of being to bring out the bond that ties 
beings together in their very multiplicity and diversity.



C H A P T E R  6

Being as Active

e c o n t in u e  in  our elaboration  o f  the properties o f  being
with active as the second, before going on to the other two usually 

listed after the one, namely, the true and the good. When we think of a be
ing as one, or as undivided in itself and divided from every other, we do not 
think of it as closed in on itself or as purely static. We think of it as active in 
its identity or in its very standing as a thing. In fact, as we shall see, we dis
cover a being as a thing with its own essential standing only through its ac
tivity, so that a being is inconceivable as a thing without some proper activ-

In saying this, however, we must be careful to understand precisely how 
we come to think of “active” as a transcendental property of being. We speak 
of something as active with reference to action or to what it does as a thing. 
In the concrete this action, or what a thing does, is always particular: in a 
particular place, at a particular time, and of a particular kind. Not only is it 
the action of this or that being of a particular kind, which makes it an action 
of a particular kind, it is also particular even with reference to the being of 
which it is the action. For example, when I do something, such as some 
physical exercise or an exercise of judgment, I not only do it at a particular 
time in a particular place, or as a particularly human kind of action, I also do 
it as only one of the particular actions I could be performing. I could also be 
performing some other physical exercise or exercising decision making 
rather than some theoretical judgment. Even things that have less freedom 
or no freedom at all in their self-determination have a diversity of actions 
that we can observe, ranging from sensation and life functions to attraction 
and repulsion among inanimate things. Only the simplest of entities, like 
atomic particles, may have only one action proper to them, but even there, 
insofar as it can be located in space and time, it is still thought to be the par
ticular action of a particular thing. All things have at least one action of their

ity.
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own and most, especially the more complex ones, like animals and humans, 
have many more.

Understood as particular in this way, the term “action” does not express a 
common mode of being. It is not convertible with being in its transcenden
tal conception. It expresses only a special mode of being or a difference in 
being, not something that can be predicated universally of being as being. 
Even if we think of action as a general category containing all particular ac
tions, it is still only a category, one of the ten supreme genera of being ac
cording to Aristotle (Cat chs. 4 and 9), which has to be distinguished from 
other categories of being such as quality, quantity, and substance, the primary 
category of being that expresses what a being is in its essence. In fact, if we 
think of the diversity of action in its particularities with reference to one 
and the same thing, we have to think of it as accidental to substance or as in
hering in it or as flowing from it, rather than as part of the substance itself in 
its fundamental identity that persists as one at different times in different 
places and while exercising different activities.

How then is “active” to be thought of as a transcendental property of be
ing if it entails a reference to something as particular as action? It can be 
done in the same way as we come to think metaphysically of being as com
mon in a wide diversity of things, or as transcendental, in the exercise of 
judgment. In the direct exercise of judgment we refer to being as something 
particular, as a this or a that with some determination, as we do, for example, 
when we speak of this as a human being or that as a tree. In the indirect ex
ercise of judgment we come to conceive “being” as a structured notion that 
entails the composition of an act with particular determinations in a singular 
this or that, or with what we can speak of as a concrete essence or a first sub
stance, in the sense of Aristotle’s tode ti, as we did earlier, for example, in our 
logic of being.

Action can also be conceived as a structured notion entailing a similar 
composition between an act and its specification, such as an act of judgment 
specified by its terms or an act of decision specified by the choice of a par
ticular course over another. Even the acts of simple things such as purely 
physical entities are similarly specified according to the nature of the agent 
or the substance that produces them.

This similarity of composition in the concept, however, is not enough to 
satisfy the idea of complete transcendentality for action. Even as a structured 
notion, action remains one of the categories of being in contrast to passion 
and as such cannot be understood as including other categories, as the con
cept of being does, especially not that of substance, in relation to which ac-
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tion appears as something accidental. To think of “active” as something com
pletely transcendental or as following the order of being in its transcenden- 
tality, we must think of action as following the diversity of determinate sub
stances in being in its very relation to these substances, however “accidental” 
the action may be to the substance from which it flows. In other words, we 
must think of things themselves as acting, or as active, each according to its 
own way of being. Or, conversely, we must think of each way or mode of 
being not only as determined in an essence but also as giving rise to its own 
proportionate way of acting. We have to say “also” here with respect to ac
tion because an action is understood as flowing from a thing or an essence 
already constituted with its own act of being. The act of being does not flow 
from the essence that limits it in a finite being. It is simply in composition 
with this essence, as in the case of human being, where the concrete human 
essence limits its act of being. Action flows from this composite of an 
essence and its act of being.

With this understanding of the relation between a thing and the propor
tionate action that flows from it, no matter how particular the action of the 
thing, or between an action and the thing from which it flows, we can speak 
of being as active in a way that is completely transcendental in the same way 
that we speak of one and of being itself as transcendental. Unlike the case of 
being as one, however, where we are adding only a negation to our first 
conception of being, that is, a negation of division in what is undivided in 
itself, in the case of action we are adding something positive to this first con
ception of being as one or as a thing, namely, the idea of an inclination to act 
on its own, though not yet the idea of any particular or special mode of ac
tion. We are adding what can be called a “property” of being as being, be
cause we are saying that every being, whatever it is, has such an inclination 
to act, or is active, in its own determinate way. We are saying that it is a prop
erty of being to be active.

It can be said that this insistence on activity as a property of being over 
and above the three usually mentioned, namely, unity, truth, and goodness, is 
due to an influence of modern philosophy and what has been called the 
“transcendental turn to subjectivity” in this philosophy, that is, the turn to 
the activity of the subject as a focus for philosophical reflection. This is a 
turn we have already taken here in this metaphysical discourse when we ar
ticulated what we mean by “being” or how we first conceive being by re
flection on the structure of the judgment we exercise in experience. It is a 
turn we shall continue to take in arguing from the structure of our activity 
to a real structure or composition in the constitution of our finite being. It is
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in keeping with our insistence on human being as the primary analogate of 
being in this reconstruction of metaphysics, as well as with some of the 
more ancient adages about action or the inclination to act as following from 
being, like agere sequitur esse or unumquodque agit in quantum est actu, meaning 
that “to act follows from to be” or “each being acts inasmuch as it is in act,” 
or again like quamlilbet formam sequitur inclinatio, meaning that from every 
form of being there follows an inclination to act. Such adages were spoken 
of transcendentally in the same way that we speak of transcendental proper
ties of being here.

In affirming that every being is active, we are affirming what could be 
called a principle for all science, for it is through what a thing does that we 
come to know what it is in its essence. This is so for modern science as well 
as for ancient science. In speaking of being as active we are reaffirming an 
ancient principle for all science with regard to being in all its differences in a 
way that is congenial to modern critical philosophy’s insistence on subjec
tivity, beginning with the proper activity of human being as our primary 
analogate. But we are doing so without departing from the ancient view by 
including, as part of the analogy of being and acting, the action of lesser be
ings as proper to these beings, including that of mere bodies or physical en
tities along with that of sentient and living things as well as that of rational 
beings.

In order to do this we shall begin by elaborating the concept of action as 
it comes to us from experience and how action relates to what we shall call 
the “underlying thing” or the thing as producing its action. Then we shall 
consider the two sides of action, the first as transient or as going out to oth
er things and as affecting them, and the second as immanent or as remaining 
in the underlying thing that is acting and as perfecting it. From this consid
eration of action as two-sided we shall then go on to see how a being or a 
particular concrete essence comes to be thought of as a nature precisely in
sofar as it is the principle of its own action. Finally, before coming to the on
tological understanding of action, we shall see how phenomenology views 
the entire hfe-world of the human subject as a world constituted by the ac
tion and interaction of a wide diversity of beings.

6.1 Action and the Underlying Thing
Let us begin by noting that action, like being and one, cannot be proper

ly defined through genus and specific difference. If we take the term as a 
genus, “action” is among the supreme genera along with substance, quality, 
and quantity. It cannot be defined in terms of any higher genus. It can only
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be distinguished from other genera as sui generis. If we take the term as ex
pressing a still broader notion than any genus, as we do here, it transcends 
any generic difference of being and follows being itself in its transcenden- 
tality.

In fact, what we know first about any being is its action. It is through its 
action that we come to know what a thing is. It is through different kinds of 
action that we come to identify different kinds of being. And it is through 
their action that we come to think of them as actual, or as being in act. Even 
the name we use to characterize the be of a being as distinct from its essence 
or mode of being betrays this relation to action. We call it the “act of being,” 
implying that to be is always to be in action, just as to be human implies to 
be acting as a rational animal. This is not to say that the act of being, as un
derstood in the structure of our conception of being, is just an action that 
flows from the essence of a finite being. On the contrary, the act of being 
has to be understood as constitutive of the very being from which action 
flows as an accident, so to speak, or as constitutive of what the being is in its 
essence or substance. It is only to say that a being discloses itself through ac
tion and is known only through its action. This is true not only of other be
ings we know in experience, but even of our own being, which we come to 
know only in and through our action or what we do precisely as rational 
beings. Reflection on what we are begins from our direct action. As Aquinas 
says, even our intelligence knows itself not through its essence, but through 
its act of intelligence (ST  I, 8,1, c).

To think of action in its primordial sense we must go back to experience 
itself. Experience is action. We experience ourselves through our action, in
cluding our spiritual action of thinking and willing as well as our physical 
action, and we experience other selves and other things through their ac
tion, which is not always spiritual and in the case of many things is only 
physical. When we say that we begin from experience in our knowledge of 
things, we mean that we begin from their action. The world of experience is 
a world of interaction among selves and things in which each comes to its 
own standing as what it is and takes its stand according to what it deter
mines itself to be.

If all this conception of action seems somewhat anthropomorphic, it is 
only because experience itself is anthropomorphic. The common or analo
gous notion of action itself, which is understood as spiritual in human be
ing, can be extended to include different sorts of action that are not anthro
pomorphic, that is, action that is nonrational, or nonsentient, or even 
nonliving. Although these are lesser kinds of action, they are nevertheless
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specifically different kinds of action through which different kinds of being 
disclose themselves or are identified in their being.

Like the other analogous notions, action is known first as it is found in 
the primary analogate of being, the human self. It is that of which we are 
first conscious in ourself or in other selves. O f course, concretely this in
cludes all sorts of activities like feeling, seeing, hearing, imagining, judging, 
striving, desiring, and willing, all of which entail a certain immediacy in 
consciousness, a certain givenness in experience. But in keeping with our 
method here we should focus on the more reflective aspects of this activity, 
since it is in this aspect of our activity that we come to know not only what 
we are or how we stand in being, but also how being first discloses itself to 
us. It is in the activity of judging, as we have said from the beginning, that 
we come to know being as being in its presencing.

We could also add at this point that the same holds true for our activity 
of willing, since that too engages our self-consciousness at its highest level, 
in which we not only discover what we are but also determine ourselves to 
be what we are. It is in both activities of knowing and willing that the pres
encing of being has its first disclosure, both as my own being and as the be
ing of others.

When I raise questions and seek answers, when I find answers and for
mulate them in concepts, when I organize these concepts in judgments, I 
am acting. When I entertain the possibility of different courses of action, 
when I deliberate about them, when I determine what I will to become, I 
am acting. Action begins further back in my being, so to speak, than in my 
intelligence and will, and it has ramifications not only in the obscure aspects 
of my being, but also in the world at large. But at the center of understand
ing and willing, action comes to a transparency in which the intelligent be
ing knows itself as being and other beings equally as being, though not nec
essarily its equal in being. This is the reflective experience of being, so to 
speak, from which our first conception of being emerges. Without the expe
rience or the action, the conception would not be possible, though being it
self is what is first conceived.

But this kind of thoughtful action represents only a certain degree of ac
tion, and a relatively high one at that. Not all action is equally self-conscious 
or even conscious at all. We experience lesser kinds of action both in our
selves and in other beings. In fact, we experience action that is not con
scious. Consciousness is not coterminous with action.There is action in my
self that is not conscious and I do not have to suppose that every being is 
conscious, unless there is evidence to the contrary in its action. Conscious
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action is the form of action we know best and most immediately, but it is 
not the only form. There are lesser forms or degrees of action in what psy
choanalysis speaks of as the subconscious and the unconscious or in the 
purely physical functions of the human body.

At the limit, there are forms of action that seem to have nothing to do 
whatsoever with consciousness, as in the case of nonliving things. However 
we may understand these forms of action, we do not have to understand 
them as conscious or self-conscious, though we do come to think of them 
in some analogy with conscious action, our primary analogate. It is not an
thropomorphism to do so, for though we begin from a conception of action 
centered on human being, we extend it as disclosing different kinds of orig
inality in being, including that of nonhuman being. We do this by differenti
ating other kinds of action objectively, so to speak, from our own and by in
sisting on the originality as something positive without being conscious. 
Different sciences can study these actions more positively in their specificity. 
But it is important for metaphysics to see them in their analogy with one 
another and with the primary analogate.

In the direct exercise of judgment we define or identify different kinds of 
being according to different kinds of action. We identify human being as ra
tional animal or homo sapiens, indicating in this way what human being is by 
what human being does or by the action that seems proper to this being. We 
identify brute animals in the same way, but in contrast to human being we 
speak of them as sentient but nonrational. So too of nonsentient living 
things, and finally of nonliving things. At each step we recognize an absence 
of a certain degree of action, but we continue on down the line as long as 
we can identify a positive degree of action.

As we move further away from conscious activity, we find it more diffi
cult to identify a positive content in action, obscure and minimal as it be
comes, and so we find it more difficult to define the being or to give it a 
positive name. We think of force or of attraction and repulsion, but we do 
not think of these as identifying things as well as life and consciousness do. It 
is to the credit of modern science that it has devised better ways of speaking 
of this nonliving action or interaction without resorting to animism of any 
kind. Thanks to its highly sophisticated use of measurement and mathemat
ics it has penetrated more deeply into the essence of nonliving being. Yet 
even this knowledge of modern mathematical science is still expressed in 
terms of what has to be called action or a functionalism that sets down laws 
of action and reaction between the different entities it distinguishes.

There is a problem, of course, in seeing precisely in what sense we can
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speak of functions expressed in mathematical formulas as referring to action 
in the concrete, but that is part of the problem of verification in natural sci
ence itself. It is not precisely our problem here in metaphysics. What we can 
say is that the difficulty of the problem lies in the very obscurity of the ab
stract formulations of science as they apply to reality. When we have only 
mathematical formulas to help us discern various elements of reality, it is be
cause we are dealing with only a diminished kind of action, and hence with 
a diminished form of reality, and not with the full form we find in our pri
mary analogate. In going from the one to the other we should keep clearly 
in mind what comes first both in the order of learning and in the degree of 
being

It is not the basic entities and processes of mathematical physics that come 
first in knowing, as physicalism claims, but human action and human being, 
as we have argued. There is a certain fallacy in trying to argue from what is 
more obscure to what is more clear in being, or from what is less known to 
what is more known. We could call it a fallacy of misplaced clarity as well as 
misplaced concretion. In our systematic articulation of being as we know it 
concretely, we must begin from what is better known to us in our own ac
tion, even if it cannot be reduced to exact measurement or mathematical 
formulation.

Along with the idea of action, however, we have also the idea of the 
agent or the underlying thing that is acting. To the extent that we think of a 
particular action as only accidental to a certain being or as flowing from it, 
we think of the thing as something posited under the action or of the action 
as belonging to this suppositum. In the words of the old adage, actiones sunt 
suppositorum: actions are actions of supposits.We shall speak of this suppositum 
as the underlying thing not to think of it as separate from its action, but 
rather to keep in mind that the thing is understood not by itself or apart 
from its action, but only as underlying its action.

To distinguish the underlying thing from its action in this way somewhat 
complicates the conception of action, but only by keeping the idea of thing, 
which follows the idea of being, present in it. Precisely how the underlying 
thing is to be distinguished from its action is something we shall have to 
work out. As in everything else for a metaphysics that takes human being as 
its primary analogate, this can be done more clearly through a reflection on 
human activity as it flows from and discloses the essence of its underlying 
thing, namely, human being or the concrete human essence of a Socrates.

In the diversity and the multiplicity of my actions, I come to think of 
myself as somehow distinct from them. Through them, through my judging
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and my willing, for example, I come to know what I am or the kind of thing 
I am. As the agent or the subject in all this activity, I discover or disclose my 
identity as a thing. I see myself as judging and as willing and in all of this it is 
I who judge and will. I am the thing that underlies all these actions and in all 
of them I am actualizing myself. I do not know myself apart from the ac
tions, and yet in all of them it is only as one thing that I come to know my
self as agent for all of them. I distinguish myself from all of them as an un
derlying thing because I see them as diverse and multiple and myself as one. 
I judge and I will. I also make many judgments and many decisions. And yet 
in all of these actions it is always I, this human being, who judges and wills.

This kind of distinguishing cannot be done as easily on the level of mere
ly physical entities as it can be done on the level of the self or Dasein. But 
that is because of the greater obscurity of action at that lower level. Though 
we speak of basic entities for mathematical physics, it is much more difficult 
to identify them as things or to say what kind of thing they are, if in fact 
they are things in the proper sense of the term. If the action is difficult to 
define, the underlying thing is even more difficult to define, because it can 
only be defined through its action. At the limit, we may not know whether 
we are still talking about things at all or only about functions of things.

But this difficulty at the level of merely physical entities, which may or 
may not be actual things or bodies in the full sense of the term, serves to il
lustrate how closely tied our knowledge of things is to our knowledge of 
their action. We cannot identify things or say what they are apart from their 
action. But the converse of that is also true. We do come to identify things 
and say what they are through their action. Strictly speaking, there is no such 
thing as an unknown or an unknowable “thing in itself,” as Kant was bent 
on supposing. Even if we do distinguish between the underlying thing and 
its action, we do not do so as if the underlying thing could remain hidden or 
undisclosed in itself. We distinguish the thing only because it discloses itself 
in its action. We affirm the thing as being only because it is known in action 
and we affirm it as known through its action.

This does not require any special intellectual intuition as of a “thing in it
self” as Kant supposed for the possibility of metaphysics. All that it requires is 
a sense of the thing as it appears in experience through action and some re
flection on the meaning we find in this disclosure. Through its action we 
know what a thing is, which is all there is to know about it, in itself as the 
supposition of its action as well as in its relation to other things. To say that we 
know of a thing but that we do not know it in itself does not make sense. In 
saying what we know of it we are already saying that we know it in itself,



Being as Active 181

even though we may not know precisely what it is in every respect. But we 
come to know what it is more precisely not by some pure intuition, but by 
further reflection upon its action or by closer examination of what it does. 
This holds true for our selves as reflective intelligent underlying things as 
well as for other things. And it holds true for metaphysical knowing as well 
as for the more “physical” knowing in the direct exercise of judgment.

In the indirect exercise of judgment that is proper to metaphysics there is 
no need for some sort of intellectual intuition into a thing in itself other 
than the intuition already found in the direct exercise of judgment. From 
the beginning we have seen that metaphysics follows from experience. It be
gins in the reflection found in any exercise of judgment, the critical reflec
tion that is like a clearing in which being discloses itself. The question of be
ing moves within the circle of this disclosing. When we distinguish between 
an action and its underlying thing, we are not distinguishing between two 
separate realms of being, one phenomenal and one noumenal, and declaring 
only one of them knowable, that is, the phenomenal. Nor are we positing 
some kind of noumenal object hidden behind the phenomenal. We are dis
tinguishing an underlying thing only to say that it is what discloses itself in 
its proper action. That is what it is metaphysically as well as physically and 
that is all there is to it metaphysically speaking. The metaphysical knowledge 
of things or of human subjects does not double as another kind of physics or 
another kind of empirical psychology, with another kind of insight into 
things or into the subject than the one already operative in the direct exer
cise of judgment. Metaphysical knowledge is the knowledge of the thing al
ready reflected upon, but as seen in the order of being as being in its tran- 
scendentality. It is a knowledge of being as including both sides of the 
distinction between action and the underlying thing.

6.2 Essence as Nature
In the thought of being as active we are led to the idea of nature and to 

the thought of being as nature. Let us reflect on how this happens starting 
from our first conception of being as it is signified in the direct exercise of 
judgment. In our initial reflection on the logic of this conception, we were 
led to distinguish a twofold structure in this conception, one, a synthesis of 
thisness and whatness, and the other, a synthesis of this concrete synthesis 
with be or the act of being. We spoke of essence in two ways, as referring to 
what a thing is in the abstract sense of a definition that does not include the 
thisness of a thing, or as referring to the combination of whatness and this
ness of a thing in its concretion. We did all this without reference to the ac-
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tion of a thing, relying only on how we raise questions about what is given in 
experience, namely, questions for understanding and questions for critical re
flection.

In speaking of the underlying thing with reference to action, we are once 
again referring to what a thing is or to its essence. But now we are speaking 
of it as it relates to the action that flows from it. In doing so we are introduc
ing a new dimension into the order of essence, one that is usually ignored by 
static essentialism, but one that is strongly affirmed by existentialism. Essence, 
or what a thing is in the concrete, includes not only thisness, but also a natu
ral inclination to act. Essence is not just a given in experience. It is some
thing that makes itself be what it is. Essence is something to be achieved, 
something I have to make myself, for example. It is this act of achieving that 
is referred to as “existence.” In affirming the priority of existence over 
essence, existentialism is affirming a certain priority of action over the mere
ly given, at least in human being, if not in lower beings as well, but it is doing 
so within an order of essence as distinct from be or the act of being.

In other words, existentialism is affirming the order of essence in a new 
way, as something to be achieved, in opposition to a static essentialism that 
considers things only as given out of the past, whether by nature or by histo
ry in a human community. Existentialism is affirming essence as dynamic 
and, in doing so, it is, perhaps unwittingly, retrieving an ancient way of con
ceiving essence as nature. If it seems opposed to the priority of nature as 
well as of essence over existence or action, it is only because it continues to 
share the modern conception of nature as totally determined or as static in 
its givenness.

What was meant by “nature” among the ancients and what continues to 
be meant in the direct exercise of judgment is essence, or what a thing is, but 
viewed as a principle of action or as the principle of what we have to call its 
proper activity. This follows from the idea that every being is active according 
to its very nature. According to Aristotle, who was summing up the ancient 
view, “nature is the principle of a thing and the cause of moving and resting 
in that of which it is principle primarily according to itself and not accord
ing to some incidental factor” (Physigib 21—23). In formulating this defini
tion, Aristotle had only a particular set of things and their natural movements 
in mind, namely, the order of things that come to be by nature. This set of 
things was understood in contrast to things that come to be by art, which for 
Aristotle do not have a movement of their own as artifacts in the way that 
the things of nature do. Aristotle’s definition, however, can be seen as apply-
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ing to any thing having a movement of its own by nature, including the hu
man being, even though it transcends its nature as merely given starting from 
this nature as the principle or the beginning of its own activity

Insofar as every being is thought of as active, it is thought of not only as 
an essence, but also as a nature according to which it acts. When we ask: 
“what is the nature of something?” we are not asking for anything more 
than what is already intended by the simple question:“what is it?” referring 
to the essence of something. In saying, “what is the nature of?,” we are only 
expressing how we expect to find the answer to the simple question: 
“what?” We are saying that we expect to find the answer through what ap
pears to be its proper activity. What a thing is is known through what it 
does. The nature of a thing is thus only its essence viewed as the fundamen
tal principle of its doing. As Aquinas put it in one of his first attempts to ex
plain how we speak of essence, “the name nature taken in this sense [that is, 
as referring to essence or what something is] seems to signify the essence of a 
thing in accordance with its order or ordination to its proper operation, 
since no thing is without its proper operation” (Ente 1).

Needless to say, the metaphysical idea of nature will have to be under
stood analogously no less than the idea of action that it underlies as princi
ple. To the extent that we speak of action as free and self-determining in the 
human being, for example, we shall speak of an open nature constituted 
concretely through the initiative of its own action. The human being does 
constitute itself in what it is historically through its own action. But this is 
also true, analogously, of other beings that do not exercise any historical ini
tiative but are nevertheless active in their own natural way. All beings consti
tute themselves concretely in what they are through their action, whether 
that action be free and self-determining or not. Action is the ultimate deter
mination of a being in the order of essence. It is that for which each thing 
exists, its ultimate perfection as an already existing thing.

To think of every being as active, therefore, is to think of it as having a 
nature of its own from which its proper activity flows. This nature is the 
essence of the being considered as the principle of its activity. To be such a 
principle, the essence or the nature must already be constituted in its funda
mental or what we can call its first perfection as an essence or as a mode of be
ing. It must already have a natural form as its first perfection in being, from 
which action will flow as its second perfection. We shall have more to say about 
this distinction between first perfection and second perfection in being 
when we come to speak of being as good. For the moment, however, it is



184  t h e  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  b e i n g

important to ask why any being must seek or achieve its own perfection 
through action. The reason must be found in the way being is signified ac
cording to a mode of concretion and composition.

According to this way of conceiving determinate being, essence or the 
mode of being is understood as limiting be or the act of being. We have al
ready made the point that what we refer to as the act of being is not to be 
confused with the action of a being. The action of a being flows from what it 
is according to its essence or from its nature. It may entail a certain openness 
or infinity of scope in relation to what is merely given in nature, but action, 
as we are thinking of it here, is not the act of being in composition with the 
essence or the natural form of the being already constituted in being. This 
act of being is understood as de facto limited by its essence in a concrete be
ing, though as distinct from this composition with its essence it can be con
sidered as somehow infinite in itself, or at least as entering into composition 
with a diversity and a plurality of other finite essences, so that its scope as an 
act is not limited to the essence of any determinate being but rather encom
passes the order of all such finite beings. Through its act of being every finite 
being is in transcendental relation with other beings. However, it is in keep
ing with this transcendental relation that every finite being is active or has 
an inclination to act. Through its action it reaches out beyond its given fini- 
tude to other beings in order to find its own second perfection in commu
nication with them.The act of being is like a call in every finite being to par
ticipate actively in the universe of beings through mutual interaction. To say 
that every being has its own activity is to say something that follows from its 
very ontological constitution. Action is that through which finite beings ac
complish themselves according to their own nature and as a community of 
beings or as a universe.

At the same time, however, the action that flows from any determinate 
being does not cease to be the proper activity of this determinate being. As 
the second perfection of a finite being already constituted in its first perfec
tion, it remains in keeping with this first perfection or with its natural form. 
A being acts according to what it is or its mode of being. What a thing does 
is not independent of what it is. This is why we can know what it is from 
what it does. Ontologically speaking, the second act is in some sense deter
mined by the first act, even though it comes as its second perfection.

The inclination to act follows the form of the first act, whether that incli
nation be natural or intentional. In the case of an intentional inclination, the 
action follows upon an intentional form or one conceived through thought.
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In the case of a natural inclination, it follows upon the natural form of the 
thing or the form of the thing existing independently of any thought of our 
own. This is how we come to know the nature of a thing through how it 
acts on its own, just as we come to know our intellectual nature through 
how we act on our own.

The lower we go in the scale of material beings, the more we think of 
form as absorbed in matter, the less form overcomes matter and the less it is a 
principle of action by itself, the more its action is only a reaction proceeding 
from an external form as well as from its inner form. Conversely, the higher 
we rise in the scale of material being or the more form overcomes the densi
ty of matter through knowing, for example, the less it is merely reaction and 
the more it is properly original action as we understand it in properly human 
activity. It is a certain regularity of action and reaction at different levels that 
leads us to think of the underlying things as having a certain determinacy in 
their nature that is open to perfection through action.

6.3 Phenomenology of Action
In our elaboration of the notion of action and its underlying thing and of 

being as nature thus far we have proceeded in a way that could be character
ized as phenomenological. We have been saying what we mean by action 
and how that relates to being.The point we have been driving at, however, is 
the ontological turn in which action is seen not only as that in which being 
discloses itself, whether in ourselves or in other beings, but also as what fol
lows from being itself in its disclosing. To make the point of this ontological 
turn more clear, let us review some of the significant aspects of action as we 
experience it and show phenomenologically how the ontological turn pres
ents itself in this experience.

We begin from the fact of the universe as we experience it or from what 
has been called the Lebenswelt. This fact entails a certain polarity between 
consciousness and world or what we might refer to as an existential aspect 
and a cosmic aspect. Phenomenologically, we can begin from the existential 
center in a kind of fundamental ontology, as Heidegger calls it, where the 
action of Dasein is paramount. This action can be seen as only transitive or 
external to the self, as having to do only with things as given at hand in in
strumental fashion, and as constituting only a world of instruments to be 
used in the pursuit of particular projects. Or action can be viewed as more 
immanent and internal to the self, as more thoughtful and willful, and as 
perfecting the self in its relation to the world. It is through this two-sided
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action, or experience as a whole, that being discloses itself to or in knowing.
Knowing, we say, is of being. But knowing begins as or in experience. 

Knowing is itself an action, but one that is intelligent. It is conscious not 
only of an object, but also of itself as real. It is self-consciousness as well as 
consciousness of an object. And it is through this reflection of self-con
sciousness that it becomes conscious not only of being, but also of being as 
being, at the same time as it thinks of being as something to be actualized. As 
an action, knowing is complemented by willing, both as the will to know 
and as the will to the fulfillment of being, which may coincide as one in the 
self-conscious being but which may also be kept apart in the transitivity of 
instrumental action.

All this about the existential center of experience is being said too quick
ly and would require much longer reflection to sort out. A proper existential 
analysis of Dasein would require much more thought than we can give it 
here. But that should not deter us from the task before us, which is to un
derstand how this action relates to being as being.

As we have already said several times, we know the action first as real or as 
being. What is first for us in learning is action, whether it be our own or that 
of another, in the interaction, say, of mutual recognition between selves. But 
as we distinguish some underlying thing from action itself, whether it be our 
self or an other, we also come to understand that we know what that thing is 
through its action. We have no immediate intuition of what we or what oth
er beings are. We have only a reflective understanding of being. We start from 
a second act, so to speak, and we are drawn into the first act of a thing, what 
we speak of as its natural form. Through our own action of understanding, 
we come to know, at the same time as we actualize it, the nature of under
standing and hence the nature of our being as rational. Through our action 
of willing as well, we come to know, at the same time as we actualize it, the 
nature of willing and hence again the nature of our being as willful. Similar
ly, through the understanding and willing of others we come to know what 
they are as underlying things as well as what they make themselves to be.

Understanding and willing, however, are only the highest forms of activ
ity we know directly in experience. They are not the only forms. There are 
also lesser forms, which we shall conceive in some analogy with understand
ing and willing, as the Greeks did, for example, in speaking of causality. The 
Greek term for cause, aitia, was originally taken from a legal context, where 
it meant a charge, an accusation, or an imputation. In that original context 
“cause” implied some kind of responsibility, which presupposes understand
ing and willing along with intelligence and deliberation. In lesser kinds of
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action where there was still some evidence of a thing initiating something of 
its own in being, which is the basis for imputing an action to a thing even 
when there is no evidence of understanding and willing on the part of the 
thing, the idea of causation was retained, though without any presupposition 
of intelligence and deliberation, as we continue to do in scientific discourse 
when we speak of a mere thing causing something to happen. In all of this 
we are extending our original idea of action wherever we can find enough 
initiative to warrant speaking of an underlying thing.

This extension, however, takes us into the more cosmic aspect of our ex
perience as distinct from its existential aspect. The idea of being as active is 
relatively easy to conceive in relation to Dasein or the human self. I know 
myself only through my action and I know others only through their action. 
If I think of higher beings than the human being, I shall have to think of 
such beings as even more active in their intelligence and will. But what of 
the lesser beings of experience that seem to have little or no activity or ini
tiative of their own? How are we to understand the proper activity of such 
things?

To answer this question is not precisely the task of metaphysics. It is more 
the task of the particular sciences in their specific concern with these lesser 
things or of the phenomenology of the Hfe-world. But it is the task of meta
physics to show that, whatever there is at the limit, it is active. To say such a 
thing is to express a judgment that brings a set of terms together in some a 
priori fashion, for we come to know being as an underlying thing only 
through its action. But one way in which we come to this idea a posteriori or 
phenomenologically is through the observation of a certain regularity in ac
tion that enables us to identify different underlying things or natures on the 
basis of regular differences and to identify different relations of causation be
tween different things through induction. This is how we come to the con
cept of an order of nature where there is action and interaction but no evi
dence of intelligence and will on the part of the underlying things. A 
phenomenology of science itself, as well as of the Lebenswelt, would bring 
this out by restoring the idea of nature in its pristine meaning, as referring to 
that order of things, which, according to Aristotle, happen always or most of 
the time—an order with exceptions, to be sure, but where things are still 
seen as acting according to their nature and identified as such by reason of 
their constancy or regularity in the moving diversity of the experienced 
world.
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6.4 Ontology of Action
This brings us to the ontological turn in our reflection on action. How 

do we come to understand being in its most radical sense as active? Or how 
do we come to understand action as flowing necessarily from being in such 
a way that we have to say that every being is active?

To answer this question metaphysically we must reflect upon our most 
immanent activity, that of judging and willing, where we come to think not 
only of being as being, but also of being as active or as act that actualizes it
self. How do we discover being or how does being disclose itself in its most 
radical sense in our exercise of judging and willing? We discover it in our
selves thanks to the act by which we coincide with ourselves. We discover 
ourselves as being in this activity and we discover being itself as this active 
identity in ourselves. We discover both at the same time, being and our
selves, in this activity that is most ours and yet that is a response to being as 
well as a disclosure of being.

Upon reflection I think of this activity as both mine and real. It is for me 
what is most real, and yet it is real only on the condition that it is mine. At 
the same time, however, I think of it as mine only insofar as it is real, or only 
insofar as it is. Though I make myself be in this immanent activity, I still find 
myself only participating in being. I discover this priority of being over me, 
so to speak, in the very act in which I discover the originality of my own 
being or in which what is can only be what makes itself be. Heidegger 
writes that Dasein “understands itself always out of its existence [Existenz] ” 
(SZ  17/33), which he speaks of as “a possibility of itself to be itself or not to 
be itself,” but which we can understand more concretely as action, or as 
Handlung, in which there is the possibility of making oneself one thing or 
another.

In other words, human being comes to know itself through its action. 
Because this action is free and self-determined, the essential determination 
of this being cannot be given as the what of a mere thing (ein sachhaltiges 
Was). “Its essence lies much more in that it has always to be its be as its 
own,” which is why Heidegger says the name Dasein as pure expression of 
be (Seinsausdruck) has been chosen to designate this being (SZ  16-17/ 
32-33). In this Heidegger is insisting on how being discloses itself in human 
being through human being’s own action, which can only be as this being’s 
own and which brings it to perfection according to what it is. But this can
not be understood only with reference to the be of this being.

Speaking of action, or of Handlung, Heidegger writes “bringing to per-
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fection [Vollbringen] means to unfold something [etwas] into the fullness of 
its essence [Wesen], to lead it forth into this,producere. Therefore what already 
is is perfectible [ Vollbringbar] ” (Heidegger 1946, 313/193)- So far, this is in 
keeping with what we have said of action as perfecting a being according to 
its essence. Unfortunately, however, Heidegger goes on immediately to con
fuse the issue by speaking of “is” in “what already is” as referring to be, or to 
the act of being, rather than to the essence to which he has already referred: 
“what ‘is’ above all is be [das Sem]” (Hum 3i3/i93).This can only be con
strued as either reducing be to an essence in our conception of being or as 
treating be as if it were only an action in the order of essence, neither of 
which is acceptable in a proper conception of being as active.

In the composition of a determinate being, be, or the act of being, should 
be kept clearly distinct from its essence or what we are now referring to as 
the underlying thing. As such this act is not an action, but the actuality of 
the thing as given in experience. To be sure, this act can be conceived as a 
perfection of the essence it actualizes, which otherwise would have to be 
thought of only as possible. But action is not the perfection of an essence or 
of the underlying thing in the same sense as that. As the proper activity of an 
essence, action is a perfection only in the order of an essence as determinate. 
Action is an ultimate act for the finite being only in the order of the finite 
essence or of the underlying thing as proper to its nature. Be as the act of 
being is in composition with this entire order of essence as a whole, includ
ing action as its second or ultimate perfection. Even as distinct from its act of 
being, this order is quite dynamic, since every finite being is understood 
only as active and known only through its action. But action is only a part of 
this order as the proper activity of a determinate being, whereas be or the 
act of being has to be conceived as common and as distinct from the entire 
order of essence though ontologically in composition with it.

In terms of human being, this means that we can understand human ac
tion only as perfecting the human essence as the underlying thing. Without 
this concept of underlying thing, we cannot properly understand how ac
tion brings a being to its perfection. The act of being, on the other hand, or 
as distinct from its essence in the underlying thing, cannot be understood as 
the underlying thing, as Heidegger would seem to suggest. It is an act first 
appropriated by the underlying thing in its essence or its standing as a mode 
of being, and then further appropriated through the self-perfecting action of 
that same essence or Dasein. We cannot take Dasein as a pure expression of 
be, but rather as an expression of human being as a whole. Dasein has onto
logical meaning only in that it refers to human being as having its own im-
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manent activity, which brings it to perfection in the order of its essence. 
Such a being still entails a composition between what is mine and what is 
real in what I am and what I still have to make myself be. I discover my be
ing as being in this active identity.

I do not, of course, discover only my own being in this sort of self-per
fecting activity. I also discover the being of others through their activity, 
which is immanent to them but external to me. Other selves discover their 
being in the same way as I do, through their immanent activity or as an ac
tive identity as well. But I cannot discover their being in the same way as I 
discover mine, through my own immanent activity. Nor can they discover 
my being in the same way as they discover theirs, through their own imma
nent activity. But in mutual recognition there is a certain communication in 
this immanent activity of selves. The ontological point to be made, however, 
is that each self is itself in a privileged position for the disclosure of being. It 
is, as we have said, the primary analogate of being. And it is that primarily as 
an active identity through the exercise of thought and will in relation to 
other active identities exercising thought and will.

When the actual exercise of this identity is suspended, thought and will 
disappear in us. They are no longer conscious in what we can call their “sec
ond act.” But they remain in what we can call their “first act,” that is, in the 
act that made their actual exercise possible in the first place. We speak of this 
as an act in the underlying thing, however, and not just as a possibility to be 
oneself or not to be oneself. If this first act of active identity were to disap
pear, it is our very being that would disappear. We would no longer be or 
would cease to be because we would be without any active identity. This is 
why being has to be thought of as fundamentally active, even where it ap
pears to be inactive or passive.

This reflection into the first act of active identity brings out the identity 
of the self as underlying thing. I am directly conscious of myself as being 
only in the actual exercise of thought and will. But in the same exercise of 
active identity I am also indirectly conscious of being there (Sein da) as a this 
with a nature or a quiddity, or as a thing with an active identity. I do not 
know myself as a thing except as active identity and, to the extent that I am 
for myself the primary analogate of thinghood, I do not know of any other 
thing except as active identity. Whether that other thing can be conscious or 
not in its active identity, as I am, I can think of it as being only in an activity 
that discloses it to me. This is how being presences itself as a standing and 
how I come to know what different things are in their first act, namely, in 
their nature or essence, through the actual exercise of activity, my own as
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well as that of other things. No underlying thing, precisely as underlying 
thing, can be without its proper activity.

If this ontology of action is to include all things, the nonliving as well as 
the living, or the basic entities and processes of mathematical physics as well 
as the self, it must extend its understanding of active identity to include ac
tion without consciousness as well as with consciousness. It is easy enough 
to include living things in this extending, for life surely appears as an active 
identity. But how are nonliving things active and in what does their thing- 
hood consist?

This brings us back to the question of how far we can go in speaking of 
entities as active and therefore as identifiable things, a question that perhaps 
can never be completely settled but that could only be settled in an ontol
ogy of the particular sciences. The only thing we can say here in a more 
common ontology of action is that nonliving things, insofar as they are 
things, are active at least in the sense that they make themselves known to 
us. Kant saw this when he was forced to think of things in themselves as 
causing sense impression. We know them, or at least of them, because they 
act on the passivity of our senses. Without this supposition, Kant could not 
justify any objective knowledge, since without sense impression the cate
gories of understanding remain empty with regard to ourselves as well as to 
other things. What Kant failed to see, however, is that there cannot be two 
things in experience, one phenomenal and one noumenal.There is only one 
underlying thing known for what it is in its first perfection through its prop
er activity. What he did see, nevertheless, was that every thing displays some 
activity in making itself known as well as in its interaction with other things 
in the world. In this he was quite right, for in the exercise of judgment, in 
our claims to be expressing the truth of being, we do not think of ourselves 
as acting arbitrarily, but as responding to being itself presencing itself as ac
tive and disclosing what it is through this activity. There is no way of think
ing the being of anything except as active on us as well as in itself. If there is 
a gap to be bridged between knowing and being, as there seems to be when 
we begin to raise questions, we find the gap already bridged through action 
which discloses each thing according to what it is in its first act or its essence.
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C H A P T E R  7

Being as True

It  r em a in s  f o r  us to bring out the other two transcendental proper
ties of being, the true and the good, in order to complete the thought of 

being in its transcendentality.With the thought of being as one and as active 
we already have a certain opening of being into multiplicity and diversity. 
We have the thought of something and an other (Etwas und ein Anderes), as 
Hegel put it (WL 104/117), or simply of something (aliquid), as Aquinas put 
it, since some-thing refers to a thing that is other (aliud quid; Ver 1,1, c). We 
think of some thing always as a thing among others.

If a being is not perfectly simple in its identity, not perfectly undivided in 
itself, it is also not perfectly divided from every other being; it is somehow 
one with other beings. The idea of transcendental unity thus not only opens 
the way to a certain multiplicity and diversity in being; it also implies a cer
tain unification and interdependence in this multiplicity and diversity, a uni
fication that takes place through action and interaction. We do not think of 
beings as merely standing apart from one another in what they are. We also 
think of them as coming together in a universe, as a unity of many and di
verse beings. Being, thus, as multiple and diverse, takes the form of a world 
of beings in which a center appears as bringing things together. It is in the 
attempt to think through this concentration of being that the thought of 
truth and the thought of goodness appear as properties of being, for it is 
with reference to a thoughtful and a willful being that being itself is thought 
of as true and good. But how is this thought of the transcendentality of be
ing to be brought to completion through truth and goodness and with ref
erence to what is thoughtful and willful being?

To think of truth and goodness as properties of being does present some 
difficulty. Does not truth refer more to intelligence and good to appetite 
than to being itself? A being, as that which is known, is thought of as in it
self. As such, a being can immediately be thought of as one, undivided in it-
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self and divided from every other, and as active or interactive with other be
ings. But can any being be thought of as true and good in the same way, that 
is, without reference to anything more than being itself? When we say that 
the thought of truth and the thought of goodness imply some reference to 
intelligence and appetite, are we not adding something that has to be con
strued as a difference of being rather than as a property of being? If so, can 
truth and goodness still be thought of as properties of being, as the ancients 
thought of them, or do they have to be relegated to some kind of being, 
thus allowing for some beings to be true and good and other beings to be 
false and evil?

This is a problem that ancient Pythagoreanism had struggled with. The 
solution it came up with was to split being into two orders, one good and 
one bad, and to posit a separate first principle for each order, one good and 
one bad, a solution that was later adopted and transposed into biblical terms 
by Manicheanism. But such a dualism of orders and of principles cannot be 
reconciled with the transcendental unity of being, which implies that there 
can only be one being or one order of being and that all being is ultimately 
reducible to one principle. Nor is it reconcilable with the idea that truth and 
goodness are properties of being, since it would imply an order of beings 
that are neither true nor good. If truth and goodness are to be understood as 
properties of being, then being itself or every being precisely as being must 
be understood as true and good.

But if truth and goodness can be understood only with reference to intel
ligence and appetite, how, then, can we understand them as properties of be
ing itself? We can do so only by supposing that there is some being with in
telligence and will that relates to all being or to which all being relates 
precisely as being. In an onto-theological framework it would seem that this 
can be done fairly easily through the notion of creation. Being is understood 
as created and creation is understood as flowing through intelligence and 
will. Thus every being is understood as related to the intelligence and will of 
the Creator. It is true insofar as it relates to the creative intelligence and good 
insofar as it relates to the creative will. Hegel thinks of creation in this way 
when he refers to the realm of Logic as “the truth as it is in and for itself 
without veil” and to its content as “the exposition of God as He is in his 
eternal essence before the creation of nature and a finite spirit” (WL I 
31/50), as do other more traditional onto-theologians who are equally pre
sumptuous in assuming for themselves Gods viewpoint as the sole principle 
of being and as something given from the beginning in the thinking of be
ing.
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Whether God can be understood as sole principle of being, or even 
whether there is such a sole principle of being to be thought, remains to be 
seen. For the moment we can only say that being cannot be thought of 
metaphysically as flowing from any sort of creation here. In the beginning 
metaphysics can only take being as it presents itself and think it through to 
its properties as we first come to understand it. Before we can even approach 
the thought of creation through intelligence and will, as we shall find in 
raising the question of a summit of being, we must already have understood 
being in its truth and goodness. We are not in a position to adopt the view
point of a creator ex rtihilo sui et subject!, whatever that might be. We can only 
accept being in knowing, not create it. The only way we can come to a 
metaphysical understanding of being as true and as good is from the stand
point of our own intelligence and will. That is the pivot around which our 
initial thought of being takes place and it is pivot enough for coming to un
derstand being as true and good.

We have already seen how human being is for us the primary analogate of 
being. It is from human being and in relation to human being that we come 
to understand all of being. But this selfsame human being is not just a being 
closed in upon itself. It is a being open to all of being. Recapitulating what 
others had said before him, Aristotle wrote that the human soul is somehow 
everything that is, since to know something, whether sensibly or intelligibly, 
is somehow to be what is known, not in the sense that the known itself is in 
the knowing, but in the sense that its species is in the knowing, for it is not 
the stone itself that is in our knowing when we know the stone, but its 
species (Soul 431b 18-30). Taking this thought of Aristode and the ancients 
one step further, Aquinas finds in the human soul the ground for all being 
coming together and for thinking of being as true and good.

We have seen how he thought of the transcendental as conceptions ex
pressing common modes of being that follow being as being in its transcen- 
dentality. One is such a conception. But one follows every being as it is in it
self. Are there not properties that follow every being in the order of one 
being to another? It is in such an order that we think of being as some 
thing, that is, as one thing other than another or as divided from others. But 
this order of one thing to another or of beings to one another can also be 
thought of more positively as a coming together (convenientia) of one being 
with another or of all beings with one another. Action and interaction can 
be understood as constituting such a coming together in a universe of being. 
But this coming together presupposes something whose nature it is to come 
together with every being—aliquid quod natum sit convenire cum omni ente,
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which, Aquinas says, is the human soul as understood by Aristotle, that is, the 
soul as somehow everything: quodammodo omnia (Ver 1,1, c). According to 
Aquinas, then, it is through the human soul, which is at once sentient and 
intelligent, that we first come to think of all being as coming together; and it 
is through the same soul that we come to think of being as both true and 
good, since the human soul is open actively to being as both cognitive and 
appetitive. The conception of truth as a property of being thus expresses the 
coming together of being with intelligence or knowing, while the conception 
of good as a property of being expresses the coming together of being with ap
petite or willing.

This coming together of being with intelligence and will cannot, howev
er, be thought of as purely incidental or external to being. It follows neces
sarily from our very conception of being as we try to express it more com
pletely. Being is not something we think of as closed up within itself apart 
from all disclosure. On the contrary, we think of it only as disclosing itself in 
our knowing as that which is. When we think of being as true, it is of being 
itself that we think and not just of being as relating to our knowing. For 
without being there is no knowing. The truth of knowing has to be in being 
itself, since otherwise knowing would not be what it is, that is, knowing of 
being. Nor do we think of being only as disclosing and true, but also as ap
pealing and good, that is, as an object of appetite, something to be striven for 
or acquiesced in. Being discloses itself as the most fundamental good, as that 
which is willed ultimately, whether in ourselves or in any other being.

Human being is thus the being that gathers all being together. It is the 
opening or the clearing in which being discloses itself as that which is willed 
ultimately, and it is by reason of our finding being in this opening that we 
necessarily come to conceive it as true and good. It is impossible to think of 
something as being without at the same time thinking of it as true or know- 
able, even if we do not actually know it. As knowable, however, it is also 
thought of as appetible, either precisely as something that satisfies the desire 
to know or as something that calls for a further response consequent on 
knowing. Being enters into this circle of intelligence and appetite precisely 
as being, so that the conception of true, which expresses a relation to intelli
gence, and the conception of good, which expresses a relation to appetite, 
both follow necessarily from our first conception of being in its transcen
dental analogy.

To say this, however, is not to think of being only in relation to human 
intelligence and appetite, which are finite or determinate in their mode of 
grasping. On the contrary, it is to think of being in its transcendental open-
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ness, even to the point of infinity, and it is to open human intelligence and 
appetite to this transcendental order, rather than to reduce being to only one 
of its determinate forms. Though being is thought of as gathered together 
through our intelligence and appetite, so that it has to be spoken of as true 
and good, it is not thought of as reducible to this particular gathering in the 
concrete exercise of our intelligence and will. Rather the gathering itself of 
being as true and good is thought of as a reaching out to being itself, which 
appears as that which stirs questioning of intelligence and appetite of will. It 
is being that gathers as it is being gathered by human being. This is why we 
speak of the true and the good as properties of being, and not just as objects 
of human faculties.

Though we think of true and good with reference to our intelligence and 
will, we do not think of them only with reference to what is given at hand 
in this intelligence and will. We think rather of intelligence as relating to the 
truth of being and of appetite as relating to the goodness of being. We expe
rience intelligence as questioning only insofar as we experience being as 
transcending the understanding at hand and we experience will as desire 
only insofar as we experience being as transcending what we already hold 
and have to acquiesce in. In either case it is an infinitude of being that takes 
our intelligence and appetite beyond the finitude of what is at hand for 
them.

The thought of being as true and as good thus recenters metaphysics on 
the human being, as the thought of analogy did, only now it is to open up 
this being to the full scope of its intelligence and appetite, which is the scope 
of being itself in its fullness. The human being is the one who brings being 
as being into the open. It is the only being that can raise the question of be
ing metaphysically. But it does so only in the pursuit of being and in the 
knowledge that being is the intelligible even before it is intelligized and the 
appetible even before it is desired. It is this foreknowledge of being as true 
and as good that we must now enter into, to see not only how it follows 
from experience, as metaphysics itself does, but also how it begins a priori in 
the reflection proper to the exercise of judgment and decision.

We begin with the understanding of being as true because the under
standing of being as good presupposes the understanding of being as true, 
just as human willing or appetite presupposes human intelligence. In the 
end, however, we shall find that the good can also enjoy a certain priority 
over the true in their mutual inclusion of one another as properties of being. 
For even as true, being is a good that satisfies the desire to know, and as 
good, it comes under the requirement of truth.
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7.1 The Essence of Truth
Just as being, one, and action cannot be properly defined in terms of 

genus and specific difference, since they are first notions through which oth
er notions can be defined, so also truth cannot be properly defined in terms 
of genus and specific difference. It too is a first notion that we come to un
derstand in our exercise of judgment and through reflection on this act. In 
fact, we have already encountered this notion of truth in our reflection on 
the structure of judgment, which always entails a truth claim, and we have 
been using it from the very beginning in recognizing that knowing is of be
ing and that being is what is known. Already in this initial reflection on the 
hermeneutic circle of knowing and being in the exercise of judgment we 
were implying a conception of truth.

In his reflection on the original meaning of truth as expressed in the 
Greek term aletheia, Heidegger focuses on it as the disclosedness or unhid- 
denness of being. To say that a statement is true is to say that it discloses be
ing in itself. It expresses or lets being be seen in its disclosedness. Phenome
nologically speaking, this understanding of truth presupposes for Heidegger, 
as it did for Aristotle and Aquinas, a certain be-in-the-world (In-der- Welt- 
sein) on the part of Dasein or human being, which, in its care, relates to being 
in the world (innerweltliches Seiende) and through this openness attains the 
phenomenon of truth in its most original sense (SZ §44; 282-99/256—73).

The essence of truth understood in this way consists, then, not so much 
in some kind of agreement between a statement and the thing it is about, 
but rather in a kind of relating (Verhalten) that stands in the open and adheres 
to something open as something open. “What is thus opened up, and solely 
in this strong sense, was experienced early in Western thinking as ‘what is 
present’ [ ‘das Anwesende’] and for a long time has been named ‘being’ [ ‘das 
Seiende']” (W W  184/124). What is present is what makes itself known and 
what makes itself known is being. In this relating, which is truth, being is 
understood as that which makes itself known.

But is it really being (to on) that the conception of truth expresses or is it 
rather the be of being (to einai tou ontos), as Heidegger would seem to prefer? 
“There is [‘esgibt*] only be [Sew],” he writes,"—not being [Seiende]—inso
far as truth is. And truth is only insofar and as long as Dasein is. Be and truth 
‘are’ in an equally original sense” (SZ  304/272). But a question arises for 
Heidegger here, as it does for us: What does it mean to say that be “is” where 
be has to be distinguished from every being? The question can be raised 
concretely, Heidegger adds, “only if the meaning of be and the broad scope
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of the understanding of be in general has been clarified.” This itself presup
poses an understanding of be in its ontological difference from being, a dif
ference that is not given in the question of being as we understand it here 
and the meaning of which we have yet to explore as something in being it
self rather than just in our conception of being. How that ontological differ
ence will affect our understanding of the truth of being remains to be seen 
in an exploration of the structure of being that the difference implies. For 
the moment it is enough to say, as has long been said, that the conception of 
truth does express being—not be—in a common way or as being in its re
lating to knowing, just as knowing in truth is of being.

This essential relating of truth has been conventionally described in 
terms of an agreement or a correspondence between understanding and re
ality or an adequation of intelligence and thing— adaequatio intellectus et rei. 
But we must not be misled by such a description. It is not a correspondence 
such as there might be between two things that are identical to one another, 
such as two coins or twins. It is a correspondence between an act of know
ing and that which is known in that act. When I recognize a piece of earth 
for what it is, that is, knowingly and in truth, I do not become that piece of 
earth. I assert it in its reality according to what I know of it in the opening 
where I represent it conceptually. Nor do I assert it only in its representa
tion, that is, as I conceive it or as it is in my mind, as I might if knowing 
consisted only in the first act of intelligence, which is to form a quiddity of 
things in one’s mind. I also assert it in its reality, as I do in the second act of 
intelligence which comes only after the first act of intelligence or in con
junction with the quiddity formed in it, through critical reflection, as an act 
of “composing,” when I say yes to what I have represented for myself in that 
quiddity, or of “dividing,” when I have to say no to the representation.

Any conception of truth that fails to take into account this complex 
structure of judgment will inevitably miss the point of the conventional de
scription of truth as correspondence or adequation. For when it is said that 
truth is found only in judgment, it is not meant that truth consists only in 
the bare yes or no of assertion or negation found in the second act of intel
ligence, but in a yes or no always determined by a representation in the first 
act of intelligence integral to the total act. Assertion or negation, the is or is 
not of judgment, rides on what is expressed in the terms S and P. Thus, in the 
metaphor of correspondence or adequation, truth remains an essential relat
ing to being through the opening of understanding to being as present in 
critical or reflective intelligence.
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7.2 The Truth of Essence
Relating, however, takes place in some kind of an opening between two 

terms. In truth this relating takes place between two sides, a subject and an 
object or an intelligence and a thing, whatever the thing may be. In our 
phenomenological approach to the conception of truth, we come at it from 
the side of the subject or intelligence. Truth, we say, expresses a relating in 
being to intelligence. The relating presupposes an intelligence that, in its 
care, actively relates to being or is somehow everything. When we speak of 
truth in its essence we speak of it only as a relating, without giving any pri
ority to either side of the relating. The ancients referred to this as the ratio 
ueritatis, the idea of truth in general as a coming together of two: intelligence 
and thing. But we can also speak of truth from the side of the object or the 
thing in the relating. Thus, if we speak of truth viewed from the side of the 
subject or intelligence as logical or formal truth, we can also speak of truth 
viewed from the side of the object or the thing as ontological or material truth.

These are all expressions that have been used to get at the various facets 
of truth in its essential relating. What sense are we to make of them? Are 
they all equally valid or valid in the same way? Can any one of them be un
derstood independently of the relating or the coming together that is the 
essence of truth? What does it mean to distinguish ontological truth from 
logical truth, or material truth from formal truth? Can there be ontological 
truth without logical truth, or material truth without formal truth?

The idea of material truth, to begin with, should not be taken as referring 
to matter as such, as if truth could be found only in material things. In the 
context of Kantian critical thinking, “matter” refers more to the content of 
knowledge as distinct from its “form.” Without content the categories of un
derstanding are purely formal or empty and, since for Kant content comes 
only through sense intuition, there is no truth without some material com
ponent or sense manifold. On the other hand, since there is no knowing 
without the categories of understanding through which we represent things 
given in the manifold of sense intuition, there is also no truth without some 
formal act of understanding. Thus, in the Kantian perspective, the ideas of 
formal and material truth can only complement one another in a total act of 
knowing. Though the idea of content is not per se restricted to something 
material or sensible, since Kant allows for such a thing as an intellectual intu
ition that would have a purely intellectual content, it is in fact restricted to 
the material and sensible in human knowing, since Kant does not allow for 
any such intellectual intuition in human being, apart from sense intuition.
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But the idea of material truth in the sense of a content of knowledge is 
not necessarily limited to that of a material thing in this way. Whether one 
wants to put it in terms of an intellectual intuition as such or not, one can 
still speak of a content of knowledge prior to sense intuition, as Hegel does 
in his Logic. In German such a content can still be referred to as Sache, a sub
ject matter that does not have to be taken as a thing (Ding). Even if it is un
derstood as distinct from the form of the act in which it appears, however, 
this content is still not reducible to something material. This is why Hegel 
can claim to develop his Logic as an articulation of truth, that is, a knowl
edge with content, prior to any “creation” of nature or finite spirit, that is, 
independently of any reference to matter. In English we have some difficul
ty in following Hegel’s move because we tend to think of Sache as subject 
matter or simply as the matter of a consideration. The use of the term “mat
ter” in this way can be misleading, however, since the matter at issue is not 
strictly matter as such, but rather a subject of consideration, that is, of an act 
of intelligence able to consider an immaterial as well as a material subject. 
When we were speaking of being as the subject matter of metaphysics at the 
beginning, for example, we were not excluding matter from its content but 
neither were we restricting this content to material being as such. We were 
beginning to consider being simply as being, which includes a formal as well 
as a material content. In taking only be for his subject of consideration, Hei
degger may have been simply falling back into the Hegelian move of trying 
to develop the concept of pure be without any reference to being present as 
present in experience or as grasped in the first act of intelligence.

Such a move results in an unwarranted restriction of the conception of 
being and truth to the given finitude of human understanding that is com
mon among Heideggerians. But it could also be conceived as a move from 
the idea of material truth to a more common idea of ontological truth, al
though the move does present some difficulty for a proper conception of 
truth. Traditionally the idea of ontological truth had been opposed to the 
idea of merely logical truth. Kant understood this opposition as leaving the 
Ding an sich beyond the reach of human knowledge in the absence of any 
other intuition than sense intuition. In restoring a unity of form and content 
in pure knowing apart from sense intuition, however, Hegel seems to have 
only collapsed ontological truth into logical truth or, perhaps more exactly, 
to have expanded the idea of logical truth so that it includes or absorbs on
tological truth.

What is to be made of this collapse or this expansion? Is it truly an ex-
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pansion of logic into ontology, if the Logic begins only with pure be (das 
reine Sein), which is then understood as pure nothing (das reine Nichts)? Or is 
it more a collapse of the two sides of an opening that should remain open? 
How is this relation between ontological and logical truth to be understood 
without collapsing the ontological into the logical?

The question brings us back to the idea of truth as a relating in an open
ing. What is doing the opening, so to speak, and what is being opened up? 
Human understanding can be seen as that which opens up and being can be 
seen as that which is opened. In accordance with this, logical truth can then 
be seen as truth on the side of human understanding, and ontological truth 
as truth on the side of being, as if the two sides of truth could be separated 
from one another. But truth is not a separating. It is a relating of two sides 
that cannot be understood in separation from one another. It expresses an 
identity between the knowing and the known. Hence logical truth and on
tological truth cannot be understood as opposed to one another. They can 
only be understood as mutually including one another from either side of 
the opening in which truth appears, or rather in which being appears in 
truth, for it is being which makes itself known as truth. Logical truth makes 
sense only in relation to ontological truth and ontological truth makes sense 
only in relation to logical truth in this opening.

But does not this opening still imply some kind of opposition between 
the two sides of the opening? Would there be an opening without two sides 
that are somehow opposed to one another? Perhaps, but the opposition 
should not be thought of as one between ontological and logical truth. The 
idea of truth implies that the opposition has already been overcome in a re
lating. How else, then, can the opposition be thought? In modern philoso
phy it has come to be thought of in terms of an opposition between object 
and subject.Truth is spoken of as objectivity, and subjectivity or subjectivism 
is seen as a cause of untruth. The problem of truth is seen as one of over
coming one’s subjectivity and entering into objectivity, as if truth itself were 
a thing that can be found only in objects.

This notion of objectivity in truth is, of course, very important for the 
essence of truth as relating. To speak of an opening is to speak of a distance 
between two sides. An object is that which stands over against (Gegetistand) a 
subject and the distance that separates them is that which has to be crossed 
by the subject desirous of knowing and thereby appropriating the object. In 
fact the object as conceived is what determines the form of consciousness in 
the subject, as Hegel shows when he distinguishes different forms of con-
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sciousness from one another in The Phenomenology of Spirit. This object, 
however, whether clearly conceived or not, exists only for a subject, which is 
a subject only as open to the object.

The term “subject” is not used here in the same way as we were using it 
earlier in speaking of a subject of consideration in a science. Here “subject” 
refers more to a thing, rather than to a way of considering things, albeit a 
thing with special characteristics. It is the thing that can be known immedi
ately through the act of thinking, as Descartes thought, or the thing that still 
cannot be known an sich for lack of any intellectual intuition, as Kant 
thought. As such a thing, the subject can be thought of as an object, a res cog- 
itans, and can become an object of investigation and appropriation. But it is 
not as such an object that it enters the opening of truth. The subject in the 
essential relating of truth is rather the opening itself as representing that 
which presents itself or takes its stand in being. As such, the subject is in 
quest of being as that which is to be attained, its objective, so to speak, and it 
recognizes being as that which is opened up in objects, including itself as an 
object or as a thing.

Thus, in the essential relating of truth, objects are not seen as closed in 
upon themselves, but as disclosing what is essential about being in the sense 
that “thing” expresses what a being is or its essence.The object appears as dis
tant from the subject only insofar as this essence or standing in being has yet 
to disclose itself fully or to be fully appropriated. But this distance is over
come in the act of knowing where objectivity is attained, that is, where 
what presents itself is represented adequately. If human intelligence were not 
in quest, we would not have to think of truth as objective or having to be 
objective. We would think of it only as intellectual acquiescence in being it
self as known in judgment.

There is perhaps some wisdom, then, in keeping the traditional descrip
tion of truth as an adequation of intelligence to thing rather than as a static 
conformity between subject and object. Object suggests an opposition that 
cannot be overcome, a gap that cannot be bridged, which clearly is not the 
case where there is truth. Thing, which still can be opposed to intelligence, 
as that which takes its stand in being rather than just in intelligence, is not 
defined by this opposition. It is defined rather by what it is as it stands in be
ing and as it presents itself to be represented, as that with which representa
tion has to compose in the exercise of judgment.

It is perhaps because Heidegger thought of das Seiende or das All des 
Seienden as only an object at hand or a set of objects in the world, inner- 
weltliches Seiende, from which Sein or be had to be distinguished in the onto-
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logical difference, that he could not accept being as being as the proper sub
ject for the question of being. This is perhaps also why he thought of the en
tire tradition that accepted this definition of the subject of metaphysics as 
culminating only in technological science. But such a culmination does not 
follow from a proper understanding of being as being as the subject of meta
physics, nor from the understanding of thing as that to which intelligence 
relates in truth. It follows only from a conception of being or of thing as an 
object at hand to be handled or manipulated, which is only one particular 
mode of being and not being as including all its differences in its analogy. In 
his destruction of metaphysics, Heidegger appears to have had such a partic
ular conception of being in mind and not the transcendentally open con
ception of being as being.

The conception of “thing,” as we argued in the Introduction to Part 
Three, on the properties of being, follows the conception of being in its 
transcendentality, unlike object, which cannot include that against which it 
stands. “Thing” refers to what a being is or its essence and, as such, it can in
clude any subject as well as any object. Kant could think of the human sub
ject as a Ding an sich as much as of any other object. What a thing is in the 
concrete, or the conception of essence, can, of course, be understood as re
ferring to many different ways of being, depending on the diversity and 
multiplicity of being itself as given in experience. The question of truth, 
then, as an adequation of intelligence to thing, becomes a question of dis
covering being in its differences, in what it is or how it is for this or that be
ing, this or that kind of being, and so on. This is the passage from our first 
conception of being to what can be expressed as the special modes of being 
spoken of earlier. In this sense the quest for truth can be understood as that 
of the particular sciences. In the more transcendental quest that we are pur
suing here, we try to express what being is simply as being and what its 
properties are simply as being.

In saying that being is true, we are saying not only that being as being is 
what truth aims at, but also that truth aims at every being in its essence or in 
the stand it takes in being, for being is found only in its differences, whatev
er they are.This is the aspect of essentialism that remains true not just for the 
particular sciences, but also for metaphysics, since knowing for us attains be
ing only by representing for itself what presents itself or takes its stand in be
ing as we experience it. The quest for truth is a quest for what things are in 
this standing and it does not attain the full scope of being beyond mere fac- 
ticity except through such representation of what and how they are.
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7.3 The Affirmation of Truth in Being
We have known that being is true from the beginning. In saying that 

knowing is of being, we were already expressing the relating that is the 
essence of truth. Knowing, as Aquinas puts it, is a certain effect of truth— 
quidam veritatis effectus. What the idea of true adds to that of being is a con
formity between or an adequation of thing and intelligence, and knowing 
the thing follows from this conformity or adequation (Ver 1,1, c).This, how
ever, presupposes a priority of the conception of being over that of truth, 
since it is only with reference to being that the question of truth appears. If 
being were not for us the point of reference, so to speak, there would be no 
question of truth. We think we have the truth only when we think we have 
a conformity in our minds with what is and we seek such adequation when 
we think we do not have it.

We think of truth, therefore, with reference to being itself in its being 
opened up to intelligence, or as intelligible. To the extent that we know any
thing, it is being that we know, and, conversely, the being that we do know is 
surely intelligible. For how else can we know it if not by making it some
how intelligible to us? But are we to suppose that we know all being from 
the beginning? Can we not suppose that there is some being that we do not 
know? What of this being that is not yet intelligible to us? Is it intelligible in 
itself? If so, how do we know that it is intelligible in itself without having it 
as intelligible to us?

If we are going to say that truth is a property of being, we are going to 
have to say that being is intelligible in itself and not just to us. Indeed, we are 
going to have to say that our own sense of intelligence is modeled on being, 
and not the other way around. In truth it is being that has to have priority, 
and not just our understanding or what is in our mind, which can also be 
false or inadequate as well as true or adequate. But how can we know that 
being is true in itself otherwise than through our understanding what is in 
our mind?

This is the question we still have to answer if we are going to think of 
true as a property of being, whether we know all there is to know or not. 
We have approached the question of truth phenomenologically, or from its 
logical side. We have spoken of it from the side of intelligence, even though 
we have tried to think of it as an intelligence of being. Now we must try to 
think of it from the ontological side, or the side of being itself, to see if and 
how it is in being itself that truth is found. We must pass from our experi
ence of truthfulness to the thought of truthfulness itself in being.



Being as True 205

In doing so we have to go from what is a posteriori, or what is given in 
our understanding in the presencing of being, to what is a priori in being it
self. Knowing is a certain effect of truth in us, as we have just seen. We must 
proceed from this effect to its cause, so to speak, that is, to being itself as 
truthful and as that which is the model for our idea of truth. Our aim, then, 
must be to reverse the perspective from which we begin in the experience 
of the essential relating which truth is and think it through to its other side, 
which is that of being itself.

This is a difficult task for us, since we are always left only with our own 
understanding to accomplish this task of reaching beyond any given under
standing. But it is a task that is already begun for us in the exercise of judg
ment, which includes an act of critical reflection as well as an act of under
standing. It is through this act of reflection that being presences itself and 
even imposes itself, so to speak, to make us critical of what we might be 
thinking only arbitrarily or uncritically. What we have to do, then, is see how 
reflection takes us beyond our understanding to being itself in its truth, or 
rather how reflection opens up understanding to let being present itself.

To understand is somehow to represent things for myself. When I begin 
to reflect upon my understanding in this representation, to see if it is true to 
reality, I begin to think back to what presents itself in what can be referred 
to as a process of verification. This process can take different forms in differ
ent kinds of judgment. But the reflection that is essential to any such process 
is an act in search of evidence or of how being shines forth in this or that 
representation.

The first evidence we have appealed to from the beginning of our in
quiry is that knowing is of being. From this we can say immediately that the 
being we do know is intelligible in fact. But is the being we do know in fact 
all of being? Or is it only part of the being to which our intelligence is open 
as a whole? If it is only a part of being, if there is more of being than what 
we know, how do we know that this “more” is also intelligible? Can we 
think of this more as anything but intelligible, given the way being presents 
itself initially in our knowing? Is it possible to think of anything as being 
positively and as unintelligible at the same time? How can being ever pres
ent itself to intelligence itself except as intelligible? Is there any evidence for 
answering this question?

We should note that the question arises when we begin to introduce 
some differentiation in the initial evidence that knowing is of being. In this 
respect we are going beyond the original insight of Parmenides into being 
by recognizing some differentiation in our first conception of being. Being
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is thought of in many ways in the exercise of judgment. Affirmation, which 
is an affirmation of being, is expressed in many ways. It is always limited by 
the terms we use in a particular exercise of judgment.

At first affirmation tends to be purely positive. Our first representations, 
which are expressed in the terms of judgment, tend to be affirmed simply as 
true, that is, as expressive of a mode of being. But as we become aware of di
versity in modes of being and of mistakes in identifying them through our 
representation, we begin to deny as well as to affirm and to differentiate be
tween diverse modes of being. In this way we not only move from our first 
conception of being, which is still without any expression of particular 
modes of being, whether specific or generic. We also become aware that we 
do not know all of being or that our actual representation of being may not 
be equal to the whole of being itself. We do not lose our very first evidence 
that knowing is of being, but we begin to ask ourselves about being which 
we may not know about. And it is in this moment of questioning that the 
question we are now concerned with arises. Is the being that we do not 
know itself intelligible as well as the being we do know?

We cannot go back on our first evidence that knowing is of being, 
though we do question our way of representing being. We cannot knowing
ly deny our knowing of something, even when it is that we do not know 
anything. Nor can we deny that we know being when we do know some
thing, though we may have some difficulty in relating that something to be
ing as such. If we exercise judgment of any kind, directly or indirectly, we 
acknowledge this first evidence of being. But in doing so, we also acknowl
edge a certain convertibility between knowing and being. When we think of 
knowing in any strict sense, we think of it as a knowing of being, and when 
we think of being, we think of it as what is known when knowing takes 
place. Thus, when we try to think of some unknown being, we can only 
think of it as knowable in some fashion, as intelligible, or as true in itself, 
even though we do not presently know it for what it is.

Speaking subjectively, I can say that what is not known to me does not 
exist for me. But more objectively, I can also say generally that what is not 
knowable in any way whatsoever simply does not exist or is not. I cannot 
think of being except as intelligible. The only limit to intelligibility is noth
ing, which does not exist or is not, but which is still intelligible in some 
sense as negation, that is, as relative to affirmation or to what is.

Thus, the conception of truth or of the intelligibility of being necessarily 
follows our first conception of being, which is itself the very first intelligi
bility for us. Being is the proper object of intelligence, or what intelligence
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aims at, in the same way that color is the proper object of sight or sound is 
the proper object of hearing. Just as it is impossible to think of color as invis
ible, even though I cannot see it, or of sound as inaudible, even though I 
cannot hear it, so it is impossible to think of being as unintelligible, even 
though I do not presently understand it fully. This impossibility of thought is 
the sign of an immediate evidence in the way we know being or being 
makes itself known, even when being is not known fully or adequately.

In fact, the same evidence can be brought out in the sense we have that 
being itself is not known fully or adequately. This sense of inadequacy in 
knowing gives rise to wonder and to questioning. To wonder or to question 
is to recognize that we do not know all there is to be known.To begin to in
quire, however, is to presuppose that there is some intelligibility to be un
derstood, since otherwise we would not begin to inquire. Now some in
quiries may terminate in the recognition of an absence of intelligibility or in 
the insight that there is nothing there to be understood. But even such in
quiries are understood in relation to other inquiries giving more positive re
sults in terms of intelligibility, an intelligibility that can only relate to being 
ultimately. It is being itself as that which is to be understood in its fullness 
that gives rise to our questioning, and not just some deconstructive agitation 
in an understanding that thinks of itself as inadequate.

This can be seen in a particular science such as biology, for example. 
When proteins were first discovered, a whole new line of inquiry was 
opened up to disclose what they were and what they did. The same can be 
said about the DNA molecule, the exploration of which is now the cutting 
edge of biological investigation. Even the discovery of any unique individual 
in the world will send us scurrying to see if there are others of the same 
kind in reality and to understand what that kind might be. Being, as that 
which is to be known, is what calls us to these inquiries. Though particular 
sciences may not think of it precisely as being, but only as some particular 
object of inquiry, insofar as they claim to be science or knowledge of reality, 
and not just an intellectual game, they presuppose the same convertibility of 
being and intelligibility as we are proposing here. Insofar as they exercise 
judgment properly, they affirm the same intelligibility of being as any other 
exercise of judgment does and they are aiming at that intelligibility through 
their own critical reflection or investigation.

Even the experience of inadequacy in knowing can be seen as pointing 
to this immediate evidence of being as true. When the human being faces 
what presents itself, it can not only represent it, but also misrepresent it. 
Falsehood can appear as well as truth through the understanding. In saying
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that every being is true, we are not saying that there can be no falsehood. 
What gives rise to truth in understanding can also give rise to falsehood. 
What is meant to disclose being can also foreclose on it or leave it undis
closed. But even to recognize this difference between truth and falsehood in 
knowing presupposes the thought that truth is rooted in being, and not just 
in our thought, and that only being can give rise to truth. Without the refer
ence to being there could be no thought of truth in knowing, no critical re
flection. There would be only an agility to represent or to fabricate without 
concern for what is, pure destruction or deconstruction without any regard 
for what is in its essence or structure.

Similarly, it can be seen that the recognition of error in the exercise of 
judgment presupposes the same evidence of truth in being itself. Our first 
representations of being are expressed positively in affirmative judgments. As 
long as we have not become fully critical in the exercise of judgment, we 
tend to take our representations as true at face value. With the rise of critical 
reflection in experience, however, we not only begin to doubt this face val
ue of representations, but also begin to deny some of these representations, 
whether they are from ourselves or from others. We begin to make negative 
judgments as well as affirmative judgments, and many more that are partially 
negative and partially affirmative when we distinguish a part that is false and 
a part that is true in an initial hypothesis or supposition. These negative 
judgments, however, are based not on some representation of something else 
than being, which could only be nothing, as Parmenides understood from 
the beginning, but on some other positive representation that is seen as pos
sibly truer to being. When I reject some representation as false, it is because I 
see some other representation as true or as calling for further investigation, 
always presupposing that it is in being itself that truth is to be found and 
doubt is to be resolved.

It may also be that, through a long effort of critical reflection and recon
struction of representations, we may arrive at some universal conception of 
being, such as that of Hegel, for example, which may still have to be decon
structed, but even such deconstruction, if it is to be taken seriously as a con
cern for truth, presupposes the conception of being as true in itself and as 
that which is to be attained ultimately.

7.4 The Impossibility of False Being
Given this understanding of being as true, is it then possible to think of 

being as false or even in any way doubtful? The question might appear face
tious in some ways, but it can also help us to understand why Parmenides
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had to be so categorical in his separation of the two ways, the way of truth 
and the way of falsehood, and in his rejection of the second. If we take being 
as one of a kind or as univocal in the way that Parmenides did, then we have 
to say that being can only be true and cannot in any way be false. We have to 
oppose false to true in the same way as nonbeing is opposed to being. False
hood is then something that can only apply to a way for human being, but a 
way that leads to nothing, not to being. It is a way not only of doubt, but 
also of total suspense in nothingness. The way of truth, on the other hand, 
which is the only way of certainty, is focused on the fullness of being.

When we allow for differentiation in being, however, or when we see 
this first conception of being as expressed in diverse modes of being, are we 
still held to this same kind of absolute opposition between false and true? 
Or is there some sense in which some beings might be spoken of as false, 
even though being in itself can only be understood as true?

In one way, even with the analogy of being, the opposition between truth 
and falsehood has to remain absolute, as stated by Parmenides. If being is 
true, then it is all that is intelligible, while unintelligible can only refer to 
nonbeing, so to speak. There is no limit to intelligibility other than being 
and no limit to being itself other than nonbeing, which, of course, is not an 
other in any way, since only a being can be an other. We cannot search for 
falsehood, as if it represented something, except as a possible hindrance to 
our search for truth, which does represent being. Falsehood can only be un
derstood as a negation or as a privation of truth.

Yet, insofar as we think of truth as a property of being in its relating to 
intelligence and of being as differentiated, we can also begin to think of 
some representations of being as false in at least two senses. We are not stuck 
with only one representation of being, as Parmenides was. We have diverse 
representations of being, presumably of beings diverse in themselves. Thus 
we can represent one thing as something it is not, as when we speak of false 
gold. The thing we are speaking of is not nothing. It is something. But what 
it is is not what we represent it to be. When we discover that it is not gold, 
we may still have to discover what it really is in itself. But we already know 
that our first representation of what it is was false, that is, did not represent 
the thing itself but was rather a misrepresentation, and that the truth of be
ing in this case is other than what we thought it was.

Representations can be thought of as false, however, not just in terms of 
what a thing is, but also in terms of expectations that follow from represen
tations. Thus, when I represent someone to myself as a friend, I come to ex
pect certain kinds of behavior from him in my regard. But when he does
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not meet these expectations, when he betrays me, for example, I start to rep
resent him as a false friend or as no friend at all. This will not keep me from 
representing him still as a human being, but it will keep me from represent
ing him as a friend.

Thus there is a sense in which I may speak of things as false, but I can 
think of them as false only in relation to the representation that gives rise to 
the relation of truth. It is not the thing itself that is false. It has its truth, 
which may or may not be known. It is rather the representation that is false, 
which then has to rectified or made true in the etymological sense of “veri
fied.” In any event the opposition between true and false remains no less ab
solute than the opposition between being and nonbeing. The question re
mains always one of disclosing being in its identity or in its diverse identities 
and interconnections or interaction.



C H A P T E R  8

Being as Good

W e h a v e  a l r e a d y  sp o k en  of the good as a property of being, in 
conjunction with truth. The conception of being as good arises in 

the same way as the conception of being as true, through the relating of be
ing to human being, in which all being comes together. Just as truth expresses 
the coming together of being with the cognitive activity of human being, so 
also good expresses the coming together of being with the appetitive activity of 
human being.

As a property of being, however, the good still has to be conceived as dis
tinct from the one, the active, and the true, because, in the being that is 
somehow everything or whose nature it is to come together with every be
ing, the activity of appetite is distinct from the activity of cognition. Our 
conception of good has to follow our conception of being in the same way 
as our conception of truth follows that very first conception in its transcen
dental analogy.

Nor must we think that goodness is only relative to our appetite rather 
than in being itself. To be sure, the thought of goodness requires the thought 
of an appetite, since, as Aristotle says at the beginning of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, the good is that which all things aim at or go after. Phenomenologi
cally speaking, therefore, we speak of the good in relation to our appetite. It 
is the appetible. But that does not make goodness itself something only rela
tive to our appetite or something purely subjective, so to speak, as if being 
itself were not good or as if the good were not in being itself. It is being it
self that has to be seen as good if we are to make any sense of appetite as dis
tinct from just knowing, since appetite appears as a second movement to
ward the being that discloses itself in the clearing of truth.

Knowing is an activity that terminates in the mind or in an expression of 
the truth grasped through the exercise of judgment. But appetite is an activ
ity that begins from knowing and terminates in being itself, which is why

211
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we inevitably think of being as appetible, something somehow good. Only 
through the conception of being can we come to a proper conception of 
the good as that to which appetite relates.

To arrive at this conception of being as good we must proceed as we did 
for the conception of being as true. We must think of being, or beings, not 
just as standing apart but as coming together in a universe, in a kind of con
centration through human being. Being, as we have already said, is not 
thought of as closed up within itself, but as disclosing itself in our knowing. 
Knowing is thus a gathering of all being together, while human being is the 
opening or the clearing in which being opens itself. In this opening, howev
er, there is not only a disclosing of being, but also an appealing from being 
that is not adverted to from the standpoint of knowing as such or in the 
modern concern for objectivity alone. But it is an appealing to which ap
petite responds. What we refer to as “appetite” is in response to this appeal
ing. It appears as a second movement, after knowing, and it takes us beyond 
mere disclosure, which terminates in the knower as an expression of under
standing, back to the thing itself in its goodness. Verum est in mente, sed bonum 
est in re.

This conception of being as good thus keeps open the circle of knowing 
and being we have spoken of in the exercise of judgment from the begin
ning in saying that knowing is of being, so that we not only acquiesce in the 
truth we come to know, but also remain in quest of it insofar as there is 
something more to be known and inquired into, for truth itself is something 
good for the intelligence. It is through the appeal of being that we come to 
its goodness, whether as satisfying our desire to know or any other desire. 
Just as the human being is the only one who brings being as being into the 
open in questioning, so also it is the only one that can embrace it or reject it 
in its appeal as good.

8.1 The Essence of Goodness
Good cannot be defined in terms of genus and specific difference any 

more than being, one, active, or true. Like the other transcendental ideas, it is 
a first notion through which other notions may be defined, but which is not 
itself properly definable. What it means is known only in the actual exercise 
of an activity we speak of as appetite as distinct from knowing in human be
ing. The good, to repeat the classical formula Aristotle falls back on, which is 
not strictly a definition, is that which all aim at or go after.What is this aim
ing at or going after and how does it arise from our conception of being as 
good or from the appeal of being itself?
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We have not dwelt upon this activity of human being which we refer to 
as appetite as we have upon the activity of knowing. To bring out the 
essence of goodness, however, we must do so, for it is only through this ac
tivity that this essence becomes manifest, just as it is only through the activ
ity of knowing that the essence of truth becomes manifest.

Let us note first that, as we have already intimated, appetite is an activity 
that is distinct from that of knowing. We may think of it as coming before 
knowing, inasmuch as we can speak of a desire to know. In this sense we 
may even think of truth as good. Questioning is a questing after truth. Truth 
is something we desire. It is that in which we acquiesce in good judgment 
when we have found answers to our questions. In truth being is responding 
to our quest for knowing so that the relating of truth is already a relating of 
goodness in one sense.

But that is not yet the full relating of goodness, since appetite is also an 
activity that follows upon knowing. Appetite is itself a response to being 
perceived as good. It presupposes some form of consciousness and it starts 
from a perception of being as desirable or good. Knowing, as an activity, ter
minates in a word or an expression of what is perceived. As such it remains 
in the mind. But appetite goes out of the mind back to the thing itself. It is 
a response to the thing in its goodness.

How is this response to be understood? First of all it must be understood 
as following knowing. Without knowing or consciousness of some object, 
even if it be only a vague fantasy, we have no appetite. We begin to desire 
something or acquiesce in it only if we somehow fancy it as good. Even the 
desire to know presupposes some preconception of truth as good. We may 
think of appetite as a blind impulse at times, but it is not strictly blind. Ap
petite is a going after or an aiming at, beginning from a perception of some
thing as good, even if the perception be false. It is even a sending of oneself 
after, as the middle form of the verb suggests in the classical expression for 
the good as that which all things aim at: ephiesthai. Appetite comes only after 
some form of integrated consciousness, whether sensible or rational.

But is it enough to say that appetite follows from knowing? Does it fol
low just casually, so that appetite may or may not come into play with regard 
to what we know? Or does it follow necessarily, so that willy nilly appetite 
does come into play with regard to everything we come to know? All hu
man activity starts from caring or concern, including that of caring or con
cern for the truth. But this caring or concern does not stop with just learn
ing. It is enhanced by learning, which only gives rise to a new dimension of 
caring and concern with regard to what is learned. Is there not some care
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about anything we do come to know? Is there not some necessary response 
to what comes to be known in any new awareness? The response may not 
be determined to go one way or the other. It may be one of acceptance or 
one of rejection or even one of indifference. It may be free. But even in 
freedom it is still necessary in the sense that some response is inescapably 
called for or some attitude is inevitably adopted with respect to what we are 
newly aware of.

Appetite is thus a responsibility that cannot be avoided. We become fully 
responsible only for what we do freely. We may choose some particular re
sponsibilities over others. But we do not choose responsibility itself.We only 
find ourselves responsible in the response that follows any awareness of some 
good. It is in this sense that appetite is an impulse, though it is not blind. And 
it is from this necessary connection between appetite and knowing that we 
pass from the conception of being as true to the conception of being as 
good, for the necessary response we experience to any new knowledge of 
being is but a relating to being in the appeal of its goodness. The good is 
thus what we send ourselves after in the opening where we stand and where 
being is opened up, not only as present, but also as appealing in this relating. 
The essence of good is thus, like the essence of truth, a relating that, after 
standing in the open adhering to something open as something open, surges 
across the opening, so to speak, in response to the appeal of what is opened 
up in knowing.

We should note also that this relating to the good through appetite is not 
merely desire or a striving after something that is not yet possessed. To the 
extent that the opening in the relating implies a distance, appetite has the 
form of a desire or a striving after, as I crave food that I see but that I have 
not yet consumed or for a friend who is on my mind but absent. But it is 
the very same appetite that finds satisfaction in consuming the food or in 
enjoying the presence of the friend. Appetite does not cease with satisfaction 
or enjoyment. It simply finds fulfillment and acquiesces in the good. With
out some sense of acquiescence, which somehow closes the distance in the 
opening where we stand in desire, there would not be any sense of desire, 
which implies some deprivation as well as distance. We have desire only if 
we can think of satisfaction, and the satisfaction is simply the passage of ap
petite from deprivation to fulfillment. Desire as appetite simply continues in 
its fulfillment through acquiescence. Satisfaction of one desire may give rise 
to other desires, but as the satisfaction of a desire it is the most perfect exer
cise of an appetite.

Appetite is thus an alternation of striving and acquiescing. It cannot be
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both at once. For when one is striving for something one cannot acquiesce 
in it and when one is acquiescing in some good one is no longer striving for 
it. But it is in the acquiescing that one best appreciates what the good really 
is. To know the good in this way is to know it better than we knew it when 
we were only desiring. To leave acquiescing out of appetite therefore is not 
only to cut appetite short but also to leave out what is most essential in the 
conception of the good. Even if we try to think of desire itself as the highest 
good, as we sometimes do when we think of the absence of desire as an ab
sence of life and true existence, we are only thinking of desire as somehow 
fulfilling and as something to be acquiesced in. Desire itself is in this sense 
already a beginning of fulfillment and acquiescence.

If we think of appetite as a response in the opening where being discloses 
itself, we have to think of being itself as somehow appealing. Appetite, like 
knowing, emerges in the opening where being is disclosed. Truth is the dis- 
closedness of being in this opening. It is a relating (Verhalten) that stands in 
the open and adheres to something open as something open, as we saw with 
Heidegger. But in this relating we find more than just disclosing. We find 
also a response to an attraction or an appealing of being that draws to itself or 
elicits care of some kind on the part of the knower. We not only care to 
know, we also care about what we come to know in response to its good
ness.

Appetite can thus be seen as an effect of the good in human being, just as 
knowing can be seen as an effect of truth. If there were no good in being it
self, there would be no appetite. If there were something that is not in any 
way good, there could be no appetite for it, no caring about it. But in speak
ing of being as good, we are saying that there is no being about which there 
is no caring. We are affirming what we have to refer to as an ontological 
goodness of every being insofar as it is. We do this not so much on the 
grounds that we happen to find some particular being desirable, whether 
that of another or our own, but more precisely on the grounds that we can
not think of any being except as appetible, as we shall argue in speaking of 
the acknowledgment of goodness in all actuality. To say that everything is 
good as being is not just to express a figment of our appetite, as Spinoza 
would have it in his Ethics of Absolute Substance (Eth Part I, Appendix). It is 
to recognize the necessity of goodness in being itself.

8.2 The Goodness of Essence
This is not to say much yet about the particular goodness of anything. 

But it is to affirm a certain goodness of essence in its very being and it is to
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open up a whole new perspective on being which the conception of truth 
alone does not give us, a perspective in which something can appear as 
good, bad, or indifferent in relation to some conception of goodness. This 
perspective remains to be articulated analogously, in keeping with the analo
gy of being itself, but in differentiating the good from the true as a property 
of being we are opening a new line of articulation in the analogy of being 
according to its difference, the line Platonism was more inclined to consider 
than Aristotelianism.

We are not saying that all beings are equally good or of equal value, for 
there remains a whole differentiation of goodness to be worked out, just as 
there is a differentiation of being on which to reflect. But we are saying that 
in every being, whatever it is, there is some ontological goodness. If we are 
repelled by one form of being, it is not because there is no good in that form 
but rather because we are more drawn by some other form. If we think of 
something as bad or evil, it is because we think of it as lacking a form or 
some good it should have. Our conception of the good appears phenome
nologically through the twofold act of desiring and acquiescing, but it ap
pears this way only because appetite itself is a response to the appeal of being 
as it discloses itself in truth. It is being that appeals in the disclosing and we 
come to think of being itself as good in our responding to the appeal.

8.3 Goodness and Perfection
It is not our task here to begin articulating the differentiation of ontolog

ical goodness as one might do in a discourse on ethics or a metaphysics of 
the different degrees of being or goodness. But it is our task to reflect upon 
one way in which the conception of the good differs from the conception 
of being, even while thinking of the good as convertible with being. Our 
conception of ontological goodness emerges through our responding to the 
appeal of being that we call appetite, as we have said. We might think of this 
response, which is rational as well as sensible, as most fundamentally an ac
quiescence in being itself as being. I acquiesce in being for what it is, which 
is not to constitute its goodness but to acknowledge it. But acquiescing in 
this way does not bring out an important difference in our conception of 
goodness that sets it off from our conception of just being as being or, better 
still, it does not bring out the dynamic aspect of our first conception of be
ing as what relates to action.

This difference can be seen through the relation between the two sides 
or the two acts of appetite, which remains for us desire as much as acquies
cence. If we think of appetite only as acquiescence, we are left with a con-
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ception of the good that is flat and undifferentiated. The good is whatever 
we acquiesce in. But is the good we acquiesce in all the good there is or is 
there some other good that we might also acquiesce in but that we can only 
desire at present? The thought of some higher good than that in which we 
presendy acquiesce has to occur to us as long as we remain beings of desire 
as well as of acquiescence.

Thus, to think of the good simply we would have to think of a good that 
leaves nothing more to be desired, a good that would be totally satisfying 
and fulfilling. Anything short of that would not be good absolutely, or at 
least would not be good simply, but only good secundum quid. We could not 
think of any thing we do acquiesce in as simply bad, or not good in any way, 
since we do acquiesce in it. To acquiesce in anything is to enjoy it as good. 
But when there is still desire, along with the acquiescence, then we do not 
think of the present good, that in which are acquiescing, as simply good, but 
only as good in some respect, namely, in the respect in which we presently 
acquiesce in it.

Thus, the being that we know immediately can come to be thought of as 
good, insofar as it satisfies some appetite, but not as good simply, insofar as it 
does not satisfy all appetite. In other words, we can think of something as be
ing simply without thinking of it as good simply. We can still say that every 
being is good ontologically, insofar as we can acquiesce in it, but we do not 
have to say that whatever is is good simply insofar as the being we acquiesce 
in leaves room for desire or striving. When we think of something as good 
simply or without qualification, we think of it as leaving nothing to be de
sired and as giving rise to full acquiescence without any further desire.

Whether we can ever experience such full acquiescence in any being or 
whether there is any being that can give rise to such full acquiescence re
mains to be seen. In any event, the conceptions of being and of the good re
main essentially intertwined even in this difference between them. The be
ing that we would think of as most fully satisfying would be the one that is 
most fully. On the other hand, even that which is not fully satisfying can still 
be thought of as being simply, though it is not good simply or fully satisfying. It 
is the conception of a good that is absolutely satisfying that is difficult for us 
to entertain. How can full acquiescence in such a good be understood as 
long as we remain beings of desire? It seems that every acquiescence only 
gives rise to renewed desire.

The idea of a full acquiescence and of an absolutely satisfying good can 
nevertheless be illustrated in some particular order of goodness where we 
can experience a fullness of acquiescence in some respect. Maturity and
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health in a living organism, for example, can be thought of as such an acqui
escence, and the good in such an acquiescence can be thought of as fully or 
even most satisfying. Maturity and health are an absolute good, so to speak, 
for the organism, though we still have to qualify this good in relation to oth
er goods or to other orders of appetite and achievement. Nevertheless, with 
reference to the organism, they are good simply and without qualification, 
since no higher good can be thought of for that organism as such. Maturity 
and health leave nothing to be desired in the nature of this organism. If they 
could be maintained to perfection over time the organism would have 
nothing to desire as organism. It could only acquiesce in its own goodness.

The same idea of fullness can be illustrated in other orders of appetite as 
well. To get to the idea of a fullness without any limitation whatsoever, an 
absolutely absolute goodness, so to speak, we have only to think of a good 
that would satisfy all possible desire. This is the ultimate meaning of good
ness in its transcendentality. On the one hand, it expands our conception of 
being beyond what is merely disclosed in the opening where we stand as 
open to what is open. But, on the other hand, it only enters into the ex
panded conception as that aspect of being in its appealing to which appetite 
relates. Goodness itself, like being, has its differences which give rise to dif
ferent appetites, rational as well as sensible, according to the different kinds 
of consciousness from which appetite can begin, so that a total conception 
of the good has to include an ordering of these appetites in their relation to 
the good in all its differences.

Hence though we think of every being as ontologically good in its pres
ent appeal, we do not think of it as simply or absolutely good, but good only 
in some respect as being. Good though it is in its being, it may still have 
some good to achieve or be desirous of such good. It is in relation to these 
two sides of goodness that the idea of perfection arises along with that of 
goodness. In its relating to appetite, the good appears as that which fulfills or 
makes it perfect. This is especially evident in human being, which is good in 
its being according to its first perfection or natural form, but which also still 
has to achieve its goodness or second perfection through its own activity.

In a being that has to achieve its ultimate goodness, being simply and being 
good simply are not the same. The being may be already good insofar as it is 
actually, but it is not yet good simply, insofar as it has yet to achieve its more 
complete goodness, its own perfection or its goodness simply, through its 
proper activity. The appeal of goodness in being calls for more than the fun
damental or ontological acquiescence in being simply according to one’s 
first perfection. It calls for an achievement of goodness that is to come as
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fulfillment of what already is simply, so that the idea of ontological perfec
tion is integral to the idea of the good as we have it through appetite seen as 
both acquiescence and desire or striving. The same relation also allows for an 
idea of imperfection and defection in the beings for which the same twofold 
appetite of acquiescence and desire or striving holds. A being may be good 
or perfect insofar as it is actually, but still be imperfect or deficient with re
spect to the second perfection it should have or ought to achieve through its 
proper activity.

We are accustomed to think of perfection rather statically, much as Plato 
thought of the Good. In modern philosophy it is often thought of as per
taining only to God, whose idea is that of “Most Perfect.” But this is not 
where or how the idea of perfection first occurs to us. It occurs first in our 
experience of appetite as both desire and acquiescence with reference to be
ing in the concrete, and it is illustrated through particular instances of fulfill
ment such as the one we alluded to with reference to an organism.

Etymologically speaking, not to say ontologically speaking as well, the 
idea of per-fection presupposes a kind of dynamism, a coming to be, which 
may not be strictly applicable to God, who is thought of as immobile in his 
eternal being. What is per-fect in the strict etymological sense is something 
that has come to be and has reached a certain completion in its identity as a 
being, so that what has not come to be cannot properly be said to be per
fect, or perfected. As Aquinas puts it, “ quod factum non est, nec perfectum posse 
did videtur” (SG I, 28, 268).What has not come into being or is not a fact as 
the result of a process, cannot be said to have come to the completion of its 
coming to be in what we have called its first perfection. We call this a “per
fection” because we understand it as the good that was desired in the process 
and that is acquiesced in once the process has been completed. We call it 
only a “first perfection,” the perfection of being simply, because we think 
that this being has yet to achieve its own further perfection through its 
proper activity. The idea of perfection, as it is first understood, thus implies 
that what is perfect has come to be such and that what it has become is not 
just a termination of the process but an end, its telos, desired and acquiesced 
in, in short, a good, even if it is only the good of being simply prior to any 
further achievement of goodness or perfection.

The idea of perfection is thus the same as the idea of goodness as good
ness relates back to a process of coming to be that has come to some com
pletion. That is the point of adding the preposition ‘per’ to the perfect par
ticiple of the verb ‘fieri’ or factum esse.’ It expresses the idea that something 
has come through to the end of its coming to be and is a totality in identity,
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something totaliterfactum (Blanchette 1992,41-73). As such, a thing is under
stood as already good, even when it still has to achieve its own goodness 
through its proper activity.

8.4 The Acknowledgment of Goodness in Actuality
To argue for transcendental goodness as a property of being we cannot 

revert back to the exercise of judgment as we have done for transcendental 
unity and transcendental truth. We have to revert rather to the exercise of 
appetite that we experience directly as a consequence of judgment and 
which we had to refer to in formulating our conception of the good to be
gin with. It is because this exercise of appetite is distinct from that of judg
ment in the human self that we come to distinguish the good from the true 
in our conception of being. And it is because the exercise of appetite follows 
necessarily upon any exercise of judgment that we come to think of being as 
good, not because we want it to be so, but because we find it to be so as it 
appeals in the opening where it discloses itself. Just as knowing is an effect of 
being in its truth, so also appetite is an effect of being in its goodness.

What we have to show is that appetite is indeed a responding to the 
goodness of being itself as it appeals in the relating of goodness. How is this 
responding to be seen as related to the goodness of being itself and not just 
as a subjective disposition or a vain desire on our part or from our side of 
the opening? How is it a response to being itself, so that we have to think of 
being as good, or of the good as in being and not just as a figment of our 
mind? How is appetite a response to being itself? How is it an acknowledg
ment of goodness in the actuality of being?

We have seen how appetite is twofold. It is desire for the good not pos
sessed and acquiescence in the good possessed. It is the relation between 
these two aspects of appetite that gives rise to the idea of goodness as perfec
tion, that is, as that which brings a process to completion. For, as desire, ap
petite gives rise to the idea of something needed for satisfaction or fulfill
ment and, as acquiescence, it gives rise to the experience of satisfaction and 
fulfillment itself. Our experience of appetite combines these two in such a 
way that, without some acquiescence, we would have no proper conception 
of the good as perfecting and, without desire, which can recur even with ac
quiescence, we would have no proper conception of the good as a perfec
tion to be achieved or aimed at. How does all this relate to the conception 
of being as good?
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8.4.1 Goodness as Second Perfection
Let us think first of the good simply, or of the perfection that brings this 

good, that is, of second or final perfection, since only that which has its ulti
mate perfection is said to be good simply. This good is arrived at only through 
the activity of a being, so that, in relation to this good at least, appetite ap
pears as a principle of activity, whether as striving or as acquiescing. In this 
sense the good or final perfection of a being is found in its final actualization 
through its own action. Short of this self-actualization a thing might be 
good in some sense, but not simply or without qualification.

To understand this we do not have to presuppose that any being ever 
achieves some kind of absolute perfection or goodness. We have only to un
derstand the distinction between second and first perfection and understand 
second perfection as any kind of self-actualization that somehow completes 
the first perfection of a being. This can be illustrated in our own exercise of 
appetite. The good for us is not simply what we are given by nature. It is 
rather what we are to be through our own self-actualization. This is some
thing we aim at or send ourselves after. Prescinding from what that good 
might or should consist in specifically as ethical perfection of human being, 
it is possible to see that it will be good in its very actuality, as something that 
is over and above what we are now, for, whatever that actuality may be, it 
will be that which we are already going or sending ourselves after and that 
in which we shall acquiesce as in the fulfillment of our appetite.

What we think of as the good to be achieved through action or as the 
good simply is thus the actuality we desire and in which we can acquiesce. 
This does not mean that any actuality is as good as any other. It is still possi
ble to think of some actualities as evil, as we shall indicate, insofar as they do 
not conform to a true good. But even in the case of evil we still think of the 
actuality as good insofar as it is something positively achieved. Insofar as it is 
something it is still good, even though it is in contradiction with the true 
good.

How the good simply can be at odds with itself in this way depends on 
the fact that it issues from a free initiative, which can give rise to moral evil 
as well as goodness, or from a fallible power, which does not always achieve 
the good its natural development aims at. Frustration itself is a part of our 
experience of appetite, when the good we achieve is not something we can 
fully acquiesce in. But even in frustration as well as in evil, if we focus on the 
actuality achieved as something relating positively to appetite, we see it as 
good. It is in this relating to appetite that being appears as good. Any actual-
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ity of a being relates to appetite in this way, even when it is not fully in ac
cord with all that its appetite aspires to. What every being as active goes after 
is its own good through self-actualization, which is the completion of its be
ing or its second perfection. This is understood as good precisely as it relates 
to appetite, the desire for some completion in being or the acquiescence in 
such completion.

All this applies especially to human being, our primary analogate of be
ing. If we go from this primary analogate to beings with an activity that is 
less than rational but still conscious and sentient, the same relating of actual
ity to appetite can easily be seen to obtain. Other conscious beings too, as 
we conceive them, find the good simply or their second perfection in the 
exercise of their own proper activity and function.

With beings that lack consciousness of any kind we can no longer speak 
of appetite properly, since appetite, as we understand it here, presupposes 
some consciousness or awareness of something as good. However, inasmuch 
as we can still speak of some proper activity on their part, we can still speak 
of a good for them as what is achieved through this activity. We say this be
cause such beings are still active as beings and because activity implies some 
kind of inclination or appetite toward some good.

At the limit, only where there is no activity whatsoever, and hence no 
fullness of being, will we say that there is no good to be achieved through 
self-actualization, just as we said that anything lacking any activity of its own 
could not be thought of as being with an identity of its own. Conversely, 
nevertheless, to the extent that we shall be able to speak of matter not as be
ing in act, but as being only in potency, we shall think of this being in po
tency as an inclination, if not as an appetite properly, toward some act as to 
its good or its perfection or its actualization, for the act of a potency is all 
these things at once, as we shall see more clearly later on.

8.4.2 Goodness as First or Ontological Perfection
Every being that achieves some actuality of its own is thus good, since 

such an actuality is the ultimate object of appetite. Appetite, however, pre
supposes a being already in existence with some degree of completion and 
identity that has its own appetite as well as its own consciousness. Is this be
ing in its first identity, prior to any actualization through activity of its own, 
also good or is the idea of the good restricted to that of an achieved self- 
actualization or second perfection? Can we speak of any being in its very 
first identity as a being as already good in some sense, if not in the complete 
sense of something that is good simply in its full actualization? In other words,
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can we say there is an ontological goodness in any being precisely as being 
prior to any exercise of initiative on its part? If so, then we shall have to say 
that every being precisely as actual is good in some sense, even though it is 
not good simply according to the fullness of its self-actualization.

How can we show that this follows from our first understanding of being 
as it relates to appetite? To answer this question we must reflect on being in 
its given actuality, for being is given or at hand only in some actuality. Even 
if this actuality is thought of as in no way achieved by the being itself that is 
at hand, it is still an actuality, and as such it is a good, something to be de
sired or to be acquiesced in, at least by the being itself, in the way that a liv
ing thing clings to life. It is actuality as such that relates to appetite and that 
is therefore good, even when it is taken as merely given.

When we speak of being as being as the subject of metaphysics, we speak 
of it not as possible, but as an actuality that is already something to be 
thought of as a good or as the first perfection of a potency that yields a being 
that is somehow complete with an identity of its own, that is, an active iden
tity. To think of being only as possible, as Wolff does, or as pure be supposed
ly equal to pure nothing, as Hegel does, is not yet to think of it as good any 
more than it is to think of it as true being. But to think of it as in act, or as 
actualized in any way, whether as merely given or as perfected through its 
own activity, is to think of it at the same time as good. Be, or the act of be
ing, is thus what everything desires or acquiesces in from the beginning, re
gardless of how it further actualizes itself in its second perfection or its final 
goodness. Even in its truthfulness, being is already a good, for the exercise of 
judgment entails a certain acquiescence in the actual truth of being.

To put this in the reflective terms of a human being, this idea of being as 
good is clear to me as I reflect on my own being as given to me as it must be 
clear to you as you reflect on your own being as given to you. Now if I 
think of you as another being like myself and you think of me as another 
being like yourself, then we must also each think of the other as also good in 
its actuality. In other words, neither one of us, in our own given identity, is 
the only good. There are many such goods relating as otherness in actuality, 
not only to their own individual appetite, but also to my own or to any ra
tional appetite, which responds to this otherness of the good. For to recog
nize another as being other in actuality is to recognize it as a good in itself, 
even though I may not want it as the good for me individually.

This is especially clear when the other appears as another self like myself 
in the primordial experience of being through mutual recognition. In this 
we have the very first acknowledgment on an intellectual level of otherness
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in being or of being in otherness, where each one and the other is known as 
one and as active. In such recognition, the other is a good equal to my own 
good in its actuality.

But the same thing is also clear with regard to the recognition of lesser 
beings, which are also seen as good to the degree of their actuality. I cannot 
rationally desire or acquiesce in them as I would in a being of equal dignity, 
since they are not an equal good in actuality, yet I can desire and acquiesce 
in them in various ways, recognizing their true otherness and identity in ac
tual being. I may want to know them better, so that I may use them better 
both for their own good as well as for my good or the human good. Once 
again, it is only at the limit of actuality itself that I stop thinking of anything 
as good, just as I stop thinking of it as one, active, true, or simply as a being. 
Otherwise, whatever is said to be in any proper sense of the term has to be 
thought of as good in its actuality.

To speak of this ontological goodness of any being in its first perfection 
or actuality is not to say much about the degree of goodness of anything in 
particular. Nor is it to absolutize the goodness of any particular thing, in
cluding that of human being, our primary analogate of being. It is only to 
recognize different degrees of goodness in a diversity of actuality such as is 
given to us. The ontological goodness we recognize in the actuality of any 
being is only relative. It is relative to its own final goodness, to be achieved 
through its own action, and to the goodness of other beings in their actuali
ty and in their own striving for their final goodness. In fact, as we view a 
multiplicity and a diversity of beings striving each for their final goodness, 
we have to say that the goodness of each, given or achieved, is relative to the 
goodness or the perfection of all taken together as the universe in its actual
ity. Indeed, it is in this striving that the many and diverse beings come to
gether as a universe.

We have spoken of ontological goodness as first perfection in contradis
tinction from the second perfection or final goodness achieved through a 
being’s own initiative. To speak of this goodness as a perfection, however, is 
to suggest another way in which the actuality of a being can be acknowl
edged as good even as merely given. The idea of per-fection in its original 
sense, as already suggested, implies the idea of a process coming to some 
completion. What is perfect is what has been perfected through some 
process. Thus to speak of actuality as a perfection is to say that, even as given, 
actuality has come to be, and that what is given at the end of the process is a 
good arrived at that was somehow desired from the beginning, so that it can 
be acquiesced in as the end that fulfills. Acquiescence is itself a recognition
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of perfection. Thus, as a thing stands out in being or in its actuality, it stands 
out as something that was desired in some way and that can now be acqui
esced in, even if it still has to achieve its own second perfection. The good, as 
we understand it, or as perfection, is tied to our conception of change and 
time, but, taken in its fullness or its ontological proportions, it transcends this 
particular mode of being and applies to any being as being in any actuality, 
whether higher or lower than our primary analogate.

8.5 The Possibility of Evil
It remains for us to reflect on how evil is to be conceived in the light of 

this ontological goodness we affirm of every being. We have already alluded 
to the possibility of evil in speaking of achieving goodness through self-ac
tualization. How is this possibility to be conceived, if whatever is achieved or 
actualized positively is somehow good? Is there such a thing as evil and, if 
there is, in what does it consist? Can it be thought of as a thing of any kind?

The possibility of evil appears in the relation between what we have spo
ken of as the first and the second perfection of a being. It is only the second 
perfection of a being that allows us to speak of it as good simply, for a being 
only in its first perfection as a being is good only secundum quid, that is, in 
respect to its being actual, but it is not good simply, that is, in respect to its 
complete self-actualization. Evil is the opposite of good, but it is the oppo
site of the good simply, not of the good secundum quid, or of the ontological 
good as such. The possibility of evil appears first in the transition from first 
to second perfection when a being is free to choose the form of its own fi
nal actualization or when it can be frustrated in the achievement of this ac
tuality. It is in this self-actualization that a certain contradiction can occur 
between the form a being actually takes and the form required for the good 
simply of the being.

The being that is simply and is already good secundum quid comes to be in 
a certain way or secundum quid, which may or may not be in conformity 
with what is good for it simply. When it is not in conformity with that good 
simply, we think of it as having become evil. In its most general sense, evil is 
this lack of conformity between what a thing becomes, or has become, and 
what it ought to be for its good. If we can speak of an absolute good simply 
for any being, we can also speak of an absolute evil for it as the opposite of 
that good. Such an evil, however, is still only a lack of that good which, in 
fact, may take many forms, each of which is positive in itself even as it falls 
short of the good for that being. If there is no absolute good simply for any 
being, but only relative good, evil is still only a lack of that good and the op-
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position between good and evil remains somehow absolute as an absence or 
a privation of the proper good.

Thus, evil is very real. It is even something positive in being, in that what 
is thought of as evil has a certain form. But as evil it is not a thing other than 
this positive form that is good in itself. Evil is experienced as frustration or 
as guilt. It is assessed on the basis of some good that is desired or to be ac
quiesced in, but it is judged to be only a lack of that good, which may be the 
good of an individual alone, the good of an order of beings, or the good of 
all beings in common.

As a lack or a privation, however, evil is not a thing or a being of any 
kind. In itself, so to speak, it is nothing or, better still, it is a privation of some 
good and therefore of being of some kind. Moral evil is a privation of moral 
good due in or to persons. Physical evil is a privation of any form a being 
should have or be able to acquiesce in according to its nature. In either case, 
real as the evil may be, it is still only a privation and not a being as such. It is 
actual only in the sense that the appetite in which it is experienced is actual. 
It is not experienced as a thing, but as a lack or a privation of goodness in a 
thing.

While it is possible to speak of physical and moral evil, as we have just 
done, is it possible to speak as well of an ontological evil as such in a way 
that parallels ontological goodness, as some authors sometimes try to sug
gest? If we take being to be good as being, as we are maintaining here, the 
only way this could be done would be by taking fmitude or the limitation 
of determinate being as evil in some ontological sense, as these same authors 
attempt to do. But what ontological sense could this make? If evil as such is 
the privation of good, ontological evil would have to be the privation of be
ing itself, or nothing at all, since actual being as such is at least good secun
dum quid. Nothing as such, however, is neither evil nor good nor being of 
any sort. The differentiation between good and evil in things presupposes 
that something is, which, as we have argued, is already a good, though not 
necessarily good simply or as it should be.

Moreover, finitude or limitation in being, however it is to be understood, 
is not a negation or a privation of being as such. It is a positive stand in be
ing which is also good, no matter how finite or limited. If we associate nega
tion with finitude or limitation, it is not with reference to being as such, 
since any finite or limited being is still thought of as being in its finite or 
limited way. Negation in this instance is with reference to other beings, 
which a determinate being is not. This being is not that being. This kind of 
being is not that kind of being. In either case there is being on either side of
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the not or the limit. Both are beings in a positive way and hence are at least 
ontologically good. In fact, the kind of negation implied in finitude as such 
entails no privation on the part of the being that is affirmed positively. Fini
tude as such speaks not of an absence or a lack, but of a presence that not 
only is, but is good in its presencing, that is, insofar as it is.

Thus, while moral and physical evil are quite possible and real as part of 
our experience of being, there can be no such thing as ontological evil, in 
the same way as there can be no such thing as nothing. To say that some 
thing is evil will always imply that it is good at least in the sense that it is ac
tually, but that it is not all the good that it should be simply. Even the being 
who is damned is good ontologically in its first perfection or actuality as a 
being, though it is not good as it should be in its second perfection. Its 
damnation consists precisely in the recognition of this privation of a good it 
should have in keeping with its active identity.



C H A P T E R  9

Being as Universe

e have spoken  o f  four properties o f being: one, active, true, and
good. Whether there are other properties of being that could be 

conceived as we have come to conceive these is debatable, depending on 
whether anyone can think of any more such properties of being precisely as 
being in its transcendental sense, which includes actual differences of being. 
With the four properties we do have, however, our first conception of being 
has developed considerably and can now be expressed in terms of a universe 
of being. Just as each property is a common mode of expressing being in its 
transcendentality, so also the idea of the universe is a common mode of ex
pressing being as a whole, that is, as a unity in its diversity. To see this we 
have only to keep the four properties of being clearly in mind.

In developing our first conception of being through the properties of be
ing we have not sought to express being according to any of its differences 
or any of its special modes. We have not gone from our primary analogate of 
being, for example, to other kinds of being. We have focused only on the 
primary analogate, that is, on human being, while encompassing other be
ings in their analogy with this one. Given the differences of being as we ac
knowledge them in the analogy of being, the question arises as to how these 
differences relate to being in the light of the properties of being. Par
menides, who did not include any differences in his conception of being, 
still thought of it as some kind of whole that was round and without parts or 
motion of any kind. While including differences within our first conception 
of being, we do not abandon this idea of wholeness in being. In fact, our in
clusion of differences enables us to speak of parts and motions in being and 
their coming together as universe through the different properties of being. 
How does this come about conceptually?

228



Being as Universe 229

9.1 The Conception of the Universe through 
Unity in Difference

As we include differences in our first conception of being, we are led to a 
certain conception of nonidentity or dividedness in being. We then begin 
with unity as the first property of being, which is taken as a certain undivid
edness in being or a negation of dividedness. We say: Every being is undivid
ed in itself and divided from every other. From this comes the conception of 
many beings divided from one another. If we admit a plurality of beings, we 
can still think of being as one, but in a way that is much more complex and 
differentiated than Parmenides did. We can think of it as a universe of many 
and diverse things in some relation of unification. We can also think of each 
single thing as a whole with a differentiation of parts, as we have already 
suggested in speaking of being as one even when it is a complex whole.

To speak properly of the universe as a whole made up of many beings, 
however, we should keep a twofold understanding of division clearly in 
mind. First there is the understanding of division or nonidentity among a 
plurality and a diversity of beings, which entails some separation of one be
ing from another. Then there is the understanding of division or nonidenti
ty as it is found in a difference of parts within one and the same being as a 
complex whole. In general, “division” or nonidentity can mean either one 
of these two ways of differentiating, but more specifically it should be taken 
as the first way of differentiating, that is, as a matter of some separation of 
one being from another, as distinct from the second way, that is, as a distin
guishing of constituent parts within a single whole being. As a specific term, 
“division” refers to the division of one being from another or the division 
between beings in the plural, each with an identity or a unity of its own. 
This is the way we shall use the term “division” in this discourse on being as 
universe. To keep the second understanding of division or nonidentity as ap
plying within one and the same being clearly in mind, however, we shall 
speak of it only as “distinction” between different parts or constituent prin
ciples of one and the same being, not as one whole being divided from an
other whole being, but as constituent parts of one and the same being that 
are nevertheless distinct from one another in the sense that one “part” is not 
the other “part” while the two constitute one single being in its identity. 
This will be something especially important to keep in mind later on when 
we come to speak of the intrinsic structure of beings prior to speaking of 
the communication among them. The idea of distinction, as we shall use it, 
will not entail any idea of division in the specific sense mentioned here as
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between one being and another being, even when we come to speak of a 
real distinction between intrinsic principles within beings as we know them 
in experience or in the direct exercise of judgment.

In admitting division in being, that is, a plurality of beings, we do not 
abandon the idea of being as one. We only come to think of each being, if 
there are many beings, as undivided in itself and divided from every other, 
and of different kinds of being as differently undivided in themselves and di
vided from others. All this is still to speak very generally of being in its one
ness, but it does show how we come to think of oneness in being as a 
wholeness that is two-sided. On the one hand, we think of any being or 
each being as a composite of parts in its unity, so that oneness is not thought 
of as mere simplicity, which entails an absence of parts. In this sense being is 
not thought of as perfectly one in every case, but as a whole composed of 
parts. This allows for different degrees of identity or undividedness in differ
ent kinds of being.

On the other hand, the idea of these different degrees of identity or inde
pendence in different kinds of being gives rise at the same time to the idea 
of different degrees of interdependence among the different beings, which 
in turn gives rise to the idea of another kind of wholeness, a wholeness of 
many and different interdependent beings. Different degrees of independ
ence among beings imply different degrees of dependence on one another, 
so that all, though many and diverse, are still thought of as one, that is, as a 
universe of beings rather than as one simple being.

Thus, through the idea of being as one in its differences, we are led to the 
idea of being as a universe or an allness of being. In positing a plurality or a 
diversity of beings, we do not stop at positing any one of them in some sort 
of independent isolation. We go on to see them all as relatively independent 
and as relatively or proportionately dependent on one another. If a being, as 
a composite of parts, is only relatively undivided in itself, it is also only rela
tively divided from every other. As only relatively independent, it is also rela
tively dependent. For each degree of being, the two, undividedness and di
videdness, are proportional to one another as they are to the degree of being.

The lower we go among the secondary analogates of being, the less we 
find of independence in being and the more we find of dependence on oth
er beings. Similarly, the higher we go, the more we find of independence in 
being and the less we find of dependence on other beings. In either direc
tion, however, we find a universe of beings in their interdependence. A uni
ty of composition in the structure of limited being implies a correlative uni
ty with other beings.
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9.2 Action as Bond of the Universe
This dividedness and undividedness of beings, however, is not just a static 

juxtaposition of different beings in the universe. To speak of the universe 
only as an interdependence of beings or as a unity of differences in being is 
still too abstract. Seen in their plurality and diversity alone, beings are sepa
rate from one another. To understand them as universe we must also see 
them as coming together concretely through action and interaction. With
out action and interaction, beings would only stand next to one another, so 
to speak, in a plurality and diversity, each with its own standing or identity in 
being according to what it is, but each left apart from every other in its own 
standing and identity. The unity of beings, or their order, would be purely 
abstract and quite incomplete as universe. To understand this order of beings 
in its concrete completion we must understand each being as active at the 
same time as undivided in itself, for it is through action that a being comes to
gether with other beings.

If, as Aquinas argues, “we take away the actions of things, we take away 
the order of things to one another: for there is no gathering of things that 
are of diverse natures together into a unity of order except through the fact 
that some act and some are passive” (SG III, 69, 2447). To deny, therefore, 
that every being has its own proper action is not only to deny our proper 
understanding of being as active; it is also to deny that the universe can come 
together (convenire) as a unity of diverse beings. As Aquinas concludes, it is in
conveniens, that is, contrary to their coming together, not only in the loose sense 
that it is not fitting, but also in the more strict sense that the order of things 
in their diversity cannot be seen as truly one, that is, as a universe.

Being as universe is thus a coming together (convenientia) through action 
and interaction as well as an interdependence of many and diverse beings. 
Through its action every being is seeking its own completion as a being or 
what we have referred to as its second perfection. In a plurality and diversity 
of beings, however, beings seek this completion in interaction with other 
beings also seeking their own completion. Together they thus constitute a 
universe of beings that has its completion in the completion of all the par
ticular beings.

To understand this idea of the universe in its concrete order, therefore, that 
is, in an order that has come or grown together (con-creta) out of a diversity of 
beings, we must not only think of every being as active. We must also think 
of the action of every being as flowing from its being according to its first 
perfection in a way that is distinct from this first perfection or from what it

C
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is as a kind of being. In being active or passive a being is open to other be
ings and so can take them in, as it is taken in by them, each without losing 
its identity as a being. In this way each being, in seeking its own perfection, 
is at the same time, by reason of the order of the universe, as Aquinas also 
maintains, seeking the perfection of the universe, which is common to all 
and the highest perfection of all things given in experience. By distinguish
ing the action of a being from what it is in its first perfection as a being, we 
are able to see how each being is maintained in its own identity and good
ness even as a part of the common good of the universe.

We are thus led to distinguish two levels of goodness with regard to the 
universe as such, as we did for diverse beings as such. First, there is the level 
of first perfection or goodness, which is constituted by the totality of diverse 
beings conceived simply as being in actuality. This totality is already a per
fection in the sense that it is the complete set of all that is, the universitas re
turn. It lacks nothing of what is, like being as such, or, to put it more posi
tively, it includes all that is and it is already good and perfected secundum quid 
in respect to its being all that there is in actuality.

Over and above this first perfection, however, there is also a second per
fection to be achieved through the self-actualization of the constituent parts. 
What this final good should consist in concretely will depend on the nature 
of the beings that constitute the universe and on how well they achieve the 
good they desire. But it is clear that it will be a common good, that is, a 
good common to all beings in their plurality and diversity, in the same way 
that being itself is common to all these beings in their different identities.

9.3 Human Being as Center of the Universe
In speaking of the analogy of degrees, or of diverse modes, in our first 

conception of being in its transcendental universality, we were led to focus 
on human being as our primary analogate. In order to arrive at the last two 
properties of being we distinguished, namely, truth and goodness, we had to 
focus once again on this same human being as that in which all things come 
together or as that which is open to all things as coming together in it. Truth 
and goodness are properties of being precisely in this relating of all being or 
beings to human being as both intelligence and appetite.

This does not mean in any way that truth and goodness, or being in its 
truth and goodness, are created by human being. The truth that is in human 
knowing is an effect of being, not a cause, while appetite itself in human be
ing is an effect of being as good. Nor does it mean that human being is nec
essarily at the summit of being, or the norm of all truth and goodness. Hu-
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man being remains a mode of being among other modes, higher than some 
in the transcendental order of being, but also possibly lower than others in 
that same transcendental order.

However its place in such an order may be assessed ultimately, human be
ing is the being around which our conception of being as given in experi
ence is ordered. Human being, as far as we actually know, is the being in 
which being discloses itself as truth and to which it appeals as good. Being, 
or rather beings, come together as universe around this being. It is in rela
tion to this being, our being, that we come to think of all diversely ordered 
being as a universe of truth and goodness.

Even if we come to think of higher beings than human beings, for what
ever reason, we continue to think of human being not only as our primary 
analogate, but also as our center of being, because it is from this being that 
we reach out toward all being and around which we gather all being. This is 
the being that is somehow everything, as Aristotle said (Soul 431b 19-20), in 
its being intelligent and sentient, relating thus to all intelligible and sensible 
being, and it is the being whose reaching out is of itself unlimited or infi
nite, whether below or above itself. In this reaching out, human being may 
be responding to an infinite being, which would then have to be a true 
summit of being other than human being or any other finite being, as we 
shall see when we come to raise the question of a summit of being. But even 
in this responding to a possibly infinite being, human being remains the 
center of the universe in our science of metaphysics as the being in which 
and to which the different degrees of being disclose themselves.

We think of ourselves as less limited in being than other beings, which 
we think of therefore as lower beings. And if we think of yet other beings as 
less limited than we are, we think of those as having a higher degree of be
ing and therefore as more perfect in their actuality than we are in our hu
man actuality. Such higher beings can still be thought of as finite, though 
they are relatively infinite in comparison to ourselves and other finite beings 
we know experientially, just as we are relatively infinite in comparison to 
lower and hence more finite beings than we humans are. In other words, 
such higher finite beings than ourselves would still be only parts of the same 
universe as we are along with lower material beings, and they would still 
only represent different degrees of being in relation to a universe that we 
would then have to think of as greater than the one we now have to think 
of in relation to experience, and ultimately as possibly relating to a highest 
or an absolutely infinite degree of being not known in experience.

In thinking all this, human being is itself somehow infinite or open to
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such higher infinity, so that it can still be the being around which the uni
verse is ordered as known by us. It is the being that still understands itself as 
finite, nevertheless, in that it is not all being, so that it is limited by other be
ings to which it relates as lower or higher than itself, if not as equal to itself. 
It thinks of itself as part of a universe of being with a diversity and a plurali
ty of beings and it thinks of this universe, such as it may be in all its fullness 
of diversity and plurality, as relating to itself. It belongs to the universe in its 
fmitude, but the universe with its different degrees of perfection in being 
enters into it as in a being that is infinitely open to being.

9.4 Analogy and Homology in the Properties o f Being
Just as the properties of being enable us to conceive being as universe, so 

also the idea of the universe enables us to understand what used to be re
ferred to as the “convertibility of the properties of being with being itself.” 
Such convertibility is not merely an interchangeability between being, on 
the one hand, and the one, the active, the true, or the good, on the other, be
cause that would imply that one, active, true, and good are only synonyms of 
being. As we have seen, these are not synonyms of being. Nor is the distinc
tion between them and being trivial or nugatory. They are different ideas 
that express our first conception of being according to its more common 
modes, as we saw with Aquinas at the beginning of our reflection on these 
properties of being. To say that a being is one, active, true, or good is not the 
same as to say that it is a being. These properties express something about be
ing distinct from being as such, even though what they express is not outside 
of or really distinct from being itself. They are not merely interchangeable 
with being, therefore, but convertible with it in that whatever is said to be in 
some sense also has to be said to be one, active, true, and good in a correspon
ding sense. And conversely, as the idea of convertibility implies, whatever is 
thought of as one, active, true, or good also has to be thought of as being in a 
corresponding way. Every mode of being is illustrated in its own proper 
mode of unity, activity, truth, and goodness, while every mode of unity, activ
ity, truth, and goodness illustrates a mode of being precisely as being.

To speak of being and its properties is thus a form of synthetic a priori 
judgment that opens the way to a metaphysical discourse about being as be
ing, on the condition that we do not reduce any one of the properties to any 
category of being, as Kant did when he thought of unity as coming under 
the category of quantity. As a transcendental concept, unity is not reducible 
to the one that is the principle of numbering. Beyond mere plurality, there is 
also diversity in which unity is also diversified according to different degrees
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of identity, such as the difference of active identity between the unity of a 
human being, that of a dog, that of a tree, or that of a stone. Similarly, activity 
is not reducible to that of a single kind of being but is diversified according 
to different degrees of being. Nor is truth reducible to that of one particular 
science, like that of physical science or mathematics, but it is diversified ac
cording to the entire range of being that is to be understood, including being 
itself in its transcendental analogy, an analogy that goodness itself follows ac
cording to the different degrees of perfection in being. This is the idea of the 
transcendentals that is lacking in Kant as well as in the modern philosophy 
that he was criticizing and which opens the way to a properly metaphysical 
discourse about being as being in its transcendentality.

To get this idea in all its fullness, however, we must keep in mind two 
lines of thought that have been converging in our reflection on these prop
erties. First, we must understand the properties of being as analogous in the 
same way as being itself is analogous, in keeping with its differences. The 
same transcendentality holds for the properties as it does for the notion of 
being. If it did not, if any of the properties were univocal in any sense, as 
Kant s concept of unity is, then something could be predicated of being uni- 
vocally and being would no longer be thought of as analogous in the strict 
sense we have tried to signify. Like the concept of being itself, the concept 
of each property of being has to include the differences of unity, activity, 
truth, or goodness that are convertible with the differences of being accord
ing to the plurality and the diversity of beings in the universe.

At the same time, however, as we think of these differences in the proper
ties of being, we must also think of the properties as proportionate to one 
another and to being for each degree of being, whether it be the degree of 
unity, activity, truth, or goodness. This is the second line of thought about 
properties that comes together with the thought of the analogy of differ
ences in being. If we think of the differences as different levels of being, we 
must also think of each level as having the same level of unity, activity, truth, 
and goodness. If analogy represents a kind of vertical line in the transcenden
tal order of differences in being, then horizontally, for each level of being, we 
must have a kind of homology among the properties and being itself. For each 
degree of being, we must say that there is a corresponding degree of unity, 
activity, truth, and goodness and, similarly, for each degree of any one of the 
properties, there is a corresponding degree of being and of the other proper
ties. Without this homology there would no convertibility of the properties 
with being itself.

We have thus a principle of homology that goes with our principle of the
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analogy for each degree of being according to its differences. This principle 
will enable us to argue from the structure of a property such as the activity of 
a being to the ontological structure of the being itself. This principle will also 
enable us to think of being as good in different degrees, so that we think of 
different degrees of being as entailing different degrees of perfection. The 
universe is the totality of these different degrees of being and perfection that 
entails its own perfection as a totality or as an order of many and diverse be
ings.

9.5 The Perfection of the Universe 
We have not begun to speak of being in any of its differences. We have 

been speaking only of the common and transcendental properties of being 
in its analogy. These properties, as we have said, express our first conception 
of being in a common way that is in keeping with ens commune, the subject 
of our consideration in metaphysics. To arrive at the concept of the universe, 
however, as distinct from our first conception of being, we have allowed for 
these differences of being and have thought of the totality of being as an or
der of beings in some kind of plurality and diversity.

In thinking of each being in its ontological constitution, we think of it 
not only as one, but also as active and hence as seeking its own final perfec
tion through its own action. Inasmuch as we think of this final perfection as 
a second perfection achieved through a being’s own self-actualization, we 
think of the being itself in its original ontological constitution as having a 
first perfection in its very identity as a being that has yet to achieve its sec
ond perfection. How does this translate into the thought of the universe as 
an order of many and diverse beings?

The universe first appears in experience as an interaction of many and 
diverse beings, that is, as an interaction of many and diverse beings seeking 
their own second perfection. As such a totality, the universe is understood as 
on the way to its second perfection through the action of its constituent 
parts. We cannot say that the universe, taken abstractly as a set of beings, is 
seeking its own second perfection, since it is not a being but an order or an 
ordering of beings. But if the second perfection or the good simply of some 
of its constituent parts, like the human being, can be identified with the 
good of the universe as such, or if the good of the universe can be identified 
with the good of such constituent parts, then the perfection of the universe 
can also be thought of as having to be achieved through this process of self- 
actualization of its essential constituent parts.

In thinking of this final perfection of the universe through the self-actual-
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izing interaction of the many and diverse beings as also a second perfection, 
we are then led to the thought of the universe as having its first perfection in 
its own ontological constitution or, more exactly, in the ontological constitu
tion of its constituent parts. If we omit the thought of the passage from first 
to second perfection along with the thought of a plurality and diversity of 
constituent parts, we are left with Parmenides’ thought of being as a totality 
that is unchanging and purely one. But if we include these two thoughts 
with our concept of being, as we have been trying to do, we come to the 
idea of a first perfection of the universe as the totality of all the beings that 
are in their plurality and diversity, the universitas rerum that is complete or per
fect in that it includes all that is given in actuality, even though its second 
perfection is still to be achieved through the self-actualization of its parts.

Though it can be said, with Aristotle, that First Philosophy or the philos
ophy of being as being has to focus first on ousia or substance in its ontolog
ical constitution, this should not be interpreted as excluding the universe of 
substances in its totality. If we allow for the differences in the analogy of be
ing, and even for a plurality and a diversity of beings in transition from first 
to second perfection, our question still concerns the whole of being, as it did 
with Parmenides. If, as we come to focus on differences as integral to our 
conception of being, we arrive at establishing a true plurality and diversity of 
being, as we shall try to do in examining the structure of being in Part Four, 
we shall then have to examine how they remain or become one as being, or 
how they come together as a universe of being, as we shall try to do in exam
ining the communication of being in Part Five. It is the idea of being as uni
verse, mediated by the properties of being, that opens the way to these next 
two parts of our metaphysical inquiry and ties them together as a reflection 
on being as being.
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Introduction: Facing the Differences of Being

W e t u r n  n o w  from a consideration of being in its transcendental 
commonality to a consideration of being in its differences. We have 

alluded to these differences in connection with the logic and the analogy of 
being, but we have not yet attended to them directly as adding something to 
our first conception of being. We have already seen how the transcendental 
properties of being add to this first conception, but only as common modes 
that follow being in its transcendental commonality. Now we have to see 
how differences add special modes to this first conception of being and 
what further questions arise for metaphysics from this addition.

Differences of being cannot, of course, be separated from being. If we 
considered them as separate from being, we would have to consider them as 
nothing. But they can be separated from one another in being, or at least 
distinguished from one another, for otherwise it would make no sense to 
speak of real differences in being. Difference means that one thing is not an
other thing or one aspect of a thing is not the same as another aspect of one 
and the same thing. However we may think of difference in being, we have 
to think of some kind of otherness within being—not of otherness than be
ing, which is nothing, as Parmenides saw quite clearly. Otherness within be
ing, however, introduces the question of a relation between the different 
“others” in being and how these different “others” relate to one another. 
Does one have priority over the other? Is one the cause of the other? And so 
on.

It is in this way that science as an investigation into causes arises, not just 
for the particular sciences, but also for the universal science of metaphysics. 
We began with our concern for determining the subject of our science and 
the method for dealing with this subject. We then went on to elaborate our 
understanding of this subject on the basis of a transcendental reflection on 
the exercise of judgment, which led us to the analogy of being.This concep
tion of being as analogous enabled us to inquire into the transcendental 
properties of being. As we saw from the beginning, however, it is the task of
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a science to inquire not just into the properties of its subject, but also into its 
causes, for only through causes or principles do we come to a complete un
derstanding of a subject. This is the part of our task that we are now begin
ning to address in turning to the differences of being.

We are not asking about the cause of being as a whole. Such a question 
may come up later, in connection with the summit of being, but we are not 
yet ready to deal with such a question. The question of causes first arises 
metaphysically in connection with the differences of being as given in expe
rience and the relation between them. The idea of cause and effect presup
poses some kind of otherness in being, where one thing is understood as in
fluencing another, or at least one principle is understood as relating to 
another within one and the same being. The effect is understood as being, 
but as being other than the cause, and the cause is understood as cause pre
cisely because it is not the effect. Without this idea of otherness in being 
there would be no idea of cause and effect in being. In speaking of the dif
ferences of being, we are speaking not only about how one thing differs 
from another or how one principle is distinct from another within one and 
the same being, but also how they relate to one another or depend on one 
another.

Causality implies some kind of priority of the cause over an other that is 
its effect. But this priority must not be understood too narrowly, as it usual
ly is in a particular science. Causality itself is an analogous notion and must 
be understood in accordance with the various kinds of otherness found in 
being. There are different kinds of cause, as we shall see, each with its own 
kind of priority over its effect, a priority that is ontological as well as histor
ical, temporal, physical, or whatever else it might be. It is our task to explore 
these different modes of causality as we turn to the differences of being, for 
it is through causes or principles that we account for differences either 
among beings or within one and the same being. Only through some ac
counting for the differences within being as we know it in the direct exer
cise of judgment do we come to the question of whether there is any ac
counting for being simply as being in its transcendental commonality or in 
its actuality as being.

In turning to the differences of being we are thus beginning an inquiry 
into the causes of being. But where should such an inquiry begin? What dif
ference should it focus on first? What determinate being should it attend to 
first? Given what we have said in connection with the analogy of being, the 
answer that comes spontaneously to mind is that of our primary analogate 
of being: the human being. Having focused on human being as our primary



Facing the Differences o f Being 243

analogate, should we not focus on it as the first difference in being to be 
considered? We have already done this in part in the very fact of focusing on 
human being as our primary analogate of being or, more exactly, as only our 
primary analogate, leaving room within our conception of being for other 
kinds of being in analogy with this one.

But just as we had to warn against anthropomorphism in doing so, so also 
here we must warn against the danger of reducing metaphysics to anthro
pology or to a phenomenology of the Hfe-world. In a way human being will 
be at the center of our consideration as we turn to the differences of being, 
just as it was at the center of our consideration for the analogy of being. But 
it is not precisely as human or as the center of the life-world that it becomes 
the center of our consideration in metaphysics. It becomes the center of our 
consideration rather as the being that we know best or as the being in which 
being discloses itself most intimately. In considering the differences of being, 
it makes sense to begin from this being, not as a specific kind of being, but as 
a being that exhibits differences paradigmatic for the differences of other 
beings present in experience.

Speaking more critically, we could say that what we turn to now is the 
being that we know in the direct exercise of judgment, for it is with refer
ence to this direct exercise of judgment that we first elaborated the structure 
of our notion of being. After insisting only on being in its commonality 
even as it is known in this direct exercise of judgment, we are now turning 
to the difference that is disclosed in the selfsame exercise of judgment. What 
I say is, is a this and a something or other. The this may be myself or Socrates, 
both of whose something is to be human. But it may also be my dog, whose 
something is not rational, or my pet rock, whose something is not even living. 
These are differences that I recognize in the direct exercise of judgment and 
that can be spoken of generally as differences of being even though human 
being remains our primary analogate of being. In fact, they are differences 
that are defined in relation to human being when we speak of these differ
ent beings as either nonrational, or nonsentient, or nonliving, respectively. 
But as differences of being they can be spoken of commonly as applying to 
the beings or the different kinds of being that are disclosed in the direct ex
ercise of judgment or experience.

Human being, however, happens to be the most prominent kind of being 
for us in this realm of disclosure, for, though human being transcends the 
merely sensibly given in its self-consciousness, it is still disclosed as being in 
an activity that is sensible as well as intellectual or voluntary. Human being is 
not only geared for and open to the quiddity of sensible things in the direct
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exercise of judgment; it is itself a sensible thing that exercises such judgment 
and which is known in this exercise of its proper activity. It is also a sensible 
thing with feelings that exercises deliberation and choice, another side of its 
proper activity that also discloses its being as something more than an inani
mate thing or a purely sentient animal.

Thus, even if we say that the being known in the direct exercise of judg
ment, namely, the sensible thing in its quiddity, is the one we know best and 
is best suited for our understanding of being in its differences, we can still fo
cus on human being as our primary analogate, since human being itself is 
such a sensible thing. In fact, it is the sensible thing that gives us the best ac
cess to differences of being as such because it is the being we know most in
timately through an activity that is our very own at the same time as it is that 
of a being, our being. It is in human being that being first discloses itself not 
only as being, but also in its very differences, as our reflection will bear out.

What differences, then, must we attend to as the differences of being? In 
a sense, all real differences are differences of being, those that are accidental 
to a being as well as those that are substantial. But it is not for any science to 
go into all the differences that might affect its subject in particular, as it is 
not the task of anthropology to examine what difference race or profession 
makes in relation to one another or to being human. These may be impor
tant differences for an individual human being for all sorts of practical rea
sons in certain societies, but they do not pertain to what it is to be human, 
which is the primary concern of anthropology. So too with metaphysics, 
even if its subject somehow includes all real differences, it does not have to 
go into all the particulars of these differences or account for all these details 
in particular. It has to do only with differences as differences of being, that is, 
with differences that are essential to being as such in its disclosure, and it has 
to account for such differences in terms of being itself, that is, in accordance 
with what we shall call “principles of being.”

There may be many differences of being as such, but here we shall begin 
with those that are common to being as we know it in the direct exercise of 
judgment or in experience. This includes, first of all, becoming, which is the 
most fundamental kind of difference and which seems to affect beings as we 
know them most commonly. All beings that we do know are becoming in 
one way or another or are part of a real becoming. How does this becoming 
relate to their being? Or how is their being to be understood in the context 
of this becoming? Can we account for this becoming through being or must 
being itself be accounted for by becoming?

Along with becoming there is also the difference of multiplicity in being.
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In the direct exercise of judgment, we do not speak of only one being, as 
Parmenides did, but of many beings. How is such multiplicity to be ac
counted for metaphysically or in terms of principles of being? Can it be un
derstood independently of becoming or is it intimately tied with becoming 
as such? Is the principle of multiplicity the same as the principle of becom
ing or is it some other principle of being? If it is the same, how does it ac
count for both multiplicity and becoming at the same time?

Beyond mere multiplicity there is also the difference of diversity in things. 
In the direct exercise of judgment we speak of different kinds of being, some 
living and some nonliving, some sentient and some nonsentient, some ra
tional and some nonrational. There can be many individuals of the same 
kind. But there are also diverse kinds of being, some more perfect or more 
accomplished and some less perfect or less accomplished, or capable only of 
lesser activities. How is this to be understood in terms of being? What is the 
principle of this diversity and how does it allow for these different degrees 
of accomplishment in being? How does it affect our very conception of be
ing according to different degrees of perfection?

Finally, there infinitude itself as the ultimate difference of being. Our first 
conception of being, as being, does not express any sort of finitude. It is nei
ther definite nor indefinite. It expresses no special mode and, as such, it is 
simply infinite in its universal transcendentality. But this is not being as we 
know it. The being we affirm in the direct exercise of judgment is always a 
this or a that and of this kind or that kind. This here ends at that there, or is 
rendered finite by that, while one kind of being has its limit in another kind 
of being, of which it is not the same kind. A dog is not the same as a tree, 
nor is a tree the same as a carbon molecule. This is true even of the highest 
kind of being that we know directly, the human being, which has its limita
tion in lesser kinds of being as well as in its own thisness. Each kind, howev
er, is thought of as being in some degree or as having its own stance in be
ing. How is this to be understood? How is the seeming infinity of being as 
being to be reconciled with the finitude of being as we know it? How does 
finite being take its stand in being, so that we can truly speak of many and 
diverse things in a universe of being?

These are the questions we must contend with in our consideration of 
the differences of being and how they are to be accounted for in terms of 
principles of being. After considering becoming as such in being, we shall 
consider two different kinds of becoming, one we shall call “accidental” and 
one we shall call “substantial.”This will bring out why metaphysics must fo
cus primarily on substance in being, as Aristotle claimed, and on the princi-
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pies of substance in being. Having elaborated on these principles of sub
stance as we know it in the being of direct experience, with reference to 
which we first come to judgment, we shall then turn to the final and most 
difficult question for this part of our inquiry: How is be or the act of being 
to be understood as really distinct from the finite essence of which it is the 
act without being separate or separable from it? How is this act to be differ
entiated from the pure potency of mere matter and how is an essence, which 
is already understood as the actuation of a potency in matter by a form, to 
be understood as still in potency to this act of being?

Before we can come to this ulterior question, however, we must begin 
with a more direct consideration of becoming, which, as we shall see, is itself 
an actuation of potency in matter by a form.



C H A P T E R  1 0

The Principles of Becoming in Being

D i f f e r e n c e  i n  b e i n g  can be understood in diverse ways, as when 
we speak of diverse kinds of things like human beings, dogs, trees, and 

rocks, or as when we speak of different individuals of the same kind, like 
John, Jane, and James, each a human being in its own standing. These are dif
ferences that refer to beings divided from one another, each with an identity 
of its own. But there are also differences that can be understood as pertain
ing to one and the same being in its identity even as divided from every 
other and undivided in itself. This implies that such an identity is not ab
solutely simple, but rather has within itself some kind of otherness or com
plexity. Something in it is other than something else in the very same being.

This otherness within one and the same being can also be understood in 
diverse ways. Synchronically, it can refer to different sides or aspects of one 
and the same being, as when I distinguish between my intelligence and my 
will, or between my mind and my body, all of which are part of my being 
even in differing from one another. Diachronically, however, otherness can 
also refer to a difference within one and the same being or even within one 
and the same aspect of that being, as when I become physically sick, which I 
was not before, or learned, which I also was not before. Being sick, or having 
become sick, and being learned, or having become learned, are something 
other than what I was before in my standing as a human being. To the ex
tent, then, that becoming occurs within one and the same being, it can be 
thought of as the most fundamental kind of difference in being and as that 
kind of difference that must be accounted for first.

It is possible to distinguish between different kinds of becoming, as we 
shall do between accidental change and substantial change, once we have es
tablished a distinction between accident and substance within a being. But it 
is not necessary to do that yet. Nor is it advisable at this point. It is better to 
deal simply with the question of becoming as a whole or as a change in be-
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ing, because that is where the entire question of difference in being has its 
beginning. The first question for us, as it was for Parmenides, is: How can 
there be change in being and how can it be accounted for in terms of being 
itself? If it cannot be accounted for in terms of being, then it will have to be 
set apart from being, as some sort of untruth or false being, as it was for Par
menides. Only if we can account for this most fundamental differentiation 
in being can we go on to speak of the other differences of being that we 
have alluded to.

The question of becoming can thus become the most radical question of 
metaphysics, as it does in Whiteheadian philosophy, even to the point of dis
placing the question of being as the proper subject of metaphysics. If there is 
becoming and if becoming is seen as a trait of all things we know, then is it 
not becoming that is most common in reality rather than being? The sug
gestion is intriguing because it entails recasting the entire subject of meta
physics so that it will no longer be ens commune, as we have maintained from 
the beginning, but some sort of fieri commune, or what Whitehead refers to as 
“process in reality” (Whitehead 1929). But can the subject of metaphysics be 
recast in this way and what would be the consequences of such a recasting 
for the science itself as a whole?

The attempt to do so goes all the way back to Heraclitus, who can be 
seen as opposing Parmenides in his original casting of the question by insist
ing on flux rather than being. Everything is in flux, he is alleged to have said, 
meaning that all things give way—panta chorei (Crat 402a).This gives the ap
pearance of setting the idea of being aside as that which intelligence first 
conceives and as that to which every conception is ultimately resolvable as 
to the first, a point we made in establishing the subject of metaphysics in 
terms of being as being. But such is not the case, even if we agree with Her
aclitus that all things give way or with Whitehead that reality as we know it 
is fundamentally process. To be sure, what is being set aside is a certain fixed 
concept of being, which seems to have been what Parmenides had in mind 
in opposing being to becoming. But strictly speaking, being is not opposed 
to anything. The only thing that can be opposed to being is nothing, which, 
of course, is neither a thing nor an opposite of any thing. Opposition can 
only be thought of as something in the realm of difference within being. In
stead of the fixed Parmenidean idea of being, we have insisted not on be
coming or flux as such, but on the analogy of being itself according to both 
meaning and be, which allows for, or rather begins from, differentiation 
within the very concept of being.

Being is what we first conceive in the direct exercise of judgment not as
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fixed or as set apart from difference, but as differentiated in its very analogy. 
Even with this differentiation, being remains both a common concept and 
our first concept to which all differences, including becoming, are reduced 
in the sense of being brought back. As a difference of being, or even as the 
most fundamental real difference in being, becoming cannot replace being 
as the proper subject of metaphysical reflection. It can only be conceived as 
a difference in being and hence as what might be only a particularization of 
being to which other particularizations might be opposed, such as that of 
fixity or even that of substance as opposed to pure process. To be sure, be
coming is a kind of differentiation that a metaphysics of being has to con
tend with, as we shall try to do in what follows, but it can be conceived only 
as coming under the conception of being precisely as being, which is the 
only proper subject for a metaphysics of being. It is being that encompasses 
difference and becoming, and not difference or becoming that encompasses 
being. It is not being that has to be accounted for in terms of becoming, but 
becoming that has to be accounted for in terms of being. How is such an 
account to be found? That is the question that Parmenides could not an
swer, but that Aristotle did answer in a way that has remained unsurpassed 
since he first raised the question in the first book of the Physics.

10.1 The Idea of Coming to Be and Ceasing to Be
Let us begin with the very idea of becoming, which is often not only dis

tinguished from being, but also opposed to it. Heidegger, for example, speaks 
of “this distinction and opposition [Entgegensetzung]” between being and be
coming as “standing at the beginning of the inquiry into be” and as being 
“still today the most current limitation of be by something other; for it 
comes immediately to mind from a representation of be that has hardened 
into the self-understood” (Einf 103/81). This is said in terms of Heidegger’s 
own understanding of the question of being as the question of be. But we 
must ask: What is this representation of “be” that has hardened into the self- 
understood? Is it the conception of being in the concrete that we say is the 
first in our intelligence and from which our own inquiry has begun? Or is it 
an abstraction from that first conception fixed in some kind of opposition to 
any other-than-being, no less fixed in its opposition to being, even as be
coming?

Our first conception of being cannot be hardened into a representation 
that is self-understood apart from becoming or any other difference of be
ing. We first signify being according to a mode of concretion, as a this or a 
that, and of composition between be and an essence, not purely as be. What
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we refer to is a being with differences that include becoming, if that is how 
being presents itself in experience. These differences, including becoming, 
are not understood as opposed to being, but as contained in it.

To speak of becoming as the opposite of being is to speak of it as nothing. 
This is what Parmenides did when he reduced all opposition to that be
tween “is” and “is not.” Caught in this opposition, he was bound to deny all 
reality to change or, more exactly, to see it as not pertaining to being in any 
way. Heraclitus is often thought of as having taken a stance that was the exact 
opposite of this. For him everything was in flux or in becoming, presumably 
as if flux were opposed to being or as if being had to be thought of as inflex
ible or as unchanging and unchangeable. But was this really the thought of 
Heraclitus, or was Heraclitus speaking simply of becoming as something 
fundamental to being as we know it in experience? If being in its concept is 
common (xunon), as Fragment 2 of Heraclitus suggests, can it not accommo
date strife and opposition at the heart of everything? Could we not say that 
Heraclitus was beginning to introduce analogy into our first conception of 
being as fixed by Parmenides?

To be sure, we cannot think of becoming without some kind of opposi
tion or otherness. But this is not opposition to or otherness than being. It is 
opposition or otherness within being, which is itself common in the very 
otherness of becoming, whether the latter is conceived as opposition and 
strife or not. Becoming entails a difference of standings in being. What 
comes to be is not what used to be. But this is a difference of being or an 
otherness in being, not in opposition to being.

What, then, is this otherness that becoming represents in being? To con
ceive becoming properly, we must think of a standing in being that has 
come to be. Such a standing has to be thought of as something positive and 
as different from or other than what was before. In other words, the concept 
of becoming hinges on a standing in being understood as new and as the 
end of a process or a movement. This new end of a process is referred to as 
the terminus ad quem of the becoming. Without a proper focus on the termi
nus ad quem of a process, we cannot properly conceive becoming of any sort. 
Coming to be cannot be understood except as coming to be something de
terminate. Even if this something determinate is not an absolute end of be
coming, so that becoming can continue after it, the becoming that we try to 
understand can be understood only in terms of something that has come to 
be at some point and that represents a standing that differs from what was 
before. We understand water as having become hot only by understanding it 
as having reached a certain degree of temperature that is higher than what it



was before. We understand a tree as having come to be only by understand
ing it as having grown where it was not before from something it was not 
before. Without a clear conception of the heat or the tree as the term of 
some coming to be, we have no understanding of their coming to be.

We understand becoming thus from the standpoint of some term. We be
gin from an end in which we can look back on some process. But we un
derstand this term or this end as having come to be only as opposed or con
trary to an other earlier state of affairs. Becoming entails a negation of what 
is or was, in favor of something other or, perhaps more exactly, the recogni
tion of a prior state of affairs as having been negated. We do not understand 
the term of a becoming without reference to some prior standing in being 
that was other than what has come to be. In the absence of any reference to 
some other prior state, we are left only with a fixed representation of a being 
that leaves out its having come to be. In other words, as Heidegger says, the 
term of a becoming is hardened into a self-understood standing that is op
posed to a no less hardened self-understood standing in being.

To understand becoming is thus to understand flexibility and negativity 
in being. It is to understand something as new in being, as other than what 
used to be, and as having come to be such through a process. This idea of 
process perhaps best expresses in English what the Greeks meant when they 
spoke of becoming as genesthai or genesis, from which we have our terms 
“generation” as well as “genesis.” We associate the process with coming, as in 
coming to be or be-coming, but the Greeks thought more of the passing itself 
from one standing to another as a pro-ceeding, a going forth from one thing 
to another. This was to think of becoming in a very positive way, as we have 
been doing, but without ceasing to look back on what was negated. It was 
from this positive view of becoming that the question of accounting for it 
began to arise among the early natural philosophers.

On the reverse side of this positive view of becoming, however, there is 
also the negative view of ceasing to be. To understand ceasing to be in its re
lation to becoming we must think of change as either coming to be or ceas
ing to be or both simultaneously. Change can be thought of as going or giv
ing way in either direction. Ceasing to be is the reverse of coming to be. If 
we think of becoming as a pro-cessing toward some standing, we should think 
of ceasing to be as a re-cessing from some standing. Proceeding is a giving way 
to something positive. Receding is a giving way from the standpoint of what 
was before. Though ‘proceed” and ‘recede’ are spelt differently in English, 
both stem from the same Latin verb, cedere, which can be thought of as either 
eventuating in some positive result or as a passing away from. Like ire, “to go,”
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which expresses a going to that is at once a going from, cedere expresses a giv
ing way to something from something. The prefixes pro- and re-, in Latin as 
well as in English, each restrict the two-way idea of ceding to one of its direc
tions, whether toward something in the case of pro- or away from something 
in the case of re-. Thus change is understood as a kind of ceding either way 
or a con-ceding that may be viewed positively in terms of what comes to be or 
negatively in terms of what ceases to be. In this sense every coming to be of 
something is at the same time a ceasing to be of something else.

In order to understand becoming as something positive we had to focus 
on its terminus ad quern. In order to understand ceasing to be we must focus 
on the terminus a quo of a change. Once again this term-from-which has to 
be thought of as some positive standing in being, whether it has come to be 
or not. But contrary to what we think of as coming to be, we think of ceas
ing to be with reference to what was and is no longer, that is, when there 
has been a re-cessing from the positive term we began with. Water has cooled 
off or the tree has died and rotted away. This may be in exchange for some
thing else that has come to be, but from the standpoint of the term we start 
from it is cessation in being. In every change there is a kind of exchange of 
terms, so to speak, which we shall have to look into and account for. But for 
the idea of ceasing to be, it is enough to see how it begins from a terminus a 
quo understood as having ceased to be, for, like coming to be, ceasing to be is 
understood from its end state seen as an absence of some standing that was 
once present. Without this reference to some standing once present, an ab
sence is not understood as a having ceased to be.

In sum, then, we must say that to understand coming to be or ceasing to 
be, we have to have clearly in mind a certain term in relation to which we 
think of either a process toward some positive standing, in the case of com
ing to be, or a recess from some positive standing, in the case of ceasing to 
be. Such a term is a positive presence in being to which an absence of that 
term is opposed, either before the presence, in the case of coming to be, or 
after the presence, in the case of ceasing to be.

This is to speak very generally about coming to be and ceasing to be, but 
it should be understood that such change does not take place or is not un
derstood as taking place except with reference to very particular terms in 
the concrete, such as this water becoming this hot or this tree growing in 
my backyard. This is why, in trying to conceive becoming as real or within 
the concept of being, we must pay particular attention to particular terms in 
the concrete. To understand becoming in being clearly, it is not enough to 
think vaguely of flow, as is often done in process philosophy, without refer-
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ence to a terminus ad quem, which has come to be, or to a terminus a quo, 
which has ceased to be. It is in such terms that the differences of being ap
pear as differences of becoming.

10.2 Accounting for Becoming through Principles
As we have just seen, becoming is a change toward some positive stand

ing, whether it be heat, a tree, or a new idea when we change our mind. 
With this idea of something positive and new coming into being comes also 
the idea of accounting for it in terms of its beginning, its origin, or its prin
ciple. We might say that this is where scientific investigation begins in the 
concrete, that is, with becoming.This is how it began with the early Ionians. 
This is the way it still begins in the modern sciences. Recognizing that 
something new has come into being, we ask whence it is, in order to ac
count for it in its actual being.

Because becoming entails some kind of differentiation or otherness in 
being, however, the question soon becomes whether the beginning or the 
origin entails only one principle or several principles. To speak of a principle 
is to speak of a beginning, just as principium in Latin means beginning as well 
as principle, while the same word, arche, in Greek means both beginning and 
principle. But the beginning from which something comes to be is not nec
essarily simple. It can be quite complex, just as that which comes to be is 
also complex. In this way, we may have to distinguish between different 
principles in the beginning of what comes to be in order to account for the 
differences that come to be. This is the question we must now examine, for, 
if becoming entails some kind of opposition between what comes to be and 
what used to be, can it be accounted for without some contrariety in the 
principles of becoming?

Among the very first philosophers of nature there were some, like Thales 
and Diogenes, who tried to insist on only one principle for all things in na
ture, whether it was water, air, or vapor. But this alone could not account for 
the diversity of things that come into being. In order to account for diversi
ty, they had to introduce some kind of distinction within this one principle 
or a distinction of principles such as condensation and rarefaction. Different 
things came to be by different degrees of condensation in the fundamental 
principle. Others, like Anaximander, spoke of diversity and contraries as be
ing drawn out of the one fundamental principle, where they were all mixed 
together and confused. But eventually, after insisting more on the diversity 
of nature or of things that come to be, most naturalists were led to posit a 
plurality of first principles that became more clearly differentiated as the
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cosmos took shape for them. Some posited only two, fire and water, others 
three, fire, air, and water, until Empedocles came up with four, fire, air, water, 
and earth, which became the generally accepted number after Aristotle gave 
a systematic account of the four with their various motions of up or down 
and their various qualities of hot or cold and dry or wet.

All this, of course, was still a very primitive way of accounting for what 
comes to be in the universe. But it does illustrate the way of accounting for 
what comes to be in its diversity. In modern science we have far more so
phisticated ways of accounting for what comes to be which go far beyond 
the reduction to only four elements and some basic qualities attributed to 
them. Nevertheless, even in this modern science, we find a way of appealing 
to principles that are contrary to one another in accounting for the diversity 
of what comes to be in nature. We have, for example, the opposition be
tween positive and negative charges as the fundamental forces of nature and 
the apparently irreducible difference between mass and energy illustrated in 
the difference between classical physics and quantum mechanics.

Without claiming that there is any simple correspondence between our 
modern science and ancient science, we can still see that the question of ac
counting for what comes to be remains somehow the same and that the way 
of doing so remains the same in many fundamental respects. Reference is 
made to a diversity of things in their identity followed by a reduction to 
principles that have to remain diverse in their unity in order to account for 
the diversity of what comes to be. It is a general understanding of such prin
ciples of becoming that we are seeking here in order to account for this 
most fundamental difference of being.

It seems, then, as Aristotle concludes from his review of physical theory as 
he knew it, that everyone arrived at positing some contrariety in principles. 
Even Parmenides, who said that being is one according to reason, admitted 
diversity according to the senses and in this diversity posited hot and cold as 
contrary principles, the first of which he associated with fire, and the second 
with earth. For the naturalists who posited only one principle in nature, 
there was still the difference between rare and dense to account for diversity, 
while for Democritus, the atomist, contrariety appeared in the form of the 
void and the full as well as in position, figure, and order (Phys 188b 19-27). If 
we include modern physics as arriving at a similar recognition of contrary 
principles at the origin of coming to be, we can agree with Aristotle that 
this is indeed well said or eulogos, at least as far as it goes.

The question arises, however, as to how precisely such principles are to 
be understood as principles of becoming. Let us follow Aristotle in his
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analysis of this idea of contrary principles. To begin with, as principles, the 
contraries must be first: they are not from others, whereas others are from 
them. There may be all sorts of contraries or differences, some of which may 
be principles for others, but when we refer to the first contrary principles 
we mean the first contraries from which all others come to be.

Second, as contraries, these principles are not from one another. Hot, for 
example, is not from cold or dry is not from wet. This implies at least a dual
ity of first principles in becoming.

Third, to have a duality as principles is to have everything else as coming 
from them. But this must be understood in accordance with the idea of 
coming to be and ceasing to be with reference to a terminus ad quern and a 
terminus a quo. Not anything comes from anything. If I become learned, for 
example, it is not from being white. My being white is only incidental to my 
becoming learned. Per se I become learned from being unlearned. Similarly, 
if I were to cease being white, per se I would become not something like 
learned or unlearned, but black or some other color in between white and 
black. To come to be or to cease to be always includes per se the other of 
what is said to come to be or cease to be in a specific way. It does not in
clude anything else that is only incidental to this per se relation or to the par
ticular term of becoming we are referring to.

The same is true of complex things like houses that can also be thought 
of as coming to be. What a house is is a certain harmony of materials that 
comes to be per se from a disharmony of those materials or some other har
mony of the same materials, for example, the way they were stacked in vari
ous warehouses. In short, everything that comes to be or ceases to be comes 
to be per se from its contrary and ceases to be per se in its contrary.

This is the idea of contrary first principles that had been used by many 
before Aristotle in trying to account for becoming, though in different ways, 
depending on whether they proceeded from sense observation or reason in 
setting up their first contraries. Even in the differences, however, there re
mained a certain convergence in that all fell back on the same kind of rela
tion or proportion, not to say analogy. All started from some coordination of 
contraries. All also saw one of the contraries as positive and the other as neg
ative. And, no matter what they posited as the principles, all saw them as ac
counting for what follows from them in some way.

Following Aristotle still, the question then arises as to whether there are 
two, three, or more such principles of change or becoming (Phys, Alpha, ch. 
6).There cannot be just one, since the principles are contrary to one anoth
er. Nor can there be an infinite number of them, as Anaxagoras had main-
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tained, since that would be contrary to what they are as principles, that is, as 
accounting for what conies to be. As infinite, they would be unknowable 
and none of them could be understood as first in any way or as a point of 
reference for any kind of per se order in coming to be and ceasing to be. In 
fact, if the order of coming to be and ceasing to be can be accounted for 
with a finite number of principles, as will be borne out, there is no need to 
posit an infinite number.

We begin, then, with a need for a minimum of two principles in ac
counting for coming to be and ceasing to be, no mater how such principles 
might be understood for the time being. Are two enough? If we view them 
as contraries, as we have been doing, they cannot be enough, for, as con
traries, how can they account for everything else coming from them? We 
cannot say that one of the contraries will derive everything from the other, 
for nothing makes anything out of its contrary. It is not in the nature of den
sity to convert “rarity” itself into anything, or conversely. Concord does not 
move discord or make something out of it, nor conversely. Heat does not 
heat cold as such, but some other principle that is subject to cold and then 
becomes subject to heat. In order to understand how two contraries can be 
principles of becoming, we must come to a third principle that is not like the 
first two mentioned but that underlies or is subject to (hupokeimenon) both 
of them and through which there can be an interchange between them. 
Without this third principle there can be no accounting for change. This is 
the principle we shall refer to as the material principle distinct from any form 
seen as coming to be or ceasing to be.

Finally, the question arises as to whether three principles will be enough 
to account for any coming to be and ceasing to be. If so, then no more than 
three should be posited. In fact, given the way we have come to these three 
principles, it would be difficult to suppose that there could be more than 
three, two formal and one material. We have posited the material principle 
only in relation to a set of contraries presumed to be first. To posit another 
material principle other than this first one would require another set of con
traries, which would cast into doubt our initial supposition of only one set 
of first contraries to account for all coming to be and ceasing to be. It is not 
in the nature of the material principle we have arrived at to be multiplied in 
this way. We must stop at only one such material principle, along with a pair 
of contrary first principles, to account for any change. We shall see that, in 
conjunction with the diversity of determinate forms in nature, this is 
enough to account for any change.
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In his commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, Aquinas points out that all this is 
said only dialectically (disputative) in relation to what others have thought in 
accounting for change and through an induction based on different kinds of 
change in the world (In Phys I, n). It starts from an idea of contrary princi
ples that many, if not all, have taken for granted and it explores the various 
difficulties connected with such an idea as accounting for becoming only to 
arrive in the end at the need for positing a third, a material principle, if we 
are going to stay with the initial idea of contrary first principles. Whether all 
this is true as a way of accounting for change, and in what sense it is true, re
mains to be seen or demonstrated in a reflection focusing more properly on 
coming to be itself as a way of being.

10.3 The Three Principles of Becoming
To understand becoming, as we have said, we must focus on something as 

the point of arrival for a process, a terminus ad quem at which the process is 
thought of as terminated, at least provisionally. Water has reached a certain 
degree of temperature. The tree has grown to a certain degree of maturity. 
As a point of arrival, however, this is seen in contrast to a point of departure, 
a terminus a quo from which the process began. At some point the water was 
cold, from which it became hot, or the tree in my backyard was not there or 
was only a seedling. The water is understood as having become hot by going 
from cold to hot.The tree is understood as having become this tree by going 
from a seed to what it is now.

But what precisely is understood as having come to be? Is it just heat as 
such or treeness as such or is it a composite of these with something else? Let 
us reflect on the example of someone like myself becoming learned. I un
derstand this as a becoming only once I have become learned in some re
spect, say, in the history of philosophy. Until then I cannot refer to a real be
coming in this respect. But once I have become learned in the history of 
philosophy and I begin to think about this term of becoming, I do not think 
only of the being learned in the abstract, but of myself as being learned or as 
being perfected in learning. I include myself in the term of becoming as 
well as the new form of learning. What has become is a composite of learn
ing and myself. Similarly, when water has reached a certain degree of heat, 
what has come to be is a composite of heat and water. In the case of the tree 
that has grown in my backyard, the kind of composition in the terminus ad 
quem is more difficult to express, but it is analogous to that between my 
learning and myself and between heat and the heated water. We shall say
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more about this kind of becoming later on. For the moment let us just say 
that it is a composition of a tree, or the form of a tree, that is new with a ma
terial principle as its subject.

Here let us concentrate more on this idea of a subject in becoming as il
lustrated in myself becoming learned or water becoming hot. Such a subject 
is crucial for understanding becoming or change. Without a subject or some 
underlying principle found in both the terminus ad quem and the terminus a 
quo, there can be no change. There can only be substitution of one thing for 
another, not properly a becoming. When I become learned in some respect, 
it is I who become learned. There is not just learning that takes place, but 
learning in me or you, in a subject that is, who from being unlearned be
comes learned. Similarly, there is not just heating, but the heating of some
thing like water or some other subject that, from being cold, becomes heat
ed. This subject is part of the composite, not just in the terminus ad quem, but 
also in the terminus a quo. Unlearned I become learned I. Cold water be
comes hot water. If there were no subject of learning, there could be no call 
for examining individual learners, since learning would then be thought of 
as detached from any learning subject, nor would there be any learning in 
reality, since there is no learning without a subject who learns. If there were 
no subject of heating such as water, there would be no preserving of heat 
even for a moment.

The presence of such a subject in becoming is made clear in the very way 
we differentiate between “coming to be from” and “becoming.” The two 
expressions are not completely interchangeable when we speak of becoming 
or coming to be, as Aristotle points out (Phys, Alpha, ch 7). We speak of 
coming to be from only with regard to the opposite from which the becom
ing is understood to have began per se, not with regard to the subject.Thus I 
speak of coming to be learned from being unlearned, not from being a man 
or a learner. With regard to myself as a learner, I speak only of becoming 
learned. I become learned, but I do not come to be learned from myself. I 
come to be learned per se from being unlearned. Similarly, when water be
comes heated, it does not come to be such from being water, but from being 
cold. It is the presence of a subject or an underlying principle in becoming 
that forces us, so to speak, into this kind of discernment between coming to 
be from and becoming.

Moreover, this same presence of a subject indicates a certain permanence 
in change, while the opposites express what is not permanent. When I be
come learned, I cease to be unlearned, but I do remain myself. Similarly, 
when water becomes hot, it ceases to be cold, but it does remain water. It is



this permanence of a subject that makes the difference between change and 
mere substitution of one thing for the other.

This does not mean that permanence is unchanging. Permanence is not 
the opposite of change. Per-manent means that the subject of change remains 
through change. Only in change is there permanence of this kind. It is char
acteristic of the subject or the underlying principle of change to remain (per- 
manere) as it changes. In other words, remaining is a characteristic of what 
changes and is itself in the change. I remain myself when I become learned, 
but I do not remain unchanged. I keep my identity as a self, a self who is im
proved by learning. Similarly, when water becomes hot, it keeps its identity 
as this water, but it is changed in its very permanence. Permanence in the 
subject of change indicates a certain readiness for change, a certain dy
namism that is open to new forms and even desirous of them. We shall see 
more about this in due time.

All this, then, adds up to three principles to account for any becoming. 
One is the subject of change we have just been talking about. It underlies 
both the term of arrival and the term of departure as that which remains 
through the change. This subject is what becomes or comes into being in 
one way or another. As subject it is one, but as a principle of becoming it has 
to be understood as twofold, itself as the subject that remains and as the op
posite or the privation of what is to become. I am myself and I am unlearned 
until I become learned. What becomes learned is not just myself, but myself 
unlearned. Similarly, what becomes hot is not just water, but water that was 
not hot.

Being unlearned, or the privation of learning, is thus a principle, along 
with the subject that remains, of becoming learned, at least in the sense that 
privation comes before learning. Being cold, or the privation of heat, is also 
a principle, along with the subject, of becoming hot. And these two, the sub
ject and the privation, are principles only in relation to the third, or the term 
of arrival, from which reflection on becoming begins. This is the learning 
that is finally attained or the degree of heat that is reached. After the becom
ing, the subject is now in composition with this new form or it is now 
twofold in this new way. I am now learned after having been unlearned. The 
water is now hot after having been cold. In either case, it is one subject that 
remains through the change while a new form comes forth from its oppo
site, which does not remain. It is with regard to this opposite that we speak 
of coming to be from, while we speak of the subject as that which comes to be 
with a new form.

These three, however, are not all principles of becoming in the same way.
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To be sure, all three have to be understood in any coming to be, but they 
have to be understood differently in relation to what comes to be. Only two 
are constitutive of what comes to be, the subject and the term of arrival or 
the new form of what has come to be.

This becomes clear if we try to define or say what has come to be. We 
cannot mention just the subject alone, since that would leave out the very 
term of becoming. Nor can we mention only the new form alone, which is 
the term of becoming, since that would leave out what becomes or has be
come. In saying that I have become learned, I cannot speak only of myself 
without including the learning. Nor can I speak of the learning without in
cluding myself as the one who becomes learned. Similarly, in saying that wa
ter has become hot, I cannot speak only of the water without including 
heat, nor of heat without including the water. What comes into being is thus 
a composite of two such principles that account for its final way of being.

Moreover, these are not only principles of its becoming. They are also 
principles of its being, since we are speaking of a being that has come to be. 
In things that come to be, being is not something apart from becoming. It is 
what comes to be. This is why we can speak of these two principles as onto- 
logically constitutive of what comes to be in the same way as Aristotle speaks 
of them as per se principles of what has come to be (Phys, Alpha, ch. 8).

What, then, of the other principle that we have distinguished in our ac
counting for change: the opposite of the form that has come to be, or its 
privation? In what sense is this a principle of what has come to be, if it is a 
principle at all? It is not constitutive of what has come to be, as the two per 
se principles we have just distinguished are. And yet it is essential in account
ing for change and for understanding coming to be as coming to be from. O f 
itself this other principle is negative, but as accounting for a determinate 
change it is a determinate negation. With reference to learning it is not- 
leamed, which has no name, and with reference to heating it is not-hot, 
which has the name cold. How is such negativity essential in accounting for 
change?

We should note that form and subject, the two per se constitutive princi
ples of what has come to be, are not enough by themselves to account for 
change as coming to be. It is entirely possible to think of a composite of form 
and matter without thinking of it as coming to be or ceasing to be, as Aris
totle did, for example, with regard to the heavenly bodies. For him, the mat
ter of these bodies was not affected by any privation, like the matter of bod
ies we have an immediate experience of that do come to be and cease to be.
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O f course, he was wrong in thinking that the heavenly bodies did not come 
to be or cease to be or in setting them apart from the bodies “here below,” as 
we know now. But the example of the heavenly bodies as he thought of 
them shows that his hylomorphism, his theory of form of matter, as it is fre
quently presented, does not account for change or coming to be if we leave 
out privation from the account. What comes to be comes to be only from its 
not being. Without reference to this not-being of what comes to be, or its 
privation, there is no understanding of coming to be.

No doubt, Aristotle was led to this insistence on privation as a principle 
of becoming by the idea of contrary principles that he found in his prede
cessors as well as by the contrariety or the otherness he found in any 
change. But he did not leave this idea hanging loosely above change, so to 
speak. He saw it in change itself, first, by distinguishing a third principle be
sides the two contraries through which they could interchange, and then by 
focusing on this third principle as the subject of change, as that which comes 
to be something from not-being that something. It is through this subject of 
change, the hupokeimenon, that privation remains as a principle of coming to 
be, for, in its duality as subject of change, it is subject not only to the form of 
what has come to be, but also to the privation of that form.

Privation is not a per se principle of what comes to be, as the subject itself 
is along with its new form, but it is a principle per accidens, insofar as the sub
ject, in its permanence, remains subject to privation while being subject to 
its new form. What comes to be learned was at one time deprived of this 
learning. What comes to be hot was at one time deprived of this heat. It was 
subject to privation and, as such, it was open or in potency to the new form. 
It was not mere privation apart from any subject, since that is nothing. It was 
privation in a subject or in something positive with a dynamic aptitude to a 
new form, that is, subject to the privation of that form that it has or gets 
when it has come to be. It is because the subject, as subject of change, was 
still only a dynamic aptitude to the form it acquires in coming to be that we 
can speak of privation as a principle of becoming, albeit only per accidens, 
that is, as affecting the subject of change, one of the two per se principles of 
what has come to be.

We might add that as long as the subject of what has come to be remains 
subject to privation, or in potency to other forms, what has come to be can 
also cease to be or give way to other forms, of which the subject is now de
prived. But that would be to begin considering some other coming to be 
than the one we have been considering. There are further distinctions to be
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made within coming to be, but before we go into those let us sum up how 
far we have come in our accounting for becoming.

We have seen that just setting up a dialectic of contrary principles is not 
enough to account for change. We must come to a subject of change in what 
comes to be that enters into composition with the new form of what comes 
to be. These two, the subject and the form, are the per se constitutive princi
ples of what comes to be, while privation remains a third principle of sorts, 
per acddens, insofar as it affects the subject of change. Contraries remain as 
part of accounting for change, but the contrariety should be kept where it 
belongs. It is not between the form and its subject, as is often supposed in 
modern accounts of hylomorphism. The form and its subject are now one 
being. Properly speaking, the contrariety is between the form and its priva
tion. The contrariety is in the subject, since it is subject to both form and 
privation, but the subject itself, as distinct from both form and privation, is 
something positive. It is not a mere negation of form, nor is it a mere priva
tion or mere nothing. It is potential being, which, as we shall see more clear
ly, enables us to account for change as coming to be and not just as a negation 
of being.

Finally, we should keep in mind that all this has been said from a reflec
tion that focuses on the form of what has come to be understood as having 
come to be. As we said earlier, becoming is understood from the standpoint 
of a terminus ad quern. The subject of change that we have distinguished from 
the form of that terminal standing is understood only in relation to this 
form or through its proportion to this form. This will be especially evident 
when we come to speak of the subject of change as pure potency or as lack
ing any form whatsoever.

As for privation, it has to be spoken of only in relation to the form that 
has come to be as well, since we have been speaking of determinate nega
tion only, the privation of this form that has come to be, and not of negation 
in general or mere nothingness. Coming to be is not from nothing absolutely. 
From nothing in this sense nothing comes, as Parmenides saw and as Aristo
tle and Aquinas both concurred (Phys 191a 33ff and In Phys 1, 14, §5). Coming 
to be is from a determinate nothing or nonbeing, the nonbeing or the noth
ing of what comes to be in a subject that was something other before be
coming what it becomes, whether that be learned, hot, or the tree in my 
backyard.

Nor is coming to be from being as such, as Parmenides also saw and as Aris
totle and Aquinas also both concurred (Phys 191b iyff and In Phys I, 14, §6).
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Coming to be is from some otherness in being or a privation in a subject of 
change that has to be thought of ultimately as a pure potency, which is nei
ther total privation, or nothing, nor an actual being, but still is something 
positive in the way that becoming is. It is with this idea of being in potency, 
which Parmenides did not have and which we have arrived at with Aristo
tle, that we can ultimately account for becoming. We must now reflect on 
how it is realized in different kinds of becoming.



CHAPTER I I

Substance as Being-in-Itself in Becoming

IT is i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of becoming that the question of substance arises 
in metaphysics as integral to the question of being. Even if we do not 

think of becoming as the opposite of being, that is, as nothing or as nonbe
ing, but rather as part of being, the idea of being itself seems to suggest 
something more permanent than what only comes and goes, something that 
underlies change as such. To think of being in this way is to think of being as 
substance, as distinct from accident, and of the question of being as having to 
be refocused somewhat in keeping with the new wrinkle that has entered 
into our concept of being.

We have just seen how becoming can be accounted for in terms of being, 
that is, in terms of three principles, two that are per se constitutive of the be
ing that comes to be, one that is per accidens, inasmuch as that which has 
come to be was not what it has come to be. The key to this threefold under
standing of principle in becoming is in the idea of the subject, or of being in 
potency, which is not nothing or pure privation, but something positive ori
ented to different forms that can actualize it, each of which entails a nega
tion or privation of other forms when it is the actualizing form. Being in 
potency is thus one as subject of change but many in its dynamic orienta
tion to different forms.

To explore this newly disclosed being in potency, however, we must re
flect more carefully on what it is that comes to be and in precisely what 
sense it comes to be. For we can speak of coming to be in two ways. We can 
speak of one and the same being as changing in a way that does not take 
away from its identity, as when we say that Socrates has become learned. Or 
we can speak of the being itself in its very identity as coming to be or ceas
ing to be, as when we say that Socrates himself has come to be or ceased to 
be, not in any particular respect such as coming to be or ceasing to be
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learned, but simply as Socrates, who was not and now is or who was once 
and now is no longer.

To focus on Socrates or any other such being in this way is to focus on 
being in a new way. It is to focus on being as a subject of change that may 
not change in its identity as to who or what it is, or else may change even as 
a subject in its very identity, in which case we would have to cease speaking 
of Socrates or of the being as being itself in its identity before or after the 
change. To understand this difference in coming to be, which is referred to 
as a difference between accidental and substantial change, we must interpose 
some idea of being as substance, or what the Greeks referred to as ousia, 
which is no longer the idea of being in the fullness of its transcendental 
scope, but being in a more restricted predicamental order as distinct from 
accidents, being which may or may not come and go.

It is with reference to change that the Greeks seem to have come to their 
idea of ousia, or substance, as distinct from on, or being. Substance was un
derstood as referring to the being in itself, as distinct from what only affects 
or modifies such a being. What only affects or modifies being in itself, on 
the other hand, was thought of not as nothing or nonbeing, which is the op
posite of being simply, but rather as being in another, as in the case of learn
ing in Socrates. In this case Socrates is the being understood as in itself or as 
substance and the learning is understood as being in another or as accident, 
in the sense that it accedes to Socrates, no matter how necessary or how 
good this might be for Socrates. Learning is thus a part of the being of 
Socrates, since it is his learning, but it is not what Socrates is in himself as a 
substance.

The idea of substance thus refers to what something is in itself. This ques
tion can be asked of anything that is, as Socrates does when he asks Euthy- 
phro what holiness is in one of the earliest uses we find of this idea of ousia. 
In his answer Euthyphro speaks of holiness only as something that is loved 
by the gods. “When you were asked what holiness is,” Socrates tells Euthy
phro, “you were unwilling to make plain its substance [ousian], but you men
tion some accident [pathos] about it, namely, that it is loved by the gods. But 
what the being is [ho ti de on] you did not say” (Euth n a  8-10).The question 
what? thus seems to go after something in itself in being, and not after what 
may be just happening to it. It can be asked of something like holiness or 
learning, which seem to be only in another. In this case one might end up 
saying that holiness and learning are something in themselves and not just in 
another in any way, which is true insofar as they are real. But most funda
mentally the question is asked of what is thought of as being in itself ab-
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solutely and not in another. Holiness or some accidental goodness may be 
such things in some separate realm of being, as Plato claimed, but not as 
found in our experience. In our experience, they appear more like acci
dents, like learning in Socrates, that is, as being in another, while substance is 
that other than accident which is in itself and not in another, like Socrates in 
himself, whatever else he may come to be. Substance is what stands by 
virtue of itself or in accord with itself (hath’ auto).

ii . i The Logic of Substance
The idea of substance as it comes up here is closely related to the idea of 

subject in the direct exercise of judgment in the same way that the concept 
of being is related to its structure. This is clear from the way Aristotle devel
oped the concept of substance as the first of ten categories by going back to 
the way of predicating in the direct exercise of judgment.

Aristotle begins by distinguishing between being predicated of a subject 
and being in a subject, so that the idea of substance could not be reduced 
simply to that of a subject of predication in the exercise of judgment. He 
speaks (i) of things that could be predicated of a subject but were not in a 
subject, such as man, which can be predicated of a certain man but is not in 
a subject; (2) of things that are in a subject but are not predicated of any sub
ject, such as the science of grammar, which is in a subject such as the soul 
but is not predicated of a subject; (3) of things that both are predicated of a 
subject and are in a subject, such as science, which is both in a soul and is 
predicated of grammar as its subject; and (4) things that neither are in a sub
ject nor are predicated of any subject, such as this man or this horse, neither 
of which is in a subject nor is predicated of any subject (Cat ia 20-ib 6).

The difference between (4) and (1) in this enumeration is very important 
for understanding the idea of substance properly. In (1) there is reference to 
something that could already be understood as something substantial, name
ly, the form or the species of an individual, because it pertains to the identi
ty or to what a certain thing is of which it is predicated. But it is not sub
stance in the primary sense of the term. Only (4) refers to substance in that 
primary sense, which is ousia, or being-in-itself. Numbers (2) and (3) refer 
only to being in the order of accidents or being-in-another and need not 
detain us here, except to note that in all four cases Aristotle is referring to 
categories of being, or ta ton onton. It is only in a this or a that, which neither 
is in a subject nor is predicated of any subject, that we find the category of 
substance in its fullest sense.

Now this or that is always some kind of a being, such as a human being or
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a horse, to repeat the examples of Aristotle. But it is not simply as “human” 
or as “horse” that it is thought of as substance in the first or the highest (mal- 
ista) sense of the term (Cat 2a n-12). Such predicates or what is referred to 
by such predicates pertain to substance only as giving a this or a that its sub
stantial identity. Only a this or a that is the ultimate subject of predication 
that cannot be predicated of anything else and cannot be in anything else as 
in a subject. The subject we speak of as substance is not just the subject of a 
predication, but a being-in-itself that, as Aristotie goes on to point out, un
derlies all other things, while the latter in turn will be either predicates of 
this substance or be present in it as in its subject (Cat 2b 15-18).

In deference to Plato’s idea of the forms, perhaps, Aristotle allows for a 
second sense of substance, or secondary substances, namely, the species with
in which the substances spoken of as first are contained and the genera of 
the species of these substances. For instance, this man or this woman is con
tained in the species “human” and the species is contained in its turn in the 
genus called “animal” (Cat 2a 13-18). These are the predicates that can be 
said of a substance inasmuch as they express what it is in itself. The idea of 
containment used here by Aristotle is similar to that of participation in Pla
to, but it does not imply any separate being of the secondary substance, the 
species or the genus, apart from the primary substances, which are clearly 
material as well as individual. This idea of secondary substance as containing 
individuals will have some bearing on Aristotle’s understanding of the per
petuity of species in being and the cause of this perpetuity, but the perpetu
ity itself of the species will not presuppose a substance apart from the suc
cession of individuals embodying the diverse species in nature.

Thus, according to our direct exercise of judgment, it is only with refer
ence to a this or a that that we think of something as a substance, so that we 
include this or that as part of our idea of substance just as we included it as 
part of our concept of being. As merely this or that, it is inexpressible in any 
concept, except in the most vague and abstract concept of thisness and that- 
ness, which expresses nothing of what the substance is in itself. But substance 
is not simply as this or that, without any identity. It is always as something 
about which we have to ask the question what? To ask what? of any this or 
that is to begin to focus on it in its substance as this can be expressed con
ceptually and to enter into a disclosure of being in this or that as to what it is. 
We spoke earlier of action and the underlying thing, which is supposed in 
any action as the action of a thing. Here we must come to understand this 
thing as substance or as being-in-itself.

What we refer to as this or that, which appears only as a subject of predi-
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cation and can never be predicated of anything else, has in itself what it is to 
be something. It is substance or being in the first and most fundamental 
sense. But as this or that it is not a single being, nor is it always of the same 
kind. To speak of a multiplicity in being is to speak of many substances, 
which are in themselves. To speak of a diversity in being is to speak of a di
versity of substances or of different degrees of being, each with its own 
mode of being. Each individual substance has an identity of its own, both as 
this and as what it is, and so it is one and undivided in itself. But as only this 
or that, or as only one kind of being, it is imperfectly one, and so imperfect
ly divided from every other, so that the many and diverse substances consti
tute a world of diverse species each perpetuated in a multiplicity of individ
uals all in interaction with one another. There is not only one substance or 
only one kind of substance referred to in the direct exercise of judgment, so 
that the univocal logic of substance must yield to an analogy of being-in-itself 
with human substance as primary analogate.

i i  .2 The Analogy of Substance
As a category in the predicamental order, substance has to be understood 

as univocal. It is one of many categories, each with its own demarcation 
from other categories. As actualized in being, however, substance is not uni
vocal, if we recognize that there is a diversity of substances as well as a plu
rality of substances in being.

In our dialectic of analogy we spoke of three kinds of analogous terms: 
one, like health, which is analogous according to meaning but not according 
to be; another, like body, which is analogous according to be but not accord
ing to meaning; and finally the third, namely, being itself, which is analogous 
according to both meaning and be, inasmuch as being includes all the differ
ences of being even though these are not known distinctly in our first con
ception of being. If we ask to which of these three kinds of analogous terms 
substance belongs, we have to say that it belongs to the second and not to 
the third, which is the analogy of being itself and its properties as being.

Substance is not analogous in the same way that being is because, accord
ing to its meaning, substance is not as inclusive as being. As a concept, “be
ing” includes all differences, those of all categories as well as those of sub
stance. As a concept, “substance” does not include categories in the order of 
accidents. It refers only to being-in-itself, for example, and not to being in 
another. It refers to only one category of being, albeit the most fundamental, 
and not to others. In this sense it has to be thought of as univocal and deter
minate, not as analogous.
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It can, however, be thought of as analogous, if we think of substance ac
cording to be and not just according to meaning, that is, according to how it 
is found in reality and not just according to how we conceive it. In other 
words, though we can give a univocal definition of substance, such as that it 
is being-in-itself and not in another, when we think of substance in being 
we do not have to think of it as being of only one kind. If we did, we would 
end up having to think of all being as only one substance, as Spinoza did, 
without any thought of the analogy of being or a diversity of substances. It is 
the thought of the analogy of being in its diversity that leads us to think of 
substance itself as containing differences in being. In other words, we come 
to think of substances as differing in being, so that there can be different 
kinds of substance, which are to be discovered in their differences, as it is for 
us to discover the differences of being. In this way we come to think of dif
ferent kinds of substance or of being-in-itself as different modes or different 
degrees of being. Without this idea of real diversity within the category of 
substance based on the analogy of being, we would have either to reject the 
very category of substance with reference to being or to stay with Spinoza’s 
rather flat view of being which follows from a rather univocal conception of 
substance.

It follows from this that substance expresses being in a way that is quite 
different from the way one, active, true, and good do. These four notions, 
which we spoke of as transcendental, along with being, are said to follow 
being according to its modes. They are common ways of expressing being 
in its common aspects. Hence they are said to be convertible with being. 
Every being is thought of as one, active, true, and good in proportion to its 
being. But this does not entitle us to speak of the order of being or beings as 
if it or they were one substance. Substance is not convertible with being, 
since being includes all modes of being, accidents as well as substance. Nor 
does substance express being in the common way of being itself. Substance 
expresses being only in specific ways or, more exactly, according to the di
verse ways of being which we can refer to as substantial in the very diversi
ty of their being.

Moreover, the concept of substance is not opposed to the concept of 
coming to be and ceasing to be, but rather includes it as part of its analogous 
meaning. We see this in the way Aristotle first spoke of substance as the pri
mary analogate of being: “some things are spoken of as being because they 
are substances [ousiat\; others because they are accidents [pathe] of substance; 
others because they are a way to substance, or destructions or privations or 
qualities or productive or generative of substance, or of terms relating to
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substance, or negations of one of these terms or of substance” (Metaph 1003b 
6-10).

The text illustrates not only how the analogy of being is to be under
stood with reference to substance and accidents, but also how substance 
takes priority in this analogy. It shows not only how accidents relate to sub
stance, but also how coming to be and ceasing to be are equally thought of 
in relation to substance. Substance does not preclude becoming any more 
than it precludes accidents. In fact, it seems that the idea of substance was 
originally thought of as much in conjunction with change as it was with ac
cident. It does not imply a negation of change in favor of stasis. It only 
affirms a unity of being or an identity in what a thing is in itself as it changes 
or comes to be one thing or another while it ceases to be something else.

This is clear in Aristotle, but it is also clear in Plato, from whom Aristotle 
adopted the idea of substance. In the Sophist, when the concept of ousia is 
first introduced, it is closely associated with that of genesis (Soph 245D). It 
comes up after the discussion of not-being and being has been going on for 
some time. Plato recognizes the disagreements about ousia, as to whether it 
consists of matter or only of ideas, but he uses the concept to get himself out 
of the impasse in which Parmenides’ pure idea of being leaves him. Being is 
eventually considered a third in relation to motion and rest, while these two 
are taken or seen as belonging to the community of substance (pros ten tes ou- 
sias koinonian), so that both can be said to be (einai) (Soph 25 oB). Ousia, as 
that which is shared or participated in, is then seen as that which allows a 
certain commingling of certain things with certain other things in some 
kind of harmony, like the letters in a language or the sounds in music, the 
sorting of which commingling in being is the art of dialectic or the task of 
the philosopher (Soph 25iD-254B).The idea of being thus remains as a bril
liant light that is difficult to see in itself, but it is mediated by the idea of sub
stance that is participated in diversely by diverse things in motion and at rest.

Plato and Aristotle can thus be seen as concurring in their view of sub
stance as something to be distinguished from being simply as being and as 
associated with coming to be and ceasing to be. In this view, substance was 
not understood in opposition to change or process, as it frequently is in 
modern philosophy, but rather as presupposing it. Substance was rather un
derstood as that in which coming to be results or that from which ceasing to 
be begins. It was also understood as giving rise to the gigantic battle as to 
whether substance was completely material or whether there were not also 
immaterial substances to account for what we see happening among the 
material substances.
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11.3 The Question of Substance as Primary 
in the Question of Being

It is interesting to note that the Greek word for ‘substance,’ ousia, is a 
nominalized form of the verb ‘to be,’just as the Greek word for ‘being,’ to on, 
is a nominalized form of the verb ‘to be.’ This suggests a much more con
crete reference to actuality in using the term ousia than is often supposed in 
the modern use of the term “substance,” as has been shown in recent studies 
on the verb ‘be’ in ancient Greek (Kahn 453-62). Like to on, ousia also, by 
reason of its participial form, which can stand for any finite form of the 
verb, was used concretely to refer to beings or to what is. What was meant by 
ousia was not just some abstract essence that might be or not be, but some
thing in actuality about which the question what? could be raised. As a nom
inalized form of the verb, it could be understood abstracdy as representing 
only the what or the essence of a being, but it was also understood as refer
ring concretely to a this or a that so characterized.

To be sure, there could be some disagreement as to what precisely this or 
that might consist in, especially as to whether it was material or immaterial, 
which was the point of the battle over ousia referred to in the Sophist 
(246A). But no matter how one came down on that question, whether true 
ousia was something in matter or something apart from matter, it was seen as 
having to do with being in the concrete. Aristotle disagreed with Plato as to 
where this primary sort of being or substance was to be found, but both 
agreed in thinking of ousia in this concrete fashion as being in itself or ac
cording to itself (hath’ auto), as distinct from any other being that might ac
crue to it accidentally, or kata sumbebekos. And it was this conception of ousia 
that led them both into the fuller question of being as being.

In this regard Gilson was quite right in saying that Aristotle was thinking 
of substance in the same way as Plato had done before him, that is, as some
thing that existed concretely in itself. But he was wrong in saying that for 
Aristotle ousia remained unknowable in itself (Gilson 47-48).This is to read 
back into the Greek understanding of substance something characteristic 
only of modern philosophy, whether substance be taken as abstract essence, 
separate from its accidents, or as an unchanging “thing-in-itself” hidden be
hind appearances. For Aristotle substance was not primarily a “thing-in-it- 
self,” whether separate from matter or hidden behind appearances. The 
thing, or the pragma, was the whole being in its state of becoming, including 
accidents as well as substance. Substance, or ousia, was this being-in-itself, 
that is, as distinct from whatever could be thought of as only in it or only
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happening to it. As such, substance was knowable through any determina
tion as to what a thing is. To define a thing in a science was to say what it is 
in its substance. In this view substance became the special concern of meta
physics in that, as the being-in-itself of any being, it is what is to be known 
or disclosed first, if there is to be any science of being as being. All other 
kinds or categories of being, including coming to be and ceasing to be, as 
well as accidents that also come to be and cease to be, are to be understood 
as being in relation to this being-in-itself. The question for Aristotle was to 
understand how this being-in-itself is to be distinguished from being-in-an- 
other, or kata sumbebekos, even when it is not posited as separate from matter 
or as apart from coming to be and ceasing to be, as Plato was more inclined 
to think of it.

In speaking of ousia, a nominalized form of the verb ‘to be,’ the Greeks 
emphasized the idea of being enclosed within the idea of being-in-itself as 
distinct from being-in-another. In speaking of substance we have lost this 
terminological emphasis on being, but we have gained something else in our 
understanding of being that was originally associated with the idea of being 
but that was not expressed in the verb ‘to be’ as such. This was the idea of 
standing that comes out when we contrast being with becoming, or ousia 
with genesis. In his account of “the unity of eimi [I am] as a linguistic sys
tem,” Kahn brings out the stative-durative value of the verb ‘to be’ in con
trast to the mutative value associated with verbs of becoming (Kahn 
388-89), a stative value that at times may be expressed by the verb histamai, 
“I stand,” a verb that functions like the verb ‘to be’ at times (Kahn 219).Thus 
“standing” can be understood as a part of being just as “I stand” can be seen 
as contained in “I am.” In translating ousia as “substance,” we emphasize 
more this stative value of being and, with the Greeks, think of it still as the 
aspect of being that “stands under” (sub stat) every other aspect of being in 
our categoreal scheme.

Substance is the category of being in relation to which all the other cate
gories of being make sense by analogy pros hen. It refers to that which stands 
under all the accidents inhering in it as in another than themselves. To be 
sure, in categorizing being this way, we run the risk of conceiving it as pure
ly static in opposition to accidents, which supposedly change. But that is a 
misconception of the stative value of being. In calling the first and central 
category of being “substance,” we are rather representing being as something 
in which a stand is taken. Substance is still only a representation of being in 
our exercise of judgment as a whole, but it is a representation of being-in-it
self as taking its own stand in being, as being what it is, whether human or
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dog, that is, as human being taking its own stand or as dog taking its own 
stand, or tree, or any other being that can rightly be thought of as a sub
stance, that is, as each one being in its own way. For without such taking of a 
stand there is no substance, no disclosure of being-in-itself, and consequent
ly no disclosure or knowledge of being in any sense. The understanding of 
being as being begins with what stands under in itself.

We spoke earlier of action and the underlying thing, which is supposed in 
any action as the action of a thing. Here we must come to understand this 
underlying thing as substance, or as being-in-itself. What we have been 
speaking of here as the subject, either of predication or of inherence, is spo
ken of in Greek as the “underlying,” to hupokeimenon. It is the subject as that 
which is thrown under, sub-jectum. Whatever this thrownness may be, this or 
that, which appears only as a subject of predication and can never be predi
cated of anything else, has in itself what it is to be. It is substance or being in 
the first and most fundamental sense. But as this or that it is not a single be
ing, nor is it always of the same kind. To speak of a multiplicity in being is to 
speak of many substances, which are in themselves. To speak of a diversity in 
being is to speak of a diversity of substances, each with its own mode of be
ing. We enter into metaphysics when we begin to consider these many and 
diverse things in their transcendental unity as substances.

This is the way Aristotle first approached metaphysics as ta meta ta phusi- 
ka, namely, as after ta phusika, or after the treatment of the physical, when, in 
the first book of the Metaphysics, he examined how his philosophical prede
cessors had come to focus on ousia, or failed to do so properly, in connec
tion with coming to be and ceasing to be. This is the way he pursued his 
own investigation in book Zeta of the Metaphysics, when he argues from the 
priority of substance that to ask what is being is to ask what is substance. 
“And so for us too the highest and the first and the only concern, so to 
speak, is to investigate what is with regard to being in this way [peri tou 
houtos ontos]” (Metaph 1028b 2-8).This was to distinguish substantial being 
from accidental being as the special concern of metaphysics. But it was also 
to focus metaphysics on physical reality to begin with, for he goes on to add 
immediately: “substance appears most manifestly to be present in bodies,” 
the list of which includes animals, plants, the four elements, and the heavens. 
It is from this that the further questions would arise: “whether these are the 
only substances, whether there are others as well, or some of these, or some 
of these and some others, or none of these but certain others” (Metaph 
1028b 10-16).

Thus the idea of substance which figures so prominently at the begin-
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ning of metaphysics, though connected with that of body, is neither re
ducible to body, which is only one kind of substance, if it is one and if there 
are other kinds of substances, namely, immaterial substances. The question as 
to whether there are immaterial substances arises from the consideration of 
material substance. Plato’s idea of substance is still very much in the picture 
or in the purview of the question, but it is no longer the starting point in its 
immateriality. O f the four senses in which the term substance is used, namely, 
the essence, the universal, the genus, or the subject, the last “is the one of 
which the rest are predicated, while it is not itself predicated of anything 
else, so that we must first examine this subject, since the first subject appears 
to be substance in the strongest sense” (Metaph 1028b 33~i029a 3). It is this 
first subject that we ultimately can indicate only concretely as this or that in 
the direct exercise of judgment, but which is understood as having determi
nations that can be expressed in univocal universal terms and predicated of 
the subject in accordance with what it is.

This is the idea of substance as something given in experience according 
to a wide diversity of natures. It is not reducible to something produced or 
given at hand for production, as Heidegger suggests when he argues that the 
whole idea of ousia and its attendant concepts of species, form, essence, 
genus, definition, and nature were modeled on a basic comportment of Da- 
sein, namely, one of producing or placing-here (Herstellen), which means at 
the same time “to bring into narrower or wider circuit of the accessible, 
here, to this place, to the Da, so that the produced being stands for itself on 
its own account and remains able to be found there and to lie-before there 
[vorliegen] as something established stably for itself” (GPP 152/108). Accord
ing to Heidegger, the Greek term ousia simply sums this up as that which is. 
“What is thus tangibly present for dealing with [vorhanden] is reckoned by 
everyday experience as that which is, as a being, in the primary sense” 
(Ibid.). But that is not all that substance meant for the Greeks. Far from be
ing just something at hand for manipulation, it was more something to 
wonder at in nature for them as it is for us still in an age where technology 
has come to replace not only science as inquiry into the nature of things but 
also nature itself, as Heidegger himself shows by reducing the idea of sub
stance to that of an artifact.

It is interesting to note that Heidegger attributes this reduced conception 
of substance not only to the Greeks but also to Kant, from whom he takes 
his departure in raising the question of being. He quotes Kant as saying that 
“finite substances cannot of themselves know other things, because they are 
not their creator” and that “no being except the creator alone can cognitive-
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ly grasp the substance of another thing” (GPP 2i3/i5o).This explains Kants 
agnosticism with regard to substance as something given in nature. It is not 
that substances are unknowable in themselves, but rather that they are un
knowable to our finite understanding. They are knowable only to the one 
who produces them. This means that, though we may be able to understand 
the “substance” of a bridge or a house produced by us, we cannot under
stand the substance of anything given by nature or supposedly produced by 
a higher being.

If, however, we liken Heidegger’s conception of the be of being to the 
Greek idea of ousia, as Heidegger appears to do frequently, we see how he 
comes to think that it is his own conception of the be of being that has been 
reduced or ignored in Kant, for he writes: “Be of a being must be under
stood here as being-produced, if indeed the producer, the originator, alone is 
supposed to be able to apprehend the substance, that which constitutes the 
be of the being [das Sein des Seienden]” (ibid.). In raising the question of the 
be of being, of course, Heidegger is not prepared to settle for the agnosti
cism of Kant with regard to the be of being. Nevertheless, it is not clear how 
Heidegger proposes to distance himself from Kant when he writes that “be 
of a being means nothing but producedness [Hergestelltheit]” (ibid.). If this 
reflects his own view of what is meant by the “ontological difference,” it is 
difficult to see how he can escape from the reduced conception of knowable 
substance he attributes to Kant. There are other places where Heidegger 
seems to associate his concept of Sein with Aristotle’s concept of ousia (GBM  
50), but he never adverts to the broader framework in experience where the 
concept of substance opens up to the analogy of being. For him the treat
ment of substance reamins within the realm of artificial producedness, and as 
such it does not do justice to the understanding of substance as it is affirmed 
in the direct exercise of judgment with reference to a wide diversity of 
things given in the concrete, natural as well as artificial.

This is not what Plato and Aristotle had in mind when they spoke of 
things as ousiai. They may have thought of them as simply extant or as 
vorhanden in some sense, whether they had come to be what they were or 
not, but in speaking of them as ousiai, whatever they were, material or im
material, they thought of them as being simply according to what they were, 
with Aristotle insisting on pinning this down to a this or a that, tode ti or 
simply tode.

Heidegger makes too much of the fact that this same term, ousia, was 
synonymous with property, possessions, means, and wealth, and that this 
meaning carried through to the end of Plato’s and Aristotle’s time (GPP



2 7 6 THE STRUCTURE OF BEI NG

153/108). What Heidegger says of ousia could be said equally of “being” or 
“beings,” to on or ta onta, for the same period. If ousia had meant only prop
erty or possession for Plato and Aristotle, there surely would never have 
been any gigantomachia over it, nor could anyone have advanced the thought, 
as Plato did, that true ousiai might be immaterial, which would make them 
anything but present at hand for use around the house. More careful studies 
of the Greek have shown that there is no direct connection between these 
possessive uses of the participial form of the verb ‘to be’ and the more meta
physical uses we find in Plato and Aristotle (Kahn 453-62). The battle over 
substance cannot be put to rest as easily as Heidegger would have it, nor can 
it be absorbed into the question of the be of being, least of all if be is taken 
as producedness.

In fact, Heidegger only fuels the battle further by limiting the concept of 
substance to producedness or to what is at hand for use or when he speaks 
of it as only extant at-hand and says that ousia does not belong to the onto
logical constitution of Dasein or human being, as he claims at one point 
(GPP 169/119-20), but only to the ontological constitution of lesser things, 
if indeed they can be thought of as having an “ontological constitution” at 
all. Hence the need for him to go beyond this11 average concept of be in the 
sense of being-produced” (GPP 219/154). Heidegger, however, claims “that this 
interpretation of being was developed with a view toward the extant, toward the 
being that the Dasein is not. Consequently [for him] the question becomes 
more urgent: How must we determine the be of being that we ourselves are 
and mark it off from all the be of being not of the type of Dasein, but yet 
understand it by way of the unity of an original concept of be” (Ibid.)?

It is out of this question that the theme not of analogy, but of temporali
ty arises as “the ontological condition of the possibility of the understanding 
of be [Seinsverstandnis]. Temporality takes over the enabling of the under
standing of be and thereby the enabling of the thematic interpretation of be 
and of its articulation and of its manifold ways, that is, the enabling of ontol
ogy” (GPP 323/228). This is to bring the question of ontology back to the 
question of Dasein or of human being, not to the question of the analogy of 
being. It enables us to see why Heidegger had to oppose temporality to 
“substance” in the access to any understanding of be. But the opposition 
arises only because he has so restricted the understanding of substance to 
what is extant at-hand, which he refers to as the “average concept of be.” 
Such a conception of substance allows no room in it for subjectivity, as 
Hegel would have it, or for Dasein, who is also extant at-hand and appears as 
substance even as human being, though more as producer than as merely
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produced. It also restricts the concept of substance to only one kind of sub
stance, not to the full range of substances in the order of being given to us in 
experience.

This was not the original understanding of ousia in Plato and Aristotle. In 
his attempt to settle the battle over ousia, Plato referred to the soul and to 
certain virtues in order to break out of a purely material conception of sub
stance. In his discussion of the Categories Aristotle uses anthropos as his most 
prominent instance of substance, while in Metaphysics Gamma he uses hu
man being once again to illustrate how “being” and “one” refer to the same 
thing (Metaph 1003b 25-37).The point to be made here is that Heidegger’s 
approach through Dasein and temporality is not in opposition to a proper 
conception of substance, but rather that Dasein, or self-conscious human be
ing, is itself a substance extant at-hand in its self-consciousness, but only one 
kind of substance. Even if we focus on it as our primary analogate of sub
stance in its temporality, it is not to lose sight of other kinds of substance but 
rather to bring out their differences in the order of being.

11.4 The Real Distinction of Substance from Accident
We wish to speak of substance here as the thing that presents itself in ex

perience or in the direct exercise of judgment, the thing understood as the 
ultimate subject of predication that cannot be predicated of anything else, 
whether this be you or I or any other thing that presents itself in under
standing.

As such this thing has to be thought of as being somehow absolute in it
self in contradistinction from whatever else may be in it as in another. What 
is only in another, as color or size is in a substance or as learning is in 
Socrates, is not absolute. It is only as relative to that in which it is. But sub
stance, as distinct from that which is in it as quality or quantity or some oth
er accident, is not in another. It is only itself, or in itself, in its own identity. 
In this sense it is absolute, at least in comparison to what is in it or to that 
whose identity is only to be in another, even though it may not be absolute 
as by itself in relation to other substances.

The thing as a whole, then, or as a being, includes more than substance. It 
includes what we can refer to as accidents, whose being is to be in another 
or in a substance. When we speak of substance itself, however, we refer to 
the thing only as being-in-itself, without reference to whatever else may be 
in it as accident. The idea of substance thus expresses something absolute 
about any thing thought of as substantial, to which everything else in the 
thing is relative as an accident or a mode. Such an idea does not have to be
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understood as referring to only one substance. It can also be understood as 
referring to a plurality and even a diversity of substances such as we find in 
experience.

The question for us, then, is whether there are any such substances given 
to us in experience and how they are to be understood as distinct from 
whatever accidents may be included in their being. For, if there are accidents 
really distinct from their substance within one and the same being, this does 
not mean that the accidents are beings unto themselves or in themselves. 
That would make them substances stuck onto other substances, and not ac
cidents inhering in a substance. As accidents their only being is a being-in 
their substance. Even as distinct from accidents the being of a substance in
cludes the being of accidents or is the being upon which the being of acci
dents depends in their very distinction from the substance in which they in
here.

In making a distinction between a substance and its accidents, we are not 
setting up a separation of different entities from their substance, each com
plete in itself or an entity unto itself. If we are speaking of only one sub
stance, we are speaking of only one entity, no matter how many accidents or 
modes we may distinguish from that substance. That is what Plato and Aris
totle referred to as ousia in being. Even though we may ask what an accident 
is—for example, what is learning? or what is being white?—we do not 
think of such whatness as an entity in itself. We think of it only as being-in 
whatever entity is learned or white. And that which it is in is what we think 
of as substance.

This is true even of the faculties or powers of a human being when they 
are distinguished from their substance. The power to think or the power to 
see is not an entity that thinks or sees by itself. Each of these two distinct 
powers is in a subject or in a substance that thinks or sees through it. The 
powers are distinct from the substance as well as from one another, for oth
erwise they could not be distinct from one another while being powers of 
one and the same being. We distinguish the powers because we distinguish 
thinking and seeing as two distinct types of activity in the being that both 
thinks and sees. Yet in that same being we distinguish only one substance as 
the underlying thing that thinks and sees and has the powers of thinking and 
seeing. This thing or substance both thinks and sees for itself through these 
powers inhering in it.

In order to understand this distinction between substance and accidents 
more properly and critically, let us turn not just to what is referred to as this 
or that rather generally and abstractly in the direct exercise of judgment, but



Substance in Becoming 279

to the actual exercise of judgment itself as the act of one who comes to 
judgment in a process of learning. This is in accordance with our under
standing of every being as active, beginning with our primary analogate.The 
exercise of judgment is the proper activity of a being that is referred to in its 
substance as a rational animal. The point is not to see how it comes to be 
called rational animal, but rather how in its actual exercise of judgment it is 
distinct from that operation in its own substance. In this case the this or the 
that is the I or the you exercising judgment in our confrontation as learners 
and teachers.

If we reflect on exercising judgment as a kind of learning, we can say that 
it begins in wonder or in raising questions. When I arrive at an answer to my 
question, I express it in a judgment, which is now for me an action of mine. 
As an answer to a question I had, it is really new, in that I did not have the 
answer or it was not “in” me when I was still only asking the question. This 
newness of the answer is immediately evident to me. It presents itself as be
ing and as being new. If answers to questions were not new, there would be 
no concern for learning and no worrying about examinations, for example. 
To learn or to pass an exam one always begins with questions.These are giv
en, so to speak, or they are raised. Though they presuppose some intellectual 
activity and some conception of being, as we saw from the beginning of 
questioning being itself, as questions, they do not contain the answer. If they 
did, not only would examinations present no problem for students, but also 
there would be no need for scientific investigation of any sort. Everything 
would be given in the formulation of a question or in the initial concept of 
being, which, as we saw in saying that every being is true, is the source of all 
questioning. The initial concept of being would contain explicitly from the 
start every answer to every question. The answer, therefore, is something 
new in being for the being coming to this answer, even if it is not entirely 
true about the being that was in question.

This claim about the real newness of answers to questions is a judgment 
of mine, something I have learned. It comes as an answer to a question 
about the exercise of judgment as a kind of learning. If you wanted to object 
to this claim, you would have to concede my claim in the very act of object
ing to it. By raising your objection you would be raising a new question for 
me, and by expecting me to answer the question in your way, you would be 
expecting something new from me, which is all I claim about any answer to 
a question, whether the answer is right or wrong.

On the other hand, however, in this transition from question to answer, it 
is always the same I who is going from the one to the other. It was I who was
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asking the question in my eagerness to learn and it is I who have learned or re
membered the answer. In this sense the I is not new like the answer to its 
question is new. This too is immediately evident to the learner, since if one 
were not interested in finding answers, one would show no concern for 
questioning and one would have no problem with exams, inasmuch as the 
answers to questions already exist, presumably in the mind of an examiner. 
The point about exams is to verify whether a particular individual has 
learned or at least remembers certain answers to questions, the self-same in
dividual who did not know them before or at least was thought of as not 
knowing them. Exams do not necessarily prove that one has learned, only 
that one knows something in the end, which would be new to that individ
ual if one had to learn it.

Again this claim about the I  not being new in going from question to an
swer is another judgment of mine, something else I have learned. It comes as 
an answer to the question as to the identity of the learner in learning. If you 
wanted to object to this claim, you would again have to concede it in the 
very act of objecting to it.You would want me not only to reopen my ques
tion, but also to find another answer for it so that I could be in agreement 
with you. You would want the same I  who is not in agreement with you to 
agree with you, which is all I claim about any I  answering questions, whether 
in agreement with you or not.

Now the I  who is the same in the transition from question to answer is 
what we refer to as the substance here in this instance of learning. This sub
stance, we say, is really distinct from the answer or the particular operation of 
judgment that is new in the learning process. This substance is the subject of 
this change not just in the sense that it is the underlying thing of the opera
tion, but also in the sense that it is the initiator of this change. It is a human 
subject with its own temporality and concern for learning. And it is as such 
that it is substance, with its own identity through time and change. It is the 
self-same I who raises questions in its being open to the truth or to the dis
closure of being and who finds answers to its questions.

In speaking of self-sameness here we should note the ambivalence of same
ness in change. We speak of the same I  before and after learning and we dis
tinguish this I  as substance from what has been learned. Hence we say it is 
the same I before and after. But in what sense is it the same? Is it that the I 
has not changed in learning or is it that the I has changed but not substan
tially, that is, not in its identity as this I? It seems that we have to say two 
things at the same time, both that the I has changed and that it has not 
changed, in order to think of the I as learning or having learned. To leave ei-



ther one out is to lose sight of something happening to or in the subject of a 
change.

This ambivalence is characteristic of any subject of change or becoming, 
as we saw in speaking of the three principles of change. Before acquiring the 
new form it was subject to privation: it was not yet what it was to become. 
Before becoming learned in some respect I was still unlearned in that re
spect. This being subject to privation as well as form is what we refer to as 
the potential nature of the subject: while it is subject to one form it remains in 
potency to other forms. But in the case of me or you learning or becoming 
learned we are not talking about a pure potency. The unlearned I is already 
subject to some form, that of being this I  or this rational animal, while re
maining in potency to learning. It is as such a subject that it is a substance 
still in potency to learning and that it remains the same substance in having 
actualized some learning. But the learning does not come to it as a layer of 
change spread out over an unchanging substance, as if it were covering it 
and hiding it from view. Even if learning is only an accidental change, as it 
may be spoken of in relation to the identity of the substance that remains 
before and after the change, it is still a change in the substance. That is in the 
nature of an accident, to be in. The only sameness of the I between its being 
learned in some respect and its having been unlearned in that respect is a 
sameness of identity as this rational animal. The I who has become learned is 
identically the I who was not learned. Without this identity there is no 
learning of anything new. While there has been a change in the substance, 
there has been no change of substance. If there had been, there would have 
been not learning as such, but a substitution of one learned I for another I, 
one who was unlearned and would remain unlearned. In learning, the self
same unlearned I at some time becomes learned I.

This understanding of accident as being-in explains how we come to 
know substance as being-in-itself even as we distinguish it from any acci
dental being accruing to it. The being-in-itself is not understood as static or 
unchanging, but as potential, even as initiating its own change through an 
active potency of its own. The unlearned I comes to learning through its 
own intellectual initiative, although it can be helped in this initiative by an
other I, a teacher.

At the same time it is fair to say that the substance is not some unknown 
or unknowable thing in itself which remains hidden behind the appearances 
of its activity. It is precisely the being-in-itself that discloses itself through 
these activities, especially when they are understood as proper to it, as in the 
case of reasoning for the rational animal. We do not distinguish substance
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from accidents in order to keep it hidden behind appearances, so to speak, 
but rather in order to bring it out in the open as being-in-itself through 
these appearances, especially those that are the proper activity of this being- 
in-itself. We come to think of an I or a human being as rational in its sub
stance through this activity of learning viewed as proper to it and as disclos
ing what it is in itself.

In speaking of every being as active, we speak of action as giving us an 
ontological access, so to speak, to the being-in-itself of substance inasmuch 
as we affirm that there is no being without its proper activity. Even as dis
tinct from its proper activity, substance is known through this activity, for it 
is not distinguished as in-itself except through it. Substance is not affirmed 
as being-in-itself in any other way than through its proper activity, so that it 
cannot be unknowable even to human understanding. To speak of it as dis
tinct is to speak of it as already known.

All this has been said with reference to a human being learning, our pri
mary analogate of being. It shows a distinction between substantial being 
and accidental being and brings the focus of the question of being to sub
stance as the primary instance of being to be considered even in our pri
mary analogate. Human being in its substantial identity as I or as Dasein is 
what we first conceive as substance in the very exercise of its proper activity. 
Such a substance is by no means static, nor is it unchanging in its substantial
ity. It is known in this substantiality only as exercising its own activity. Nor is 
its substantiality opposed to its subjectivity. It is precisely as active or as a 
subject in act that it is a substance.

When we think of substance in this way, as distinct from accidents inher
ing in it one way or another, we can speak of it as a univocal concept mean
ing what is in-itself as distinct from what is in-another. Such a concept, 
however, is not thought of as realized only in the human mode of being. To 
the extent that we recognize other modes of being, such as nonrational be
ings, nonsentient beings, and even nonliving beings, we have to recognize 
also different modes of substantiality in being. These are not different modes 
of one and the same substance, as Spinoza would have it. These are different 
kinds of substance and even different individual substances, each with an 
identity of its own. Aristotle speaks of horse, as well as of man, to illustrate 
his idea of ousia. We cannot speak of this horse as learning in the same way 
that I do as a human being. It is not a rational animal. But it is nevertheless 
an animal and as such it is a substance with a proper activity of its own 
through which we identify it as this horse. We can also speak of a tree as a 
living substance with a proper activity of its own, and even of some nonliv-
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ing things as substances, also with a proper activity of their own, albeit in a 
very diminished sense, but an activity that nevertheless enables us to identify 
them as this kind of substance rather than another kind and even as this in
dividual rather than that one.

In this we are thinking of substance as somehow absolute or in and 
through itself, but not as infinite, as Spinoza would have it. Spinoza was ab
solutizing his conception of substance as conceived abstractly and univocal- 
ly. This is why he had to think of substance as unique as well as infinite, and 
of everything else as a mode of the one substance. In the direct exercise of 
judgment, however, this is not how we come to think of substance. We think 
of many and diverse things as substances, each with an identity of its own in 
itself. Though the concept of substance is univocal according to meaning, in 
that it is specified as being-in-itself as distinct from being-in-another, it is 
not univocal according to be or according to what is referred to in being. 
Even if the human subject is the first kind of substan'ce we come to identify, 
it is not the only kind there is. We also speak of lesser substances in referring 
to nonrational, nonsentient, and even nonliving beings. And we may even 
speak of higher substances with reference to higher intellectual beings than 
human beings, as Platonism was inclined to do.

We see, then, how the concept of substance, like the concept of body, is 
analogous not according to meaning, but according to be, in accordance 
with the second moment in the dialectic of analogy. This allows us to think 
of many and diverse substances, each somehow absolute in-itself and yet fi
nite or limited by other substances in the total order of being. Our initial 
concept of substance, univocal as it may be in meaning, is analogous in be
ing. We think of substance as realized in different ways in being. Though be- 
ing-in-itself always entails an identity such as that of the human being, there 
are different kinds of identity, each of which is thought of as substance inso
far as it is distinguished from its activity and each of which is identified 
through its proper activity, diminished as this may be in extreme instances of 
nonliving things which can still be thought of as beings-in-themselves.

We do not have to say here where the limit might He for speaking of a 
being-in-itself, whether at the level of molecules, atoms, or subatomic parti
cles. It is not immediately clear that any of these can properly be called be- 
ings-in-themselves in a way that is still analogous to human being, our pri
mary analogate of being-in-itself. But it is clear that they are not the first or 
the only instances of being-in-itself, as physicaHsm tends to suppose, if in 
fact they are substances at all. Apart from human beings, animals and other 
Hving things are much more clearly instances of substantial being, as are also
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many compounds whose properties can be readily identified. The critical 
point of evaluation is in the identity of a thing according to what it is in-it- 
self, which is much more clear from the top down, that is, starting from the 
human being, than from the bottom up, that is, starting from atoms or sub
atomic particles, which are impossible to identify except as quanta in ab
stract mathematical formulas.

What all this implies is that the category of substance is not to be thought 
of as realized primarily according to what modern physical science refers to 
as elements, atoms, or subatomic particles. It is not excluded that these 
might be thought of as substances, if proper criteria for identifying them as 
such can be agreed upon. But other things are much more clearly identifi
able as substances, even if subatomic particles cannot be so identified, name
ly, living things, sentient things, and most of all, human beings, in relation to 
whom our understanding of substance first emerges. Substance refers to 
each thing identified as substance as it is in itself or in its identity as it ap
pears in its proper activity. It is as such that we focus on it as what is primary 
in the question of being and what is capable of being elucidated even if we 
have not yet elucidated what might be the elements or the particles into 
which physical substances might be broken down if and when they cease to 
be what they are as a certain kind of being, as when a human being turns 
into a corpse and starts to decompose.

As a science of being in the concrete, metaphysics inquires not into a 
naive or unexamined concept of substance associated with some particular 
science such as physics, chemistry, or biology, but into a more critical con
cept of substance as being-in-itself first seen as distinguished from its acci
dents or being-in-another in the temporal identity of an 7 or a human be
ing, and then seen by analogy in lesser beings, or what can also be referred 
to as lesser substances, even though each has its own identity as a kind of be
ing and as an individual, like the human being in this respect even though it 
is a different kind as well as a different individual in being. It is to the inves
tigation of how such being-in-itself is constituted that we now turn.



C H A P T E R  12

Matter as Indeterminate Being in Potency

It  m a y  s e e m  t h a t ,  while being-in-itself allows for change, just as I can 
sit and stand or learn and forget, it does not change in itself. We have 

spoken about it as an identity, that which remains itself even as it changes. 
Substance is spoken of as permanent in being: it remains through change. 
This may not mean that it is unchanging, as we said, since it is the substance 
that changes even in accidental change. But it does mean that things change 
in it while it retains its identity. From the standpoint of its identity, substance 
has to be thought of as remaining the same, whether it is the solidity of a 
rock, the stiffness of a tree, the adaptability of an animal, or the temporality 
of a human being. In all these changes what the thing is remains what it is in 
itself, no matter how it changes, at least for as long as it remains in itself. But 
there is also death or the destruction of a thing in its identity to be consid
ered, which appears to be the ceasing to be of a substance or of what a thing 
is in itself, and conversely there is the coming to be of substance, as when 
animals and plants are generated.

We are accustomed to think of this ceasing to be and coming to be of 
substances as such in terms of decomposition into or composition from 
more simple elements. Thus, we think of death as the decomposition of a 
body or of conception as a combination of sperm and ovum. We have come 
to understand a great deal about the mechanics, so to speak, of these 
processes. But we may be forgetting a greater perplexity about what is hap
pening on the level of substance or of being-in-itself. Do we realize what 
we mean when we speak of a substance as a being-in-itself and of this same 
substance as coming to be in its new and original identity or ceasing to be 
in that identity? This is something Spinoza could not allow for in his abstract 
conception of Substance as Absolute and Infinite.

To speak of this coming to be or ceasing to be of a substance in our ex
perience merely in terms of a mechanical composition or decomposition,
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however, is to leave out of consideration precisely what is essential for a sub
stance, namely, its identity as being-in-itself. I am not just a set of molecules 
held together by a certain force. In my substance, or in what I am, I am my
self as a self, this human being, and I know myself in this identity. I also 
know you as another substance like myself and other substances as well, 
many of which are less than human. It does not matter right now just how I 
know this. What matters is that, if we think of anything as a being-in-itself, 
no matter how complex in its composition, how can we think of it as com
ing to be simply as a substance or ceasing to be? Do we not have to think of 
a substance simply as being, at least for as long as it is what it is in itself?

This is the question that arose at the origin of metaphysics and that the 
philosophers of nature, like Thales and Empedocles, touched on as well as 
the philosophers of being, like Parmenides and Heraclitus. It is a question 
that remains for us, because, just as in ancient times physiologists and 
philosophers of nature failed to posit ousia or substance as a cause of being, as 
Aristotle pointed out (Metaph 988b 28—29),so also in our time scientists or 
philosophers of science fail to consider the being of anything in its identity, 
that is, as this or that substance. Thus, far from being perplexed about how 
being-in-itself can come to be or cease to be, they are perplexed only by the 
question itself as to how it arises.

For these scientists or philosophers of science change is conceived only as 
a rearrangement of particles, not to say a rearrangement of symbols, and the 
closest thing to a substance they can think of would seem to be one or sev
eral of these particles referred to as basic physical entities. Whether or not 
such “entities” are truly substances, a this or a that with an identity of its 
own, remains itself a matter of perplexity, as we have seen. But if we con
ceive all change only as a rearrangement of particles, then we are forced into 
saying that there is only one kind of substance, namely, that of particles, and 
that all change is accidental, that is, a matter of rearrangement, while the 
“substances” or particles remain always the same in their identity. In that case 
there is no such thing as a self or a human being, a horse, or a tree in itself. 
There are only unchanging particles of some kind and varying arrangements 
of such particles. There can be no question of coming to be or ceasing to be 
of substances. Whatever else may change, “substances” or the “basic physical 
entities” do not come to be or cease to be, for if they did, it would appear 
that the supposed laws of physics would be groundless. It is only with the 
principle of indeterminacy in physics that the perplexity about coming to 
be and ceasing to be returns with regard to physical being-in-itself. The
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question, then, from a metaphysical standpoint, is to focus the perplexity 
more properly on the coming to be or the ceasing to be of a substance.

If we take the idea of substance more concretely, however, that is, as re
ferring to a this or that which is a human being or to any other being with 
an identity that is analogous to that of a human being, the perplexity ap
pears more immediately in death and in generation, which appear to be a 
ceasing to be and a coming to be of some this or that in its identity as a liv
ing thing.

We have already begun to reflect on coming to be and ceasing to be in 
order to arrive at the three principles of becoming. In doing so, however, we 
were reflecting only on a kind of change that has to be thought of as acci
dental, as in the case of learning, which is only accidental in relation to what 
I am and remain in myself. I come to be learned or cease to be learned in 
forgetting. Such coming to be or ceasing to be is accidental to myself as a 
substance. It is a coming to be or a ceasing to be secundum quid, that is, ac
cording to some aspect of my being, in this case, learning. With the concept 
of substance as being-in-itself clearly in mind, however, we can raise the 
question of becoming in a much more radical sense, one that somehow 
touches on the question of being simply, since substance refers to being in its 
most radical sense. If substance refers to what a thing is in itself, how can we 
think of it as coming to be simply, as if from nothing, or ceasing to be simply, 
as if into nothing, rather than only secundum quid, as in the case of a merely 
accidental change like learning. If we take a living thing such as a human 
being to be a substance with an identity of its own, then surely the genesis 
or the death of such a being is an instance of such coming to be simply or 
ceasing to be simply. How is such a radical change in being to be conceived 
and accounted for?

12.1 Matter as Principle of Being
It will be noted that with this question we are back with the perplexity 

that is at the origin of metaphysics. Parmenides, who had not yet distin
guished ousia as a category of being from the concept of being, or to on, 
found himself incapable of allowing for change or multiplicity in being. For 
him coming to be simply could mean only either one of two things. It 
could mean coming to be either from being or from nonbeing, neither of 
which makes any sense in terms of being simply. Being, as being, does not 
come to be. It simply is. Nor does being come to be from nonbeing, since 
from nonbeing nothing comes to be. Nonbeing is simply the opposite of
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being and, just as hot does not come from its opposite, cold, so also being 
does not come from its opposite, nonbeing. From nothing nothing comes.

This is why for Parmenides there could be no change in being. His uni
vocal conception of being did not allow for any escape from the horns of 
this dilemma. This is why also for him being could only be one, and not 
many, since multiplicity would also require some opposition in being, one 
being as not another, while the only opposite of being is nonbeing. Thus be
coming and multiplicity had to be a predicament for Parmenides from 
which he could not escape except by retreating into his pure concept of be
ing, without difference and change.

As we have seen, however, the introduction of a category of substance 
along with the analogy of being opens a way out of this predicament, so that 
we can allow for some change in being on the level of what happens to a 
being if not on the level of what that being is in itself. But the question for 
us now is: Does this allow for what we are now speaking of as substantial 
change, as we seem to find it in experience with the coming to be simply or 
the ceasing to be simply of a human being or any living thing? Or does the 
Parmenidean predicament remain on the level of substance, if not on the 
level of accident? Should not substance itself, or being-in-itself, be con
ceived as unchanging and unique in its absoluteness, as it was by Spinoza, or 
as an absolute multiplicity of unchanging physical entities, as it is by physi- 
calists? Are we not still in a predicament about what coming to be or ceasing 
to be simply on the level of substance might mean, regardless of what we 
might think of as substance? And does not this predicament remain a per
plexity for anyone wishing to speak about coming to be simply, as Aristotle 
did perhaps for the first time and as many have done after him? We have al
ready seen how Aristotle began to find his way out of this predicament in 
speaking about three principles of change in general, but now we must ex
amine what manner of being must be disclosed to account for this coming 
to be simply.

It is interesting and important to note that Aristotle, even with the idea of 
a category of substance within the analogy of being, did not directly chal
lenge either one of the two horns of the Parmenidean dilemma. For Aristo
tle as well as for Parmenides, as we noted earlier in section 10.3, being can
not come to be either from being or from nonbeing. In fact, even a 
theologian like Aquinas does not challenge this assumption of the Greeks 
when he speaks of creatio ex nihilo, since creation is not a coming to be like 
the coming to be of individuals we experience in the world, as we shall see 
when we come to discuss the summit of being as “cause” of being. What
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Aristotle did was to find a way around the dilemma without denying either 
one of the two horns, a way that Aquinas wholeheartedly accepted without 
giving up anything of his idea of “creation from nothing,” a way that fo
cused only on coming-to-be-from and nothing else. What is this way?

It was not a way of creation from nothing, for it is not clear whether 
Aristotle ever had such an idea associated with his idea of the Unmoved 
Mover. Nor was he in a position to bring up such an idea at the point of the 
inquiry into being where we now find ourselves. The question of “creation 
from nothing” properly arises only with the question of the summit of be
ing, a question that we are still far from having reached in this investigation. 
Whatever may be meant by “creation from nothing,” here we are consider
ing only what is meant by coming-to-be-from, and it is through this prepo
sition from tied to coming to be that Aristotle finds his way. Let us follow this 
way as he presents it in his first approach to the question of coming to be 
simply at the beginning of the Physics (Alpha, ch. 8).

We cannot think of coming to be except as coming to be from, as is clear 
even from Parmenides. He dismissed all thought of coming to be because he 
thought it had to be from either being or nonbeing, neither of which makes 
sense. Hegel tried to do otherwise at the beginning of his Science of Logic. 
Hegel appears to begin with pure be (Sein) as what is present (vorhanden) in 
the determination of pure knowing (Wissen) (Blanchette 1981). This pure 
be, however, in its indeterminacy, turns out to be the same as pure nothing, 
which is also an absence of all determination and content. The two are 
thought of as distinct and yet as having passed over into one another to give 
rise to becoming (Werden), the first whole for Hegel in which truth is to be 
found (WL I, 67/82-83). In this hasty passage from a distinction between 
pure be and pure nothing, where becoming is seen as the whole to appear in 
truth, Hegel was leaving the distinction between being and nonbeing in ut
ter confusion, where being and nonbeing are spoken of as the same and yet 
as not the same, because both are utterly indeterminate. In this dialectic 
some determination is being presupposed, if only to say that one side is not 
the other, at the same time as all determination is being denied on either 
side or both sides, since pure be and pure nothing is said to be the same in
determinacy.

What Hegel was speaking of is not the coming to be of anything in par
ticular. It was becoming pure and simple, Werden, made up of an interplay 
between pure be and pure nothing, both or each of which is pure indeter
minacy. This shows that for Hegel the thought of becoming needs to be ac
counted for through some interplay of being and nonbeing, but it does not
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get Hegel to anything determinate in being or becoming. The only way 
Hegel can do this is by supposing that this teeming of being and nonbeing 
somehow quiets down in a vanishing of becoming that collapses into a qui
et result on the side of be. This quiet result Hegel calls Dasein (WL I, 
93/106), what is da as a determinate being.

Thus, for Hegel, though there was talk of becoming before any talk 
about determinate being, there was no talk of coming to be from. Determi
nate being simply appears there out of a supercession (Aufhebung) of becom
ing and no more thought is given to that from which it might come, as in 
Aristotle. The idea of a real principle of becoming as distinct from a mere 
dialectic of pure indeterminate concepts is simply overlooked.

In taking issue with Parmenides and with all those who saw all change as 
only accidental to some unchanging substance, Aristotle focuses not on be
ing as such, but on a particular being and the coming to be of something 
quite determinate, in accordance with the analysis of change we have al
ready seen. Coming to be is understood not only in relation to some termi
nus ad quern, but also as having started from some terminus a quo. This rela
tion of being-from, however, can be taken in two ways, which Aristotle 
illustrates with the example of a doctor doing different things, like building 
a house and healing a patient, or becoming different things, like an architect 
or just ceasing to be a doctor.

It is one and the same individual who both builds and heals, the one we 
are referring to as the doctor. In both cases the building and the healing 
come from the doctor, but not in the same way in relation to this individual 
being a doctor. In one way, in the case of his building, the relation of coming 
from is only incidental to his being a doctor. The building is from the doctor, 
not as doctor, but as builder. It is only healing that is from him per se as doc
tor. It is only because the doctor happens (per accidens) to be a builder as well 
that the building comes from the doctor. Only the healing comes from the 
doctor as doctor.

Similarly, if the same individual becomes something else, say a tennis 
player, it is also incidental that this is from being a builder or a doctor. In fact 
the same individual could become a tennis player even while remaining a 
builder and a doctor. But if the individual ceases to be a builder or a doctor, 
this is from having been a builder or a doctor as such. Aristotle speaks of the 
doctor becoming pale. This is not per se from being a doctor, but from being 
of ruddy complexion, whereas ceasing to be a doctor would be per se from 
being a doctor.

Now, what does this have to do with coming to be or ceasing to be sim-
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ply? It illustrates how we can think of coming to be from being and from 
nonbeing not per se, but per accidens or kata sumbebekos. We cannot say that 
something comes to be from nonbeing simply, as Parmenides saw, but we can 
say that it comes to be from nonbeing per accidens, understanding being now 
as a this that is new and that was not in being before. That from which this 
new being comes to be per se is not nothing, but something in being which, 
per accidens to what it was, was not this new being. We cannot say that this 
same new being comes to be from being simply, as Parmenides also saw, but 
we can say that it comes to be from some being per accidens, understanding 
that earlier being as some other being in itself.

To illustrate this second side of coming-to-be-from per accidens, that is, not 
just of coming to be from an opposite, as in the case of an accidental change, 
but of being coming to be from being, Aristotle makes up an example that 
seems strange at first sight but that focuses on the point at issue here very 
well, which is that of a substance simply coming to be. Suppose, he says, a 
dog comes to be from a horse, not in the sense that a horse produces a dog, 
but in the sense that a dog comes to be from what was once a horse. 
Whether this could happen or how it could happen is beside the point. The 
point is in the coming-to-be-from. What comes to be simply and properly is 
the dog, which is an animal. But what about being animal as animal? Does 
that come to be as well? In one sense, yes, since the dog is an animal and be
ing animal comes to be coincidentally with the dog coming to be. But being 
animal comes to be only per accidens, that is, insofar as the dog, which proper
ly comes to be simply, “happens” to be animal. Being an animal as such does 
not properly come to be simply because the horse was itself animal. Thus be
ing an animal ceases to be per accidens insofar as horse ceases to be and comes 
to be per accidens insofar as dog comes to be, but it is present before as well as 
after the horse has become the dog. It does not come to be per se.

This is the point that has to be understood about being coming to be 
from being. What comes to be properly is a being that was not before, name
ly, this substance as being-in-itself. It cannot come to be from nothing per se, 
since nothing comes from nothing. Nor can it come from another being per 
se, since that being, as being, simply is, although it may cease to be. Nor can 
it come from being as such, since that would exclude being from what 
comes to be and thus negate the very coming to be of the new being. Being 
thus does not come to be per se, but it does come to be per accidens, that is, in 
the coming to be of any particular being. In coming to be, a particular thing 
becomes a being.

In this sense we can speak of a new being, a substance that has come to
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be simply. But this does not mean that all being is new. There was being be
fore this one came to be in other beings and there remain other beings be
side this new one. In the coming to be of a substance we can say that there is 
really new being that has come to be, but this new being does not come to 
be precisely as being but only concomitantly with this particular thing that 
properly comes to be. In other words, being comes to be only per accidens, 
because being, as we have seen from the beginning, cannot be understood 
abstractly, apart from what comes to be, but only concretely as this some
thing that comes to be, as we see now. Just as when this animal, say a dog, 
comes to be from that animal, say a horse, or this body comes to be from 
that body, not all body or all nonbody and not all animal or all nonanimal is 
taken away from that from which a new being comes to be, so also not all 
being or all nonbeing is taken away from that/ram which this being comes 
to be, because that from which this substance comes to be has some being, 
in that it is or was itself a substance or part of a substance, and some nonbe
ing, in that it is or was not the new substance.

All this enables us to get around the Parmenidean predicament and to 
understand how coming to be can be from being or nonbeing, not per se, 
but per accidens. This concrete individual being comes to be not from nonbe
ing as such, but from the nonbeing of itself, which was not nothing before 
but something else or some other concrete individual which, per accidens, 
was not the new being to be. There was being prior to this new being’s 
coming to be, so that it is not being as such that properly comes to be from 
being, but rather this concrete individual substance, so that there is truly a 
coming into being on the occasion, so to speak, of this individual coming 
into being simply.

This does not make being only an accident of the substance that comes 
to be. On the contrary, being is integral to a substance insofar as it really 
comes to be and is, for, as we have seen from the beginning, being is signi
fied according to a mode of concretion. It is by reason of this concretion of 
being as such that we can understand how a being comes to be per accidens 
both from the nonbeing of itself and the being of something else.

Having said this, however, there remains a very important question to be 
asked about coming-to-be-from. If what comes to be simply as a substance 
comes to be from nonbeing or from being only per accidens, from what does it 
come to be per se, for, as Aquinas says in commenting on the text we are par
aphrasing, what is per accidens has to be brought back to what is per se (In 
Phys I, 14, §i26[7])? This is the question that leads us to the disclosure of a 
principle of being and becoming that Parmenides and others had not seen
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before Aristotle and which Hegel failed to bring out in his initial dialectic of 
being and nonbeing leading up to becoming, the principle that has to be 
thought of as the subject of change, according to the analysis of becoming 
we saw earlier in this chapter, a principle we now have to call matter. Aristo
tle does not develop the idea of this principle at the beginning of the Physics. 
He merely mentions that it has to do with the distinction between being in 
potency and being in act and that the idea of it is developed more clearly 
elsewhere, that is, in the Metaphysics, book Eta, chapter 1.

12.2 Matter as Being in Potency
How is this radical principle of becoming and being to be understood? 

We speak of it as matter but in what sense is it matter in things that come to 
be and cease to be? Is it the things themselves or is it an originating princi
ple from which they come to be? To answer this question we must go back 
to our earlier analysis of change in terms of three principles, two per se and 
constitutive of what comes to be and one only per accidens, in that it pertains 
to the subject of change prior to the change. It is as a subject of change that 
we must think of the principle we are now looking for. As this subject it en
ters into what comes to be as one of its two constitutive principles along 
with its new form, the other constitutive principle of what comes to be. But 
inasmuch as we are now speaking of coming to be simply, and not merely of 
coming to be secundum quid, we must understand this subject as something 
that differs radically from anything we have seen up to now.

In the case of an accidental change, as in learning, which we spoke of ear
lier, the subject of change is actually a substance, as I am and remain myself 
in learning. In coming to be simply, however, as we are now conceiving it, 
the subject of change can no longer be a substance, since it is of a substance as 
such that we are speaking as coming to be. One substance cannot be the sub
ject of change for the coming to be of another substance, nor can it be the 
constitutive principle of a new substance. When a substance gives way to an
other substance that comes to be, it simply ceases to be as a substance, as a 
horse would cease to be in becoming a dog. In order to conceive the com
ing to be of a substance properly, we must conceive of a subject of change 
that is not a substance but that is constitutive of a new substance along with 
its new form.

Thus, while substance is a substrate for accidental change, there is a radi
cally different kind of substrate in the coming to be of a substance. This 
substrate is not a this or a that like a substance, nor does it have any of the 
characteristics we commonly associate with substance, such as quantity or
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quality. It is purely substrate of coming to be, nothing more, without any ac
tuality by itself. It can be thought of as a process, but only as one terminating 
in an actuality, like the form of a new substance that has come to be. It is 
what Aristotle speaks of as being in potency, which is to be distinguished from 
being in act.

What comes to be simply is a being in act. It comes to be per accidensfrom 
its not being in act and from the being in act of another being. But what it 
comes-to-be-from per se is its own being in potency. This potency, as the 
substrate of coming to be simply, say of a substance such as myself or a dog, 
is constitutive of what comes to be as a per se principle, according to the un
derstanding of the principles of becoming we arrived at earlier. As a sub
strate, before the coming to be, it was subject to another form than that of 
the substance that has come to be. But even as subject of that other form, it 
was in potency to another form, that is, the form that now actualizes it as 
this particular being that has come to be. For this reason we can say that this 
form has been educed from the potency of its substrate, or from the potency 
of its matter, in which it was contained as in a process or a matrix.

Thus we come to understand matter as a radical principle both of be
coming and being in things that come to be. As such we can speak of it as 
prime matter, not as though it were a particular material thing, but rather as a 
principle of particular material things. As first or as prime, it is not a thing 
like the things we speak of in the direct exercise of judgment, but it is a 
principle of such things in their being and coming to be. Insofar as it is dis
tinct from the other per se or constitutive principle of what comes to be, 
namely, the form, it is indeterminate and imperfect or in need of perfecting. 
Form, the other constitutive principle of what comes to be, is the principle 
of its determination and perfection, as we shall see when we come to speak 
of form as distinct from matter in the composite substance that comes to be.

But even as indeterminate, matter is not nothing. Nor is it reducible to 
nothing, like Hegel’s concept of pure indeterminate be. Prime matter, as we 
have just come to understand it, is not to be thought of as something actual 
by itself, but it is something potential or, better said still, it is something po
tentially, since as potential it is close or in relation to becoming actual. As 
Aquinas puts it, it is close to being a thing, prope rem; it is in some sense, ali- 
qualiter, because it is in potency to the thing; and it is even the substance of 
the thing in some sense, again aliqualiter, because it enters into the constitu
tion of the thing (In Phys I, 15, §132 [4]). As a principle of being, matter is 
something positive, something dynamic, even if it be only an orientation to 
being in act, a potency or a dunamis to form and actuality. It is understood
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distinctly as that from which something comes or, rather, as that from which 
something has-come-to-be properly and per se, since it is only upon reflec
tion on what has come to be that we come to know prime matter as a princi
ple. Hegel saw this when he spoke of truth as neither be nor nothing, but as 
the passing over or, rather, the having passed over of each into the other 
(WL I, 67/8 2-83.). What he failed to see was that our understanding of be
coming itself requires not just a concept of pure be and pure nothing, but a 
positive principle of being in potency which we call matter.

12.3 Matter as Distinct from Privation
As we distinguish matter understood as being in potency from its form or 

actuality in being, we must not confuse it with nothing, for if we do, we lose 
sight of Aristotle’s disclosure of matter as a positive principle of being. What 
we say is simply or without qualification is being in act. Matter as distinct 
from form is only being in potency. As such it is not in act and it cannot be 
said to be simply, since that is true only of being in act. With the idea of be
ing in potency, however, we are not left with a simple opposition between 
being and nonbeing. Something of that opposition remains, in that privation 
is opposed to form, but it is mediated by a kind of being that is neither be
ing in act nor nonbeing, but something in between, so to speak, as being in 
potency. In other words, matter, even as only indeterminate being in potency, is 
more on the side of being than of nothing, since it is something potential 
and not pure privation.

In terms of our earlier reflection on change in Chapter 10, the opposition 
between being and nonbeing comes down to an opposition between form 
and privation. In order to understand any kind of change in being, we saw 
that it is necessary to keep privation in mind as a principle per accidens, inas
much as the new form has appeared from its not being. I understand myself 
as having become learned only from having been unlearned. Socrates really 
comes into being as a substance only from the not being of Socrates. Now 
the substrate from which I come to be learned or Socrates comes to be sim
ply is not the privation either of learning on my part or of being simply on 
the part of Socrates. The substrate, which is already in potency before com
ing to be in act, is subject to those privations before becoming either 
learned, in the case of myself, or a new substance, in the case of Socrates 
coming to be. Hence there is some opposition in coming to be and ceasing 
to be, but it is not an opposition between form and matter or between act 
and potency. It is an opposition only between a form or an act and the pri
vation or negation of that form or act. Taken with reference to a determi-
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nate change, privation or negation is determinate: it is the privation or nega
tion of the determinate form that has come to be. It is with reference to the 
statue that I think of the block of marble from which it was shaped as lack
ing the shape of the statue. Prescinding from the determinacy of any change, 
however, privation or negation can be thought of simply as nonbeing, or as 
the nonbeing of whatever comes to be.

In thinking of privation, however, rather than just nonbeing in opposition 
to being, as Parmenides did, we are not only getting around his predicament. 
We are also keeping our attention clearly focused on matter as dynamic or as 
being in potency. At the same time we are avoiding the confusion in which 
Hegel leaves us with his opposition between pure be and pure nothing. To 
be sure, there is a passing over in becoming. But it is not a passing over of be
ing into nothing or of nothing into being. It is a passing over into some de
terminate being from the nonbeing of that determinate being, a passing over 
that, as being in potency, is itself constitutive principle of what comes to be. 
If there is a dialectic in coming to be and ceasing to be, it is not between 
pure be and pure nothing as both still indeterminate, nor between form and 
matter, nor between act and potency. Nor is it precisely between one form 
of being and another form of being in the coming to be of a substance. It is 
rather between a form and the negation of that form or its privation. But 
such a dialectic presupposes a substrate that is being in potency, as we see in 
reflecting on matter as being in potency or as a principle of becoming.

As the subject of change, or as matter, this substrate is one numerically, 
but it is one only potentially. That is, prior to the change it is subject to pri
vation as well as subject to some form. In this sense it can be thought of as 
nonbeing per accidens, in relation to the form that is yet to be educed from its 
potency, but not per se, since it is not privation as such. As something posi
tive, matter or being in potency, while still subject to privation, is close to 
being a thing in act, as the marble of the statue is close to being a statue, 
while its shapelessness in relation to the statue is not. Prime matter, while not 
being a thing we can point to in act, still is somehow by being in potency to 
some thing and by entering into the substance of the thing as a constitutive 
principle, which cannot be said of privation or nonbeing in any way.

This idea of matter as being in potency and as positive principle of things 
that come to be can be seen as quite original with Aristotle, especially in its 
distinction from privation or nonbeing. It could be said that Plato had ar
rived at a certain conception of matter, if not of prime matter as such, at 
least in the sense of some kind of nature or principle underlying all natural 
forms, as Aristotle acknowledges near the end of his discussion of matter in
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the opening book of the Physics. But Plato did not clearly distinguish matter 
from privation, as Aristotle also points out in this same discussion. In fact, ac
cording to Aristotle, Plato did not mention privation and ended up confus
ing matter with privation or negation of form. As a result of this confusion, 
which is not unlike that with which Hegel would later begin his Logic, Pla
to lacked the idea of matter as being in potency and as a positive principle of 
being as well as becoming.

Understood properly as a positive principle of being, along with form, 
matter is a cause of things that come to be according to nature. It is a recep
tive cause, in the manner of a mother or a matrix, as Plato pointed out. But 
if we distinguish it clearly from privation, which Plato failed to do, we see 
why privation is not a constitutive principle of things that come to be, since 
it is only the opposite of what comes to be. Privation is the nonbeing of 
what comes to be. We think of it as a principle of what comes to be only per 
acddens, or dialectically, inasmuch as it is in the subject of change as being in 
potency prior to the actualization of a new form. Strictly speaking, privation 
is per se a negation of being, what Parmenides referred to as nonbeing in 
general and what we now refer to as determinate nonbeing. While we asso
ciate privations with matter as being in potency, matter itself is not priva
tion, nor is it the pure nothing that Hegel opposed to pure be, but some
thing positive constitutive of things that come to be in a new form.

Matter is thus a certain desire for form, which is not only educed from its 
potency but also comes as a fulfillment or a perfection of this desire or po
tency. In this sense form can be thought of as a good for matter, whereas 
privation has to be thought of as an evil. Form too is something positive, 
even more so than matter. It is an act or a participation in act, since every
thing is in act insofar as it has form. As such, form is a good, even an opti
mum, for what comes to be, since it comes as the perfection of its potency. It 
is therefore an object of appetite in coming to be, where everything seeks its 
own perfection. In contrast to this, however, privation is no more than an 
absence or a removal of form, a remotio formae, and hence an evil in the sense 
that it expresses a lack of perfection or of goodness. Matter, on the other 
hand, even as recipient of form, is neither evil nor negation of form, but it is 
a positive desire, a dynamism or a potency for form and, as such, is already 
good insofar as it already is potentially a principle of being.

12.4 The Order of Matter
Matter, as we are now representing it to ourselves, can be understood 

only in its relation to form or, as Aristotle puts it, by its analogy to form,
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from which it is distinguished as a principle of being in what comes to be. 
Whatever comes to be has to be understood as a composite of a form and a 
substrate. Matter is the substrate for the new form in whatever comes to be 
as a substance. Thus, to complete our understanding of matter as a principle 
of being, we must turn to the form with which it enters into composition as 
a principle.

Before we do that, however, let us dwell more on this principle of matter 
as it now presents itself in our reflection on coming to be simply or as con
stitutive of material substances. The term “matter,” as we use it commonly, is 
ambiguous. This is so not only because material being is the least intelligible, 
but also because our mode of knowing is through abstraction from matter. 
Our concept of matter is derived from our experience of material things, 
but the concept itself is not material.

We speak of matter in many ways. We say “matter is heavy,” but we do 
not mean that matter as such is heavy. We mean rather that material things 
are heavy and that weight is a property of these things inasmuch as they are 
material. Similarly we say “matter is colored,” but we mean that material 
things are colored and that color is a property of these things inasmuch as 
they are material. Even colorless gases are spoken of as material in this way. 
We also use the term “matter” as a whole when we mean the totality of ma
terial beings or of all the beings that have materiality in common, regardless 
of the diversity of these beings.

It is, however, with reference to this diversity of material beings that the 
question of order in matter arises, first with regard to matter itself as dynam
ic or as being in potency to form, and second with regard to the diversity of 
forms among material beings. The very idea of being in potency, as we have 
seen, entails an idea of order or an inclination to form. If there is a diversity 
of forms among material things, as we find in the direct exercise of judg
ment, the same idea will entail a diversity in the potency of matter and an 
order in this potency to the diversity of forms. Even if we speak of prime 
matter as a radical principle of being for any substance that comes to be, this 
does not mean that it is a sort of flat potency to any form whatsoever, a sort 
of lowest common denominator for all bodies that we might refer to as 
“bodiness.” It means rather that this principle must be understood according 
to its analogy to the diversity of forms as they appear in matter, since it is 
only in its analogy to form that matter is understood. How is this to be un
derstood in terms of what we refer to as the natural process of generation as 
a whole?

Let us go back to our initial reflection on any process of coming to be. To
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understand such a process we must have a concrete terminus ad quern clearly 
in mind and we must understand this term as coming per se from the oppo
site or the privation of itself, and not just from anything indiscriminately. 
Healing or getting better for a patient, for example, comes from being sick, 
and not from being white or tall or anything else not relevant to healing. 
When we relate this to being in potency, it means that potency must be un
derstood always in relation to some specific act. Thus, for example, it is not 
anything that can become healthy, but only a living organism that is already 
actualized as such but that is not healthy. The potency to health resides in 
the nature of a living organism, and it can be actualized either by that nature 
itself, by the art of medicine, or by both at the same time. But in order for 
health to be actualized, the organism must be properly disposed or in a sort 
of immediate potency to health. Without a well-articulated organism there 
is no disposition or potency for health. Similarly, without an intelligence 
there is no disposition or potency for learning.

This much can be said with regard to any form that comes to be, 
whether accidental or substantial. It is educed from an immediate potency 
for it. But in the case of a substance coming into being, as in the case of 
Socrates coming to be, we are talking about educing a substantial form from 
the potency of matter as such. How is this to be understood as coming from 
the potency of matter? Does Socrates come to be immediately from the 
pure potency of what we have spoken of as prime matter? Or does he come 
from a more immediate potency of a matter disposed more immediately for 
a human form?

Keep in mind that in speaking of a human being, our primary analogate 
of being, as coming to be, we are speaking of a rather complex material be
ing. Such a being does not come to be immediately from the pure potency 
of prime matter as such. It comes to be from a matter that has been already 
predisposed for such a form. We could think of the human egg and sperm as 
such a matter, or even of the early stages of formation of the individual be
ing. In any event we have to think of a matter that is not only apt for the 
form that is educed from it but also quite removed from whatever we might 
think of as the simplest kind of material substance. In fact, we have to think 
of the potency of matter as having been built up, so to speak, so that it could 
come to be an immediate potency for the human form or soul.

This is entirely in keeping with the idea of matter as being in potency. 
For if we begin with material beings in their simplest form, whether these 
be the four elements of the ancients or what are referred to as the basic 
physical entities in modern science, we have to think of the matter of these
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beings as in potency, not only to their actual forms, but also to other forms 
that we would characterize as higher, and ultimately as in potency to the 
human form as the highest in nature, with many other forms mediating be
tween the lowest and the highest. In this way we come to an order of poten
cy in the natural order of being going from the lowest to the highest which 
has been outlined as follows by Aquinas: “Prime matter is in potency first to 
the form of an element. Existing under the form of an element it is in po
tency to the form of a compound, and for this reason elements are the mat
ter of the compound. Considered under the form of a compound it is in 
potency to a vegetative soul, for soul is the act of such a body. Similarly veg
etative soul is potency to sensitive soul, while sensitive soul is potency to in
tellective soul” (SG  III, 22, §2030). Aquinas goes on to illustrate this in terms 
of the process of generation of a human being, as he understood it. First, he 
says, there is the fetus living the life of a plant, after that the life of an animal, 
and finally the life of a human being.

It is interesting to note that Aquinas said all this without presupposing 
any evolution of species in nature, as we now understand it. For him the on
togenesis was not a repetition of a phylogenesis. But it was an illustration of 
the dynamic order of potency in matter, an ascending order of potency in 
nature according to different degrees of being, all the way up to human be
ing, after which “there is not found in things that come to be and cease to 
be a later form or a higher one” (Ibid.). If we now include an evolution of 
the species as part of this ascending order of matter, we come to an even 
greater affirmation of this potential order rising from the lowest to the high
est through a multitude of intermediate forms. The idea of matter, taken as 
being in potency and as principle of being for things that come to be, is the 
ground for any theory of evolution offered in nature.

It is not for us to go into the complex mechanism through which this 
process of evolution is supposed to have come about. Suffice it to say that it 
has been aptly characterized as a process of complexification (Teilhard 1959), 
going from the most simple to the most complex corporeal substances. But 
we must also add that it has also been a process of progressive integration. 
Each new stage in the evolution is a new kind of integration into a higher 
unity, so that at the summit human soul appears as the most integrative form, 
which is not to be confused with the material simplicity of an elementary 
body. In the human substance all the parts are integrated as one body formed 
or informed by an intellective soul. Form can then be seen as somehow 
overcoming the dispersion of matter as found in simpler bodies and making 
it more one in a diversity of beings, so that at the summit, through the intel-
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lective soul, it becomes more one than in any other material being. “The 
more form overcomes matter, the more what results from it and matter is 
one” (SG II, 68, §1453)-

With this idea of evolution in the ascending potency of matter, however, 
we must be careful not to confuse prime matter, the common principle of 
material being, as we have come to think of it here, with any kind of pri
mordial matter that is presupposed as having existed at the beginning of the 
evolutionary process. Such a primordial matter, whatever form it might have 
taken or however we might conceive it, would not be prime matter as com
mon principle of material being as we have spoken of it. Prime matter as 
such, that is, as a radical principle of being constitutive of material things, 
does not exist as such independently of a form. Nor did it ever so exist in 
the past, nor can it ever so exist in the future. It can exist, if this term is al
lowed with regard to it, only as a constitutive coprinciple, along with form, 
of material things, which do exist, in the more proper sense of the term. 
Whatever primordial matter may have existed at the beginning of evolution, 
it was already a material being, so to speak, that is, a composite of prime 
matter and some form no matter how imperfectly integrative. It is spoken of 
as formless or as chaotic only in contrast to or as the privation of the more 
integrative forms that eventually developed from or in it. As such a compos
ite being, the primordial matter was already a formed prime matter that was 
subject at the same time to a privation of the forms that were yet to be, or in 
the sense that it was only in potency to them.

Besides, prime matter is not merely something of the past. It is a constitu
tive principle of material things in the present as well as in the past. In fact, it 
is precisely as such that we know it best, since we know it by its analogy to 
form in actual composite beings. It is only by reflection on actual beings as 
having come to be that we understand matter as being in potency. This be
ing in potency of matter is not some property added on to its essence, but 
rather, as Aquinas puts it, matter itself “according to its substance is potency 
to being substantial [potentia ad esse substantiate]” (In Phys I, 15, §131 [3]). 
Prime matter is not a complete substance by itself. It is substantial only in 
the sense that it is constitutive of a substance, along with form, as we have 
seen. But it is constitutive precisely as being in potency, subject to privation 
as well as form.

It is as subject to privation that we think of matter as imperfect apart 
from form and of coming to be as a process of per-fection or as a way of com
pletion, which is the opposite of what was previously incomplete. The terms 
of this coming to be simply are privation and form. According to the way it
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exists under privation, matter has the idea of something imperfect, whereas 
according to the way it exists under a form it has the idea of something per
fected, so that coming to be simply is seen as a passage from something im
perfect to its opposite, which is perfect or perfected in the sense of having 
reached a positive terminus ad quern.

Clearly, this entails an order of succession and time, for the passage from 
the imperfect to the perfect in nature is always gradual. It takes place little by 
little, paulatim, which is also according to the nature of matter as being in 
potency. This can be illustrated in the coming to be of a single complex sub
stance such as a human being, where the perfection of the substantial form 
comes only at the end of the process, but it can also be seen in the process of 
evolution as a whole, where the higher forms come only after the lower or 
less perfect forms. Regardless of what we may think about how this process 
is effected by causes external to the substances that come to be, the process 
has to be viewed as natural because it is quite in keeping with the dynamism 
of matter as being in potency and as constitutive of substances that come to 
be.

In the end, however, understood as the substance actualized in being, 
matter remains as that which is actualized. It may still be subject to a priva
tion of other forms, which keeps it always subject to change, but as actual
ized by a form it remains a per se constitutive principle of the actual sub
stance that has come to be, and it is as such that we must now view it as the 
principle of individuation and multiplicity in material substances.

12.5 Matter as Principle of Individuation and Multiplicity
The question of individuation is a sticky one in metaphysics. The princi

ple of individuation was a matter of intensive debate for a long time in the 
history of metaphysics (Gracia 1994). If, however, we consider that there is 
no science of the individual, as Aristotle claimed, we might wonder if meta
physics as a science can have anything to do with the individual as such? 
And if it is the science of being as being, we can wonder how it can include 
the individual as such in its consideration? Is not the individual somehow 
the direct opposite of being in its commonality?

On the other hand, however, do we not have to say that the individual is 
a part of being even as an individual? Do we not consider individuality as 
essential to our primary analogate of being? We speak of any human being as 
an individual. In fact, do we not think of the person as the Individual par 
excellence, almost as if that were a proper name common to all persons? 
And do we not distinguish other kinds of individuals from these human in-
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dividuals, whom we refer to as ends in themselves and never just as means, 
according to Kant’s third formulation of the categorical imperative?

All this bespeaks a very high consideration of individuality as essential to 
being as we know it not just among human beings, but also among lesser 
beings. It is still something to be accounted for in metaphysics. But in ac
counting for it we must be very careful to understand precisely how the 
question arises and what is at issue. In our reflection on the conception of 
being we saw that it is a structured notion integrating three levels, thisness or 
haecceity, whatness or quiddity, and the be of a thing, and two distinct syn
theses, that between whatness and thisness and that between these two taken 
as one, or as the essence of the thing, and be or the act of being (see above, 
section 3.2). When we speak of individuality or the individual, we focus on 
the thisness of being as distinct from the whatness and the be, although we 
do not separate it from the structure of the notion in which it is embedded. 
And from the standpoint of experience it is important that we do so, for be
ing always appears to us as some this or that in the direct exercise of judg
ment. What I think of as being first and foremost is myself as an individual, 
or another self as another individual, or of both at the same time as individ
uals facing one another.

To raise the question of individuation, however, is not to ask about what 
these individuals are in their essence, as we seem to presuppose when we 
speak of the Individual as though that were the name for a certain kind of 
being with a certain dignity, namely, the human person. Individual in that 
sense seems to refer more to the nature in which these individuals share as 
human beings than to their individuality as such. O f course, in the concrete 
this nature cannot be separated from the thisness of each individual, but in 
raising the question of individuation we are not focusing on that nature as 
such.That pertains more to the question of the determination of being or its 
whatness, as we shall see. In raising the question of individuation we are fo
cusing only on what constitutes a being in its individuality or thisness, 
which can refer to “this tree” or “this dog” as well as “this human being.”

As such, this question pertains not just to human individuals, but to any 
being that can be identified as a this or a that in being, or what we can now 
refer to as a substance in the primary and concrete sense of the term. To the 
extent that there are individuals other than human beings, lesser beings, so 
to speak, which are nevertheless individual substances, we have to speak of 
the principle of individuation in a more common and ontological sense so 
that it will account not only for human individuals, but also for any individ
ual substance of whatever kind in nature. In this sense the principle of indi-
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viduation will be the same for all individual beings, whether human or not, 
and the human being will be seen as accounted for as an individual in the 
same way as any other individual substance in nature.

How, then, is this principle of individuation to be understood? We can 
think of many things that individuate beings from one another. Among 
them are the actions of each individual that are proper to each and that set 
each one off from any other. We could also include any number of qualities 
by which individuals, even of the same species, are distinguished from one 
another. The place that an individual occupies in space or the time in which 
it appears also distinguishes each one from others. But Swartz speaks of the
ories that focus on these accidental factors as individuating principles as 
“negative” because they invoke “nothing more than a thing’s properties” as 
distinct from its “substance” (Swartz 279). While insisting on substance, 
however, he thinks of it only in the Lockean sense, that is, as some property
less substratum unknown and unknowable in itself or as some kind of “on
tological glue” for sets of properties we associate with or in individual things 
(282-83). Swartz rejects most of the negative theories he reviews, but he ar
gues for a more radical theory that focuses on the concept of “physical ob
ject” as “more primitive than that of space” or any other such relation that 
presupposes numerical difference (308). In this he is returning to the more 
primordial concept of substance or to the idea of primary substance as 
found in Aristotle. But he does not raise the further question that we are 
raising here, namely, the question of a principle of individuation for any 
such “physical object” on the level of substance as such when there are many 
individual substances of the same kind to be accounted for.

On this level of substance as such, one could appeal to causes external to 
an individual substance as individuating that substance, as when we speak of 
someone as the daughter or the son of so-and-so. But none of these individ
uating factors goes to the substance itself in its individuality, which has to be 
the ground for all of them as pertaining to this individual. If the substance 
itself is not an individual, none of these other principles of individuation can 
come into play. What is the principle of individuation of the substance itself 
in its individuality?

To answer this question we must look to the constitutive principles of an 
individual substance, namely, matter and form. We cannot look to the form, 
as some try to do, because, as we shall see more clearly, form is the principle 
of determination, in which many individuals of the same species can be seen 
as the same, that is, as not distinguished in kind. A human form is what 
makes Socrates and Plato both the same kind of being, namely, human. What
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makes them distinct from one another radically or substantially as individu
als of the same species has to be their matter or, more precisely, the individ
ual matter that is constitutive of each one in his individuality. How is this to 
be understood, since matter as a radical principle of being is only being in 
potency?

We must keep in mind what it is precisely that comes to be. We alluded 
earlier to an example of Aristotle where dog comes to be from horse. This 
served to illustrate the difference between coming to be per se and coming 
to be per accidens. Dog, which happens to be animal, comes to be per se, but 
not animal, since there was already animal in horse. Animal comes to be 
only per accidens, insofar as what comes to be per se happens to be animal. 
The same point was made with regard to being and notbeing with regard to 
coming to be simply. Now, however, we must bring the point to bear more 
on the individual as such of any species, for that is what comes to be per se or 
most properly. Whatever comes to be as a substance is always an individual 
and it comes to be precisely as an individual, as this substance and not any 
other even of the same kind. It is thus the principle of becoming that itself is 
the principle of individuation, and this can only be matter as the subject of 
change. It is matter that makes this individual be this individual and not an
other even of the same kind.

Having said this, however, we must now ask in what sense matter is the 
principle of individuation. Is it as prime matter as such or as matter in com- 
muni, which, as we have seen, does not exist as such, or is it as matter that is 
already actualized by some form, which nevertheless remains in potency to 
other forms? In speaking of matter as the principle of individuation, we are 
referring to matter as being in potency that has entered into composition 
with a form in the constitution of an individual substance. As such it is actu
alized by the form, but in being actualized it also constricts the form, so to 
speak, to being the form of this individual and not of another. While Plato 
and Socrates share in the same substantial form, one is not the other thanks 
to the matter of each that is actualized as human in each instance.

In being actualized the potency of matter becomes individualized. Matter 
becomes designated, or signata, as the Scholastics used to say, something we 
can point to as this or that. But it does not become designated as this or that 
by reason of the form, which is principle of specification, and not of indi
viduation, but by reason of itself as being in potency. Just as being in poten
cy is the very nature of matter, so also it is of the nature of this potency to be 
individualized when it is actualized. Hence, matter is not individualized un
less it is actualized, but it is in the nature of matter to be individualized
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when it is actualized. Just as we do not understand matter except as being in 
potency to form, so also we do not understand it except as individualizing 
the substance in which it is actualized.

In saying that matter is the principle of individuation we do not mean 
that it is principle of personality in human being, since personality cannot 
be reduced to mere individuality, something that can be said of things that 
are not persons as well as of persons. Granted, every person in our experi
ence is an individual. But not every individual is a person, unless we want to 
make the case that only persons are individuals. But that would seem to go 
against our experience in the direct exercise of judgment, where we do 
seem to recognize other individual substances besides persons not only on 
the level of other kinds of living things in the animal and plant kingdoms, 
but also on the level of inanimate objects. They too have matter as the prin
ciple of their individuation, like persons, while persons have a higher princi
ple of determination in their form, which is their rational soul. It is the soul 
that makes the person what or who it is, not its matter. Matter only makes it 
this individual, which is significant, but not fully determinative of what it is 
to be a person.

Concretely, through the direct exercise of judgment, we come to this 
question of individuation in metaphysics from the standpoint of persons, our 
primary analogate of being even as substance. It is interesting to note, how
ever, that Strawson, in his more descriptive account of how we identify par
ticulars, focuses first on what he calls “material bodies” as the basic particu
lars long before he gets to the question of persons, which for him present a 
special problem with regard to the ascription of states of consciousness to 
the same thing as that to which we ascribe corporeal characteristics (Straw- 
son 1959). This difficulty in dealing with persons as individuals comes from 
considering only “material bodies” as primary analogates of substance and 
not persons, who are also “material bodies” among other bodies along with 
having different states of consciousness. The question of individuation on 
the level of substance is the same for all beings that are thought of as bodies 
or material substances. It must not be confused with the question of what 
determines different individuals according to different kinds or species, like 
persons or other kinds of living things, or even nonliving things. Every sub
stance we know in experience not only has a form of its own, but also sig- 
nate matter as its principle of individuation that sets it off from other individ
uals with the same form as well as from other individuals with different 
forms, whether conscious or not.

Thus, even if we grant that there is no science of the individual as such,
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this does not mean that the individual as such is not real or not intelligible. 
Individuality is not nothing. Nor is it a privation. It is something positive in 
reality. It is often what we focus on first and foremost in being, especially in 
the case of a human being, which we refer to as the Individual. In fact, we 
sometimes focus on individuality to the exclusion of what a thing is, forget
ting that what a thing is, or its specific form, is also part of its identity along 
with its individuality. Not all individuals are of the same kind and the differ
ence of kind affects individuality as such, while individuality alone does not 
express any of these important differences. It expresses only the difference 
between this one and that one as individual substance that is, nevertheless, 
real and accounted for by matter as a radical principle of being.

In expressing this, however, individuality also expresses how matter is 
principle of multiplicity in being, a multiplicity that can be seen in the plu
rality of individuals of one and the same species in nature or in the sheer 
plurality of the wide host of individuals taken indiscriminately from the di
versity of species. This multiplicity pertains to the differences of being we 
have spoken of earlier. But it is not the only kind of difference we have to 
account for in the order of substances. There are also the differences that 
come from the diversity of forms, which we have yet to speak of and with 
which this difference of multiplicity has to be correlated.

12.6 The Reality of Matter as Distinct 
Principle of Being

We have come to an understanding of matter as a first principle of things 
that come to be simply or on the level of substance. This is the principle that 
the pre-Socratics sought, but could not find, so that they were forced to 
think of every change as only accidental and never as substantial. This is the 
principle that Plato did find, but did not adequately distinguish from priva
tion. It is the principle that many today still have not found, either because 
they still view all change as only accidental or as a mere rearrangement of 
unchanging particles, or because they still do not adequately distinguish be
ing in potency from nothing. It is the principle whose reality must now be 
affirmed as constitutive of material beings as such.

We do not claim that prime matter is itself a material thing. It is not, nor 
can it be. It does not exist except as actualized by a form in a substance. Of 
itself, it is only being in potency. But we do claim that it is real as a constitu
tive principle of any material substance and that it is distinct from its form in 
such a substance. We have tried to explain or understand how it is so. We 
must now come to a critical judgment of our own as to whether it is really
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so, that is, a principle really distinct from its substantial form, restricting this 
form to this individual, and constituting with that form the individual sub
stance that comes to be and is in the primary sense of the term, while re
maining itself in potency to other forms, so that what has come to be can 
also cease to be.

This is the question of the real distinction of principles of being that used 
to be debated in the Schools. To speak of the distinction as “real” does not 
mean that each principle, in this case matter and form, is a thing unto itself 
or a substance. The matter and form of a substance are not distinct from one 
another as one thing is distinct from another. We would refer to this kind of 
distinction as a division or a separation of one being from another in accor
dance with the understanding of transcendental unity we proposed earlier in 
Chapter 5. This kind of division or separation presupposes a plurality of 
things so divided or separated. In speaking of a real distinction of principles 
within an individual substance, however, we are not presupposing such a 
plurahty. We are assuming a substance as only one thing and, within this one 
thing, we are maintaining a distinction of principles that are understood 
only in relation to one another as constitutive of this one thing. They cannot 
be separated from one another as such principles of one thing. But they have 
to be thought of as really distinct because the only way of accounting for 
material substances as coming to be and ceasing to be precisely as substances 
is by affirming this duality of principles as real.

We are inquiring into the very idea of substance in being and how sub
stance comes to be. Let us recall where we are starting from: not the obscure 
region of material being of so-called basic physical entities as defined in 
mathematical physics, but the human being, which is the first to be identi
fied in our experience as a substance, or as a plurality of substances. We are 
proceeding not from the bottom of the order of material beings, where 
bodies appear to be more simple as well as more obscure, but from the top 
of the order, where bodies are more complex but also more clearly identi
fied as beings in themselves, starting from the rational animal in all its com
plexity as a unity-identity-whole and going on to the nonrational sentient 
animal, then to nonsentient living substance, and on to whatever can be 
identified or interpreted as substance in the realm of the nonliving. For, even 
if we start from the living in our understanding of substance, we do not ex
clude any body with an identity of its own, even if it is not living, from this 
category, and we view it as any body, that is, as constituted from matter or 
being in potency. Thus, though our argument appears clearest from the 
standpoint of a living substance, given its more obvious unity-identity-
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wholeness, nonetheless it has to be true of inanimate substances, which also 
come to be and cease to be in their own way.

Let us consider three arguments for maintaining a real distinction be
tween matter and form in things that come to be simply, one based on the 
very conception of such things, one based on the way we conceive such 
things as concrete, and one based on a consideration of the proper activity of 
such things.

12.6.1 The Argument from the Understanding of 
Coming to Be Simply

This argument starts from the interpretation of some changes in material 
being as substantial, that is, as the coming to be simply or the ceasing to be 
of a substance, as experienced in the genesis or the death of an individual 
like Socrates. Such a change is not to be confused with a merely accidental 
change, as in the case where Socrates becomes learned or forgets what he 
has learned, where the substance of Socrates is the subject of change and re
mains the same identity throughout. But it has to be understood as another 
kind of change with another kind of subject, which can no longer be 
thought of as a substance with its own unity-identity-wholeness, since it can 
be only as constitutive of a substance. Thus, the argument proceeds by anal
ogy with accidental change, but we arrive at a totally different kind of sub
ject of change, namely, prime matter as constitutive principle of being dis
tinct from form.

We must keep in mind that even substantial change is not a mere substi
tution of one thing for another, or the annihilation of one thing and the cre
ation of another. As a change, it is a transmutation of one thing into another, 
where there is something permanent that was before and that remains after, 
a subject of the change, as well as a new form in which the change termi
nates. In other words, there is a subject of the new form in what comes to be 
that is really distinct from that form and that is continuous with what pre
ceded this coming to be, a being in potency that calls for a new form as the 
old one disappears. Corruptio unius est generatio alterius.

Inasmuch as the change in question is substantial, we have to speak of the 
new form as the substantial form of the new being that has come to be. This 
is the principle of its quiddity or of what it is as such an individual, while the 
subject of this form in the new composite is its matter, which is undeter
mined in itself, except as being in potency to its form, even as it restricts this 
form to being only the form of this individual.

This is essentially the argument in the book Zeta of the Metaphysics,
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chapter 7, where Aristotle is arguing that the forms found in material things 
are generated not from separate forms or forms existing apart from matter, as 
they would be for Plato, but rather from forms existing in matter, whether 
these be in nature itself, in the case of natural generation, or in the thought 
of an artificer, in the case of generation by art. The argument includes bring
ing in form as part of the process of generation, whether it be the form of 
the natural agent of generation, which generates something similar to itself, 
as when a human being generates another human being or a plant generates 
another plant of the same species, or the form in the thought of an artist, as 
when a sculptor produces a statue from bronze. In both cases, however, 
whether natural or artificial, the process of generation presupposes matter. 
“All things which are generated naturally or artificially have matter; for it is 
possible [dunaton] for each one of them both to be and not to be, and this is 
the matter in each individual” (Metaph 1032a 20-23). In other words, what 
has come to be is in potency both to being and to not-being by reason of 
the matter from which it is constituted.

It is important to note that possibility or potency (dunamis) is spoken of 
here only as being in individual things, and not as anything in itself. As mat
ter it is that which remains as the subject of the form in what comes to be. It 
is that which could be this thing before it came to be and it is that which 
could still be something else after it has come to be this thing. The potency 
of matter is found only in individual things and it is that which makes each 
thing changeable, even to the point of ceasing to be. While it is really distinct 
from the form of which it is the matter, it is not itself a thing and cannot 
strictly be spoken of as coming to be or ceasing to be. Only individuals 
come to be and cease to be per se, and not matter as such. Only material 
things, and not matter as a constitutive principle, can come to be or cease to 
be. Prime matter is only the potency of a material being to be or not to be, 
but as such it is a constitutive principle of its being.

12.6.2 The Argument from the Individuality of Concreta 
Another argument for this real distinction of matter from form can be 

formulated in terms of the structure of the notion of being articulated earli
er, in section 3.1, or in terms of the way we signify being in the concrete. In 
this conception we saw a twofold synthesis, one between the be of a thing 
and its essence, which we called a composition, and another within the 
essence itself between what a thing is or its quiddity and its being a this or a 
that, its haecceity, which we called a concretion. In referring to a plurality of 
beings such as yourself and myself, or Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, which



are all of the same kind, we refer not only to their being in act, but also to 
the quiddity of each in its own self as something human and to their respec
tive individualities or haecceity. It is this latter synthesis between quiddity 
and haecceity that is relevant here for coming to the distinction of matter, 
which, as we have seen, is understood as principle of individuation.

If we consider that there are many individuals of one and the same 
species, like yourself and myself and any other individual recognized as hu
man, which come to be, and that all these individuals really are human in 
themselves, then we can ask: On what basis are they separate individuals 
from one another, even while being of the same kind? They are the same, 
that is, human in their being, by reason of the form that is common to all of 
them. What makes them separate from one another as individual beings can
not be their form, since it is common to all of them and therefore is the 
same for all. It has to be a distinct principle that is proper to each individual 
and individuates this form in this individual from that form in that individ
ual. This principle we call matter as distinct from form in the individual that 
comes to be.

Now, it could be said that matter too is common to all material beings. 
But this would be matter taken only in abstraction. In the concrete, or as 
signate, matter is always individuated. We can also speak of thisness or haec
ceity in abstraction, but this does not amount to any concrete this or that 
common to many. The point in distinguishing between this and that individ
ual is to express that each is a separate being from the other. As an individual 
being it has to have within itself the principle of its own individuation dis
tinct from its principle of specification. When there are many beings of the 
same kind, that which specifies them as a certain kind of being cannot be 
that which distinguishes them from one another as individuals of the same 
kind, because this principle makes them all the same in kind. Without a dis
tinct principle of individuation for each, these individuals would all be col
lapsed into one and the same being, of the sort that was represented in Pla
to’ s separate forms. Only matter as a principle of being distinct from form 
can establish them as separate individual beings, which is the reverse side of 
its being the principle of transmutation and multiplicity within one and the 
same form of being.

The question arises here as to whether this argument establishes a real 
distinction in things themselves, or one that follows only from our way of 
thinking about a plurality of substances of one and the same kind. To be 
sure, the distinction is necessary from the standpoint of our thinking. It fol
lows from our understanding of the notion of being in its structure as a this
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and a what. But this is only the understanding of a notion or a way of refer
ring to being in itself. Is the distinction in being itself or is it only in our way 
of signifying?

It would seem that in raising this question we wish to separate being 
from knowing once again, as if it were not being that is known when know
ing takes place. To do this would be to open a gap between being in itself 
and knowing that can never be bridged by any sort of intuition, whether 
sensible or intellectual. We have seen from the beginning that there is no 
such gap to be bridged whenever there is knowing. Knowing is always of 
being. Nevertheless, even admitting this, it does not follow that every notion 
of ours or every structure in our notion necessarily corresponds to being in 
itself even if it is necessary for us. With Kant, we must recognize the limits of 
our understanding and ask whether our notions are true or express what is 
the case with being itself.

This argument from the expressed individuality of concreta, then, does not 
do this. It is valid, but only up to a point. It is what Aristotle or Aquinas 
would have referred to as only a dialectical or a logical argument. It does not 
go far enough to be strictly demonstrative. It is true as far as it goes, but it 
does not bring us to a scientific conclusion. It brings us only to something 
probable not as something that may or may not be true, but as something 
that remains to be proved or is provable. Is there a more demonstrative argu
ment for the sort of real distinction we are trying to affirm?

12.6.3 The Argument from the Structure of Proper Activity
Let us consider the proper activity of the beings we say come to be sim

ply and cease to be. If we find a structure or a composition such as the one 
we are affirming in the proper activity of these beings, we can argue to a 
similar structure or composition in the substance of the being on the basis of 
the principle we established with regard to being as active in Chapter 6. As 
we saw in reflecting on activity as a transcendental property of being, not 
only is every being active, so that action necessarily follows upon being, but 
also the proper activity of each being is proportionate to its being. In this in
stance we shall focus on the activities of judging and deciding, seen as prop
er to human being, our primary analogate of being, and argue from the 
structure of these activities to a proportionate structure in the substance of 
our being.

Let us first recognize that the exercise of judgment is a genuine proper 
activity of the self in which we form definitions and formulate hypotheses 
to be reflected upon for verification. For our purposes here we do not need
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to go into the second act of intelligence involved in this exercise of judg
ment, namely, that wherein we reflect upon some understanding in order to 
come to some agreement or disagreement with it or to say “yes” or “no” to 
it. We need only focus on the first act of intelligence, in which we come to 
some understanding or formulation concerning something given in experi
ence. In this act there is, as we said before, a concretizing synthesis in which 
some understanding, as expressed in some formulation, is united with a this 
or a that in the concretizing synthesis of direct judgment.

The exercise of judgment begins around a this or a that given in experi
ence and expressed in the subject (S) of the judgment. “This is a human be
ing.” “That is an elephant.” “This is Socrates.” “That is Plato.” We do go on 
to make universal judgments, in which S is a universal. “The human being is 
mortal.” “The elephant is big by nature.” These universal judgments claim to 
express something about reality. But they do not claim that the universal, the 
human being as such or the elephant as such, exists as such. They only claim 
that what can be said of the universal S can be said of all the individuals that 
come under S. There is no reality except that of individuals and whatever is 
claimed about universal is claimed about individuals defined or determined 
as coming under these universal. It is not human being as such that is mor
tal, since human being could be thought of as going on immortally in the 
succession of individuals that are human. It is the individual human being 
that is mortal. Similarly, elephant as such is not big, but only individual ele
phants, or at least they are expected to grow big according to their nature. 
This relation of the universal to the individual is sometimes expressed in a 
syllogism: “All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore Socrates is mor
tal.” But the syllogism does not demonstrate anything. It only expresses a 
subsumption of an individual, which is presupposed in the direct exercise of 
judgment, under a universal.

The same relation holds not only of universal concepts, but also of hy
potheses or theories formulated with universal concepts. In empirical sci
ence we do not think of any hypothesis as true unless it has been verified in 
this or that experiment with this or that state of affairs. We do not say that 
what is expressed in the theory exists as such, that is, as it appears in the the
ory, but only as it explains this or that fact in a state of affairs. This is why the 
philosophy of logical atomism as proposed by Bertrand Russell cannot ulti
mately make sense. It confuses logical entities, which are only parts of a uni
versal theory, with existing individuals. Even when a theory postulates the 
existence of certain entities to account for the existence of individual states 
of affairs, not to say substances, it does not posit them as a this or a that that
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can be signified concretely but rather as a postulate that is still on the abstract 
level of theory. Only if we conjure up some experiment that will make this 
entity appear as a this or a that, independently of all theory and interpreta
tion, can we speak of such entities as individuals in the concrete sense of the 
term. Always, the truth of an empirical theory in the direct exercise of judg
ment depends on how it relates to some this or that in experience.

The point here is not to argue about the ontological status of any entity 
mentioned in a scientific theory, but rather to reflect on the structure of the 
activity in which we think of such theories or formulate the quiddity of any 
sensible thing. Although the old criterion of meaningfulness proposed by 
logical positivism, namely, that according to which the meaning of a propo
sition is reducible to some sense content according to the so-called principle 
of verification (Ayer 5ff), has proven altogether too simplistic and unten
able, it was right in pointing out that meaning and truth for us always entails 
some reference to a this or a that in experience. This is especially evident in 
the direct exercise of judgment, whether in common sense, in empirical sci
ence, or even in phenomenology. Regardless of how universal the predicate 
may be, this exercise of judgment always implies some reference to a this or 
that, when it does not explicitly contain such a reference as its subject. In its 
structure it always entails a concretizing synthesis of something on the level 
of universal quiddity with some this or that. This is a necessary structure of 
the activity.

From the necessity of this structure in the activity we argue to a similar 
structure in the substance of the being that produces the activity, because 
this activity, the direct exercise of judgment, is seen as a proper activity of 
this substance, namely, the self. Just as in my activity of judgment there is a 
determination expressed in the predicate that needs haecceity for any refer
ence to being in truth, so also in my substance there is a form that needs an
other principle to concretize it as this, namely, matter. And just as haecceity 
limits the validity of any universal determination in the direct exercise of 
judgment to some this or that, so also this other principle limits the form of 
what I am to this individual that I am. When I speak of whiteness as real, I do 
not mean that it exists as such, but that this white thing is really white, so 
that this limits what I refer to as white. So also in my substance, humanity 
does not exist as such, but only as this individual self, and so on of every 
other individual self recognized as similarly exercising judgment. And just as 
every singular judgment, by reason of its haecceity, is distinct from any other 
singular judgment, so that one may be true while the other may be false, so 
also I am really separate from you and you from me, even though we both
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share the same human form, by reason of a principle that is really distinct 
from our form and that individualizes this form as real in each one of us.

In this argument we start from a real exercise of judgment that we expe
rience phenomenologically and we bring out a structure in it, or a distinc
tion of principles, one restricting the other, which, of itself, is more positive 
than the first. “White,” for example, or “human,” expresses something more 
positive than just “this” or “Individual,” even though “white” or “human” 
does not exist except as this or that. They are more positive at least in the 
sense that they are found in more than one individual. They are found in 
this way by “entering” into composition with a principle distinct from them 
that individualizes them, a material substance in the case of white, which be
longs in an accidental category, and a designated matter in the case of hu
man, which refers to a substantial form.

It should be noted that what we propose is an isomorphism not between 
knowing and the known, as Lonergan does in establishing what he refers to 
as the “elements of metaphysics” (Lonergan 483-87), but between knowing 
as the proper activity of human being and the same human being as knower. 
Our argument is transcendental in that it starts from a reflection on our ac
tivity of knowing, but not in the sense that it goes from a structure in the 
knowing to a structure in the known. Even if we grant that knowing is of 
being, as we do from the beginning, it does not follow that the heuristic 
structure of our knowing is of itself grounds for affirming a parallel structure 
in the reality known or in what Lonergan refers to as “proportionate being,” 
the being we have been speaking of as coming to be and ceasing to be, or 
the being known in the direct exercise of judgment.

It is true that it is by a reflection on the heuristic structure of knowing 
that we arrived at our understanding of being as a structured notion earlier 
in the logic of being. But this was only a transcendental reflection in the 
Kantian sense, as is any reflection on insight.While it does give us an under
standing of what it is to experience, understand, and judge, and of the no
tions contained in this experiencing, understanding, and judging, such as the 
structured notion of being, it does not necessarily give us an understanding 
of being itself, unless we make some kind of dogmatic rationalist leap from 
the structure of knowing to the structure of the known. Taken in this sense, 
the so-called transcendental method does not yield a knowledge of the 
structure of being itself, but only of knowing, as Kant understood very well. 
Even after having established the necessary structure of our notion of being, 
we still have to demonstrate a structure in being itself, especially with regard 
to substance.
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Now the fact that we have demonstrated a structure in our notion of be
ing does open the way for this further demonstration with regard to being 
itself. In this way Lonergan is quite right in proposing an isomorphism be
tween knowing and known. But this is only a dialectical argument at best for 
a real distinction of principles of being. It yields only a probable result, like 
our argument from the individuality of concreta, that is, one that still has to 
be proven or demonstrated of being in itself or in its substance. In this sense 
the transcendental method based only on knowing as such and its structure 
does not go far enough in reaching for the known. What is needed is anoth
er kind of transcendental method based more on knowing as the activity of 
a subject and as disclosing the structure of that subject in its substance. This 
second kind of transcendental method has its roots not so much in Kant, but 
much more in the ancient understanding of every being as active, and it rests 
not just on the activity of knowing, but on any proper activity of human be
ing, deciding as well as judging.

In fact, an argument for the real distinction of matter from form in the 
human substance that would parallel the one we have just seen from our ac
tivity of knowing could be constructed from our activity of willing. Such an 
argument would focus on the concretizing synthesis found in any exercise 
of choice for us, where there is always a this or a that to be chosen or, more 
exactly, where we are ultimately reduced to choosing between this or that, 
each of which is tied to a distinct individual motion or potency within our 
being (Blondel 1984, 109—44). From the distinction between these individ
ual motions and our universal power of deciding in our voluntary action we 
can argue to a parallel distinction between the material principle of move
ment and individuation in our substance and its substantial form.

The argument in both instances, whether from knowing or willing, is 
phenomenological in that it starts from an activity immediately experi
enced. In each activity it brings out a real distinction of two factors irre
ducible to one another and constitutive of the particular phenomenon as a 
whole. From this the argument proceeds to a similar distinction of constitu
tive principles in the substance of which the phenomenon is a proper activ
ity. The demonstration is a posteriori, that is, based on experience, and not a 
dogmatic or rational leap from knowing to known, in that it begins from 
what is immediately evident to us but then understood as derivative from 
something ontologically prior to it, namely, the substance. It is demonstra
tive in that it gives us knowledge of the substance or of the being in itself 
which produces this activity as constituted of two really distinct constitutive 
principles, matter and form, neither of which is anything independently of
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the other. The substance appears as the sort of thing it is in this distinction, a 
composite of matter and form.

In arguing only from knowing or willing, however, we have shown only 
that human substance is a composite of matter and form. What of other sub
stances? Are there other kinds of substances and, if so, are they also compos
ites of matter and form? While a transcendental reflection on our own prop
er activity might give us knowledge of a distinction of principles within our 
own substance, there is no possibility of such a reflection on the proper ac
tivity of other substances. If there are other kinds of substance, as we say 
there are in the direct exercise of judgment, they too have to be understood 
as having their own proper activity. And though we cannot reflect transcen- 
dentally on their proper activity, we can reflect on it as it appears to us in di
rect experience, as we do in empirical science or phenomenology.

In all that we can clearly affirm as a material thing, we find an activity 
that is similar to ours in that it synthesizes a particular kind with a this, as this 
plant photosynthesizes carbohydrates from this water and this carbon diox
ide, or as these two parts of hydrogen combine with this part of oxygen to 
form this water. In fact, it is through such activities, viewed as proper to each 
kind of thing, that we come to identify them as material substances. One in
dividual thing acts in this way on other things, while another acts in a differ
ent way. In all this sort of activity there is always a synthesis, which is a form, 
with a this in some manifold, a synthesis, which discloses a radical composi
tion in the substance of material things between a principle of determina
tion and a principle of becoming and individuation.

The question could arise at this point as to whether there are only mate
rial substances to be considered in metaphysics. Our insistence until now has 
been on human being as a substance that is at once intelligent and material. 
But is that as far as the analogy of substance could go? Could we not think 
of substances that would be intelligent and not material or dependent on 
any composition with matter, in other words, pure intelligences as sub
stances. If there are such substances, then they too would have to be thought 
of as having a proper activity of intelligence of their own, which would also 
have to be immaterial, that is, not dependent on any sense experience. It 
would be difficult to understand how such substances could appear in our 
experience, since their proper activity would be quite immaterial. But if we 
had access to the activity of such beings through our own intelligence by 
way of abstraction from our dependence on experience, we would have to 
think of it as a pure activity without composition with thisness or thatness, 
and from that we would have to infer a purity or a simplicity of form in a
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substance that would not be a composite of matter and form. If they were 
such pure forms, without matter, could they still be thought of as coming 
and ceasing to be or even as individuals, since matter is the principle of 
coming and ceasing to be and of individuation in being?

These are all questions that would follow upon our affirmation of matter 
as a principle of being in beings known in the direct exercise of judgment, 
once we start thinking of immaterial substances. Before we can answer any 
of them in any way, we must reflect more attentively on the nature of mat
ter’s coprinciple of being in material substances, the substantial form, which 
we have referred to frequently in matter’s relation to it but which we have 
not yet considered in its own right as a distinct principle of being.



C H A P T E R  13

Substantial Form as Principle of Determination 
of Being in Potency

H a v i n g  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  n a t u r e  of matter at some length, we 
now turn to consider the nature of form, its coprinciple in the con

stitution of a material substance, keeping in mind that what comes to be 
properly is neither matter as such, nor form as such, but the composite of 
matter and form. In our reflection on coming to be simply we did speak of 
the form as new in contradistinction from the permanence of the material 
principle or the subject of change. In a transmutation an old form disap
pears, that is, the form of the being that ceases to be, and a new form ap
pears, that is, the form of the being that comes to be. But this new form 
comes into being only by being educed from the potency of matter, that is, 
as the form of this new composite that has come to be. Only the composite 
comes to be in the proper sense of the term.

We have said that matter, as a principle of being, can be understood only 
in its analogy to form. It is only as in potency to an act. As subject to priva
tion it is thought of as imperfect in relation to its act, albeit not as nothing, 
while the act or the form is thought of as its perfection at the end of the 
change, at least with respect to what has come to be. The form comes as a 
certain completion for the change; it is the terminus ad quern toward which 
the potency of matter was ordered and which remains in the composite as a 
constitutive principle. All of this speaks of matter as real but always as or
dered to form. If this is so, why did we not consider form first in bringing 
out the intelligibility of matter? Would not that have made matter more in
telligible to us, given its natural analogy to form?

In one respect, the point is well taken. We have in fact found ourselves 
forced to refer constantly to form in elaborating our understanding of mat
ter. In other words, we have been operating with a preunderstanding of

319



320 THE STRUCTURE OF BEING

form that we needed in order to bring out our understanding of matter. 
This preunderstanding, however, was immersed in the movement of matter, 
so to speak, which we had to establish first as a principle of being for the be
ings we come to know first in the direct exercise of judgment. Form was 
seen only as the terminus ad quern of a transmutation and not according to its 
own nature as a principle of being distinct from matter.

This is, of course, how we first come to know and understand form in 
the direct exercise of judgment, that is, as involved in change and as express
ing a de-termination of change, that which enables us to determine a change 
as having taken place. In the case of coming to be simply or of a substantial 
change, form is that which determines what has come to be according to 
what it is. It is what we have already begun to speak of as the substantial 
form, coprinciple of being with its designated matter. It is preunderstood in 
our understanding of change, which is where all of our understanding of 
being begins in the direct exercise of judgment, since the being we know 
first is one that comes to be and ceases to be according to our experience 
even of our own being. But this preunderstanding must now be developed 
or articulated more fully insofar as form has also disclosed itself as a principle 
of being in what comes to be.

It has been suggested that form is the perfection of a potency in matter. 
How is it such a perfection? Can it be such without matter? Can there be 
forms that are not perfections of matter but that are really “perfections” in 
themselves, separate from matter, as Plato thought, or are such “forms” 
merely abstractions from matter, that is, unreal, as we understand being in 
the direct exercise of judgment? Can a form be a being or a substance unto 
itself, without matter? If so, how would the existence of such a form be 
known to us? How can such an existence be understood, when it leaves out 
what is now for us a necessary component in our conception of being, that 
is, thisness, as well as a necessary principle of being, that is, matter?

These are questions that remain for us with regard to our preunderstand
ing of form as the term of coming to be and as a principle of being for a 
substance that comes to be. Through a discussion of them we can come to a 
better understanding of form as a principle of substance or being in itself.

13.1 Form as Principle of Determination
In articulating the structure of our notion of being earlier, in section 3.2, 

we spoke of determination as anything more positive in a being than mere 
haecceity in the order of essence. In this order we distinguished between 
two different kinds of determination, those that appear secondary and acci-
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dental and those that are more quidditative in that they pertain to what a 
thing is in itself.

This is a distinction that often gets lost in contemporary discussions of 
individuation. Starting from the Lockean conception of substance, determi
nations are usually understood only as properties and qualities, without any 
reference to a substance, which presumably remains unknown and bereft of 
properties in itself. All predicates are understood only as expressing proper
ties or qualities pertaining to a subject or a this, which supposedly has no de
terminations of its own as a thing in itself. The idea of determinations that 
pertain to what a thing is in itself, as distinct from those that are only quali
ties, relations, or even properties of the thing, is simply ignored, even though 
such an idea is necessary for understanding the question of individuation in 
its most crucial form, namely, in the case of many individuals of the same 
kind. How can we speak of many individuals of the same kind unless we 
understand at least some determinations as pertaining to these individuals 
according to what they are? Moreover, how can we speak of such determi
nations as unknown or unknowable, if in fact we recognize a diversity in 
things such as that between the living and the nonliving or between the ra
tional and the nonrational as well as a multiplicity of individuals in the dif
ferent kinds or species of being? Such determinations are predicated of be
ings according to what they are or according to their standing in being, and 
not just as properties or qualities distinct from substance.This is what we do, 
for example, when we say of Socrates that he is rational animal.

We must not confuse the properties of a thing with what is predicated of 
it according to what it is in its substance. Even those who ignore the sub
stance of things still speak of their properties. In the strict sense of the term, 
a property is predicated necessarily of its substance, but it is not predicated 
properly of the thing according to what it is. The property of a thing does 
not enter its definition. It only follows from that definition, as Aristotle 
shows in the Posterior Analytics. A property is only an accident that differs 
from other accidents in that it is predicated necessarily of its substance, while 
other accidents are not predicated necessarily. It is a property of being hu
man to be able to laugh, for example, but not to be white or colored in 
some other way.

We speak of “quidditative determinations,” but we must not understand 
them in a purely static fashion, as the modern understanding of substance 
seems to suppose. If we keep in mind that we are speaking of substances that 
come to be, we understand the determination of what a thing is as the ter
mination of the process whereby it comes to be simply. We refer to the “sub-
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stantial form” as this determination that constitutes the thing that has come 
to be along with its matter. Aristotle spoke of this form as the entelecheia of a 
thing, which we translate as its actuality, but which etymologically expresses 
the fact that the thing has attained an end (telos) in itself or has been actual
ized from its potency to some degree of completion, even though it may still 
have a further completion to actualize through its own action. The substan
tial form is the finis generations, the end of the process of coming to be sim
ply, which is not to be confused with the finis rei generatae, the end that the 
thing generated still has to achieve through its own proper activity.

It is this idea of substantial form as the end of a process of generation that 
enables us to speak of it as a certain kind of perfection. In connection with 
the understanding of being as good discussed earlier in Chapter 7, we spoke 
of a distinction between the first and the second perfection of a thing. In the 
complete or final sense of the term, the perfection of a thing is achieved 
only through its own proper activity. A thing is said to be good simply only 
when it has attained its appropriate end. This is what we have called its sec
ond perfection. But in coming to be simply, as a substance, from the potency 
of its matter, a thing can also be said to attain a certain perfection, which we 
have called its first perfection. This is in keeping with our understanding of 
matter as being in potency or as a certain desire for form, which not only 
actualizes it but also brings its coming to be to a certain substantial comple
tion, a certain standing in being according to what it is as a being. Substantial 
form is thus understood as the first perfection of a being that has come to 
be, from which it launches itself toward its second perfection.

The idea of de-termination also implies a certain delimitation in being. 
What is determined as only a plant is not an animal. Even the rational ani
mal is not any animal but only a certain kind of animal. We have spoken ear
lier of differences of being in connection with becoming in general. Now 
we are speaking of differences in the order of substances that set one kind of 
substance off from other kinds of substances. Each substance of whatever 
kind has a certain completion in itself. Yet it belongs to only one kind of 
substance and it is only one individual of that kind. What individualizes it is 
its matter, but what determines it to be of a certain kind is its form.

We alluded to these differences of substantial form earlier, in section 12.4, 
in speaking of the order in matter. Matter as such is being in potency to 
form and, when it is actualized through certain lower forms such as those of 
nonliving substances, it remains in potency to higher forms such as those of 
living substances. The different determinations of substances at various levels 
enable us to speak of different degrees of being among the diversity of ma-
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terial beings that we experience and claim to know in the direct exercise of 
judgment.

We can speak of these different degrees of being according to an ascend
ing order, as we did in connection with the material principle of being and 
becoming. But in connection with the formal principle we can also speak of 
them according to a descending order, starting from the highest material be
ing we know, human being, our primary analogate of being, and going to 
the lowest that we can identify as a substance. In either order there is delim
itation of one level of being from other levels as well as a diversification of 
being, but the richness of the diversity appears much more clearly from the 
top down than from the bottom up. It is in the form of the human substance 
that being is disclosed most amply to us.This form, like any substantial form, 
is the principle of being for the composite human being. It is the principle 
of its subjectivity and its activity, just as the form of a plant is the principle of 
its life. It determines the indeterminate being in potency of matter to be 
what I am, not any kind of individual, but a human individual. Lesser beings 
are thought of as lesser because they do not disclose the same amplitude as 
the human being. But to the extent that they too are substances according 
to their own degree, they too have forms that are the principle of being for 
what they are as our form is the principle of being for what we are.

13.2 The Idea of Pure Form as Separate Substance
We have spoken of matter as something positive, that is, not as nothing or 

privation but as being in potency. We have spoken of form as something 
even more positive, as that which actualizes the potency of matter to be this 
or that kind of being. In our understanding of the composite substance we 
can speak of the pure potency of matter insofar as we distinguish it from the 
form that actualizes it. We have to think of it as real insofar as we think of it 
as something positive, especially if we think of it as a principle of being real
ly distinct from its form. But is that enough to make us think of it as some
thing actually existing?

It all depends on what we mean by “something actually existing.” Here 
we have been taking it to mean that which is affirmed to be in some com
plete sense in the direct exercise of judgment as a this that is one kind of 
thing or another. What actually exists is a substance understood as being in 
itself. In existential philosophy, existence usually connotes more than this 
bare subsistence of substance, especially with regard to human being. There, 
to exist authentically means more to constitute oneself in one’s own final 
identity through one’s own activity. “Existence” in that sense has more to do
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with one’s second perfection than with one’s first or essential perfection. 
Here we are taking “existence” in a more restricted sense, that is, as applying 
to whatever is in itself as a substance, prescinding from its activity and how it 
constitutes itself in its ultimate perfection. But we do take it as something 
actual, and not just as potential. Hence, matter, understood as only being in 
potency, cannot be thought of as actually existing. What actually exists is an 
actualized potency of matter with form as the actualizing principle. Matter 
cannot properly exist without form.

But what about form as distinct from matter? Can it exist without mat
ter? If we take “form” strictly as we have understood it up to now, that is, as 
the coprinciple, with matter, of a composite substance that has come to be, 
we have to say no. What exists properly is what has come to be properly, the 
composite, and not just the form alone. From this we shall argue for a cer
tain necessity of matter on the part of form, at least in the case of essentially 
composite substances. But could we not also think of another kind of form 
as actually existing alone, a pure form totally separate from matter?

Let us reflect on what is involved in such an idea of a pure form separate 
from matter. First, we should note that the purity we are speaking of can ap
ply only to form and not to matter. When we refer to the potency of matter 
as pure, we do not refer to anything intrinsic in matter as such. We refer only 
to what it is as distinct from form. In itself, precisely as being in potency, 
matter is totally related to the actuality of form. As such, it is quite “impure,” 
in that it is a desire for form. A pure form, on the other hand, would not be 
such a desire. As pure act it would be complete unto itself, without matter 
and quite separate from matter in its ontological makeup. Even if that is not 
the kind of substance we experience in the direct exercise of judgment, 
there would be no contradiction in thinking of a pure form as a substance, 
as there would be in trying to think of a “pure” potency as a substance, that 
is, as a complete being in itself, since being in potency only is understood as 
essentially incomplete, whereas being in act can be understood as complete 
in itself without potency.

Such a pure form would be like the infamous “thing in itself” of Kant or 
the “noumenal object.” It would be something beyond our experience, un
known and unknowable to us according to what it is in itself. Unlike Kant’s 
“thing in itself,” however, which was still posited in relation to sense intu
ition, it would have to be posited as completely independent of anything 
having to do with sense experience. It would not be the form of anything 
we know in experience. And if it were to be posited as existing, we still
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could not know it according to what it is, as we know the things we directly 
experience.

Hence we could not say anything positive about such forms, except that 
they would be more positive or would represent higher degrees of being 
than the forms we do know in experience, including the human form. If we 
thought of a plurality of such forms, we would have to think of each as a 
principle of determination unto itself, setting itself off from other forms as 
of a different kind and not just as an individual of the same kind, since there 
would be no matter as principle of individuation in any one of them. We 
would have to think of them as intellectual substances, since intellectual ac
tivity is the kind of activity in human being that seems to transcend the 
conditions of matter more than any other. But even that would fall short of 
what they are in their higher form of intelligence. Most of what we could 
say about them would be by way of negation with reference to our limited 
form of intelligence, which is tied to matter as principle of individuation 
and limitation.

We could say that pure forms or purely intellectual substances are simple, 
but that would only mean for us that they are not composites of form and 
matter. This would not tell us what they are in their simplicity. We could also 
say that they are immaterial, in the sense that they are not tied to any matter 
in their ontological constitution or according to what they are in themselves. 
A number of conclusions would follow from that, since matter is the princi
ple of becoming and of individuation in the things that come to be.

First, we would have to say that such purely intellectual substances do not 
and cannot come to be or cease to be, since they are not composites or in 
composition with a principle of becoming for their being. They simply have 
to be in themselves, without coming to be or ceasing to be.This would hold 
true even if they were created, since to be created, strictly speaking, is not a 
coming to be from a subject, but from the nothingness of a subject (ex nihilo 
suhjecti), as we shall see in the relation of the things we know from experi
ence to the summit of being (section 19.2). There could be pure forms that 
are not only higher than the human form but that also have a subsistence of 
their own that does not depend in any way on the potency of matter for 
their being. They would be immaterial substances, even though they would 
not be at the very summit of being.

Second, we would have to say that such pure forms are not individuated 
in the way of material substances. In the absence of any matter as principle 
of individuation, each one would constitute a species or a degree of being
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unto itself. We could think of such forms as many, as some philosophers have 
done, beginning with Plato, but only as many different kinds of being, as we 
think of the different species among the material substances, rather than as 
individuals of one and the same species. In their case there would be no 
problem with the preservation of the species, since each form would neither 
come to be nor cease to be, but simply be of itself, without requiring a suc
cession of individuals to preserve the species. Only at the material level of 
substances is a succession of individuals necessary for the permanence of 
some specific form. But for each different pure form we would have to 
think of a different degree of being that neither comes to be nor ceases to 
be, but is simply.

O f course, whether there are such pure forms remains an open question 
for us here. They certainly do not enter into our direct experience of being. 
They represent something that is strictly beyond experience. In this sense 
they do not enter into what we begin from in our metaphysical inquiry, 
namely, being as known in the direct exercise of judgment. Plato posited the 
existence of such separate ideas in order to account for the different kinds of 
form found in the realm of coming to be and ceasing to be. It is important 
to understand that he took these ideas to be more real as substances than the 
things we experience in the realm of appearances, which were thought of as 
participating in those forms. But Aristotle, who understood the things we do 
experience as true substances in their own right, argued against Plato’s posi
tion of separate ideas as unnecessary and inadequate to account for what is 
to be accounted for. Aristotle himself argued for the existence of separate 
substances on other grounds, as did the Neoplatonists, and as did Aquinas, 
who did not accept the grounds of any of his Greek predecessors (SpirCreat 
5; Blanchette 1992,275-78). But this is not the place to go into any of these 
arguments about separate substances.

We bring up the idea of such substances here only to clarify something 
about our understanding of form as a principle of being even in material 
substances. Form could be a substance by itself, although matter could not 
be, but such form would not be of the kind we can say we find in our direct 
experience of being. While it would be determinate in some sense, it would 
not be a determination that appears as the completion of a process. While it 
would represent a certain degree of positive perfection in being, it would not 
be one that has come to be. In this sense it would be perfect in itself, but it 
would not have come to its perfection as the substances that come to be do. 
But in its unmoved and immovable perfection, such a form focuses our at
tention on the positive nature of any substantial form as a principle of being,



Substantial Form 3 2 7

even in things that come to be and cease to be. In this respect we are indebt
ed to Plato for this very positive conception of form as a principle of being.

13.3 The Necessity of Matter for Form 
in Composite Substances

Let us return our attention to these things that do come to be and cease 
to be in experience, from which our reflection into the principles of being 
begins. Theirs is not the case of a pure form, even for human being, but the 
case of a form in matter or, more precisely, the form of a material substance. 
We have seen that matter needs form in order to be actualized as a sub
stance. Now we must see how the substantial form of beings we know in 
experience is one that essentially requires some matter.

This is not just something that follows analytically from the idea of form 
as the form of a composite. If the form is to be the form of a composite, it 
needs something else than itself to enter into composition with. This idea of 
form needing matter does not follow from the idea of form as such. We have 
just seen that there could be forms existing as substances that do not need 
matter, pure or immaterial forms that would be separate substances unto 
themselves. But these are not the kinds of form we are speaking of in our re
flection on substances that come to be and cease to be. Rather we are speak
ing of the forms of substances that do come to be and cease to be. As such, 
these forms have to be understood as needing matter for their own self-ac
tualization.

There is a paradox in recognizing such a necessity on the part of form. 
We have seen that form is what actualizes matter. As such it is principle of 
determination and it is in a real sense the perfection of its matter. But in say
ing that it needs matter, are we not saying also that it is imperfect in itself? A 
pure form can be thought of as imperfect in that it may be only a determi
nate form limited by other determinate forms or, as we shall see, it may still 
be in potency to a further act, namely, the act of being. But a pure form still 
has to be thought of as perfect or complete in itself in that it does not need 
matter. On the other hand, the form of a composite substance cannot be 
thought of as perfect in that way. It can be perfect only as the form of some 
matter, wherein it is individualized, so that it does not exhaust the totality of 
its species. What is thought of as perfect in this case is the composite or the 
concrete substance, for example, this human being.

Let us examine how this perception of form as still imperfect by itself is 
reflected in our manner of speaking. When we speak of any form by itself 
we usually speak in the abstract. Thus we speak of the human form as “hu-
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manity.” This name, “humanity,” is only our abstraction from what is given 
in the concrete. It is an abstraction from matter. It is only a part of what we 
take to be a whole. We do not take the part to be perfect or to exist as such, 
but only the whole, which is the form with its individuating matter. This 
whole, which we take to be more perfect or complete in itself than the ab
straction, we speak of with more concrete names, such as “human being,” re
ferring to what it is in itself. In its abstraction from matter, form is seen as 
imperfect because it is not seen as subsisting by itself but only as the form of 
a composite.

This is not to say that, as imperfect by itself, the form of a composite has 
then to be seen as in potency to its matter. This would make no sense what
soever. Matter, as we have seen, is being in potency to form. That is its na
ture, such as it is. Form can be understood only as an act for this potency, its 
actualization and perfection. The relation between two such principles can
not be reversed. If there is some potency in the form, it has to be in relation 
to something else than matter, either to the whole composite as more per
fect than the form in abstraction from its matter or perhaps to a further act 
of being of the whole composite. We shall examine this question more 
closely in speaking of be as the act of determinate being in the next chapter. 
What is of concern now is how form depends on matter even though it is 
its principle of perfection. How can we demonstrate this dependence and 
what are we to make of it?

The demonstration is pretty much the same as the one we saw in distin
guishing matter as a principle of being from its substantial form. What makes 
it necessary for us to make this distinction is also what makes the depend
ence of form on matter necessary. The form we are speaking of is not any 
kind of a form, especially not a separate form. It is the form of a composite, 
which comes to be and ceases to be. Thus, it is not a form that is thought of 
as existing apart from matter before being zapped into matter. It is only the 
form of a composite that has come to be, its principle of determination that 
is an actualization of the potency of its matter. No matter what its degree of 
perfection, this is all that we know of it and this is all that we say it is as a 
principle of being.

We have argued for the distinction of matter from form mainly and pri
marily from the standpoint of human being, namely, through our experi
ence of our own body as this thing that I have come to be, and from the 
structure of our proper activity on the level of sensibility. Now, if there can 
be any doubt as to the ontological dependence of the substantial form of a 
composite on its matter, it is more likely to occur on the level of the human
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form than on any other level of experience, since that form is the one that 
seems to transcend or overcome matter more than any other material form, 
so much so that many, like Descartes, are inclined to say that it is completely 
separate from matter. But this is contrary to the way we experience our
selves as embodied souls. By drawing our argument for the distinction of 
matter from form primarily from the human composite, we have forestalled 
this Cartesian doubt about the human soul as the form of its body. Because 
matter as a principle of being is really distinct from form even in the human 
substance, we have to say that the human soul, which is the form of this 
composite, is ontologically dependent on its matter or on the matter that in
dividuates it, just as its own act of sense consciousness depends on a sense 
organ. Without this dependence of form on matter, there is no understand
ing of Socrates as this human being.

13.4 The Transcendental Meaning of Form and Matter in the 
Diversity of Composite Substances

We live among a wide diversity and a great multiplicity of material be
ings and we are ourselves individuals of a specific kind among these materi
al beings. We have been reflecting mainly upon the ontological constitution 
of individuals that come to be and cease to be in this world in which we live 
and have our own being. In this reflection we have been brought to distin
guish between a substance and its accidents in the beings we know from ex
perience and, within the substance, between matter and substantial form as 
coprinciples of being in itself. In this way we have been able to account not 
only for a diversity of action and interaction in the world, but also for a di
versity and a multiplicity of beings according to different degrees of being in 
this material world. How, then, is this world to be understood metaphysical
ly in terms of the properties of being that we have distinguished?

Beginning from the distinction between substance and its accidents, 
among which activity is the chief one to be considered, since every being is 
active, we note how the substance of a thing does not remain unknown to 
us, but is known through its proper activity. As an accident, action has no be
ing apart from the substance in which it inheres or from which it flows. Its 
entire being is to be-in, which, of course, means to be in a substance. As 
such, action is that through which a substance discloses itself and in which it 
is disclosed. It is through reflection upon its action that we come to know 
what a thing is in its substance. So it is in empirical science, which does try 
to say what things are in themselves. So it is also in phenomenology, which 
tries to get back to essences. And so it has been for us in our effort to distin-
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guish between the two constitutive principles of material or composite sub
stances. It is by a reflection on the real composition of our activity as it ap
pears in experience that we have established a real composition of principles 
in our substance.

With this composition, however, we are able to understand the constitu
tion of any and all material beings, including human being, along with their 
diversity and multiplicity in being. Taking matter as indeterminate being in 
potency, which means that it is not only capable of determination but is also 
desirous of it, we understand the substantial form of a material being as the 
principle of its determination which is at the same time a perfection of its 
being in potency. But taking determinations as something that can be com
mon to more than one individual and the same for several of them, we also 
understand matter itself as the principle of individuation for the material 
substance, so that substantial form is not something that can be found as a 
universal anywhere, but rather is always individualized in its union with its 
matter. In other words, the substantial form of any being we know in expe
rience is always the form of an individual composite. Its commonality to 
many individuals does not require that we posit any universal forms existing 
as such apart from matter, since, as we shall see in speaking of the communi
cation of being, this commonality can be accounted for through the influ
ence or the action of one being on another. What is important with regard 
to matter and form of material beings is that we understand them first in 
their internal relation to one another within the individual being. Form de
termines the matter to be that of a certain kind, while matter individualizes 
the form to be that of this individual.

In this relation, we understand how form determines matter according to 
different degrees of perfection that are at the same time degrees of being, 
with some higher than others and with human being as highest of those we 
know directly in experience. Even though each individual counts only as an 
individual by reason of its matter, some individuals count more than others 
by reason of their form. Different substantial determinations represent real 
or ontological differences among substantial forms, each with corresponding 
degrees of identity or unity, activity, truthfulness, and goodness.

With regard to identity or the undividedness of a being in itself, form is 
the principle of internal unity in any substance, while matter is a principle of 
dispersion and multiplicity. Though form overcomes the dispersal of matter 
in its unification, it is still not perfectly one as a pure or separate form would 
be, since it still needs matter in order to be simply. It is only the form of a 
composite. The same kind of form, however, can be multiplied in many indi-
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viduals, since by entering into composition with matter, it is always individ
ualized.

With regard to the dividedness of every being from any other, the degree 
of perfection is contingent upon matter as being in potency and as principle 
of individuation. On the one hand, matter is the principle of multiplicity 
and, on the other hand, it is the principle of dependence. Material beings 
can never be totally independent of one another. Matter depends on form 
for its actualization and the educing of a form from matter for a composite 
depends upon another being with the same form already actualized in it, as 
we shall see in speaking of the communication of being. The dependence of 
form on matter implicates it in this dividedness even as it diversifies matter 
according to different degrees. The dividedness and interdependence among 
essentially social human beings is not the same as that between stones in a 
pile, trees in a forest, or even bees in a hive.

The same dividedness also entails a greater complexification in the hu
man being than in any other material being. The higher a form, the more it 
emerges from mere materiality, the more complex is its matter, as we see in 
the progression from nonliving things to living things, from the merely liv
ing to the sentient, and from the merely sentient to the rational animal. 
Complexity of substance is proportionate to the degree of form, which is 
the principle of unification in being, but it is contingent on the potency of 
matter. Even the lowest of pure forms would not require such complexifica
tion, as it would not require matter.

With regard to activity, we find the same complementarity of form and 
matter according to different degrees. Form, as we have said, is a principle of 
activity. Matter is a principle of passivity. It “receives” form even as it indi
vidualizes it. Thus, in those beings where the form overcomes the dispersal 
of matter more, there is a higher degree of activity and identity, while in 
those where it is more immersed in matter, or more material, so to speak, or 
merely material, as in nonliving substances, there is a lower degree of activi
ty and hence a lower degree of identity.

Even at this lower degree, however, activity remains the bond unifying 
whatever dividedness of being we find. Through their activity the different 
and many beings come together as one universe of being. Among those where 
the form is more immersed in matter, the activity is hardly distinguishable 
from passivity; it is more an interaction or a reaction than a proper activity 
of a particular being. Among those where the form emerges more from 
matter, as in living things, we have a more distinguishable activity than that 
of merely material beings, and in the human being we have the most distin-
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guishable activity of intelligence and will. It is in the latter that we find the 
highest unification of beings in the world, for it is in human consciousness 
that the wide diversity and multiplicity of individualized beings is gathered 
together as one universe.

With regard to truthfulness or intelligibility, we should note that matter, 
as indeterminate being in potency, is least intelligible. As a really distinct 
constitutive principle of a substance, matter is something positive, as we em
phasized in opposition to Plato and Hegel, something distinct from mere 
privation or nothing, and therefore something intelligible. It is intelligible, 
however, only in its relation to form. If there is no science of the individual, 
as Aristotle claimed, it is because matter is principle of individuation and 
matter is least intelligible by itself. On the other hand, since matter is intelli
gible through its relation to form, there has to be some science of the indi
vidual by reason of the form that actualizes it. This form is more intelligible 
in itself, but not without its essential relation to individualizing matter. In 
this sense we have to say that all science is of individuals, at least in the direct 
exercise of judgment, inasmuch as science is of being and matter is a consti
tutive principle of being in the being we know directly. In saying that there 
is no science of the individual, Aristotle was thinking only of the way we 
demonstrate the properties of a thing from its definition, as he explains this 
in the Posterior Analytics. This does not require the inclusion of an individual 
that can be defined, as when we say that a sense of humor is a property of 
being human because it follows from the definition of being human. But 
the definition does not apply to a pure form that would be universal in it
self. It applies only to individuals of the kind specified by the definition.

Finally, with regard to goodness, we can see how form, as the de-termina- 
tion and the per-fection of a process, its terminus ad quem, is the good “sought” 
in that process. Form is thus a good, an object of appetite, something desired 
when it is not had and acquiesced in when it is had, and as the principle of 
actualization in being for a potency, it is what grounds our thinking of any 
actual being as good or as a fulfillment of appetite. This is not to say that 
matter is evil. Good does not enter into composition with evil any more 
than form enters into composition with privation or heat enters into com
position with cold. Form enters into composition with matter, which is to 
be distinguished from privation as well as from form and which is therefore 
good at least in the sense that a positive desire for the good is itself also 
good. In fact, we could say that matter is good even in a stronger sense, in 
that it is required for the form. Though it would make no sense to speak of 
the form as being in potency to matter and therefore as “desiring” it in the
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same way as matter itself is desire for form, still insofar as a substantial form 
needs matter we could say that matter is a positive good for that form, or 
better yet, for the composite which is said to have come to be simply. Matter 
is good not as a thing in itself, since it is not such a thing, but as ordered to 
the thing of which it is a constitutive principle. In this sense the body is for 
the good of the soul and matter as a whole is for the good of the universe, 
while the soul is the form of the body, and the order of the universe, which 
includes a wide diversity as well as a great multiplicity of beings, is the form 
of its very complexified matter.
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Be as the Act of Determinate Being

UR in v e st ig a t io n  into the principles o f  becoming on the level o f
both accidental and substantial change has led us to a distinction of 

two principles, matter and substantial form, as constitutive of things that 
come to be and cease to be in their essence. These two principles can be un
derstood as truly ontological and the distinction between them as truly an 
ontological difference, a difference that can account for there being different 
kinds or different degrees of being in nature as well as different individuals 
of the diverse kinds of being in the universe. They do not, however, account 
for the fullness of being in its actuality. They account for becoming as a dif
ference of being in essence, but not for being as encompassing in its act the 
order becoming.

If we go back to the distinction we made earlier in the logic of our first 
conception of being between the order of essence and the order of exis
tence, we have to say that matter and substantial form, as ontological princi
ples, pertain only to the order of essence, and not to the order of existence. 
They account for things that come to be and cease to be in their substance, 
and not in their be or in the act of their being. This act of their being or this 
order of existence is something we still have to inquire into. Is it really dis
tinct from the substance of things or the order of essence or is it reducible 
simply to substance and the order of essence, as we have understood it up to 
now?

The question arises from the very structure of our conception of being as 
given in experience. If be is irreducible to quiddity and haecceity, or to the 
synthesis of the two, in our conception of determinate being, can we say 
that it is equally irreducible to the form of whatever we say is according to 
the direct exercise of judgment? Is the act of being really distinct from its 
essence or substance in the finite being we know?

This is the question that we can say was forgotten in modern philosophy,

334
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after Suarez reduced the question of being to the question of essence. It is 
the question Heidegger rightly tried to return to or to recover with his in
sistence on the ontological difference between be and being. We only 
touched upon this question at the beginning of our inquiry in maintaining, 
against Heidegger, that be as be cannot properly be the subject of meta
physics, saying that the question of be as be could only be a part of the 
broader question of being as being. Having clarified our conception of 
essence or substance as part of the question of being, we must now recover 
the other part of the question having to do with the be of being. In speaking 
of the ontological difference, Heidegger was still inclined to think of be as 
an another kind of essence than what a thing is in its essence, as if one could 
ask what is the essence of be as different from being. But here we must avoid 
even this last remnant of essentialism.We must not look for be as something 
other than being. We must look for it as constitutive of being precisely as be
ing. We must focus on be as the act of any being in the concrete, but as some
thing positive irreducible to any sort of essence, which only expresses what a 
being is. We must deconstruct Heidegger’s understanding of the “ontological 
difference,” which allows for turning the question of be into a question of 
essence, in order to come to a new understanding of what we shall call the 
“ontological structure” of any determinate being as a composition of 
essence and its irreducible act of being.

According to the logic of our first conception, “being” encompasses both 
substance, or the order of essence, and be. Being is a composite of both 
essence and be. In this sense, be is not distinguished precisely from being, but 
rather from essence, within being as a whole. Nor can it be a composite in 
itself, as Heidegger initially suggested in relating his conception of the onto
logical difference to the Scholastic debates about the distinction between 
essence and existence (GPP 15, 21/11/16). It can only be understood as an 
act in composition with some essence, and not as an essence with a compo
sition of its own. As such it can only be a part of being as a whole which is 
not distinct from the being as such but rather from the essence as its coprin
ciple of the being as a whole. The question for us here is to recover this un
derstanding of be as an act with reference to being as given in experience.

14.1 The Passage from a Metaphysics of Substance 
to a Metaphysics of the A c t of Being

Our investigation into being according to its differences has given us an 
understanding of substances in the concrete as things that come to be and 
cease to be, including matter and substantial form as constitutive principles
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of such substances. This understanding of composition in material sub
stances, however, is restricted to what we spoke of earlier as the order of 
essence. It does not yet refer to what we have spoken of as be or the act of 
being, which is itself understood as composing with essence or substance as 
a whole. But the principles of determinate substances do not give us an un
derstanding of the composition in being precisely as being. The composition 
of matter and substantial form gives us an understanding of composition in 
being only as becoming or as being in itself. If there is a distinction between 
what we have spoken of as be or the act of being in our first conception of 
being as it is given in experience, we must pursue the metaphysics of the 
structure of being one step further. We cannot stop merely at substance or 
becoming in general. We must inquire further into this distinction of the act 
of being from its determination as essence. Over and above a metaphysics of 
becoming or substance, we must articulate a metaphysics of being as act.

Let us consider first how we come to such a metaphysics. In keeping 
with the logic of being we developed earlier, we can think of being as divid
ed in two different ways. One way is to think of it as divided in accordance 
with our categories or the diverse genera in the diverse ways of predicating 
we use in the direct exercise of judgment which follow the diverse ways of 
being we encounter in experience. Being is spoken of in many ways and 
these categories or “predicaments” limit or contract being to diverse ways of 
being, so that being is understood according to the diverse ways of predicat
ing, which presumably follow the diverse ways of being. If we take Aristotle’s 
list of the highest categories, we then have certain predicates that signify the 
substance of a being, certain that signify its quantity, certain that signify its 
quality, and so one. Thus, for example, to say that a human being is animal is 
to refer to the being of its substance, to say that it is tall is to refer to the be
ing of its quantity, to say that it is white is to refer to the being of its quality, 
and so on.

Being is thus divided according to what we referred to earlier in section
3.6 as the predicamental order, with substance as the center or the primary 
analogate of this order. In our consideration of the structure of being up to 
now, we have been operating largely within this order, for substance has 
been understood not only as being in itself but also as coming to be and 
ceasing to be. The predicamental order of being can thus be understood as 
referring to the order of material being or of the being in motion we have 
been considering up to now.

But there is also another way of dividing being that has emerged in our 
reflection on being in becoming, the division according to potency and act,
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which is first discovered in connection with things that come to be and 
cease to be, but is not necessarily confined to such material being. For, as 
Aristotle suggests at the beginning of Book Theta of the Metaphysics, “poten
cy [dunamis] and act [energeia] extend to more [epi pleon] than what is spoken 
of only according to motion” (Metaph 1046a 3-4).To be sure, we first learn 
of this division with reference to being in motion, where we come to our 
first conception of matter as being potency, for it is from a reflection on be
ing in motion that we first come to these notions of potency and act. Never
theless, the notions are not necessarily confined to the particular order of be
coming, which is only a particular order of being. They can also be used to 
explore the further composition we find in our first conception of being be
tween the act of being and its determinate essence, which can then be un
derstood as somehow in potency to this act in the broadest sense of being as 
ens commune, according to the expression of Aquinas (In Metaph IX, 1, 
§1770).

Let us follow how this has been done by Aquinas, for example. Taking his 
cue from Aristotle, Aquinas speaks of a composition between substance and 
esse as something of an other order (non eiusdem rationis) than the composi
tion between matter and form, even though both orders entail compositions 
of potency and act (SG II, 54). Presupposing the understanding of matter 
and form as constitutive principles of substance, he proceeds by saying, first, 
that matter is not the substance itself of a thing, because from that it would 
follow that all forms are accidental, as the ancient philosophers of nature 
opined and, we might add, as many modern scientists and physicalists still 
do. Matter is only a constitutive principle of substance as something that 
comes to be or ceases to be. As being in potency, matter requires its own 
proper act, which is its substantial form or the form of the composite. Sec
ond, and more importantly, Aquinas adds that esse itself is the proper act not 
of matter, which is only one of the two principles constitutive of a compos
ite substance; it is rather the proper act of the whole or the composite sub
stance, so that the composite substance itself has to be understood as some
how in potency to this act of being. For, as Aquinas argues, “be is the act of 
that about which we can say that it is. Be is not said of matter, but of the 
whole. So that matter cannot be said to be that which is, but substance itself 
is that which is” (Ibid. §1289).

What then of the substantial form? Does it thereby cease to be under
stood as the principle that actualizes the potency of matter? Is it to be taken 
simply as the be or the esse which is supposedly distinct from the essence? 
Aquinas says no to this as well. “Form is not the be itself, but the two are re-



338  THE STRUCTURE OF BEING

lated according to an order: for form is compared to being [esse] as light 
[lux] is to shining [lucere], or as whiteness [albedo] is to being white [album 
esse]” (Ibid. §1290).The question for us then is:What is this order of form to 
the act of being and how is it to be conceived? The example suggests some
thing of an act (lucere). Aquinas goes on to say that the form itself (lux) is re
lated to being itself (ipsum esse) as to its act. But of what precisely is be the 
act? Have we not said that the form is the principle of actualization for the 
composite? How is this act still related to be as to a distinct act of being? “In 
composites of matter and form, the form is said to be the principle of being 
[principium essendt] in that it is the completion of substance, of which [name
ly, the substance] be itself is the act” (Ibid. §1291). It is as a constitutive prin
ciple of a composite substance that form is an act. At the same time, howev
er, this substantial form is in potency to the act of being only insofar as the 
composite itself is in potency to that act.

Hence, Aquinas concludes, “in substances composed of matter and form 
there is a twofold composition of act and potency: the first is that of the sub
stance itself, which is composed of matter and form; the second is composed 
of the substance itself and be” (Ibid. §1295). This second composition is the 
one we are more interested in exploring now. Our first understanding of 
such composition begins with the material or composite substances, but, as 
Aquinas further concludes, implicitly referring back to Aristotle, “the com
position of act and potency is in more [in plus] than the composition of 
form and matter. Hence matter and form divide natural substance, whereas 
potency and act divide being in common [ens commune]” (Ibid. §1296).

We have already spoken of the transcendental meaning of matter and 
form with regard to the order of substances that come to be and cease to be. 
But now we are coming to a broader transcendental meaning, which can no 
longer be spoken of merely in terms of matter and form, confined as these 
are to the order of “natural substance.” We now have to speak in terms of 
potency and act in relation to the order of being as being in a broader sense, 
rather than just as material or natural being. In speaking of the broader 
meaning of the composition between act and potency in relation to being 
in common, Aristotle and Aquinas both had in mind the idea of immaterial 
substances which they would want to include under being in common, 
along with material substances.To do so they had to move to a different un
derstanding of potency than the one we first have in connection with mate
rial being or being in motion, an understanding that is no longer tied to 
coming to be and ceasing to be.

“Whatever is proper to matter and form as such, such as to be generated
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and to be corrupted and other [things] of that sort, is proper to material sub
stances, and is in no way appropriate to created immaterial substances” 
(Ibid.). Without going into this question of created immaterial substances at 
this point of our investigation, what more could we say of a relation be
tween potency and act that would not include generation and corruption? 
What could we say of this composition, or what follows from it, which 
could be common to any mode of determinate being, whether material or 
immaterial, that does not still have to do with process and motion? To begin 
to answer this question is to come to some understanding of be as the act of 
being even for the composite substance of matter and form.

14.2 The Disclosure of Essence as Potency with 
Reference to Being in A c t

We should note, to begin with, that our first understanding of the dis
tinction between potency and act does not have to do with be as the act of 
being. Far from it. Our first understanding of this distinction begins with the 
experience of motion and the power to move or be moved.

The power to move something else is understood as an active potency, 
while the power to be moved by something else is understood as a passive 
potency. In fact, as Aristotle points out, the first thing we think of as being 
potent is a thing capable of affecting another in some way. “Potency 
[1dunamis] means the principle of motion or change which is in another or in 
itself as other, as the art of building is a potency not in what is built, while 
the art of medicine is a potency which may be in the one medicated, but 
not as medicated. Hence in general the principle of change or motion is 
called potency in another or in itself as an other, or by an other or by itself as 
an other” (Metaph 1019a 15-21, 1046a 4-30). In the case of the building, 
what this means is clear: the potency to build is in the builder, who is clear
ly another than what is being built. In the case of “one being medicated,” or 
a patient, it may not be as clear, because the one being medicated may also 
be the one doing the medicating. But even when it is one and the same per
son on both sides of the equation, there is still a distinction to be made be
tween what is being medicated and the potency to medicate or the art of 
medicine. Even when the doctor is his own patient, it is not as patient that 
he medicates himself but as doctor or as having the potency to medicate, 
which is not the same as the potency to be medicated.

Though the power to move in this way is an active potency, it is spoken 
of as only a potency in order to refer to it as something that a mover has, 
whether one is actually exercising the potency or not. Thus the actual mov-
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ing of another is the act of this potency, but the potency is the power that 
the mover has, whether it is actually moving another or not. Corresponding 
to this power to move is of course the power to be moved in the thing 
moved.This is called a potency, because the thing moved has the power to be 
moved, just as the thing moving has the power or the potency to move. In 
the second case, however, the potency is called passive because it is moved 
only by this other than itself. The entire meaning of the idea of potency de
rives from this first understanding of an active potency as other than what is 
moved.

Though Aristotle illustrates this idea of potency with an example taken 
from building, the understanding of it does not refer to the building as such, 
but rather to the art of building as the potency to build, or to the art of med
icine, or to any art or science. The possession of a science or an art, or even 
of a virtue, should be thought of as active potency, for each one of these 
habits, or things had, is a power to act on others or on oneself as on an oth
er. Though they are perfections of a subject, and in this sense they are actual
izations of this subject, they are still thought of as only potencies in relation 
to their proper act, which is the exercise of their power on another.

Such, then, is our first understanding of potency as a power to move an
other. How do we go then from this first understanding to that which we 
have already seen with regard to matter as being in potency?

First, let us note how we distinguish potency from act even with regard 
to active potency. The Megaric school tried to maintain that a thing is in 
potency only when it is in act and that it is not in potency when it is not in 
act. This, Aristotle argued, could not make sense. It would be like saying that 
a man who is not actually building cannot build, so that only the man who 
is building would have the potency to build, and only at the moment he is 
building. It is easy to see the absurd consequences of this claim. For, as Aris
totle points out, building is an art that is acquired by practice or by acting in 
a building way, and in acquiring this art one becomes a builder, that is, one 
enters into the possession or the habit of this art. The same can be said of 
any other art that the rational human being can acquire, all of which must 
be viewed as active potencies. Now, if it is impossible to possess these arts 
without acquiring them at some time, and then also impossible not to pos
sess them without having lost them at some time (for example, by forget
ting), whenever the artist stops in the actual exercise of his art, he will no 
longer possess the art, and if he has to start up again immediately, how can 
he ever acquire it (Metaph 1046b 29-10473 10)?

The same argument can be made with regard to the qualities of things by
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which they affect our senses, which qualities are also active potencies in 
things. Neither hot nor cold nor sweet nor bitter nor anything sensible in 
general will be such unless it is being sensed. According to the Megaric 
school, there is no power of sensation unless it is being exercised in act. This 
would be like going blind or deaf each time we close our eyes or stop listen
ing. It would be impossible to begin actually seeing or hearing. More gener
ally, the possible itself would have to be thought of as impossible. For if 
something is deprived of its potency to act when it is not in act, it cannot 
act; or, as Aristotle puts it, it will be impossible for anything that is not hap
pening to happen, since that is precisely what “impossible” is supposed to 
mean.

In short, as Aristotle concludes, anyone who denies the distinction be
tween potency and act ends up having to deny both motion and generation. 
That which is standing, for example, will always be standing and that which 
is sitting will always be sitting, because if it is sitting it will not get up, since 
it is impossible that anything that is incapable or does not have the potency 
of getting up will get up. This is no small thing to deny in experience. If, on 
the other hand, we wish to maintain that it is possible for something to be 
and yet not be and possible for it not to be and yet be or, for example, if we 
wish to maintain that it is possible for something to walk and yet not be 
walking or possible for it not to be walking and yet to be walking, then we 
have to maintain a distinction between potency and act (Ibid. 1047a n —29).

This is the argument of Aristotle for maintaining a distinction of potency 
from act in general. What we saw earlier with regard to the composition of 
substances that come to be and cease to be is a special case of this argument, 
which tries to account for both motion and generation. In bringing out the 
real potency in things, however, we must not forget that this potency has to 
be understood in relation to its proper act, whether it be the act of standing 
or walking, the act of seeing, the act of thinking, or, with reference to what 
we are now trying to understand, the act of being. We have just seen how 
Aristotle speaks of this act of being, corresponding to the potency of being 
or not being, in the conclusion to his argument against those who would 
identify potency with act. How do we come by such an idea of act? Do we 
start with it as a pure abstraction, or do we come to it through our under
standing of motion, much as we have just done with the idea of potency? 
Do we understand it first in isolation from potency, or do we understand it 
in its relation to potency?

There is a sense in which act must be understood first, since a potency 
can be understood only in its relation to an act, just as a motion can be un-
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derstood only in relation to its terminus ad quem. But this idea of act as dis
tinct from potency in turn is itself something to be understood prior to po
tency. It is something first known in our experience of motion, which, as 
Aristotle points out (Ibid. 1047a 32-33), is the first act we come to know.The 
idea then is extended to other things, such as the form or the entelechy of a 
substance that has come to be, as we saw earlier. While we can think of 
nonexisting things as conceivable and even as desirable, we cannot think of 
them as moving or moved, “for of non-existing things [ton me onton] some 
are in potency, yet they are not, because they are not according to comple
tion [entelecheia]” (Ibid. 1048a 1-2).To be in motion is to be in act, whereas 
to be only in potency is not yet to be in act. To speak of anything as being in 
act is to speak of it as having a certain completion, which presupposes that 
we have already begun to think of motion as an act or as a process of com
ing to completion. Thus being itself, or rather be, in our way of thinking, is 
associated with motion as act. Only that which is actually is thought of as in 
motion and as motion itself, or coming to be generally, is thought of as ter
minating in be as a completion of the process. Fieri terminatur ad esse. Com
ing to be is precisely what it says: coming to be, ad esse.

How is this be, then, the completion of a process or the act in which the 
process terminates? How is it still an act if it terminates a process? We have 
seen that substantial form is the act in which the coming to be of a sub
stance terminates. It is what Aristotle calls the “entelechy of the substance,” 
its having in itself its completion or perfection. In this sense we speak of it as 
the principle of the substance’s being in act rather than just in the potency of 
its matter. Is be, then, simply the same as the form of the substance or is it 
another act, a further act, an act of this act or a perfection of this perfection, 
to which the form or, more exacdy, the composite of form and matter 
would still be in a relation of potency to act? The latter is the idea we have 
seen Aquinas draw out ofAristode,but how can it be justified?

Aristotle defines motion as the act of something existing in potency in
sofar as it is in potency (Phys 201a 9-10).This definition presupposes a dis
tinction between potency and act and focuses on motion precisely as act, 
that is, as no longer mere potency, but as act still in potency, that is, as still 
not having reached its term, in which the particular motion will be com
pleted or perfected. This definition could apply to any kind of motion or 
change, whether accidental or substantial. In speaking of a substance as hav
ing come to be simply, we spoke of the same distinction between potency 
and act, but then it was with reference to what could be understood as the 
term of a process now understood as a composite of matter and form, two
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constitutive principles, one of which is being in potency to an act and the 
other is the actualization of this potency. What is simply or what has come 
to be in act is neither just the matter nor just the form, but the composite 
substance. But such a composite, in its very completion as a substance, is not 
all there is in act. The composite is only a particular kind of being among 
other beings and it still has to perfect itself in being through its own activity. 
It is still in potency to many acts and, most fundamentally, it is in potency to 
the act of being by which we say that it is even as it has be-come.

14.3 The Transcendental Meaning of B e  as A c t

With this understanding of be as an act, we have come to what might be 
the purest idea of an act, one without any determinations whatsoever. The 
form, as the act of a composite substance, is a principle of determination that 
differentiates this substance from that substance. Be, however, as an act dis
tinct from any potency, entails no such determination. It is the act for which 
determinations are the potency. Potency is understood only as relative to 
act, but in and of itself act is not understood as relative to anything else than 
itself. Other than itself there is or can be only nothing. Act is limited only by 
the determination of which it is the act, as the substantial form of a compos
ite is limited to this or that individual by its designated matter.

At this point we might still be tempted to ask for a definition of act to 
show what this act of being is. But such a definition cannot be given, since, 
as Aquinas remarks, act is one of those first simple concepts that cannot be 
defined, because we cannot go on indefinitely in definitions (In Metaph IX, 
5, §1826). We must start with some first ideas, like that of being or one or 
true or good, and act is one of them. The idea itself is discovered by a sort of 
induction (epagoge), where what we mean is made clear in each particular 
case by an analogy that goes from one case to another, as when we speak of 
building in act in comparison to the potency to build, or of being awake or 
conscious as distinct from being asleep or only in potency to being con
scious, or of actually seeing as distinct from having our eyes shut but still 
with the potency to see, or that which has been differentiated from matter as 
distinct from matter itself, or that which has been shaped as distinct from the 
unshaped. In all of these examples cited by Aristotle, and in others as well, 
“act refers to one side of this distinction while potency refers to the other. 
Not all, however, are spoken of in the same way, but rather according to an 
analogy, so that this is in this or related to this as that is in that or related to 
that, for some are as motion to potency and others are as substance to mat
ter” (Metaph 1048a 35-b 9).
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This analogy of act and potency thus follows the analogy of being itself. 
In the end it leads to the most fundamental way in which this distinction is 
to be understood: that between be as the act of being and what a thing is in 
its substance or essence. If we take this way to transcend even the order of 
coming to be and ceasing to be or of becoming in general, what is there in 
the distinction between act and potency that remains to be understood? 
What is there to the distinction that remains if we prescind from motion as 
such, so that we could speak of a distinction between potency and act even 
where there is no motion in the strict sense of the term and no coming to 
be or ceasing to be?

In a text we have already quoted at some length in the passage from a 
metaphysics of substance to a metaphysics of the act of being, Aquinas sug
gests two verbs to express what remains of the distinction between potency 
and act when we prescind from motion or becoming and think only in 
terms common to being as such or to any kind of substance, whether mate
rial or immaterial, as in the case of a pure form that would be a separate sub
stance apart from matter and motion. If the distinction between potency 
and act is found in more than the distinction between matter and substantial 
form in natural substances that come to be and cease to be, we have to speak 
of it in terms that prescind from coming to be and ceasing to be or, as 
Aquinas puts it, from being generated and being corrupted, which pertain to ma
terial substances but not to immaterial substances as such. The language he 
proposes is that of receiving and perfecting. To maintain the distinction between 
potency and act in its most common sense, even where there is no question 
of motion, we can speak of potency as that which receives and of act as that 
which is received and, conversely, of act as that which perfects and potency as 
that which is perfected (SG II, 54, §1296).

This means that we have to prescind from the notion of motion or com
ing to be implied even in the notion of perfecting, since we still come to our 
first understanding of this notion through our experience of motion. 
Aquinas does this by speaking of an immaterial created substance as still in 
potency to its act of being. In speaking this way, which is that of a theolo
gian, he appears to be starting from the notions of creation and immaterial 
created substance, as well he might in a Summa that is essentially theological. 
But that is not the way he is proceeding philosophically. It is not the notion 
of creation or the notion of immaterial created substance that determines 
his understanding of the broader distinction between potency and act, as 
Thomists often sugest, but rather this broader understanding of the distinc
tion between potency and act in terms common to any being, whether in
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motion or not, that determines his understanding of an immaterial created 
substance and of creation itself.

If we follow Aquinas’s argument carefully, we find that he is proceeding 
by analogy from the distinction between potency and act as we first under
stand it with reference to being in motion to the broader distinction in 
terms of receiving and perfecting that prescinds from motion, even though 
it is still applicable to material substances as composites as well as to any oth
er finite or determinate substance there might be. For him to speak of an 
immaterial created substance is just another way of speaking of what we 
have spoken of as a pure form, separate from matter and yet determinate in 
itself. What we must do here is follow this philosophical analogy from com
position in the order of becoming to composition in the order of being sim
ply as being that is expressed in terms of receiving and perfecting.

To begin with, the idea of receiving here does not presuppose a giver or 
any relation to a giver from outside the composite. It only expresses a rela
tion of the potency in the composite to its act, which is received in the po
tency, as a substantial form is received in the potency of its matter, except 
that, in the order of being simply as being, the act is understood as received 
without reference to any motion or becoming in the substance that receives 
it as the potency of this act. Hence in this more common and inclusive dis
tinction of potency from act, we are speaking of substance itself as a passive 
potency, one that only receives its act and does not in any way produce it, as 
an active potency does. The potency receives the act as the subject of this act 
in a way that is analogous to the way matter receives the form in a compos
ite substance. It is not some kind of an objective potency, which might be 
thought of as something on its own, like some abstract possibility, prior to 
receiving its act. It is strictly a subjective potency that exists concretely in 
being actualized or in receiving its act. We speak of this as a reception only be
cause we distinguish the potency from the act in the composite of a deter
minate essence and its act of being.

With regard to the idea of perfecting, the analogy with the composition in 
the order of becoming or of material substance requires even more careful 
unraveling. Strictly speaking and according to its original meaning, as we 
have just noted, perfecting or perfection presupposes a process of becoming, “for 
it seems that what has not come to be [quod factum non est] cannot be said to 
be perfected [perfectum]” (SG  I, 28, §268). In Latin becoming is spoken of as 
a fieri, which is the passive form of the verb facere. In its active form facere 
means to make, but in the passive form, fieri, it means to be made or to be
come, and in the past tense it means to have been made or to have become
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(factum esse). Thus, the idea of perfectum means that something has reached 
the end of some becoming. The prefix per simply intensifies this idea of 
some process having reached its end.

Interestingly enough for us here, Aquinas explains all this in terms of act 
and potency. “Because everything that comes to be [omne quod fit] is reduced 
from potency to act and from not-be to be [de non esse in esse] when it has 
come to be [quando factum est], it is then rightly said to be perfected [perfec
tum], as though it had become totally [totaliter factum], when potency has 
been totally reduced to act, so that it retains nothing of not-be but has a 
complete be [esse completum]” (Ibid.). This would be unequivocally true of 
any substance that comes to be, as it attains the perfection of its form. The 
form is itself this perfection relative to the imperfection of its matter. It de
termines what something is when it has reached the fullness of its being or, 
as Aquinas puts it, retains nothing of its not-be or the not-be of itself.

How, then, can we go on to speak of a composition between potency and 
act that prescinds from becoming as still a relation of perfecting, if coming to 
be does not come into consideration? This is where analogy comes into play. 
But in what does the analogy consist? It consists in thinking of the act as 
something positive that somehow completes a potency, regardless of 
whether the substance now in question has come to be or not. “Because in 
things that come to be, something is then said to be perfected [perfectum] 
when it is educed from potency to act, this name perfected [perfectum] is 
transposed to signify every being to which be in act [esse in actu] is not lack
ing, whether it has this by way of becoming [factionis] or not” (ST  1, 4,1, ad 
1). In saying all this Aquinas is thinking of the way we come to think of God 
as absolutely perfect, even though God does not come to be or cease to be. 
But in order to do so Aquinas has to think of be itself as an act that is as a 
perfection for whatever is according to its own determination. As such, be is 
the act of a substance that has its act of being as its proper perfection.

This is how be or the act of being can be thought of as perfecting a sub
stance that already has a certain perfection of its own in its substantial form. 
But how precisely is substance perfected as being? This is where the idea of 
potency comes in with regard to substance as it relates to its act of being. If 
we distinguish a determinate substance from its act of being, we have to 
think of it as a potency in this composition with its act. As distinct from the 
act in this composite, the substance as potency is that which is perfected, as it 
receives this act. As a subjective passive potency, it is the subject of this perfec
tion, just as the matter of a composite substance is the subject of its substan
tial form.
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The question then arises: In what does this potency consist? Is it merely 
the potency of prime matter once again? Or is it another kind of potency? 
As we have seen, potency is understood always in relation to some act prop
er to it. As we have also seen, the potency of matter is understood in relation 
to a substantial form as its proper act with which it enters into composition 
as a whole substance that comes to be. In other words, the material substance 
is already a composite of potency and act. It is this composite, which already 
includes its own determinate act, which in turn relates to be as a potency to 
its proper act of being. Be is the act of something that is already in act in 
some determinate sense, the perfection of a perfection, while the substance, 
which is already viewed as having come to be, is also viewed as in potency to 
its act of being. Any determinate substance, even one that would be an im
material form, that is, one that does not enter into composition with matter 
and hence does not come to be or cease to be, would still be viewed as in 
potency to its act of being in a proper understanding of the distinction be
tween potency and act where the act is taken purely as act of being.

To understand this relation of substance to the act of being more clearly, 
let us come back to the idea of being as determinate. Every substance is a 
determination of being. As distinct from its own act of being it is a potency 
to that act; it is positively ordered to that act in its own standing; it is its own 
potency or capacity to be, so to speak. As determinate, however, it limits this 
act as it receives it, so that the act is its proper act of being, and not that of any 
other. Only thus can this act be its perfection.

Moreover, substance is a limitation only in relation to the act of being. 
When we first think of determination, we think of it with reference to mo
tion or coming to be. Determination is the termination of a movement. To the 
extent that the substantial form is the essential determination of a substance, 
it is not a limitation of matter, but a specification of matter according to 
some determinate actuality. Taken in abstraction from any determination, the 
potency of matter entails a certain infinity. This infinity of the potency of 
matter, however, is only a privative infinity. Without a determination it is un
finished. As mere potency, matter lacks a finitude or a determination that it is 
in its nature to have. As matter is actually found in being or as having come 
to be, the determination comes as its completion or perfection. Though the 
determination of something that has come to be delimits it in relation to 
what it could have become, in the sense that it only this kind of being and 
not another kind of being, and in relation to what beings are in actuality, it is 
not strictly a limitation in relation to the privation in matter as indetermi
nate or as mere potency. It is a determinate negation of that privation and, in
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the resulting composition of potency and act, designated matter limits the 
form, so that it is the form only of this individual, and not of other individ
uals of the same kind.

It is by analogy with this limitation of form by matter that we come to 
the understanding of the limitation of the act of being by a determinate sub
stance. As the potency in the composite of substance and be, substance is the 
principle of limitation for an act that otherwise would be not merely inde
terminate, as in the case of matter as being merely in potency, but positively 
unlimited, as form itself is positively unlimited in comparison to any one of 
its individuations in matter.

Thus, through a proper understanding of determination in being we 
come to our appreciation of the difference between be as the act of being 
and prime matter as indeterminate being in potency, which have often been 
confused in the history of metaphysics. We can speak of both matter and be as 
principles of being, as we have done, but in quite different senses.

Matter is a radical principle of being in material substances. Without mat
ter as indeterminate being in potency, we could not account for beings that 
come to be and cease to be. It has to be understood as a real principle of be
ing in whatever comes to be and ceases to be. And yet it is a principle only 
in composition with its substantial form, which is its determination or its 
proper act. When we raise the question of an act of being distinct from sub
stance as a whole, we are not going back to this radical principle of being of 
material substances. We are raising a question of being in act and we are rais
ing the question precisely in relation to the composite of matter and form as 
a whole, which we take for granted as given in experience. We are moving 
to a higher intelligibility of being, not to the lower one of matter as indeter
minate being in potency, and we are moving toward this higher intelligibili
ty precisely in its being actual.

For us, then, be is an act that constitutes its own composition with a sub
stance as its potency, a potency that itself may consist of a further composi
tion between matter and form, as in the case of material substances, or that 
may consist of no such composition in itself, as a pure form without matter. 
We could illustrate this idea of a twofold composition in one and the same 
being through the exercise of judgment or of decision making, which entails 
the same kind of twofold composition, and we shall do so when we come to 
argue that there is a real distinction between a composite or determinate 
substance and its act of being. But before we do that let us sum up what is 
entailed in the idea of a composition of act and potency without any refer
ence to being in motion or to generation and corruption.
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14.4 The Composition of Potency and A c t in 
Determinate Being as Such

We have spoken of potency as receiving its act and thereby limiting it in 
a composite. Apart from any composition with a potency, therefore, an act 
by itself would have to be thought of as unreceived and therefore as unlim
ited, at least in the sense that it is not limited by any potency receiving it.We 
can see this already in the composition of matter and form. Matter receives 
the form and thereby limits it to being the form of this individual, whereas, 
apart from the composite, the form is thought of as unlimited with reference 
to its individualization. This is not to say that form thought of in this way is 
absolutely unlimited, since the form is still only of a particular kind of being, 
say, of a human being, or a dog, or an oak. It is determinate and, as such, it is 
limited by other forms of determinate being. This would be true of any 
form of determinate being, even those that would not be in composition 
with any matter. The form of any determinate being would be unlimited 
only in its particular order.

Moreover, this same form of determinate being, whether it be the act of a 
composite substance, as in the things we know through experience, or a 
substance unto itself, apart from any matter receiving it, can also be thought 
of as in potency to a further act, since it still entails some limitation in itself. 
When we transpose the understanding of the composition of potency and 
act, initially arrived at through determinate being in becoming, to this fur
ther kind of composition between potency and act as that between sub
stance and the act of being, we come to the understanding of an act that, 
apart from the composition, has to be thought of as positively and absolute
ly unlimited in itself.

This is not to say that such an absolutely unlimited act exists in itself apart 
from any consideration of ours, whatever such an existence would mean. 
The only act that we can speak of as being so far is an act that is in compo
sition with a determinate substance or essence, hence an act that is received 
and hence limited by its passive potency or the determination of which it is 
the act. But the idea of such a determinate act, or of such limited acts, does 
open the way for understanding how there can be a diversity of determinate 
beings as well as a plurality of individuals of one and the same determinate 
kind, just as the idea of being in potency opened the way for understanding 
how there can be change and becoming in being. It also opens the way for 
the idea of an act that could be thought of as absolutely infinite in itself, if 
we consider it apart from any composition with a potency. Such an act
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would be limited in a composite by the potency that receives it, namely, by 
the determination of what a being is, and it would be diversified according 
to the different quidditative determinations in being that limit not only one 
another but also the respective acts of being which they each receive. The 
act of being is what all beings have in common, each in its own way. It in
cludes all perfection of being and is itself the perfection of all perfections 
standing in being.

Even if we do not suppose the existence of an infinite act, however, the 
idea helps us to understand how finite being as such is constituted ontolog- 
ically in terms of potency and act. To think of this act as infinite in itself, all 
we have to do is think of it as unreceived, which implies that it is neither limit
ed nor multiplied, since the receiving potency is principle of limitation and of 
multiphcation.What follows from this in terms of composition between act 
and potency can be understood in two complimentary propositions.

14.4.1 A n  A c t Is N o t L im ited  E xcept by a Subjective 
Potency T h a t Receives It

Only if it is received in such a potency is it Hmited.This can be shown in 
two ways, one through the very notion of act and the other through the no
tion of transcendental unity.

14.4.1.1 Act Understood as Unlimited Perfection. From the notion of act 
we can argue as follows. Act is understood as the perfection of a potency. 
But as distinct from any potency it is understood purely as perfection. 
Hence, by reason of this understanding, act means only perfection. The un
derstanding, however, says what something is. Hence act, by reason of what it 
is understood to be, has only perfection, or unlimited perfection.

On the other hand, a limitation is a lessening of perfection. As such it is 
not a perfection. Therefore, act does not have any limitation of itself. The 
internal reality whence limitation comes to an act in something limited is 
not the act itself. Therefore, that internal reality whence the limitation 
comes is a subject of the act that is really distinct from the act, much as 
prime matter is really distinct from form in the order of becoming, except 
that now we are talking about a composition in the order of being as such, 
where be is the act and the subjective potency is substance or some deter
mination of being.

14.4.1.2 Potency Understood as Limiting in a Composite. From the notion 
of transcendental unity, we can argue as follows. Every being is one, but it is 
one to the degree of its perfection in being. Hence a being that is not infi
nitely perfect in some respect is not perfectly one under the same aspect.
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Therefore, under that aspect, it has a unity only of composition—that is, it 
presents itself as having a distinction. Such a distinction cannot be one be
tween two separate things, since we are talking about only one being as one 
in its composition. We are talking about a distinction of principles in one 
and the same thing.

What, then, are these distinct principles within the one being? They are 
not opposites, since opposites repel one another and do not constitute one 
being. As distinct they must be correlated under the aspect of the perfection 
in which they are not perfectly one. Hence one of them must bring some
thing of that perfection that the other does not. Therefore, one must be the 
principle of that perfection, while the other must be the principle of limita
tion of that perfection. In the case where being itself is the perfection, one 
must be the act of being and the other must be the potency of this act.

14.4.2 A n  Unreceived Act Is Neither Limited 
Nor Diversified Nor Multiplied 

Conversely, this means that an act, such as the act of being, which is di
versified in species or multiplied in individuals, is limited. In other words, if 
an act is found to be common to many things, and thus diversified or multi
plied, it has to be limited in each derivative case, if not in the first. This too 
can be shown in two ways, one through the idea of diversity and again 
through the notion of transcendental unity.

14.4.2.1 Diversity and Multiplicity as Departure from Unlimited Pure Act. 
From diversity we can argue as follows. If many beings have the same per
fection but in different degrees, then, even if the first of these beings were to 
have that perfection in an infinite degree, all the other beings would have to 
have that same perfection in some finite degree, and if they were diverse 
even in this finite degree, they would have to have that perfection according 
to diverse finite degrees, as, for example, plants, animals, and humans have 
the perfection of life in diverse degrees.

Moreover, if we think only of multiplication without diversity, in other 
words, if we suppose that all the beings with a certain perfection have that 
perfection in the same degree, as all humans have the essential perfection of 
human life in the same degree, we still have to say that each one of these be
ings is distinct from the other and that each has something proper to itself 
that the others do not have. This “something proper” cannot be that which 
brings the perfection in each being, for example, human life in the case of 
many individual human beings, for what is proper to one cannot be proper 
to the other. The something proper has to be something distinct from the
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perfection in question in each individual that multiplies this perfection by 
limiting it in each individual case.

In other words, where there are many beings with the same degree of 
one and the same perfection, each one limits that perfection to its own indi
viduality, for none of them exhausts the whole of that degree of perfection. 
This is the side of the question we saw in connection with matter as the 
principle of individuation. When there are diverse degrees of the same per
fection, such as diverse degrees of life or diverse degrees of substantial form 
as such, which represent diverse degrees of being, we have to say that the 
subject or the receptive potency that diversifies the perfection in each case is 
also a principle of its limitation.

14.4.2.2 Diversity and Multiplicity as Limiting Composition with an Act. 
From transcendental unity we can argue as follows. Again, even if we sup
pose that the first of the beings with a certain perfection is unlimited, the 
others with the same perfection can have it only as limited. That is the con
dition of their being other than the first with respect to that perfection. If 
they are multiplied according to some perfection, each one is limited ac
cording to that same perfection. And if they are multiplied according to dif
ferent degrees of that perfection, they are also limited according to different 
degrees.

Note that it is not inconceivable that the first of many beings having a 
certain perfection is unlimited in its possession of that perfection. Its very 
unlimited possession of the perfection will distinguish it from all the others, 
while the others will be distinguished from the first and from one another 
according to the varying limited degrees in which they possess the perfec
tion. The question is how to conceive of an unlimited possession that leaves 
room for a limited possession by others and how others in their limited pos
session can be other than this first in its unlimited possession. To conceive 
such a thing we may have to posit a radical ontological distinction in the 
way a perfection is possessed between the unlimited and the limited as well 
as a radical ontological dependence of the limited on the unlimited.

It should be understood that at this point in our investigation we are 
speaking only hypothetically of a perfection possessed by a positively unlim
ited act, since we are talking about the idea of an infinite act only to clarify 
the idea of a composition between act and potency in the broadest common 
terms. It is in relation to such an infinite act that we come to think of the 
beings we know as finite, as composites in their multiplication and diversifi
cation, and therefore as imperfectly one or imperfectly undivided in them
selves. Corresponding to this degree of imperfect undividedness of finite be-
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ings there is also a degree of imperfect dividedness from every other that 
will lead us to the question of an interdependence among finite beings and 
an ultimate dependence of all finite being on the perfectly one infinite be
ing, in which there would be no composition of any kind, and therefore no 
passive potency whatsoever distinct from what would then be an absolutely 
pure infinite act.

With regard to the finite determinate being from which we begin in our 
investigation into being as being, this understanding of be as an act of being 
in composition with substance itself as its subjective potency gives us access 
to an ontological distinction in its most radical sense, the distinction that ac
counts for finite being in its very finitude. Every being is itself in its own 
standing as a substance. It has its own identity, its own first perfection, which 
it must further actualize in a second perfection through its activity. But this 
reality or this essence is what it is only by an act, which in itself or in its 
commonality might be infinite or does not of itself entail any limitation, an 
act that is finite or limited by being received in the potency of different 
essences.

Essence, as we have seen, refers to a thing according to what it is. It is 
what Kant thought of as the reality of a thing or what Suarez thought of as 
being, understanding being only as the name for a “real essence.” According 
to our logic of being in section 3.4, however, essence expresses the whole of 
what a thing is in its own standing in being. This includes the actuality of a 
thing insofar as it has come to be and attained the perfection of its substan
tial form, which is the principle of its being as having become. What we re
fer to as “essence” does not include the actuality of the thing insofar as it is 
simply or insofar as the standing it takes is still only a standing in or a partic
ipation in being. This actuality of the thing must be distinguished from the 
essence of a thing as a whole as an act is distinguished from its subjective po
tency. It is the act by which the thing as a whole is and to which the thing as 
a whole or the essence stands as a potency to its act.

Clearly such an act cannot be understood as a thing in itself, nor as an
other essence. It is not different from its essence, as another essence might 
be, nor can it be thought of as ontologically different. It is constitutive of a 
thing as a whole in its very being. But can it be understood as really distinct 
from the thing as a whole, or from its reality or its essence? This is the ques
tion that has been debated among Thomists and their Suarezian adversaries 
and that we must now examine in order to understand how we can say yes 
to it and what it means to say yes, without positing be as ontologically differ
ent, or as another essence of some kind.
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14.5 The Argument for a Real Distinction between a 
Determinate Essence and Its Act of Being

In arguing for a real distinction between essence and existence, Thomists 
frequently start from an idea of creation and from the idea of God as pure 
uncreated act in which there is no composition whatsoever. It is supposed 
that only created beings have a composition, in the way we saw Aquinas 
speak of “created immaterial substances” as pure forms in potency to their 
act of being. What this proves, however, is not a real distinction between 
essence and existence, but only what Suarez would call a “distinction of rea
son,” that is, a distinction based only on ideas, somewhat like the distinction 
we arrived at earlier in arguing from the idea of transcendental unity to show 
that any act that is multiplied is limited, if not in the first instance, at least in 
all the others. In fact, in supposing that created beings have composition, the 
argument is presupposing what has to be proved, namely, that there is a real 
composition of essence and existence in any finite or determinate being.

If there is to be any demonstration of a real distinction between the sub
stance of a thing and its act of being, it must be made independently of any 
idea of creation or of an uncreated act as pure act. Not only is the idea of 
creation or of an uncreated act too much for us even to understand, so that 
we could hardly demonstrate anything from such an understanding, but also 
the idea itself is impossible to arrive at philosophically without some prior 
understanding of the real distinction between the essence of a thing and its 
act of being. If there is any connection between the idea of a real distinction 
between essence and existence and the idea of creation, it can be arrived at 
philosophically only through the idea of the distinction itself, and not 
through the idea of creation, for the philosophical idea of creation can only 
be derived from the idea of this distinction, and not the other way around. 
In other words, we cannot arrive at any idea of creation in being except 
through some idea of a composition in the determinate being we begin 
from in our reflection. Thus to argue from some idea of creation, presum
ably given in faith, as Suarez did against any real composition in finite being 
or as Thomists also do in favor of a real composition of essence and exis
tence in finite being as such, is at best to take what can only come as a con
clusion as the principle for an argument and at worst to confuse the intelli
gibility of being itself with some still very tenuous ideas about being in act..

To argue for a real distinction of be as the act of being from its limiting 
substance, therefore, we cannot proceed onto-theologically. We must pro
ceed from the determinate being we know immediately in experience. Here
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again, as before with regard to the distinction between form and matter, we 
must proceed phenomenologically or a posteriori. We already have elaborated 
the notions of act and potency in their mutual implication as relevant to this 
question. While this elaboration of the idea by itself is not enough to prove a 
real distinction between a finite substance and its act of being, it does indi
cate dialectically what is at issue in this question of a real distinction. It 
points us in the direction of something probable or something to be proved. 
To prove that the distinction is real, we must now join the dialectic we have 
elaborated with our experience of being in its presencing and show how the 
affirmation of a real distinction follows from a proper reflection on determi
nate being as finite being.

We have already argued from transcendental unity for a certain composi
tion in finite being. To the extent that a finite being is not absolutely perfect 
in being, as a positively infinite act unreceived in any potency would be, it is 
not perfectly one. Its unity can only be one of composition. Moreover, to 
the extent that beings are diversified and multiplied, they have to be finite. 
Even if the first being is infinite, the others can only be finite in order to be 
distinct from one another as well as from the first, while the first is singled 
out from all the others in being infinite. Thus we come to the conclusion 
that fmitude in being and composition go together. But this does not tell us 
precisely in what the composition of finite being consists. It brings us to the 
idea of a composition in being, but it leaves the idea of a real composition 
open or in need of demonstration. In this sense even the argument from 
transcendental unity is only dialectical or logical. It needs to be comple
mented by an argument from experience or a posteriori, just as our under
standing of transcendental unity itself follows from a reflection on the being 
present in our experience.

Where, then, in our experience do we find the kind of transcendent act 
that we suppose the act of being to be as distinct from its limiting finite 
essence or substance? The question must be understood with great care and 
precision, for we are not asking about any kind of an act. We already have 
the understanding that substance itself, in the order of becoming, is a com
posite and already has an act of its own, the substantial form, perfecting its 
matter. What we are asking about now is a perfection of this perfection, a 
perfection in the order of being over and above a perfection in the order of 
becoming and substance.

The act of being that we are now inquiring about is not the constitutive 
principle of a composite substance, like the form in such a substance, though 
it has some analogy to such a form in that it is the act of a potency. Much
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less is it like matter, the other constitutive principle of the composite sub
stance, which, as distinct from its form, is only being in potency. We are in
quiring about an act that does not entail any potency whatsoever unless it is 
received in one. We can think of it only as a simple presencing of the finite 
being as a substance.

Any finite substance, whether composite or simple, has a certain comple
tion in itself. As a presencing in being, the act of being is a completion of this 
completion, the perfection of this perfection, the ultimate principle of the 
substantial being as something that simply is. If we speak of the substance as 
that which is (quod est), then we have to speak of the act of being as the prin
ciple by which that which is is. If it were another substance or another 
essence, another quod or another quid, it would not be the principle of the 
substance we speak of first as being. It is not a pricipium quod, but a principium 
quo id quod est est. It is the principle by which something (aliquid) is. The act of 
a finite being is not another thing than what is in itself, but it is distinct from 
it as the act by which it is, so that the substance relates to its own actuality as 
that to which it is still in potency.

In experience we have an instance of this kind of twofold composition in 
the exercise of judgment, as we have shown in section 2.4. We have, to begin 
with, the composition of a predicate (P) with a subject (S), which ultimate
ly is reducible to saying something (P) about this or that (S). But this com
position of P and S does not constitute an exercise of judgment by itself. It 
only expresses what is to be affirmed or denied about some this or that. It is 
not itself the affirmation or the denial, which is a further act following upon 
critical reflection.

What is expressed in the terms of a judgment, 5 and P, follows from 
questions for understanding. Once a formulation has been elaborated for 
understanding, which is concretized in a this, a further question arises before 
there can be any proper exercise of judgment, the question for reflection 
that leads to agreeing or disagreeing, saying yes or no, to what has been for
mulated. Without this further question, and some answer to it, there is no 
proper exercise of judgment, which consists in the affirmation of some 
truth. With the affirmation or negation, however, we come to a second 
composition between that which is expressed in the terms of a judgment, 
that is, the first composition, and the act of judging or the exercise of judg
ment itself which is in composition with the first composition as a whole.

Now it is clear that in the concrete there is no exercise of judgment 
without the first composition, expressed in the terms of a judgment.There is
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no judgment unless one is saying something about one thing or another. On 
the other hand, the exercise of judgment itself, or the act of judging as such, 
is not restricted to any particular judgment. Having affirmed something 
about one thing, it is still possible to affirm something else about another 
thing or even about the same thing. The latter would be another judgment 
than the first, but it would be no less an exercise of judgment, another act of 
judging in composition with another composition or set of terms, S and P.

If we prescind from the first composition as a synthesis of terms, we have 
to think of the exercise of judgment or the act of judging as somehow un
limited in and of itself. It can enter into composition with any set of terms, 
whether in a direct or an indirect exercise of judgment. At the same time, 
however, it cannot be or exist without being in some composition with 
terms or a composition of P and S. It has to enter into some composition 
with terms or, rather, it is truly as an exercise of judgment only in such a 
composition. To judge without saying something precise about something 
is not to judge at all, but only to toss words about or rehearse opinions 
vaguely.

In the concrete exercise of judgment we thus have a composition in 
which something finite, the composition of terms, is understood as partici
pating in something infinite in itself, or at least not limited to the finite 
terms that restrict it concretely. The exercise of judgment or the act of judg
ing as such is irreducible to the terms of any determinate judgment and, in 
that sense, it is of itself unlimited in itself. In reality, however, that is, in the 
concrete exercise of this act, it is received in certain terms and limited by 
them, so that when I am saying something about one thing, or denying it, 
that something which I am saying restricts the bearing of my affirmation or 
denial. Thus the exercise of judgment for me concretely is not some infinite 
act affirming truth in general but a series of determinate acts in which dif
ferent truths are affirmed. Each act of judgment has its own limited claim to 
truth, with which one may agree or disagree without calling into question 
any other limited claim to truth or the more general claim that some truth 
has been attained. We can disagree about particular judgments in one realm 
or another without disagreeing about all particular judgments in all particu
lar realms or without denying all capacity to judge in one another. At the 
same time, however, in each particular judgment, the act of judging comes as 
the perfection of what is expressed in the terms of the judgment from the 
standpoint precisely of judging. Questions for understanding are ordered to 
questions for critical reflection. Answers to questions for critical reflection,
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that is, particular judgments as formulated, come as the perfection of answers 
to questions for understanding, that is, as the perfection of our formulations 
in complete acts of knowing.

Thus, we have in the exercise of judgment a composition of precisely the 
kind that we claim is the case with be as an act of being distinct from its finite 
essence. It entails a second composition that includes a first composition as 
one of its members along with a proportionately limited act. The composi
tion expressed in the terms of a judgment remains in potency, so to speak, to 
the proper act of judging, while the same composition limits this act in re
ceiving it according to the second composition or that of the judgment as a 
whole.

This, we can now say, at least illustrates the kind of composition we have 
in mind in speaking of a real distinction between essence, or what a thing is, 
and its act of being. But does it prove that such a distinction is real for a de
terminate being? Not directly, but indirectly it does, if we go back to our 
ontological principle as enunciated in sections 6.3—5, according to which 
the proper activity of a thing is proportionate to its being.

To exercise judgment is a proper activity of human being. The second 
composition we have just brought out in the exercise of judgment is an es
sential structure of that activity. From this essential structure of a proper ac
tivity, we can argue to a similar structure in the being as a whole, or at least 
in the case of the human being for whom judging is a proper activity. Just as 
in the exercise of judgment there is a real distinction between the content of 
the judgment as expressed in the terms and its proper act of judging, so also 
in the presencing of human being there is a real distinction between what it 
is as this determinate being and its act of being. Just as the terms of a judg
ment limit its act, so also what a human being is, or its substance, limits its act 
of being. And just as the act of judging perfects the thought formulated in 
the terms of the judgment, so also the act of being perfects the substance of 
human being as being, not by adding anything quidditative or accidental to 
its being human, but by making it present or actual as being, to which pres
encing or actualizing the substance of human being is still only in potency. 
Thus, we can conclude, at least for the human being, that there is a real dis
tinction between essence, or what it is, and be as its act of being.

A similar argument for the real distinction of essence and be as the act of 
being could be worked out from human being’s other proper activity, the 
exercise of willing. In this activity also there is a twofold composition, one 
between a particular motive for action and the act of willing as such, and the 
other, within the particular motive, between an individual impulse and the
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corresponding conception of a good desired. I do not exercise my will with
out reference to a plurality of motives for action among which I have to 
choose. For me, to will is to choose between this course of action or that. 
Each course of action is itself a composition of an impulse within me and 
some good that I envision for myself. But as long as I have not chosen it, as 
long as I am still deliberating over which course to take, each course is still 
only a possible action. Only one of them can become actual or real, even if I 
do not know yet which one, and it becomes real only once I choose it, once 
I will it. In other words, a possible course of action becomes actual only in 
composition with the act of willing.

At the same time, however, the particular course of action that I choose 
upon deliberation receives this act of willing and so limits it. I do not will 
simply to will in some infinite way. In willing, I always will this or that 
course of action, and, through this choosing of particular courses of action, I 
exercise my willing in a series of actions, each of which is in composition 
with my willing as it restricts it to this or that particular course. In willing I 
am choosing only this particular course of action at this time, with the possi
bility of choosing another course at another time. From this composition in 
the concrete exercise of willing we can conclude also to a similar composi
tion in the ontological constitution of the being for whom this is a proper 
activity.

Just as in the exercise of willing there is a real distinction between the 
particular course of action chosen and its proper act of willing, so also in the 
actualizing of human being there is a real distinction between what it is as 
this determinate being and its act of being. Just as the chosen course of ac
tion limits its act, so also what a human being is, or its substance, limits its act 
of being. And just as the act of willing perfects what, prior to the choice, was 
only a possible course of action by making it actual, so also the act of being 
perfects the substance of human being as being not by adding anything 
quidditative or accidental to its being human, but by making it actual as be
ing, to which actualizing the substance of human being is still only in po
tency. Thus, on the basis of this phenomenological reflection on the exercise 
of willing, we can conclude once again that, at least for the human being, 
there is a real distinction between essence, or what it is in its substance, and he 
as its act of being.

To forestall any recurrence of the Suarezian objection, we should note 
that in this argument from the structure of a proper activity to the ontolog
ical constitution of a finite being, while insisting on a real distinction, we are 
not talking about a division between one thing and another, sicut res ad rem,
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as someThomists were maintaining in the time of Suarez. We are not argu
ing from two different judgments or from two different choices, even 
though both the exercise of judgment and the exercise of willing each 
involve a series of different acts. We are arguing from the structure of any 
particular or determinate judgment or choice and bringing out a real dis
tinction in that particular act as a whole, a distinction of what we call con
stitutive principles of one particular act, not of different acts. The distinction 
is real only to the extent that we have to distinguish a principle of limitation 
from the actual exercise of the act in each one of these particular acts. Sim
ilarly, with regard to being, we conclude to a distinction not of beings, but 
of constitutive principles of being for the determinate being for whom 
these are proper activities, namely, a distinction between its essence, which 
expresses what the being is, and its proper act of being, on which its pres
ence or actuality as being depends.

Suarez speaks at one point of an “actual exercise of being or existing” 
(DM, 4, §3) in connection with “being” understood as a participle cosigni
fying time. Can we accept this as a way of talking about the act of being? Is 
be an act that we can actually exercise, as we exercise judgment or willing? 
We have just been reflecting upon the actual exercise of our judgment and 
willing in order to arrive at the kind of distinction we are trying to establish 
between essence and the act of being. If the act of being is the kind of act we 
can actually exercise in the same way as we exercise judgment and willing, 
can it still be the proper act of what we are in our essence or substance?

To be sure, as proper activities of human being, judging and willing are 
proper acts of this kind of being. But they are proper acts that flow from ac
tive potencies of this determinate being. Though reflection upon their 
structure gets us back to the ontological structure of human being itself, the 
act of being that we distinguish from the essence or the substance in this on
tological structure cannot flow from this essence as from an active potency 
or as an action flows from its substance. If this is how Suarez thought of the 
act of being, that is, as an actual exercise of some activity flowing from the 
active potency of a real essence, then he was quite right in rejecting the idea 
of an act of being as really distinct from essence. For what was at issue in the 
controversy was not the distinction of some activity from its substance, but 
the distinction of an act from its substance as having its stance in being.

In speaking of an actual exercise of being or of existing, Suarez sounds 
somewhat like a modern existentialist, who focuses only on the exercise of 
some activity as the defining feature of a human being. In this the existen
tialist is missing the point of distinguishing an act of being from the essence
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of a determinate being, an act constitutive of the being precisely as being. 
Nor does it clarify the issue to insist on the act of being as some kind of ex
istentialism, as is sometimes done (Sweeney 1964) .We must rather see this act 
as prior to what we can speak of as the existentialism of self-actualization 
through one’s proper activity.

The act of being is not something appended to what a being is in its 
essence or exercised as an activity once the being is constituted in its sub
stance. It is constitutive of the very being in its essence or substance prior to 
any exercise of activity or in the very exercise of any activity. A being can ex
ercise its proper activity, as we do in judging and willing, only insofar as it al
ready is in act. The act of being cannot be properly exercised as an activity, 
but it is out of its enduring abundance as perfecting a limiting determinate 
substance that the proper activity of any determinate being flows. In this 
sense be is an actualizing of a determinate being. As actuality, without refer
ence to any determinate being, this act would be unlimited. But there is no 
actualizing of actuality. There is actualizing only of determinate being, which 
receives the act of being and limits it to the standing of this determinate being. 
What there is actual in being is only a determinate essence relating to other 
determinate essences each in composition with its act of being.

What is actual concretely in experience is this or that determinate being, 
including a wide diversity of determinate beings, for each of which actuality 
is as a perfection of its very standing according to what it is in its essence. The 
standing of a determinate being in its own essence is actuated by be as its act 
of being amid other determinate beings each with its own act of being. A 
being is established in be or is understood as complemented by be according 
to its own essence in the concrete as it takes its stand or comes to a stand in 
being through a process of becoming only because, in its standing as an ac
tive essence, it is still a potency to this act of being.

In one sense, this is to understand the act of being as “added” on to a fi
nite essence taken as only potential being or as a possible. But this is not re
verting back to Wolff s idea of ens in genere understood only as possible. In 
affirming a real distinction between essence and the act of being, we are not 
starting from some abstract essence that would be merely possible, which 
then leaves us with the problem of making it actual W e are starting from an 
actual essence that is concretely a this or a that and we are distinguishing this 
essence from its act of being in the actual present. We are abstracting the 
essence, or even subtracting it, so to speak, from its act in the whole of a be
ing, not as a mere possible or as a nothing by itself, but as something positive 
in the concrete that is still in a relation of potency to its act of being W e are
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only backing into the idea of finite essence as a subjective potency through 
reflection on the actual, not starting from it as merely possible. The essence 
or the substance we are speaking of is the one that presents itself in experi
ence or is presented, made present or actual, through its own act of being.

To be sure, once we affirm a real distinction between essence and its act of 
being in a finite being, we can then speak of the essence as only possible in
sofar as it can be distinguished from its act of being as a potency to that act. 
Ab esse ad posse valet illatio. This does not warrant our speaking of that essence 
as real, however, apart from its act of being, as Suarez did in speaking of essen
tia realis without admitting any consideration of the act of being as part of the 
subject of metaphysics. The subject of metaphysics for us includes the act of 
being of any finite being in the concrete, not just its essence or its possibility. 
Nor does it include that act only as an afterthought, as it did for Wolff who 
spoke of “being” first and foremost as a possible and then found himself hav
ing to explain how he could go from the possible to the actual. In a meta
physics of being in the concrete, as it presents itself in experience, we begin 
from a being that includes its act of being as well as its essence, even though 
we come to understand how this act is to be distinguished from its essence in 
a finite being only later on, after we have understood how potency and act 
can be distinguished in any transcendental order of finite beings, with poten
cy understood as principle of limiting receptivity, and act understood as 
principle of perfection, including the perfection of being positively.

Moreover, in affirming this distinction or this composition in any finite 
being, we are not just affirming what Heidegger calls the ontological differ
ence between be and being. “Being” for us is not just an essence from which 
be or the act of being is to be differentiated. Being, as it is given or present in 
experience, includes both essence, or what a thing is, and its act of being. In 
fact, if we distinguished between essence and its act of being with reference 
to a finite being, it is not on a basis of difference. Difference has more to do 
with how we distinguish one finite being from another, one essence from 
another essence. The act of being is not something different from its essence 
in a finite being. That would make the act another essence than the essence 
of which it is the act. Far from being a matter of difference, the act of being 
as distinct from any finite essence differing from any other finite essence is 
something common to all of them, an esse commune that is limited different
ly in a plurality and a diversity of finite beings. What we affirm, then, is not 
an ontological difference between being and be, or between essence and ex
istence, but rather a real distinction between any finite essence and its act of 
being, presupposing the difference of a plurality and diversity of beings as
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given in experience and justifying these differences as real in a transcenden
tal order of being or esse commune.

The argument for this real distinction between essence and the act of be
ing, as it has been presented thus far, however, applies only for the human 
being. In fact, insofar as it flows from a reflection on my own proper activi
ty, it proves a real distinction only in my being. What of other human be
ings? Insofar as they exhibit the same kind of proper activity as mine, they 
too can be demonstrated to have the same kind of ontological constitution 
as mine. In fact, it is by reason of their being constituted in their own 
essence as determinate beings that they can exercise their own judgment 
and willing and so be seen as really other beings than this being that I am. 
What characterizes all of us as human beings is not only that we can exercise 
judgment and willing as our proper activity, but also that through this activ
ity we have access each to our own ontological constitution. It is through 
this activity that we are the clearing in which being discloses itself in its real 
composition as finite.

What, then, of other beings, lesser beings, such as nonrational animals, 
plants, and nonliving things? Is there a real composition also of essence and 
an act of being in them, even if they do not exercise any activity of total re
flection such as we do? To be sure, lacking this kind of total reflection that 
has led us to the twofold structure of our activity and, through that, to the 
twofold structure of our being, they do not have the same kind of reflective 
access to their ontological constitution as we do to our own. But this does 
not mean that they are not similarly composites of an essence and an act of 
being proportionate to their essence or that we cannot know whether they 
are so constituted as finite beings or not.

We do know them and we know them as being through their activity. In 
fact, we know what they are in their essence through their proper activity as 
we know what we are in our essence through our proper activity. What we 
know in their proper activity is not a greater act than that of the human be
ing, but a lesser act, one that is constrained by its principle of limitation even 
more than our own act of being is constrained, whether that act be one of 
mere sensation, mere life, or of bare inanimate thinghood.This indicates not 
a lack of composition, but an even greater degree of limitation and therefore 
of composition in their essence than in the human being, since their stand
ing in being is not equal to that of human being. In fact, it is the thought of 
this real composition in them that justifies our speaking of them as determi
nate beings in themselves, albeit as lesser beings than we are.

On the other hand, however, to the extent that these lesser beings are still
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presenced in their own standing as substances, they are determinate beings 
in a way that is analogous to human being. They too come to their own 
standing in being according to their own essence as they are established in 
be and complemented by be as their act of being, an act that is even more 
limited in being received in this lesser standing. As a being, each one of these 
lesser beings is one. But as a lesser being it has less of an identity, and there
fore is less perfectly one as an essence with its own act of being. If it is not an 
essence with a standing of its own limiting an act of being, however, it is not 
a being.

Conversely, it follows from this that, to the extent that a lesser is a com
posite or not perfectly undivided in itself, this lesser being is also not per
fectly divided from every other. Even as a being in itself, it is dependent on 
other beings and subject to their influence more than other beings that are 
more perfectly undivided in themselves and therefore more perfectly divid
ed from every other, that is, less dependent on others in their own standing 
in being. The understanding of the real composition in finite beings thus not 
only justifies our speaking of many and diverse beings, but also opens up the 
question of the interdependence and the interaction among them in the or
der of being as a whole that comprises these many and diverse beings. To 
this question we must now turn, not only regarding lesser beings, but also 
regarding all finite beings in the order of being as a whole, that is, in the uni
verse.



PART FIVE

THE C O M M U N I C A T I O N  

OF BE I NG





Introduction: Intercommunication among Beings

th the u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  the twofold real composition in the
:onstitution of finite beings in becoming, that of form with matter 

in the substance and that of the act of being with substance itself as a whole, 
our inquiry into the causes of being shifts into a different mode than the 
one we have followed up to now. Our reflection has brought us to a recog
nition of what we have called “constitutive principles of being,” which can 
be understood as causes of being. But the causes we have come to distin
guish are only those that are intrinsic to the beings that they constitute. They 
cannot be understood as separate beings in themselves, but only as distinct 
principles of the composite beings they constitute.

Through these causes we come to a certain originality, not to say a cer
tain absoluteness, of determinate beings according to what they are in them
selves as constituted by their form and matter, in the case of composite sub
stances, and how they are constituted in their essence in composition with 
their act of being. The latter composition allows us to include even simple 
substances, such as pure forms that would not come to be even as determi
nate beings, as well as composite substances that do come to be and cease to 
be, since it would not be excluded that these simple substances would also 
be finite or determinate in their own way. In affirming this diversity and this 
plurality of beings, however, we are brought not only to recognize particular 
beings in their own ontological constitution, but also to raise the further 
question of how these beings interact with one another or how one is the 
cause or the effect of an other. How is the communication among a diversi
ty and plurality of beings to be understood?

Are the constitutive principles of determinate beings the only causes to 
be considered, so that with these principles we have arrived at the complete 
intelligibility of being? Or are there causes extrinsic to the various determi
nate beings we know in experience that also influence their being, so that 
we have to look beyond the intrinsic causes of determinate beings in order 
to arrive at the full intelligibility of their being? Can the coming to be of
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determinate beings be accounted for adequately only in terms of their in
trinsic principles? Or do we have to look further in the way beings commu
nicate in the order of the universe as a whole?

We began our investigation by dwelling at some length on how the sub
ject of this inquiry is to be determined in terms of being as being. We also 
dwelt on the logic of this subject in its transcendental and analogical dimen
sions in order to bring out how differences are included in this subject in its 
very commonality Moreover, it has been understood from the beginning 
that a science not only has to determine the proper subject of its considera
tion, but also has to inquire into the properties of its subject and into its 
causes in order to arrive at the fullness of truth in what is to be known of 
being.

Thus, after our elaboration of the analogy of being, we turned to a con
sideration of its properties as one, active, true, and good—properties that do 
not express any specific differences of being but only general modes that 
follow being in its very transcendental commonality. While this entailed 
some consideration of the differences of being, in order to bring out the 
transcendental character of these properties, as we had done for our first 
conception of being, it did not yet focus on any differences as such or as dif
ferences of being.

This we began to do only as we approached the question of the structure 
of being in its differences. In moving toward this question we were not only 
passing from a consideration of being in its commonality to a consideration 
of being in its more specific differences, we were beginning as well a consid
eration of the causes of being. For, as we saw in the Introduction to the pre
ceding part of our investigation, the question of causes with regard to being 
arises first in connection with the differences of being, before it arises with 
regard to being or beings as a whole in becoming.

This is especially true in the direct exercise of judgment and in the way 
particular sciences, such as physics, biology, or economics, arise by focusing 
on a determinate subject of consideration in being as known in this direct 
exercise of judgment and by inquiring more critically into the properties 
and causes of what is given in experience in accordance with their determi
nate subject. In physics, for example, attention is given to being as measura
ble in certain ways and to the properties and causes of such being. In biolo
gy, it is given to being as living; and in economics, it is given to being as 
product. In each particular science a particular subject is determined and in
quiry is made into its properties and causes.

But the same should also be made clear in the more indirect kind of
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judgment that we are exercising in metaphysics, where the subject has been 
determined as what is most common in being, namely, being itself as being, 
in comparison to any particular determination of being, and where we have 
already inquired into the properties of this common subject before begin
ning our inquiry into its causes in connection with the differences we nec
essarily express as part of the being we know in experience.

The idea of cause and effect, as we have already remarked in the Intro
duction to Part Four, presupposes some kind of otherness between the two, 
cause and effect. One thinks of an effect as real only as other than the cause, 
and therefore of cause as really causing only if the effect is other than the 
cause. If this were not so, there would be no problem with causality, as there 
was, for example, with Hume, since there would be only an identity of effect 
with cause. It is the otherness of the effect in relation to the cause that makes 
for a problem with regard to any principle of causality, especially specified as 
efficient causality.

Hence, to inquire into the causes of being, whether in particular or in 
common, is to presuppose some otherness in being, just as the idea of ac
counting for anything in being arises from a recognition of difference in be
ing, the most common form of which is becoming. It is when we see some
thing as coming to be from something else that we begin to inquire as to 
whether that something else might not be the cause of this something that 
has come to be.

Otherness is a matter of difference in being, whether it be the difference 
of one being from another or the difference of one aspect of a being from 
another aspect of the same being. Thus, as we turn to consider differences as 
differences of being as being, and acknowledge the reality of these differ
ences through distinct ontological principles in determinate beings, we are 
led to ask whether some differences take precedence over other differences 
or whether some determinate beings take precedence over other determi
nate beings in the accounting for what is or comes to be and, if so, which 
differences and in what sense do they take precedence. Understanding a 
cause as taking precedence over its effect in some way is to raise the ques
tion of causality, the answer to which accounts for the way the diversity and 
plurality of beings are given concretely in their respective differences.

In our reflection on the structure of finite being as we know it in the di
rect exercise of judgment, we have already rendered one account of being in 
its differences. Starting from becoming as the most common mode of differ
ence in being, we have arrived at a distinction of three principles, two of 
which are per se constitutive of the being that comes to be and one of which
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is only per accidens, in that it is not constitutive of the being but is only di
alectically connected with its form through the permanent subject of the 
change that remains in potency to different forms even as it is actualized by 
one specific form. O f these three principles, two can be thought of properly 
as causes of being in that both are in a positive sense constitutive of the term 
or of the being that has come to be. The third is not a cause properly speak
ing, because as distinct from the other two principles it is not anything posi
tive, but only privation or nonbeing, even though it is dialectically necessary 
to account for the coming to be of anything.

In this sense, the idea of cause is more restrictive than the idea of princi
ple, which can apply to anything that comes first (arche) or before something 
else, as the privation of learning, or being unlearned, comes before learning. 
This privation is a principle of my learning in that I have to become 
learned, but it is not constitutive of my being learned, which includes only 
myself as subject and learning as a new form in this subject. Nor is it a cause 
of learning, as is the act of my own intelligence, by which I learn for myself, 
or the influence of a teacher in this act of learning who is thereby an extrin
sic cause of my learning.

Here a question could arise as to whether the intrinsically constitutive 
principles of being we have distinguished are truly causes. Where in them is 
the otherness implied in the idea of cause and effect? Are they not constitu
tive of one and the same being, namely, the one that has come to be? In 
what does the otherness of their causality consist? What distinguishes them 
from privation, as we have just seen, is that both are positive constituents of 
the being that has come to be. But is that enough to warrant speaking of 
them as causes, if they are still intrinsic to the determinate being of which 
they are the principles?

If we think of causes only as extrinsic to their effect, as we tend to do in 
modern thought, then these intrinsic principles of being are not causes. Un
der this supposition the cause of a being has to be another being than the 
effect, as one being is other than the other. But is this the only way of think
ing the otherness of causality in being? Is there not also the otherness of 
principles in relation to one another, which we claim are really distinct, 
within determinate beings, which beings, for their part, are really divided 
from one another as beings by reason of their being constituted by their re
spective principles?

Each determinate being is a substance unto itself with its own act of be
ing. As really distinct from one another, the constitutive principles of com
posite beings are not in simple identity with one another, nor is the com-
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posite that they constitute in simple identity with either one of them. It is 
not as if each of the distinct principles were first a thing in itself and the 
composite would then be a result of their coming together, as in the case of 
a new chemical compound, where the elements can be thought of as sub
stances each in its own right before they combine to make another sub
stance. Each of the principles we distinguish is real only as constitutive of a 
determinate being. It is not a substance by itself, nor did it exist as such be
fore the composite. Each principle is only a principle intrinsic to a substance 
that is distinct from its coprinciple in the same substance. Yet, even within 
this identity of substance, there is still enough real otherness to be accounted 
for not only between the two principles, but also between the whole and its 
constitutive principles, to warrant speaking of true causality intrinsic to the 
one being.

In this sense we can speak of a substance as the cause of its proper activi
ty and of a signate matter and a determinate form as the material cause and 
the formal cause of a particular substance. To do this is not only warranted 
by the understanding of composite substances; it will also give us a better 
way of raising the question of a more extrinsic kind of causality among be
ings, namely, final and efficient causality.

Modern discussions of causality tend to focus only on this extrinsic kind 
of causality between two complete beings in themselves, or what we can 
now think of as composites. They take the otherness of determinate beings, 
in the plural, as a given and do not try to account for it in any way. They 
simply dismiss the thought of really distinct intrinsic constitutive principles 
of finite being and so leave the plurality and diversity of such beings unac
counted for. They raise the question of causality only at a point once re
moved from the intrinsic constitution of beings in their plurality and diver
sity.

In doing so they tend to consign the question of causality to one of 
merely external mechanics, as Descartes did even before Bacon, while over
looking some important aspects of determinate being as we know it in its 
coming to be. In distinguishing constitutive principles of individual deter
minate beings, we are taking a more fundamental view of causality, one 
more characteristic of the ancients in their understanding of the question of 
being, which includes the otherness of principles of being in relation to one 
another and to the whole of which they are principles. In doing so we can 
account for the plurality of beings as well as their interaction and at the 
same time come to a better understanding of extrinsic causality among the 
many and diverse beings.
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Instead of taking the otherness or the plurality of beings for granted, we 
can account for it by distinguishing matter, or the subject of change, as the 
principle of individuation in this plurality of beings, and substantial form as 
the principle of determination and diversity among the different kinds of 
being. In doing this we have begun to answer the question about the causes 
of being. Moreover, even as they account for the plurality and diversity of 
beings, these intrinsic principles lead to the further question of extrinsic 
causes that we must now face.

If there is truly a plurality and a diversity of beings, how are they still one 
in being? How do they relate to one another in this otherness? How is there 
communication among beings? Besides being composite substances, or even 
as simple substances, each of these determinate beings has its own act of be
ing, so that it is radically other in its own being, at least to the extent of hav
ing its own standing or its own determinate essence in being. What commu
nication is there among beings in this radical otherness of many and diverse 
beings? How do they influence one another or how is one influenced by 
another in its very being? Can one come into being without the influence 
of another?

This is the question we must now face in our exploration into being as 
being. It is the question of causality in the broader sense, where one being is 
thought of as influencing another in its being by causing it to become or by 
changing it in some way. We speak of communication here because we start 
from the plurality and diversity of beings as accounted for by the ontological 
structure of each. We are no longer thinking of being in its purely transcen
dental commonality, but of beings in some kind of community of interac
tion and interdependence in their being.

This can only be taken as a communication, because it presupposes the 
plurality of beings as established. But it is a communication of being in that 
we find many similarities as well as dissimilarities among these many beings 
and in that these similarities and dissimilarities seem to have some connec
tion with one another even as they appear in one being and in another. So 
far we have spoken of coming to be in relation to one determinate being at 
a time. But communication is something that happens among many beings 
at the same time and often with many similarities going from one being to 
another.

We have spoken of a new form being educed from the potency of its 
matter in the coming to be of something. But we have not asked how this 
happens or by what agency. Is it by an agency of matter as such, which, in 
addition to being a passive potency, would also have an active potency to
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produce its form? Is it by the agency of the form that would educe itself 
from the matter as if by its own initiative, in the same way that it initiates the 
activity of the composite once the latter is constituted? Or is it by the 
agency of another being altogether, which produces by actively inducing a 
form into the matter from which it is educed? If there is such an external 
agency in the active constitution of a being, in what does it consist? How is 
it a communication of being from one to another?

We should note that in this, as in the reflection on the structure of being, 
we begin from being in becoming or, better still, beings that are understood 
as having come to be. If there is any communication from one being to an
other, it is through movement, in the sense that one thing is moved by an
other, which is therefore the moving cause. What the moving cause commu
nicates to the moved being or to its effect may be only some local motion, 
as in the case of one ball striking another. But even that is a communication 
in being in that the motion in the second ball is something real that has 
come from the first. It is communication at least on the accidental level of 
being, even though the second ball is not changed substantially by this new 
motion in it that has come from the first.

In the case of a more substantial change, as in the procreation of a new 
living being, there is a communication of being on a more substantial level in 
that the procreated shares in the same substantial form as the procreator, or at 
least so it seems from the specific similarity of the second understood as 
coming from the first. If we have a clear understanding of matter and form as 
constitutive principles of what comes to be, whether substantially or only ac
cidentally, it is much easier to understand how this passage of something 
from one being to another through movement is at the same time a commu
nication of being, for coming to be is then understood as a passing from po
tency to act or as the eduction of a form from the potency of matter where 
neither the form nor the matter by themselves can account for this passing.

The form of what comes to be is nothing actual apart from the compos
ite that comes to be. Nor is it actually contained in matter before the com
posite comes to be. It is “there,” so to speak, only in potency and needs to be 
reduced to act by something else already in act. This is the way Aristotle 
speaks of the principle of efficient causality in its most radical sense (Metaph 
1049b 3-i05ia 4).The new being, as we shall see, comes to be in act through 
the agency of its procreator, which is already in act and which, at least in 
some cases, as we shall also see, appears to be acting in view of an end. The 
coming to be of the second composite being is thus at the same time a com
munication of being from the first.
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Thus it is from a prior understanding of the material and the formal 
cause of determinate being that we pass to an understanding of efficient and 
final causality in the universe. It is with these efficient and final causes that 
we must now concern ourselves in this investigation into being as being.

These are thought of as the extrinsic causes in contrast to matter and 
form, which are thought of as intrinsic or as constitutive of determinate be
ings. They are not, however, extrinsic to being as such or to beings as a 
whole. The are said to be extrinsic only with reference to some determinate 
being of which they are the cause. Unlike the distinct constitutive principles 
of determinate beings that are not separate beings, they are themselves de
terminate beings other than or extrinsic to the determinate beings of which 
they are cause. Whether there is a cause extrinsic to the totality of determi
nate beings, and in what sense such a cause might be extrinsic, remains to be 
seen after we have explored this more immediate communication among 
determinate beings.

In this part of our investigation we are concerned with the extrinsic 
causes of being only in the sense that one determinate being is seen as ex
trinsic to another determinate being and yet as communicating being in 
some way to another determinate being either as moving cause or as what is 
intended by the moving cause, namely, its final cause.

We begin here, as always, from being as it is known in the direct exercise 
of judgment. But we take this being now as a plurality and diversity of be
ings that have come to be in some kind of interdependence with one anoth
er. We take this interdependence to be somehow related to the coming to be 
of composites of matter and form. Being only imperfectly undivided in 
themselves, as composites, they are only imperfectly divided from one an
other. The being of one somehow influences the being of the other. Not 
only is each determinate being finite and limited within itself, but it is finite 
and limited with reference to other determinate beings. How does this in
terdependence work, so to speak? How is it a dependence among beings, to 
begin with, and how does it account for the community of determinate be
ings, as we know it concretely in the universe?

Since we have to do first with beings that are composites in their sub
stance, we take our cue from their constitutive principles, form and matter, 
which we have already identified as causes of being.

First, from the formal cause we shall pass on to the final cause as part of 
what accounts for certain determinate beings. In this we try to bring out an 
aspect of causality that has been rejected or at best ignored in modern sci
ence and philosophy due to a metaphysical confusion between how coming
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to be is to be understood and a mechanistic frame of mind that allows only 
for quantifiable impulses as accounting for what happens in reality. We try to 
present a more intentional view of causality not only in spirit but also in na
ture itself.

Second, from the material cause we shall pass on to the moving or effi
cient cause, which is what modern science thinks of first when there is any 
mention of causality but which is not always understood clearly in more 
general metaphysical terms as relating to being over and above the determi
nate or specific form of a quantifiable impulse.

Having distinguished final and efficient causality in the communication 
among beings, we shall then go on to bring out their mutual implication in 
the constitution of a twofold order among beings, one of nature and the 
other of history, as integral to the universe understood as the concrete order 
of determinate beings in their diversity and multiplicity.





C H A P T E R  15

From the Formal to the Final Cause

IN t h e  q u e s t i o n  of the communication among beings we presuppose 
a plurality and a diversity of beings as something established and ac

counted for by our understanding of the ontological structure of determi
nate being. Our question now, given this plurality and diversity, is: How is 
the communication among them to be understood? How does this com
municating enter in as a part of our accounting for being? In what does the 
communicating consist?

The way we understand this question depends a great deal on what we 
take to be our primary analogate of being. If we take the basic entities of 
physical science as our primary analogate, as physicalism does, perhaps with
out giving sufficient thought to the analogy of being, the tendency will be 
to understand the communication among beings mainly, if not exclusively, 
in mechanical terms, that is, in terms of quantifiable impulses that go from 
one entity to another but remain extrinsic to the entities in question. In this 
view, the world is bound to appear as little more than a complicated pulsat
ing clockwork, expanding and contracting according to forces that do not 
penetrate the intrinsic being of the entities that make up the mechanism.

If, on the other hand, we take human being as our primary analogate, as 
we have done, then the question of communication among beings takes on 
a much broader scope, one that includes intentional interaction among con
scious beings as well as the more external interaction of a mechanical con
tact often conceived without any trace of intentionality. In this view, the 
world appears more as a region inhabited by conscious as well as uncon
scious beings whose action and interaction is not merely mechanical, as be
tween mutually impenetrable entities, but rather more vital and penetrating 
into the very being of the other.

These two contrasting views of communication among beings are not 
necessarily exclusive of one another. There is something to be said for the
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physicalist or the mechanistic view, which we shall have to consider when 
we come to the question of the efficient cause. But before we can come to 
that we must open up the question of the final cause, which is also an ex
trinsic cause, but one best understood from the standpoint of human being, 
our primary analogate.

This question has been largely dismissed in modern science with regard 
to nature, to the point that it is often rejected even with regard to human 
action, where it is most paramount in the question of motivation for action. 
It has also been largely ignored in modern philosophy, after Descartes and 
Spinoza set it on its more mechanistic course more geometrico, except for 
Hegel and Whitehead, who could not ignore it by reason of their insistence 
on becoming and process as fundamental to being.

We begin with final causality because that is the mode of extrinsic 
causality that appears most prominently on the level of human activity, our 
primary analogate of being. In what does this causality consist?

15.1 The Idea of Final Causality among 
Determinate Beings 

The idea of cause and effect implies not only a certain otherness between 
the two, but also a certain priority of the cause over the effect. The cause 
somehow has to come before the effect. But there are several ways of under
standing this “coming before.” In the case of a composite of form and mat
ter, for example, we can speak of a certain priority of the constitutive princi
ples or causes over the composite, but not in the sense that they exist 
separately prior to the constitution of the composite. They have priority 
only in an ontological sense in that they are really distinct from one another 
even as they come together to constitute the composite. What comes to be 
strictly speaking is the composite and not either matter or form as distinct 
from one another. In other words, what there is before a composite comes 
into being is not some matter totally deprived of form or a form separate 
from matter, but some other composite, which ceases to be in the genera
tion of the new composite. In this sense we can speak of the coming to be 
of one being as a transmutation from another being.

In what we take to be a communication among beings, or from one be
ing to another, however, the cause of an effect is taken as coming before the 
effect in some sense, either as efficient or final cause. It is in this sense that 
we speak of these causes as extrinsic in contrast to the formal and the mate
rial cause, which are understood as intrinsic to what is produced. It is clear 
that the efficient cause, which produces its effect, comes before its effect.
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Whatever produces something else than itself comes before what it pro
duces. But how can we say that the final cause comes before its effect and in 
what sense can we say that it causes its effect, if it does not actually exist be
fore the effect is produced?

To answer this question we must focus clearly on what we mean by inten
tionally, or the intention to produce an effect. Does that not also come be
fore the effect and is it not part of the causation in the very production of 
the effect? If we are to understand final causality as distinct from efficient 
causality in the communication among beings we must focus upon this in
tention as distinct from execution. It is precisely as an intention that the final 
cause comes before the effect or the execution. For even if it is difficult to 
discern any kind of intentionality in inanimate beings, it is clear that there is 
such intentionality among rational agents, if not in other living and sentient 
beings as well, who affect one another as well as other kinds of beings. For a 
metaphysics that takes human being as its primary analogate of being, such 
intentionality in one being is not to be overlooked as something that influ
ences the being of another.

But we must first ask: How is the intention of an agent a cause? The easi
est way of answering this question is to look at how human beings come to 
produce things. Let us take the example of producing a house or an airplane. 
This does not happen just out of a spontaneous arrangement on the part of 
materials or a spontaneous exertion of force on the part of human beings. A 
house, for example, comes into being ultimately because we are aiming at 
some purpose in building it, whether it is to dwell in it, to work in it, or 
whatever else it might be being built for. Similarly, the airplane comes into 
being for the purpose of flying. If we did not intend such ends, neither the 
house nor the airplane would come into being, so that the end is truly a 
cause of such things coming to be. In fact, we should even say that the inten
tion or the final cause is the cause of the other causes that effect such things 
as houses and planes, for if there were no intention, the agent would not act, 
nor would matter be transformed so as to constitute a house or a plane.

This is not to say that the final cause is a sufficient cause by itself. It has its 
influence in being only through the agent or the efficient cause. But it does 
have its influence, which is not to be confused with the exertion of the effi
cient cause. This influence can be understood not only in that it causes 
something to be simply, which would not be without the intention, but also 
in that it causes it to be the kind of thing it is or designs it in a certain way. 
The way a house is designed, for example, really depends on the use we in
tend to make of it, the way we intend to live in it, or the kind of work we
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intend to do in it. Similarly, the way an airplane is designed depends on the 
use we intend for it, whether it be to carry passengers, freight, or guns and 
bombs. Design affects the form of what is produced, but the design itself is 
affected by the intention or the idea of the intended use. Thus both the 
coming to be of the product and its form are affected by the intention or 
the end the producer has in mind in producing some determinate object 
such as a house, an airplane, or any other artifact of human ingenuity.

Clearly, the intended use does not exist before the product as such comes 
into being, as does the producer and the material with which one is work
ing. The thing cannot be used until after it has come into being.Yet in saying 
that this coming into being and the design of what comes into being is 
affected by the intended use, we are speaking of this intention as a cause 
both of the coming to be of the thing and of its form. Marx saw this quite 
clearly when he spoke of “labor in a form that stamps it as exclusively hu
man. A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee 
puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what 
distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the archi
tect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the 
end of every labor-process, we get a result that already existed in the imagi
nation of the laborer at its commencement. He not only effects a change of 
form in the material on which he works, but he also realizes a purpose of his 
own that gives the law to his modus operandi, and to which he must subordi
nate his will. And this subordination is no mere momentary act. Besides the 
exertion of the bodily organs, the process demands that, during the whole 
operation, the workman’s will be steadily in consonance with his purpose” 
(Marx 1906,198).

In writing this, Marx does not abandon his insistence on the material 
conditions of human production. He sees man as opposing “himself to Na
ture as one of her own forces, setting in motion arms and legs, head and 
hands, the natural forces of his body, in order to appropriate Nature’s pro
ductions in a form adapted to his own wants. By thus acting on the external 
world and changing it, he at the same time changes his own nature” (Ibid.). 
We could say that in changing himself he is also aiming at his own perfec
tion as well as some new perfection in external reality. But what Marx 
brings out more clearly for us, even as materialist, is the causality of human 
purposefulness in the appropriation of “Nature’s productions.” What hu
mans produce through their own intervention in the forces of nature has to 
be counted as real and as original, that is, as something that would not be
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except by the willed initiative of a human being. Yet what makes that be 
cannot be attributed merely to the “motion of arms and legs, head and 
hands,” those peculiarly human forces of nature, but also to the purpose that 
is imagined by the human agent, what we are referring to as the intended 
end, which not only sets one in motion but also guides the whole operation 
in consonance with the purpose. In characterizing human production in this 
way Marx was describing it as something that transcends merely natural 
forces and introducing a more historical dimension of reality into nature it
self, something we shall characterize as spiritual, though Marx was quite re
luctant to do that in opposition to Hegel. It is in the sociocultural realm of 
history as distinct from mere nature that we can see much more clearly how 
intentionality influences being, for there it is the basis not only of an origi
nal production in nature, but also of communication among beings in mu
tual recognition.

Before we look more carefully into that, however, let us reflect more 
closely on how intention influences the being even of physical objects like 
buildings and airplanes. Intention can be said to be really a cause of what 
comes to be, at least as a result of human production. But how precisely is it 
really a cause? In what sense does it account for what comes to be in a way 
that nothing else can? We cannot say that it exerts power in the same way 
that the producer exerts power. To say that would be to say that the end has 
to be actualized before what is produced in the same way as the producer is 
actualized. What is intended, however, or the intended use of what is to be 
produced, as we have just seen, can be understood as actualized only after 
the product has come into being. It cannot exert any power as the producer 
does or as matter does in the production of what it presupposes for its own 
actualization. Nevertheless, as an intention in the producer it does influence 
being by determining that something new come to be which would not 
come to be without its influence.

Moreover, intention does not influence only the coming to be simply of 
artifacts like houses and airplanes. It also influences the way they are formed 
as determinate objects. The form of what we produce as well as its being is 
influenced by the use we intend to make of it. Precisely what they are is a 
result of our intentional intervention in the forces of nature where the out
come is determined by our intention. If it is the efficient cause that exerts 
the power for an artifact’s coming to be, it is the final cause that orients the 
exertion of that power toward a new form that is determinate. Even without 
exerting any power of its own, the final cause can still be said to be the most
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fundamental of causes insofar as it sets the efficient cause in motion both ab
solutely with respect to its causing something new in being and relatively 
with respect to the form of what comes to be.

The existence of artifacts like houses and airplanes, however, is part of the 
broader sociocultural realm of history as distinct from or as transcending na
ture. They are products of the human spirit that is in pursuit of its own ends 
as spirit. If we focus more directly on the spiritual aspect of spirit’s historical 
activity, we see in it not only an initiative that transcends nature but also an 
initiative that is driven and guided by intentions, many of them explicit in 
certain initiatives and many others still only implicit in them.

The evidence for this intentional orientation is in the satisfaction we ex
perience in such typically human achievements as learning, the formation of 
communities, or aesthetic enjoyment of both nature and works of art. The 
satisfaction comes as a fulfillment of what was originally only an intention. 
It is an actualization where the intended use coincides almost perfectly with 
the productive act itself as self-actualization. Such spiritual self-actualization 
among human beings should not be considered any less real than physically 
productive activity, nor should the crucial influence of intentions in the 
constitution of this reality be overlooked, even when the intended use can 
no longer be separated from what is produced, as in the case of artifacts like 
houses and airplanes.

If we wish to distinguish the causality of the end from that of the efficient 
cause more clearly, we could think of it as an affecting rather than as an effect
ing. What is produced by human activity or what is actualized in a historical 
initiative is not strictly an effect of the intention involved in production or 
the initiative. The effect as effected is what comes to be. Factum est. It is 
effected by forces that produce it, including some human resolve or the 
workman’s will, as Marx put it. These effective causes precede it in being, 
whereas what is intended does not. What is intended, the use of a product or 
the completion of an initiative, can only come after the product or the ini
tiative has been actualized or effected. The final cause of the production or 
of the initiative precedes the effect only as intended. As a cause it is first in 
intention but comes to be last in execution. Though my intention of 
dwelling or working in it precedes any effort to build a house, and in this 
way sets the entire process in motion, the realization of that intention comes 
only after the product has come to be. And though human being intends 
some fulfillment first before taking any historical initiative, this end is actual
ized only as an achievement.

In other words, there is a real influence of being from the intended end,
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but it is not an effecting. It is rather an affecting, as we have said from the be
ginning, not only setting the effective cause, namely, the producer or the 
historical initiator, in motion, but also determining the design of what is 
produced or achieved. The kind of use I have in mind or the kind of com
munion I intend with others determines, that is, sets the limits for, the kind of 
house I build or the kind of association I form.

This brings us to a further observation to be made about the final cause 
or the causation of an intended end. While it does determine our designing in 
production, it does not necessarily determine the outcome of production. If 
there were no intention of some use for a product, there would be no de
signing and no production. If there were no production, there would be no 
product, nothing effected. If there were no historical initiative, there would 
be no achievement. But what comes from the production or the achieve
ment does not always meet the requirements of the intended end. In other 
words, the product is not always successful for the intended use or what is 
effectively achieved does not always satisfy the intended end. What was in
tended was some perfection in the effect or in the historical subject, but the 
result does not always have that perfection because of some defect in the ma
terial cause or the efficient cause.

This opens up a certain distance between the intention in a process of 
production or in an historical initiative and the actual effect of the process 
or the initiative. What is intended is a certain effect, but the resulting effect 
may not be what was intended. Whatever the reasons may be for this failure, 
which leads us to look into the material and efficient causes as well as the fi
nal cause, it is important to note that it is judged to be a failure in the light of 
the intended end. Thus, while this end does not necessarily determine the 
outcome of the process, it does determine our judgment as to whether the 
effect is perfect or defective. This too is a sign of how real final causality is.

There is thus an important distinction to be made in our understanding 
of an effect as the result of a process of production. As an actual result it may 
or may not correspond to the end intended. This makes for a certain ambi
guity in speaking of the end of a process. When we think of a process as 
stopped, we speak of its end-result, what has actually been effected. This is 
what most people have in mind when speaking of the “end” of a process, 
whatever its final result may be. But this is not what we mean when we 
speak of the final cause or the intention that orients a determinate process. 
Here we speak of the end as intended, an end-intended and not just an end- 
result. The end-intended is the cause of the entire process. The end-result is 
only its effect.
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Insofar as intention aims at some realization, we can speak of an effect as 
intended, but that is only when the actual effect corresponds to the end as 
intended. In that case we think of our action as having achieved its purpose 
and of the effect as satisfying our intention. If a process or an intervention 
has other effects besides those intended, as often happens, we speak of those 
as “side effects,” that is, as aside from what was directly intended. In cases 
where we achieve our purpose or the intended effect, our action may also 
have side effects that must come into consideration, and in some cases we 
may not achieve our intended effect and still have many side effects, or 
effects not direcdy intended, which must still be taken into consideration. 
These side effects too may be judged as good or bad, perfective or defective, 
in the light of the actually intended end or of some other good we might 
also be intending. But in any case the end-intended as final cause is not re
ducible to the end-result of a process. The end-result is always judged in the 
light of an end-intended. The end-result may be good or bad, but the end- 
intended is always understood as some good in the light of which we judge 
a result good or bad.

15.2 Finality in Nature
Most people would agree with this assessment of the final cause as influ

encing being in the realm of human action, both in the production of arti
facts and in the immanent action of communal self-betterment, where there 
is clear evidence of conscious intentionality. The question arises, however, as 
to whether there is any such influencing of being by an end in the realm of 
nature, where there is no rational consciousness and hence no explicit inten
tionality prior to what happens or what is produced, as there is in historical 
initiative.

This is a difficult question to understand properly, for it is often supposed 
that in raising the question we are presupposing there has to be some con
scious intentionality hidden in nature. This is the way empirical scientists 
usually understand the question when they say that there is no finality in na
ture because there is no consciousness in it as there is in human activity. But 
the point is not to know whether there is any kind of consciousness in na
ture, but rather whether there is still some finality in what happens and 
comes to be in natural processes, even where there is no consciousness. 
There is no question here of introducing some kind of conscious intention
ality into beings that have none. That would be to deny the very question 
we are trying to raise. The question that arises for us here in metaphysics is
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whether there is finality influencing beings that appear to have no conscious 
intentionality of their own.

Up to now we have spoken of the final cause only in terms of conscious 
intentionality, as we know it in human action. If there is any question of fi
nal causes in nature where there is no evidence of conscious intentionality, it 
must be understood in a sense that does not include this sort of intentional
ity and yet that does include some kind of orientation toward an end. This is 
why we now speak of “finality” in a more common or analogous sense, and 
not just of conscious intentionality, which is a specific kind of finality prop
er to our primary analogate of being and finality in action. Now we are ask
ing whether there is finality in a broader yet real sense even where there is 
no conscious intentionality.

The question is like the one we had to raise with regard to action in say
ing that every being is active. Our first notion of action, or the locus of our 
primary analogate for action, was tied to human action, which includes the 
exercise of judgment and deliberation. The question that arose then was 
whether beings that do not appear to exercise judgment and deliberation re
ally are active, as human beings are active, without having the same degree of 
activity. The answer that we arrived at was that they are active, since it is only 
through their proper activity that we come to identify them as beings, but 
that the degree of their activity was far more obscure and difficult to discern 
than the degree of human activity. With regard to finality, we have seen what 
it consists in more fully on the level of human activity in elaborating the 
very notion of final cause. The question now is to see what it consists in on 
lower levels of activity, where there appears to be no consciousness.

We could argue to some degree of finality on these lower levels of activ
ity through analogy, as we did for action and the other transcendental prop
erties of being, starting from the proposition that every agent acts in view of 
an end, as Aquinas does (SG III, 3). We would take this proposition as true 
on the basis of our understanding of human action, which, as human and 
deliberate, is always in view of an end. From this we would have the under
standing that every action entails finality or orientation toward an end. Thus 
in recognizing lesser degrees of action, where there appears no conscious in
tentionality, we would have to admit some degree of finality as well, propor
tionate to the degree of activity.

Needless to say, this degree of finality would be obscure and difficult to 
discern, but that would be in keeping with the degree of activity in ques- 
tion.To discern it, however, would not presuppose that we have to introduce
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some kind of conscious intentionality into beings that appear to have none 
any more than we have to introduce some kind of judgment and delibera
tion in order to recognize some kind of action in beings that are not con
scious. It would only require a willingness to look for final causes in the 
processes of nature, as we are willing to look for final causes in human ac
tion and initiative.

This is something that modern sciences of nature have been reluctant to 
do. In fact, they have insisted mainly on the material and the efficient cause, 
often to the exclusion of the final cause. In this they have been justified up to 
a point, in that insistence on the final cause in Aristotelian science at the time 
of Galileo had led to a neglect of consideration for the other causes in na
ture, especially the material and the efficient. The idea of what nature was 
supposed to do, based on an observation of nature that was still naive and su
perficial, was keeping the defenders of ancient science from actually looking 
at what was actually happening in nature. Galileo did well to make them 
look into his telescope and Bacon was quite right in insisting on the need for 
experimentation to get at the secret forces of nature. Unfortunately, this op
position to the exclusive consideration of the final cause led to a complete 
break not only from what had been only a superficial view of teleology in 
nature, but also from all understanding of teleology, giving way to what has 
come to be an exclusive consideration of the material and efficient causes.

In an effort to restore a proper consideration of final causality in nature, 
without excluding consideration of material and efficient causality, let us say 
that an end is aimed at in nature in the sense that it is what enables us to dis
tinguish one process from another. It is one process that produces an oak 
and another that produces a human being, and if we can distinguish one 
from the other, it is because we see one as aiming at one form and the other 
as aiming at another. In this sense we could say, as Aristotle did, that the end 
of certain processes in nature is the perpetuation of certain species of being 
in a succession of individuals. To be sure, we do not see or have any vivid 
impression of this aiming any more than we see any relation of cause and 
effect in nature, as Hume pointed out. What we see is a result, the oak or the 
human being, but insofar as it is seen as a result of a particular process dis
tinct from any other process, it is seen as the intended effect of that process.

The same could be said about nature as a whole or about the cosmos as a 
set of determinations in motion. Insofar as the entire set of determinations 
in motion tends to result in a certain unification or a coming together of all 
things, we could say that nature intends the formation of a universe. This
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end does not have to be understood as fixed in advance of its coming to be, 
especially if its orientation can be changed by the original intervention of 
human labor, which has its own end over and above that of mere nature. It 
could be understood as an open design that would allow for different possi
bilities, depending on the originality of new natures that might appear in 
time and on the free initiative of historical individuals like human beings. 
But it would be understood as an end in the sense that it is something aimed 
at or intended in the very process as a whole.

We do not have to ask who does the intending in order to understand an 
effect as intended. We only have to understand it as determinate, that is, as 
tending toward a determinate end, as in the coming to be of any substance 
composed of matter and form, even if the end is determinate only as an or
der distinct from chaos. There are some processes in nature that we do not 
yet understand. We do not know toward what end they are tending. We be
gin to understand a process only when we begin to conceive of an end for 
it, as we saw with regard to any movement and its terminus ad quem. Then we 
proceed to investigate into the mechanism of the process. In this sense, tele
ology is not excluded from scientific investigation. It is presupposed by it in 
the very understanding of any determinate process.

If we did not presuppose some kind of telos in the processes of nature, we 
would have to think of every process as purely random and even as without 
anything we could properly call a result or an effect. Anything could come 
from anything, and there could be no science of nature, where we expect at 
least some valid predictions in the sense that from certain processes certain 
results follow, as conclusions follow from a demonstration.We expect certain 
determinate results from nature because we have discerned certain tenden
cies in it, tendencies that are precisely what we have to think of as finalities 
in nature, in that the tendencies aim at what has to be understood ultimate
ly as some value or as its form, viewed as a certain convenience in being.

This does not presuppose an absolute or unfailing determinism in nature, 
as we have already suggested. Quite the contrary, it can be understood as a 
kind of indeterminism such as we presuppose in human action, when we do 
not think of it as always successful in its intent. Discernible natural processes 
aiming at some convenience in being do not necessarily always produce the 
same result. To discern tendencies in nature, as Aristotle shows (Phys, Beta, 
8), it is enough to discern a regularity in what happens always or most of the 
time as a result of a certain process. From this regularity we infer a certain 
kind of finality in nature, that is, a certain orientation toward an end, as a
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part of the rationality of nature and, from there, we proceed to inquire into 
the material and efficient causes as part of the same rationality or as a sort of 
means to the end intended.

Now we may be wrong or naive in inferring certain finalities in nature, 
due to an insufficient observation of natural processes, which may send us 
completely off track in the search for material and efficient causes or keep us 
from seeing the true material and efficient causes of an effect in nature. But 
the inquiry itself into these latter causes starts from the discernment of a 
tendency toward a determinate end, that is, of a finality, which has to be ex
plored, and perhaps eventually to be exploited for some other finality of hu
man being or possibly even of nature itself, as in the case of health care, 
which is human caring about natural processes and which exemplifies a re
markable coalescence between human finality and natural finality, since the 
tendency of both is toward one and the same end, namely, health.

A particular human nature is not always successful in its tendency toward 
health. Nor is the complement that the art of medicine adds to this tenden
cy. In fact, nature may even be thought of as ruthless in its resistance to hu
man ministration, when the natural mechanisms necessary for health simply 
are not present. But successful or not, the tendency is there, in nature as well 
as in human caring, as determined by the end-intended, not the end-result, 
which often is contrary to the end-intended, as in sickness and death.

The difficulty for us lies more in understanding the tendency that is 
proper to nature as such, not just as it is found in particular individuals but 
in nature as a whole. To illustrate the difficulty, let us take an example that 
Aristotle discusses in his argument for recognizing finality in nature (Ibid.).

Rain is an important factor in the growth of grain. The growth of grain 
can therefore be seen as an effect of rain. But is it only an end-result of rain, 
not to mention other factors in the growth of grain, or is it also an end-in
tended? Does it rain so that grain will grow or does it rain simply as a neces
sary result of certain atmospheric conditions? Clearly rain cannot conscious
ly intend anything. But can the growth of grain still be thought of as 
somehow intended by rain and would this be an instance of what is meant 
by finality in nature?

The objection was made that rain could be adequately explained in 
terms of atmospheric conditions without reference to the growth of grain 
and that it could even ruin crops as well as increase them. Rain was itself 
simply the result of certain atmospheric conditions, just as the growth or the 
ruination of crops was a result of too much, too little, or just the right 
amount of rain. In answer to the objection, Aristotle did not try to argue
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that this rain was for the benefit of this grain in purely mechanistic fashion. 
In fact, he readily admitted that it did rain out of necessity when certain ma
terial conditions were realized. But he still recognized a general tendency of 
rain to be for the benefit of crops, even though it did happen that it also ru
ined crops at times.

More precisely, what he recognized was a general tendency, according to 
his model of the natural cosmos, to perpetuate a diversity of species in being 
through a cycle of generation and corruption of perishable individuals, a cy
cle of which rain was a part. Seeing this preservation of species as an end or 
a convenience in being worth aiming at, not unlike modern-day environmen
talists, enabled him to recognize a certain finality in nature as well as the ma
terial causes that did bring it about. Without the thought of some convenience 
or benefit in being, some positive value or end intended, there can be no 
thought of finality.

Interestingly enough, as we have already remarked in passing, Aristotle 
thought of the perpetuation of species as an end intended in nature, if not by 
nature. This is an end that environmentalists also intend in their support of 
nature against the abuse of technological development, which has its own 
ends that are not those of nature. But the perpetuation of species is not the 
only end one can think of in nature.

In the context of a theory of evolution of species in nature, we can think 
of the appearance of new species also as an end intended in nature. Aristotle 
had no idea of such an evolution from his observation of nature. His method 
of scientific investigation was still too limited to particular places and partic
ular times still relatively close to the Greeks. Had he discovered the evidence 
for such an evolution in the broader cosmos, however, he would have had 
no trouble integrating it into his idea of finality in nature, especially if we 
think of the later species to appear as higher than those from which they 
evolved, for such later species would represent a higher value or convenience 
in being than their predecessors.

The fact that they come last, or later, does not present any difficulty for 
understanding them as intended ends. In fact, it reinforces the idea. For, as 
we see in the development of a complex organism such as an animal, that 
which is intended from the beginning, the mature form of the individual, 
comes last in the process. In his understanding of the development of any
thing, Aristotle usually took that which came last as the indication of what 
was intended from the beginning. I say “usually,” because what comes last is 
not always in keeping with the end-intended. It can be a failure or a mon
ster. What is intended in nature is some positive convenience in being that
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happens always or most of the time and it is what appears later in any natu
ral process of generation and growth rather that at first, as in the case of ma
turity for an animal.

A new and higher species in being, such as human being or animal being 
or living being relative to nonliving being, is certainly a more positive con
venience in being than lifeless being. But how can it be said to be that which 
happens always or most of the time when it appears for the first time? Aris- 
tode’s understanding of finality in nature seems to work well for established 
species. But does it work as well for understanding the arrival of new 
species? Modern science usually thinks of the appearance of a new species as 
purely random, without finality. It supposedly accounts for higher species 
not as a matter of development, for that would entail some kind of finality, as 
in the development of an animal to its mature form, but as a mere matter of 
survival of the fittest. Among the new beginnings of being, which have to be 
thought of as somehow infinite or chaotic from the standpoint of the estab
lished order, inasmuch as they are totally random, only those survive that 
win in the struggle for existence.They are dubbed fit, or fittest, only because 
they survive, and not because they represent a new convenience in being. Be
cause this idea of convenience or of the good of being is left out of considera
tion, the higher species are seen only as an end-result in the process of evo
lution, even as a failure from the standpoint of the established order, and not 
as an end-intended.

There is much to be said for this modern understanding of evolution. It 
brings out both the material conditions and the moving causes of the evolu
tion of new species in a way that was not understood before. But it does not 
account for any kind of development in this evolution or the appearance of 
higher species in time. It is a theory of evolution without development and 
without discernment of progress toward an end, as if one could understand 
the evolution of an organism without understanding the mature form of 
that organism, which is the end-intended of the development. The ultimate 
rationality of any development lies in the end-intended of that develop
ment. Without an understanding of that intended end, there is no under
standing of development and no understanding of failure or success in de
velopment, let alone of a form or a convenience in being.

Hence any understanding of an evolution of the species must begin from 
the end, which is, of course, where the theory of evolution begins anyway as 
a theory. We have come to understand that there has been evolution only be
cause we stand at the end, and not at the beginning. This is how we under
stand any movement, starting from the terminus ad quern. Standing at the end,
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however, once we get the intimation of an evolution of species, we begin to 
see ourselves also as standing better, or higher, in being, not only than other 
species of being contemporaneous with ourselves, but also other species that 
preceded us. Without standing at the end we could not have such a discern
ment and without the discernment of some finality in the process we could 
not think of the movement as a development or an evolution.

Even the thought of “the survival of the fittest” presupposes some dis
cernment of finality, for survival is taken as the end-intended, something 
better than annihilation. The problem with the thought of mere survival is 
that it thinks of fitness, or what we have called convenience in being, only in 
terms of some lowest measurable common denominator, namely, survival, 
which can be attributed to a mere stone as well as to a complex or highly 
evolved organism. There is more to standing in being for an organism or a 
human being than mere survival. And this more, this greater convenience in 
being, such as life, sensation, and intelligence, this higher identity according 
to what a being is, this higher form of being, even when it is much more pre
carious than a stone from the standpoint of mere survival, must be taken 
into account in any understanding of evolution. This is why a theory of evo
lution without some understanding of finality in nature remains ultimately 
irrational or fails to account for what comes to be, by one-sidedly insisting 
only on the mechanisms or the material conditions of evolution. Such a 
theory is in contradiction with itself because it denies what it has to presup
pose in order to speak of development or evolution toward higher, more conven
ient forms of being.

This kind of exclusive insistence on the material and efficient causes was 
not totally unknown to Aristotle. Some of it could be found in Empedocles 
with his theory of the four elements as that out of which everything else 
evolved. According to this theory, things could be understood adequately as 
coming from their material conditions, as rain could be understood as com
ing from certain atmospheric conditions. There was no need to posit any fi
nality in nature.

In countering this position Aristotle insisted more on the pattern of de
velopment within organisms, especially that of higher, more complex ani
mals, where he saw a convenience of being always ordered to a greater conven
ience, which is ultimately the convenience of the whole in the dignity of its 
being according to its essence or species. In such patterns, where what came 
last also appeared as the most convenient, Aristotle discerned an orientation 
to an end-intended as well as the effect of previously existing causes. He was 
disposed to see this by his metaphysical understanding of change as a passage
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from potency to act and of matter as being in potency to form according to 
an order, namely, the order of matter we spoke of earlier in section 124. But 
in positing finality in nature he was not one-sidedly denying the order of 
the material and the efficient cause. Rather he was affirming it, but only 
within the order of the final cause.

Failure to understand finality in nature is closely connected with the fail
ure to understand the coming to be of a substance or even to understand 
substance as such, all of which presents a real difficulty for the modern sci
ences of nature, as we have seen at every turn. If, however, we reflect on the 
coming to be of a substance, we can see most clearly how deeply finality in
fluences or affects natural processes. What comes to be simply, as we have 
seen, is a composite of matter and form and it is understood as a composite 
precisely as having come to be through a process. At the origin of that 
process there is matter, which is in potency to the form of what comes to 
be. As still only in potency to that form, it does not yet have that form, but it 
entails a certain orientation to that form as its end, of which it is still de
prived and which it somehow desires, although not consciously. This is why 
we came to speak of the substantial form as a perfection of its matter ac
cording to what it is as a substance. In this understanding of form as perfec
tion we have an understanding of it as the end of the process of generation 
for this substance, that toward which it was tending from its beginning and 
in which it terminates as a determinate being. In the case of a living being, 
we think of this perfection of form as having been reached in the mature 
healthy individual. To be sure, this substance is a result of the process, but it is 
a composite or a substantial whole precisely because of a tendency of this 
matter to find its perfection in this form. The coming to be of a substance, 
whether living or nonliving, is affected by a finality from its very inception, 
and the end of that process is its form. This is what we speak of as its “dy
namism,” which is taken from the Greek word for potency, dunamis.

The substantial form of anything in nature can thus be seen as the first 
and the most fundamental kind of end or final cause in nature. It comes as a 
result at the end of its process of coming to be, but affects that process from 
its beginning, thus making the result at least possible. It may also fail to affect 
the process sufficiently, by reason of some deficiency or defect in the materi
al or the efficient cause, so that the actual result may not be in accordance 
with the end-intended in the natural process according to what the sub
stance is or is supposed to be. In that case we may speak of the resulting 
substance as deficient in some way or even as a monster, not as something
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that terrifies us, but as something that declines from or falls short of the end 
intended in nature in the process of coming to be simply.

What we have in the case of such a deficiency is a substance, but one that 
is not perfect according to the potentiality of its nature, even though it may 
be perfect in many other respects. But even in such cases, the result is judged 
to be not perfect or imperfect in the light of the end that is thought to be 
intended in nature. If there were no tendency toward certain kinds of per
fection in substances, no matter of how many differing degrees, there would 
be no grounds for speaking of anything like deficiency or imperfection, just 
as there would be no grounds for distinguishing between health, which is an 
end or a convenience for living things in nature, and illness, which falls short 
of that end.

This finality in the process of generation as such, however, is only the first 
instance of it in nature. There is also another finality, which is that of the 
thing generated (finis rei generatae), and not just that of the process of gener
ation (finis generations). Not only is there a finality in coming to be. There is 
also a finality of what has come to be. This finality presupposes a plurality of 
beings and affects the relation between them, and not just the process of 
coming to be one substance or another. It is a finality that affects being pre
cisely as finite.

15.3 Finality in Finite Being as Such 
We have seen that every finite being is a composite of essence or sub

stance and be or an act of being. This is a composition of potency and act 
that is different from that of a substance that comes to be, in that it does not 
necessarily imply a coming to be or ceasing to be, but that is still analogous 
to it, in that it still implies a relation of receiving on the side of the substance 
and of perfecting on the side of the act of being. The act of being is received 
in the substance and it perfects the substance as being. Substance as such al
ready entails an act, which is its form, but the act of being is the act of this 
act, or the perfection of being in the concrete of this perfection. Just as mat
ter receives its form, and so limits it as the form of this or that individual, so 
also substance receives its act of being and so limits it as the act of this being 
and not another. Thus the act of being is multiplied and diversified in being 
received in diverse and multiple substances, while, as an act distinct from any 
one of these substances, it entails a certain kind of unlimitedness or positive 
infinity that goes beyond any finite substance, just as the form of a material 
or an individual substance entails a kind of unlimitedness or a positive infin-
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ity that goes beyond the individual as such, since it is received in other indi
viduals as well, as the human form is received in Socrates, Plato, and other 
individuals of the same species.

All this has been said in accordance with an understanding of the onto
logical structure of the beings that we know in the direct exercise of judg
ment centered on a common understanding of the distinction between or 
the composition of potency and act in being. This twofold distinction, that 
between matter and form and that between a substance and its act of being, 
accounts for the multiplicity and the diversity of beings as we know them in 
experience or as given where being is disclosed. But is that all it accounts 
for? Does it not account as well for the fact that every being is active and for 
some further finality in substantially constituted beings over and above the 
finality that has affected their coming to be, namely, the finality of action 
and interaction among finite beings?

In our initial understanding of the distinction between potency and act, 
in connection with the principles of becoming, we distinguished between 
not just two but three principles. Two were understood as constitutive of the 
thing that comes to be, namely, the new form of what comes to be and its 
subject or matter.The third was understood as a privation to which the mat
ter was subject before the coming to be, namely, the privation of the form 
yet to come. This privation, clearly, is not constitutive of what comes to be, 
since it disappears, so to speak, in the appearing of the new form, but it is a 
principle insofar as it affects the subject or the matter, which is constitutive 
of what comes to be. In fact, even while it is under one form, matter remains 
under privation of one kind or another in that it remains in potency to oth
er forms. This is what makes for the mutability of material things, and even 
for their eventual corruption, for if and when this potentiality of their mat
ter to other substantial forms is actuated it entails the corruption of the 
thing in its present form. The generation of one thing always entails the cor
ruption of another.

Privation, even if it is not a positive, per se constitutive principle of be
coming and of beings, is thus integral to any understanding of potency and 
act as principles of becoming and being. Without privation there is no prop
er understanding of the dynamic relation between these two positive princi
ples, for we must maintain a distinction between being in potency as some
thing positive in the constitution of a being and privation, which in itself is 
merely negative or nothing. Privation is a determinate negation only in rela
tion to the form of which it is the privation, as cold is a privation of heat or 
being unlearned is a privation of learning. In the case of Socrates’ learning,
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the privation of learning is part of the dynamic relation between his becom
ing learned and his being or having been learned only in potency. In the 
case of his coming to be simply as a substance, the privation of the human 
form was part of the dynamic relation between his becoming a human sub
stance and his being or having been such only in potency in the seed and 
the egg from which he came.

As we extend our understanding of this relation between potency and act 
to the composition between a substance and its act of being, however, is 
there still any place for privation as integral to what has to be understood? 
We might be inclined to say no, since, as we saw, this instance of the compo
sition does not necessarily entail a strict coming to be or ceasing to be. It is a 
composition that obtains between any finite substance and its act of being, 
whether it comes to be and ceases to be or not. In other words, if there were 
a pure finite form, which would be a substance unto itself and would not be 
constitutive of a composite material substance, it would neither come to be 
nor cease to be, but as finite it would still be in a relation of potency to its 
act of being. If there is no coming to be or ceasing to be for such a sub
stance, is there still any privation in the relation between itself as potency 
and as act of being, or is the relation purely static, or again, as some might 
say, is the relation purely formal?

Similarly, when we speak of this composition between substance and act 
of being for a substance that does come to be, as in the case of Socrates or 
the tree in my back yard, we mean a composition that transcends that be
tween matter and form, in which we find privation as part of the dynamic 
relation between the two in becoming. Insofar as this composition between 
a substance and its act of being transcends this first composition, does it still 
entail any privation or is it also purely static and formal? If it does entail 
some kind of privation, how is the dynamism of the relation that follows 
from that to be understood? Will it be just one of becoming, as in coming to 
be strictly and ceasing to be? Or will it be one of action and communication 
with other finite beings?

15.4 Action and Communication as Transcendence 
of Ontological Limitation

As distinct from the act of being, substance is principle of limitation of 
that act. If this act were not received in different substances, as each limits it 
to its own standing, it would not be diversified and multiplied. On the other 
hand, in being diversified and multiplied it is limited to each substance of 
which it is the act of being. What there is, then, is a diversity and a plurality
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of beings each sharing in an act that is somehow common to all of them. 
Each finds something of this act in itself and in others. In its commonality to 
the diversity and plurality of beings, the act of being is not limited to any 
one of them. It is somehow infinite. In its composition with the diverse sub
stances, it is a finite act of each finite substance, but as common and infinite, 
it overflows this finitude in a dynamic relation to other beings sharing in the 
same act. In limiting the act of being to its own standing, an individual sub
stance does not isolate itself. It finds itself in communication with other sub
stances within the infinity of their common act of being.

There is thus in every individual substance not only potency to the act of 
being, but also a certain privation in relation to the being of other sub
stances. Not only does each limit its own act of being, but each also limits 
the other in its being. It deprives the other of being all of being, so to speak. 
Thus, among the finite beings of our experience, there is a mutual depriva
tion of being, so to speak, which does not leave them isolated from one an
other in a static coexistence but draws them together in a dynamic relation, 
not just of coming to be, as in the dynamic of matter and form, but of action 
and communication. This privation of a substance in relation to the act of 
being regards not just its own act, but also the act of other beings. It takes 
the form of a desire for the other as other, which it cannot become without 
ceasing to be itself, but which it somehow desires as the perfection of its 
own limited being in the only way that this is possible, that is, as an end to 
be attained through action in some kind of communication.

Every being clings to its own being. A material substance, which is con
stituted of a matter that remains in potency to forms other than the one it 
now has, has to struggle against these different potencies in itself to survive 
in being. But it cannot rid itself of this potency to not-be or to nonbeing. In 
desiring an other as its end, however, it is not actuating this potency not to 
be, so to speak. It is still clinging to its own being as a substance. It is main
taining its standing in being and from this stand, which is its first perfection, 
it is proceeding to act in its own way, which is its second perfection. The 
privation we are speaking of with regard to the other is one that gives rise to 
action among substances that have some endurance in being and not just to 
a process of generation and corruption. It presupposes the separate actuality 
of substances and sets them in action in relation to one another. It entails a 
finality of communication among beings extrinsic to one another that does 
not take away their first perfection as substances but rather enhances this 
perfection into a higher form or convenience in communication with others.

We speak of action here in connection with this finality of extrinsic rela-
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tion among beings, and not just of a process or a coming to be and ceasing to 
be intrinsic to a substance, because action is an ultimate act of substances that 
is not necessarily tied to any process of coming to be or ceasing to be. In one 
sense, be or the act of being is the ultimate act of a finite substance, insofar as 
the substance is something actually or has its standing in being. However, in
sofar as substance limits this act of being, that is, as a potency to such an act, 
it is also in potency to the being of other things, not as desiring to be other 
than itself, but rather as relating to them, as other, as part of its own final per
fection. In this way a substance aspires to transcend itself in its initial onto
logical constitution not by ceasing to be itself, but by acting in its own way 
and according to its own form in relation to other substances. For this rea
son, to be for a finite being is never just a static standing. It is always an incli
nation to act, to overcome its initial ontological finitude, and to seek its ulti
mate perfection in some conjunction with all of being.

15.5 The Ontological Inclination to Act
We have been speaking of finite being in its propensity to act in a way 

that is common to finite beings as such. But there is a diversity of finite be
ings as well as a multiplicity. Not all are the same, even as finite, and not all 
are inclined in the same way to act or inclined to act in the same way. There 
is a diversity in finitude and this diversity affects the inclination to act in dif
ferent beings. How is this diversity to be understood?

Let us recall that the principle of diversity among determinate beings as 
well as the principle of perfection in any determinate being is the form. The 
substantial form of a being is what specifies it to be the kind of being it is. It 
is from this form that the inclination to act follows. As the ancient adage 
used to say, some inclination follows from any form. Quamlibet formam se- 
quitur aliqua inclinatio. If the form is intentional in the mind of an artist or a 
craftsman, the corresponding inclination is to produce or to reproduce it in 
some matter. If the form is that of a thing in nature, the corresponding incli
nation is to reproduce itself in another thing or to seek another thing of its 
own kind.

The inclination to act follows from form in a twofold sense. First, it fol
lows in the sense that we have been arguing for, in that the finite being, pre
cisely as finite, is inclined to transcend its own ontological limitation 
through action and communication with other finite beings. A being is fi
nite by reason of its form, whether it is the form of a composite or a simple 
immaterial form. As the potency in its composition with its act of being, 
form limits this act as it receives it. The inclination to act follows from this
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very limiting of the act of being. As form, albeit still in potency to the act of 
being, it is not purely passive potency, as matter is in relation to form. It has 
some kind of active potency through which it is inclined to act in order to 
equal in some way the infinity of being as common to many beings. The 
tendency of a finite being as such to transcend the limitation of its ontolog
ical constitution follows from its form as in potency to the act of being. In 
this sense, the inclination to act follows necessarily from any finite form ac
tuated by an act of being shared with other finite beings.

The second sense in which the inclination to act follows from form is 
closely related to this first sense, but it adds an important specification. The 
inclination follows from the form, which is specific to each being, and not 
from the act of being, which is common to all beings even though it is that 
which is most intimate to each being as being. Thus the inclination to act is 
in accordance with the form, and not with the act of being. Through its ac
tion, a being transcends the limitation of its ontological constitution, but it 
does so only in the measure of its form. If a form is totally immersed in mat
ter, so too is its action, while its transcendence, even though it goes out to 
other beings, is restricted to material conditions. If a form emerges from its 
material conditions, as in the case of a conscious being, so too does its action, 
which comes to include the forms of other beings as well as its own inten
tionally, although not physically. The form that entails consciousness, espe
cially as found in productive human labor, opens up the scope of transcen
dence through action far beyond the physical limitation of any individual, as 
Marx did not hesitate to point out, and, we should add, the form that entails 
self-consciousness, opens it up infinitely through the spiritual inclinations of 
intelligence and will.

The inclination to act thus means different things for different beings. It 
is best known to us and first known in our own proper activity. There it has 
the form of an appetite, which is an inclination to act that follows upon the 
consciousness of an object to be desired or acquiesced in. We spoke earlier, 
in Chapter 8, of the will as an appetite or an inclination to act in this sense, 
in developing the idea of the ontological good. We could also speak of the 
intelligence as a similar appetite or inclination to act, in that it desires truth 
as its object, which is the truth of being, and in that it acquiesces in it in the 
affirmation of judgment. Truth, which is a disclosure of being, is the good 
for intelligence that inclines it to seek and wonder, as being itself is the good 
for the will once it is known. This is known in a kind of self-consciousness 
that takes in or wonders about the whole world along with itself, for self- 
consciousness gives a universal scope to the human inclination to act as well
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as the possibility of acting in many different ways in determining itself. It is 
by reflection upon these two inclinations to act in our human being that we 
arrive at the notions of truth and goodness as properties of being.

But we do not suppose that all beings have such a universal and self-con
scious inclination to act. There are others that have some consciousness, but 
do not appear to have intelligence and will. Theirs is only a sense conscious
ness, with an appetite consequently that is only sensual. Their inclination to 
act can still be called an appetite because it follows from some consciousness 
of objects as desirable and as satisfying. But this appetite does not have the 
same universal scope as the human appetite, which is intellectual as well as 
sensual, nor does it appear to have the same level of reflection into self. It is 
more caught up in its material conditions in that it depends intrinsically on 
sense organs and on merely physical affection, and its scope is far from being 
as universal.

Moreover, while merely animal consciousness does entail a certain tran
scendence over its immediate physical being, the wonder and satisfaction of 
animals is still confined to very particular worlds of their own. Each animal 
has a world of its own, in which it lives and breathes and dwells. Each has its 
own inclinations to act in this world of its own. But neither this world nor 
these inclinations have the full scope of being that opens up in human inch- 
nation through intelligence and will.

On the level of plant life, we may no longer be justified in speaking of 
appetite, if we restrict the idea of appetite to an inclination that follows from 
some kind of consciousness, even though there does appear to be some kind 
of sensitivity to environmental conditions in some plants. Our differentia
tion of animal life from plant life seems to rest on a distinction between, on 
the one hand, sensation, which definitely entails a form of consciousness, al
though not self-consciousness, as in the case of humans, and on the other 
hand, whatever is proper to plants in their interaction with inanimate ele
ments. In this interaction, however, there is certainly an inclination to act on 
the part of the plant, even if it be only to absorb and to discharge as it holds 
its own in being through its vital functions.

The place among beings where the internal inclination to act is least dis
tinct and most difficult to discern is in nonliving things. This is in keeping 
with the lower degree of their identity or of their standing in being and the 
greater immersion of their form in their matter as mere things. In them the 
form barely overcomes the potency of matter, so that the inclination to act is 
barely more than a reaction, a force caught up in an interplay of forces. Even 
at this level of being, however, and to the extent that we are still talking
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about a plurality of beings, we have to think of an inclination to act in each 
being relating it to other beings as to ends, for the other is that toward 
which the being is inclined to act. In fact, this inclination may not be strict
ly to act, as in the case of the living. At the most basic level of physical activ
ity, the inclination may be more to a place, according to the scientific model 
of Aristotle, who thought of the four elements that he distinguished at the 
base of physical reality as inclined to opposing places, with earth inclined to
ward the center of the cosmos and fire inclined away from this center to
ward its periphery, while water and air were intermediary, one on the side of 
earth and the other on the side of fire. Or the inclination may be nothing 
more than a relation to an opposing force, as in the case of negative and pos
itive charges at the atomic level as defined by modern physics. In any case, it 
is to some inclination that we are brought back as most fundamental to any 
being and as consequent upon its form.

Modern physics has gone much further than ancient science in distin
guishing elements and basic entities, but it still distinguishes these elements 
and these entities on the basis of what we should call different inclinations it 
finds within them relating to other elements and basic entities, even though 
these inclinations are expressed mainly as mathematical equations. Even at 
this level of minimal inclination, there is still an order of finality among the 
different things distinguished always in relation to one another as distinct 
from one another, an order that is analogous to that among self-conscious
nesses in mutual recognition.

15.6 The Necessity of Finality among Finite Beings
To speak of the end as an extrinsic cause is to speak of a being that is oth

er than the being for which it is the end. We have spoken of a certain finali
ty in the process of coming to be, where the form of what comes to be is 
the end-intended of the process. This is the process of generation as the 
process of growth and development of a being. But this is a finality that is 
still only intrinsic to the being that is coming to be. It is not finality in the 
fullest sense of the term, that is, in the sense that one being is somehow the 
end for another being as an object of desire or acquiescence. We have spo
ken of a certain desire for form in matter as being in potency in Chapter 12. 
But this was not the desire of one being for another, or for an object other 
than the subject. It was the desire of a subjective principle for its coprinciple 
in the constitution of a composite being, a desire found only in matter in its 
relation to form as the fulfillment of its potency. It was not the desire of one 
thing already constituted in its being for another thing also constituted in its
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being. Only the latter is the sign of a finality among finite beings over and 
above the finality intrinsic to each in its coming to be, the sign of a need 
among finite beings for one another.

How does this need relate to the inclination to act that follows upon the 
form of any being? On the one hand, the inclination to act is a positive ori
entation to all of being on the part of form, including the being of others. 
But, on the other hand, it is also an appetite for the other in its being and 
goodness. This appetite can be understood as either desire for the good, 
when it is not possessed, or acquiescence in the good, when it is possessed. 
But in either case it has to be understood as a kind of need for the other on 
the part of the finite being as such, a need that manifests itself in the passing 
of the finite being from its first or ontological perfection to its second per
fection (Chapter 7), for it is in this passage from first to second perfection 
that each finite being encounters other finite beings also passing from their 
first to their second perfection as part of the universe in which they all find 
themselves.

In order to show that every being is good, we argued from our experi
ence of appetite, which is an effect of goodness in us. The goodness we were 
speaking of is that of being which is divided among finite beings in varying 
degrees and according to different needs. For the finite being, who has to 
achieve its second perfection through its proper activity, the experience of 
desire, even for a being constituted in its first perfection, is an experience of 
some otherness in being, of some object that stands opposite the desiring 
subject, which it does not have, and which it desires.

We can think of this as the experience of animals, to speak only of beings 
that show a certain degree of consciousness and hence of appetite in the 
proper sense of the term. Animals desire things outside themselves, which 
they seek out in their roaming, to satisfy their own needs and so maintain 
themselves in their second perfection as animals. But the place to think 
about it most properly is in the experience of human beings, who desire not 
only mere things but also other human beings for the satisfaction of their 
needs and the maintenance of their second perfection as human. In this ex
perience, which is our own proper activity, we can reflect direcdy on the 
need of a finite being to transcend its own ontological limitation in the en
counter with another finite being like itself. From this reflection on human 
being in its second perfection we can then extend our understanding of this 
need by analogy to other kinds of finite being, especially lesser kinds.

In what does the second perfection of human being consist? Most prop
erly, it consists in self-conscious activity. But how is this activity constituted
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in its self-consciousness? From what need, from what desire, does it follow? 
We are well aware of our needs and desires on the animal level of being, 
even though we may not understand all of them as fully as we might. These 
are the needs and desires that can be satisfied through things outside our
selves, but in the satisfaction those things are often consumed and cease to 
be, which gives rise to a constant recurrence of needs and desires for more 
things outside ourselves. It also gives rise to our desire for accumulating such 
things in anticipation of future needs.

But these are not the needs and desires that give rise to self-consciousness 
as such, as Hegel has shown in his phenomenological passage from mere 
consciousness of objects that stand over against (Gegenstande) consciousness 
to genuine self-consciousness, where the other is now another self-con
sciousness (PhG 124-43/98-113).This self-consciousness has to be associated 
with another kind of need or desire, which is for another kind of good, 
namely, a spiritual good, and which Hegel calls recognition (Anerkennung).

In the satisfaction of this need and desire, the object or the other is not 
consumed and does not cease to be, but rather is affirmed in its very being 
and in its own self-consciousness as other than the first to which reference is 
made. In the mutual recognition of self-consciousnesses among finite be
ings, the goodness of each being is preserved and maintained for the other, 
since this is the condition for its coming to be and its continuing to be such 
as it is. It is as other than itself that a self-consciousness needs another self- 
consciousness in its desire for recognition. Only so can it come to self-con
sciousness in the presence of another self-consciousness.

How does this mutual recognition spell itself out as the satisfaction of a 
need for an other in the finite being? To distinguish oneself from an other in 
one’s own self-consciousness is to distinguish oneself as finite, as not the oth
er. To distinguish the other as distinct from oneself in being is equally to dis
tinguish it as finite, as not oneself. All this is implied in mutual recognition, 
but it is implied concretely in such a way that the distinguishing of one self 
from another takes place in a mutual presence of the one to the other. Each 
discovers itself as being in its self-consciousness and as finite in the presence 
of an other who is also discovering itself as being in its self-consciousness and 
as finite in the presence of the other self. In fact, each needs the other in or
der to discover itself in its own self-consciousness and has to affirm the other 
as other in order to get the recognition that it needs, for without the other in 
self-consciousness there could not be the satisfaction of recognition.

In the need or the desire for mutual recognition between selves we thus 
have one finite being drawn to another as to its end in the very act of
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achieving its own second perfection as self-consciousness. In fact, we have 
that only among several self-consciousnesses each seeking its own perfection 
through the other as a good for itself. In the achievement of mutual recogni
tion we have a certain acquiescence in this goodness of the other for oneself 
as well as in one’s own goodness as self-conscious. As mutual between two 
selves or among several selves the relation is reciprocal. It constitutes a com
munity of finite beings where the good of each is at the same time the good 
of the other, a common good that begins as mutual recognition but that can 
open up into friendship, a further acquiescence in the goodness of the other.

All this illustrates how one finite being is an end for another finite being 
at least on one level of being, that of human being. Insofar as mutual recog
nition is a necessary condition for self-consciousness, it illustrates a need or a 
desire for the other as part of the end-intended in intending one’s own per
fection. For the achievement of its own perfection even as self-conscious, 
the human being has to go through or will the perfection of another human 
being in its self-consciousness. But is all this true of other finite beings or is 
it true only of human being? Can it be extended by analogy to other realms 
of finite being, where there appears to be no self-consciousness?

We began our reflection on the need for an other in finite being with 
self-conscious human being not only because that remains for us the pri
mary analogate of being, but also because that is where the need for an oth
er or the orientation to an other might seem least apparent. Self-conscious
ness entails a kind of self-centeredness or absolute self-standing that has 
seemed to preclude any necessary relation to an other for modern thought 
beginning with Descartes and Hobbes. In the need or the desire of self-con
sciousness for recognition, however, we have found that such is not the case. 
We have found that self-consciousness is itself a limited being, both by rea
son of what it is in itself and by the presence in being of other self-con
sciousnesses. We have found also that self-consciousness transcends this limi
tation through recognition of and from the other.

In fact, we might argue that we first become conscious of an object as 
other than ourselves in being, and consequently of ourselves as a being dis
tinct from that one, in the confrontation with another self. The first object 
we come to know objectively is another self in relation to whom we come 
to know ourselves as a self or as a subject affected by another self. Lesser ob
jects, that is, merely sentient beings, merely living beings, or even nonliving 
beings, appear to us as objects only subsequently, so that the objectivity of 
mere thinghood depends on the objectivity in intersubjectivity, that is, a re
lation of mutual recognition among selves. It is in this relation among selves
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that we come to our first conception of being in its finitude and in its plu
rality at the same time as in its tendency to overcome its finitude through 
communication and interaction with other finite beings.

The fact that this takes place only on a level of self-consciousness sets 
self-conscious being off as the highest form in which this communication 
and interaction takes place among the beings we know in the direct exercise 
of judgment. For the lower forms of being and their need for an other, we 
have only to proceed according to our understanding of lesser forms of con
sciousness and lesser forms of desire to the point where there appears no 
conscious desire and no life but only an inclination to some other which is 
barely an other on the level of basic physical entities, as in the case of mere 
negative charges in relation to mere positive charges.

To speak of a conscious being without self-consciousness, such as what is 
called a brute animal, is to speak of being with a lesser self-standing, and 
therefore of one that is more finite and more in need of an other, even 
though this is no longer a need or a desire for recognition. The form of this 
lesser being does not give rise to this higher inclination or appetite for 
recognition any more than it gives rise to the capacity for mutual recogni
tion and self-consciousness in the full sense of the term through symbiosis.

To speak of living but not conscious beings, such as plants, is to speak of 
even more finite beings and beings more in need of an other in order not 
just to arrive at their own self-standing or essential identity, but also to actu
alize themselves in their second perfection.

Finally, to speak of nonliving beings, where the level of self-standing 
seems to be most diminished, is to speak of the most finite kind of being and 
the kind most in need of an other for whatever self-standing can be 
achieved. This is the level of being that physics studies, in abstraction from all 
higher levels of finite being. But it is a level in which there is still some inch- 
nation as to an other from which all motion, conscious and living as well as 
physical, begins, to the extent that there is still a discernible distinction be
tween entities in their mutual relations. At the limit there is only a pure pass
ing over without distinction of terms and therefore without order and with
out finality, a pure force or a pure bang that may not be the inclination of 
anything.

In speaking of the higher activity of human being and of its inclination to 
act, however, we should keep in mind that these are not detached from the 
lower forms of activity and inclination in nature. The human being is not a 
pure self-consciousness. It is also an animal, a living thing, and a physical en
tity with its own physical organs, including arms and legs along with head
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and hands. In its self-consciousness it integrates these lower forms of activity 
and inclination into a higher unity that of a self-conscious being and that of 
a community of such self-conscious beings. Conversely, however, the lower 
forms of being not only exhibit proper activities, but also in these activities 
manifest inclinations to some things rather that others and in this way form 
specific parts of an order that can be thought of as a kind of community of 
beings, the community of natures as a whole that is tending or intended in 
many different ways at many different levels toward the historical communi
ty of human beings at its summit.



C H A P T E R  1 6

From the Material to the Efficient Cause

T o  s p e a k  OF t h e  o r d e r  o f  f i n a l i t y  among determinate beings is 
not enough. Finality accounts for why finite beings tend to transcend 

their initial ontological limitation through action and how they need other 
beings in doing so. It accounts for why separate beings tend toward one an
other in their very separation, but it does not account for how they come 
together effectively in the communication of being from one to the other.

In the discussion of finality in nature, we saw how a one-sided considera
tion of the final cause in reality can come to displace and even to replace all 
consideration of the material and the efficient cause. We argued against the 
one-sided reaction to this tendency which tends to look only to material 
and efficient causes in accounting for things, to the exclusion of any consid
eration of finality, but we did not deny the necessity of considering the ma
terial and the efficient cause along with the final cause. On the contrary, we 
affirmed the necessity to do so, since the end does not affect what comes to 
be as an effect, whether by art or by nature, except by the effective power of 
an agent. We have already given a good deal of thought to the material cause 
of being in composite substances, and it is from this side of the composite 
substance that we shall proceed to our consideration of the efficient cause, 
just as it is from the side of the form that we proceeded to our consideration 
of the final cause.

We should keep in mind, however, that the composite substance we are 
focusing on is not just a mere physical entity, but a living, sentient, rational 
thing, the human being, our primary analogate of being. In doing so, we are 
avoiding the kind of separation between the order of efficiency and the or
der of finality, or between the order of nature and the order of freedom, 
Kant was left with in his critical philosophy. We are keeping these two orders 
together as part of a single universal order of beings in relation to one an
other. In The Critique of Pure Reason Kant was left with the problem of a
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“thing in itself” that had to be affirmed but that could not be known as 
such. In this way the question of “metaphysical knowledge,” as conceived by 
Kant, remained quite problematic, but not the question of “physical knowl
edge.” Through the Critique, Kant claimed to have resolved the question of 
experiential knowledge through a combination, so to speak, of the cate
gories of the understanding with a content from sense intuition. This syn
thesis of sense and understanding gave us a knowledge not just of things 
outside ourselves, but also of ourselves as things of experience, that is, as 
things that are subject to the same necessity as all other things in nature. 
While it did not allow for a more total reflection upon the activity of 
thought itself as the appearance of the self in its substance, it did allow for 
knowledge of human being both as knowing and as caught up in the deter
minism of nature in its being.

It was only in abstraction from this realm of determinism that Kant al
lowed for the freedom of the human subject in the realm of Pure Practical 
Reason. He allowed for it speculatively as part of what was hidden in the 
unknowable “thing in itself.” He did not claim to know this as such, since 
there was no intuition connected with Pure Practical Reason as there was 
for Theoretical Reason. But he claimed it as a postulate of Pure Practical 
Reason, for without this postulated freedom there could be no thought of a 
moral order as distinct from the natural order and as governed by pure prac
tical reason.

In this dualism of Pure Reason Kant managed to preserve both the order 
of efficiency and the order of finality. One he saw as the order of nature and 
the other as the order of morality, where at least the human being was seen 
as an end in itself in a kingdom of ends. But he preserved them only as jux
taposed to one another or as superimposed upon each other, depending 
upon whether we come at them through theoretical reason, where the order 
of necessity is thought of as holding sway, or through practical reason, where 
the order of freedom asserts itself. He did not bring them together as one 
order, as German Idealism tried to do after him or as we shall try to do here 
in our understanding of the universe.

It is through our focus on the composite substance of human being as 
our primary analogate of being that we keep these two orders of finality and 
of efficiency from diverging into two separate realms. In the composite sub
stance we already have an understanding of two principles of being, matter 
and form. In the relation between the two we already have an understanding 
of some finality in this relation, inasmuch as matter somehow desires form 
and form is the intended end in the process of generation. From the form
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there also follows the inclination to act in the finite being that reaches out 
to some other being as to an end. It is from the side of matter that we dis
cover as well some influencing of being from an other or some dependence 
in being from an other in the finite being. This is the order of efficient 
causality in the relation between finite beings, which now comes into ques
tion for us. In what does it consist? How is it a pouring out of being, or an 
influencing, from one being to another? How is it a dependence of one upon 
another even though each is somehow self-standing?

16. i The Idea o f Efficient Cause
In elucidating our idea of the final cause we started from the way human 

beings come to produce things such as houses and airplanes. Let us begin 
with the same kind of activity to elucidate the idea of efficient cause, which 
is presumably better understood in modern science and philosophy but 
which is still not always understood as clearly as it might be. In what does 
efficiency consist as distinct from finality? How is the efficient cause to be 
distinguished from mere matter as a cause of what comes to be?

In the production of things like houses and airplanes the end, or the final 
cause, of the production is the intended use of the product. We build houses 
in order to live or work in them. We build airplanes in order to fly in them. 
In speaking of the efficient cause, however, it is of the actual building of such 
things that we are speaking, the producing of them into being. In what does 
this consist? How is the product an effect of the producer? How is one thing 
effected by another?

In raising the question of efficient causality among finite beings we are 
raising the question of causality in a way that is irreducible to any of the oth
er causes we can distinguish in being. As we noted from the very beginning 
of our reflection on the communication of being, the idea of cause and 
effect presupposes some kind of otherness between the effect and the cause. 
The effect is real as effect only as other than the cause. It is from this other
ness of the effect that the question of efficient causality as external arises. 
How does this or that, which is thought of as an effect, relate to its efficient 
cause?

Part of the answer to this question relates to the end for which the effect 
is produced. Part of it also relates to the form and matter of the product 
which, as distinct principles of a composite, are other not only than one an
other but also than the whole that they compose, and hence can be thought 
of as causes of the composite. But in its most radical sense the answer to the 
question still relates to how one being depends on or is caused by another
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being once a plurality of beings or the otherness of the effect is recognized.
All questions about the final, the formal, or the material cause at some 

point converge upon this question of the efficient cause, which has to do 
with one being effecting an other or one being understood as effected by an 
other, not to be confused with the affecting and the being affected of final cau
sation. The final cause, or the end-intended, does not exert its influence in 
being except through the efficient cause, nor do form and matter come to
gether as an actual composite except under the influence of some other 
composite that is already actual, as we are about to show. The question of ac
counting for being that first arises with coming to be, as we saw at the be
ginning of our reflection on becoming, culminates in this one about the 
efficient cause, beyond that of the material and the formal cause. How does 
the actuality of one being account for the actuality of another?

In answering this question we must begin from the thing effected and see 
it as a thing, just as in answering the question about any motion in being we 
had to begin from the terminus ad quern of the motion. It is in the product 
that we understand a production, just as it is in its term that we understand a 
change. Now in the case of a house or an airplane, the product is clearly a 
composite of matter and form that is a thing other than the producer. As 
such a thing it has a form of its own actualized in its matter, which are the 
materials out of which it was formed.

To understand a thing as a product of human activity, however, we must 
understand the form as having first been thought by a human being. The 
form of the house or the airplane that comes to be was first conceived by a 
human being before it could be actualized in its matter. As merely con
ceived, the form is not yet the form of the thing produced or to be pro
duced. Before it becomes that, some actual disposing and shaping of materi
als will have to take place, which begins after the initial thought of the form 
has reached a certain completion. But the conception itself, as distinct from 
the end-intended we spoke about earlier, must be seen as part of the effi
cient causality for the house, or the airplane, or any other human artifact, in
cluding a work of art. The conception is the invention of what is to be pro
duced and we certainly think of the inventor as the efficient cause of what 
he invents, even when he does not give a hand to the actual production of 
his invention. The same is true of the artist or the designer, who may not al
ways be an inventor but who operates out of a certain habit or an art that is 
still basically a conception.

To be sure, the conception alone does not make the thing produced. Not 
all bright ideas come to fruition in external reality. Measures must be taken
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to bring certain materials into shape according to the conceived form. But 
even these measures follow from the conception, which is truly that whence 
the entire process begins. In the actual production of an artifact or of a work 
of art, the conception is the beginning of the efficiency, which must be dis
tinguished from both the final cause and the material cause of the product. 
In this sense, it is conception that is the true origin of the work of art rather 
than just be or Sein in the abstract, as Heidegger claims. What is produced in 
being is something someone had to think of first. Without the thought at the 
origin, the thing would not have come into being, the thought, not just of a 
certain use or a certain purpose for which the thing could be used, but of 
the thing itself or the work of art according to its own form, that which had 
to be produced in being, and the thought from which a conclusion had to 
be drawn as to where to begin in the actual disposition of matter for the 
production of the thing or the work of art.

In fact, the thing, as artifact or as an effect of art, which is more than just 
a force of nature, has to be understood more as a product of thought than as 
a product of mere nature because the principles of motion in nature alone 
could not account for its coming to be. Even though the materials did have 
a certain potency to the form of the product or the artifact, there was noth
ing in nature to educe this form from this potency at this time. The thought 
had to intervene, so to speak, as a new beginning, as an origin of something 
new in being. This is an aspect of labor or human production Marx did not 
sufficiendy attend to in his analysis of the forces of production.

This idea of human efficiency presupposes that we understand the prod
uct as a thing distinct from its producer. The house and the airplane are 
original artifacts of human being that clearly stand outside the producer, 
even though they are in some sense expressions of our originality. We could 
also think of a certain kind of human efficiency that stays within the human 
being through which one shapes oneself rather than something else. There is 
always something of this even in the shaping of things outside ourselves. In 
producing things we are also cultivating ourselves. As Marx puts it, “By thus 
acting on the external world and changing it, [human being] at the same 
time changes its own nature” (Marx 1906,198).

But even in this kind of internal or immanent efficiency, we would have 
to maintain a distinction between what is produced and what produces, or 
what is caused and what causes, a distinction that is seen much more clearly 
when the product is something separate from the producer or the effected is 
separate from the cause, as the house and the airplane stand in being in their 
own way apart from any human being. When we see them as things in
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themselves, so to speak, even though they are not things of nature, that is, 
when we see them as artifacts or as products of human art, we see much 
more clearly how the efficient cause is something else than the effect, even 
as the origin of the effect, in a way that is not true of the material cause, 
which is a constitutive principle of the effect as a composite.

We spoke earlier of matter as that out of whose potency forms are 
educed, whether it be by nature or by human initiative. In speaking of this 
relation of material causality we spoke of coming to be from. Matter is that 

from which something comes to be. As a principle of being, however, it is 
only a subject of change. It is constitutive of what comes to be along with 
the form educed from it. To express the relating of efficient causality we 
must speak of origin in a different way than we do for the material cause. 
That which comes to be does not originate from its efficient cause in the 
same way as it comes to be from matter. The house or the airplane comes to 
be from the materials out of which it is produced. Its form is educed from 
this matter. But the efficient cause of the house or the airplane is not the 
matter that constitutes it or from which it comes to be.

Nor is the efficient cause the form that is actually educed from its matter, 
the form that is constitutive of the being produced. It is another being that 
has produced it in being as the form of this matter, starting from a concep
tion of the form. The efficient or the moving cause is the source of the mo
tion through which an effect comes to be, for we are speaking of production 
still for things that come to be. As such the efficient cause is something that 
stands apart from and is prior to what comes to be and yet causes it to come 
into being.

Aristotle speaks of the efficient cause as that whence (hothen) the first be
ginning of change or rest comes. He gives as his first example of such a 
cause the one who has conceived a plan (ho houleusas), before mentioning 
the father of the child or, more generally, the producer of a product or that 
which changes that which is changed (Metaph 1013a 30-34). In the order of 
coming to be, the efficient cause is the moving cause of that which is moved 
or comes to be through change.

16.2 Teaching as Efficient Causality in the Historical Order
Discussions of efficient causality in modern philosophy usually focus only 

on physical or mechanical interactions among things. This is the way causal
ity was still viewed by Hegel, who tended to minimize it as something im
mersed in the mechanical forces of nature. So far we have illustrated the idea 
of efficient causality only in terms of human production having to do large-
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ly with external objects at hand, though we have insisted on the conception 
of ideas, or on art, as an essential aspect of this causality. Nevertheless, physi
cal interaction is not the only kind of efficient communication among the 
beings we know in experience. There are other kinds of communication, es
pecially among human beings, that can be viewed as instances of efficient 
causality on the level of spirit as well as nature.

In keeping with our understanding of human being as the primary 
analogate of being, we should insist on human interaction even on the level 
of thought as a kind of efficient causality, prior to asking about efficient 
causality in mere nature or among merely physical objects, for it is in this 
human kind of interaction that we can understand how one being effectively 
influences another better than in merely physical interaction. Human beings 
themselves, even in their self-consciousness, begin historically in an interac
tion or a confrontation of individuals that issues in mutual recognition 
among them. Human being as we understand it in history presupposes a 
plurality of individuals. It emerges in a communication among them that is 
intentional as well as physical. This interaction is no less worthy of meta
physical consideration than merely physical interaction, since as intentional 
it represents a higher degree of being than the merely physical.

There are, of course, many ways efficient causation takes place in human 
interaction. Mutual recognition is already such a way. Another way is the 
kind of influencing that takes place through counseling even in the exercise 
of free will. But it is perhaps in the activity of one human being teaching an
other that we find the clearest example of an efficient cause in the intention
al order of human action, for there we have not only a distinction between 
two individuals but also the understanding of one depending on another for 
something that comes to be in the understanding, namely, learning in one 
individual as separate from the other.

To speak of teaching is to speak of a communication between two sepa
rate individuals. We sometimes speak of teaching oneself something, but this 
is not strictly teaching. It is learning by oneself through owns own intelli
gence from experience and possibly from beings other than oneself in expe
rience. This learning, however, is the activity of the one who learns and it 
comes to one as a second perfection of one’s being through the act of one’s 
own intelligence. In this sense the individual human being is the cause of its 
own learning and, if it were the only individual involved in that process, it 
would be the sole cause of that learning, without the intervention of an ex
ternal teacher. When another individual human being intervenes in this 
process, however, and strengthens it or enhances it, as in the case of teaching,
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then this other individual has to be seen as an additional cause of the learn
ing, an efficient cause external to the first individual becoming or being 
learned.

How is this intervention by another in the process of one’s own learning 
to be understood? Let us look first to the learning process itself. In its most 
basic form it consists in a certain kind of syllogizing, a certain kind of ra
tional collecting from experience. We learn from experience and we have 
experience in something when we have come to recognize and to connect 
certain similarities in it. We learn more about the thing when we can ac
count for it through an understanding of its causes, which include matter 
and form as well as its end and its efficient cause. We can think of all this 
learning as taking place within one and the same individual, who is going 
from potency to act in learning.

In one sense this individual is reducing itself from potency to act through 
its own discourse. But even in this sense we have to distinguish an active 
principle of intelligence from a passive principle, for nothing is brought 
from potency to act except through something already in act, as we shall 
come to understand more clearly with this principle of the efficient cause. 
This is why Aristotle distinguished between an active intellect and a passive 
intellect in human being, because in learning by oneself one is both actively 
integrating being as given in experience and receiving it in one’s intelli
gence before expressing it in concepts and in acts of composition and divi
sion or judgments.

In the context of mutual recognition among humans, however, this learn
ing does not take place in one individual without the presence of other indi
viduals who may also be learning, and who have also or are actually learned. 
We could argue that learning of this kind, which entails self-consciousness as 
well as consciousness of objects, does not take place without the active pres
ence of others in the relation of mutual recognition, due to the fmitude of 
each individual human being, who needs the other for its own self-perfec
tion. But whether this represents an essential need or not on the part of hu
man beings as such, in the case of a situation where one is more learned in 
act than an other in some learning process as a whole, we can have a situa
tion in which one becomes a teacher for the other, that is, someone who can 
somehow effect learning in the other. This is true, for example, in the case of 
Anne Sullivan teaching language to Helen Keller as well as of an advanced 
physicist teaching the discourse of his science to a beginner in that science, 
not to mention the metaphysician teaching the discourse of his own science, 
as we are doing here.



Now it should be noted that this teaching does not take place automati
cally in any interplay between individuals. It requires a certain resourceful
ness and initiative on the part of the teacher as well as a desire or a potency 
to learn on the part of the one who is to learn. To be sure, there is no learn
ing without a positive act of intelligence on the part of the learner. But this 
act is not just an act of remembering something already known, as Plato 
suggests in the Meno, nor just of remembering what the teacher has said. It is 
a movement or a passage in which something that was not known comes to 
be known as a conclusion to some reasoning process. It is a passage from po
tency to act, as Aristotle brings out in the Posterior Analytics, and in this pas
sage another, the teacher, can intervene to suggest a middle term or a form 
for the student’s own syllogizing that will hasten the passage, make it more 
effective, or even make it happen where it otherwise might not happen at all.

We see this very clearly in the case of Helen Keller s first coming to lan
guage as portrayed in The Miracle Worker (Gibson).We know that Helen had 
the potential to learn because she did learn. This is something the family did 
not know before Anne took over, since they were thinking of committing 
her to an institution, and which Anne herself did not know for sure, al
though she did see signs of intelligence in her charge. We also know that 
Helen did not learn until the language came from her own intelligence, in
ternally, and not just from merely external signing and discipline merely re
membered mechanically, so to speak. No matter how much Anne forced 
language on Helen, Helen did not understand it until she understood it for 
herself or until she put a concept and a thing together in her own mind. 
This first concept/thing could have been anything, but for Helen it was wa
ter, and through that first word of hers a disclosing was opened up which 
could then quickly encompass the entire world of being. We see this in the 
way she rushes about asking the names for things, beginning with persons, 
like mother, father, and, soon after, teacher. Once the syllogizing of intelli
gence has been set in motion, it tends to rush about in a quest or a ques
tioning for understanding more and more, especially in one like Helen who 
has a lot of catching up to do.

But this new thing in the intelligence of Helen was not just the work of 
her own intelligence. It was also the work of Anne who provided forms for 
Helen to work with and who recognized her intelligence in its budding, a 
recognition that was very essential for Helen in this first venture of her own 
understanding. Those forms and that recognition from Anne were a cause of 
Helen s coming to understanding in the same way as the forms conceived 
by an architect are the cause of the building that gets constructed through
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the efforts of many others. And they were a cause as coming from another 
being, who is then recognized as the teacher, Helen’s teacher, in an act of 
mutual recognition between two persons. This was clearly a first for Helen. 
But it was also a first for Anne as well, who saw herself in a new light, as a 
teacher, as one who had effected learning in another, even as she saw the 
learning come forth in and from the other. For this, Anne too needed the 
recognition of Helen, and for the turn that her life took as a result of this 
miraculous encounter for herself as well as for Helen.

All this may be thought of as a miracle in the life of two human beings, 
where the two come to a new understanding of themselves and of one an
other. But it must not be understood as having been caused by a special di
vine intervention, as miracles are usually understood. Anne, not God, was 
the “miracle worker,” as the teacher or the particular efficient cause in this 
case. What Anne did was “miraculous” in the sense that it was extraordinary 
in overcoming a handicap and in helping Helen bridge a gap in her syllogiz
ing, something no one else had been able to do up to then. This was a hand
icap for everyone else as well as for Helen, inasmuch as everyone wanted 
Helen to come to understand but no one knew how to help her do it. Anne 
did and designed ways for helping her do what she could not do by herself. 
In this she became the efficient cause of learning in Helen, even though 
Helen still had to learn for herself. We know this because Anne was success
ful in teaching where no one else had been before.

But what she accomplished was “miraculous” in another sense as well, 
which is more fundamental in the sense of its being mirabile, or admirable, 
and which may not be so extraordinary. Anne brought someone else to a 
new kind of consciousness and a new self-consciousness. What was extraor
dinary in doing so with Helen were the steps she had to take because of He
len’s sense limitations, not rational limitations, which had kept her from 
learning as children with all their senses usually learn. But just coming to 
one’s first understanding and to self-consciousness is itself something to be 
wondered at and admired in any child. We look for that first word from a 
child and we cheer it when we think we have heard it. The wonder, howev
er, is quite ordinary, and it is taught by others in all sorts of subtle ways that 
we hardly ever advert to, especially when they are mediated by all the senses, 
especially those of seeing and hearing.

Humans come to full consciousness and self-consciousness as human be
ings not just in a physical contact with other beings. Humans come to full 
consciousness and self-consciousness only in communication with other 
humans, who use language as well as make physical contact. This is why hu-
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mans who lose contact with other humans, especially in the early stages of 
their development, never seem to come to a fullness of human conscious
ness and self-consciousness. They are handicapped not by sense limitations, 
as in the case of Helen, who did not lose physical contact with other hu
mans, but by the absence of other humans. They are lost as human in a 
world of silence. They remain in the dark of nature.

In all these ways of using language with infants, infantes, which means 
those who are yet speechless, there is an effecting of speech that enables them 
to go from potency to act in a speech of their own. In this sense learning 
speech even for oneself is caused by others who use speech in their contact 
with the speechless. The extraordinary case of Anne Sullivan with Helen 
Keller only highlights an intersubjective relation that comes into play for 
any awakening to human consciousness and self-consciousness, a wondrous 
learning experience for a human being in which another human being al
ways has an effect.

In the teaching of science at a more advanced level the same kind of in
tersubjective and causal relationships can be seen to obtain. If we begin from 
the understanding that learning is an act of the learner and that learning is it
self a perfection of the one who has learned or is learned in some science, 
then we have to say that learning is primarily the effect of the learner’s own 
act of syllogizing or gathering. One does not arrive at scientific conclusions 
by just remembering what has been said by others, although that is not ex
cluded from the process of gathering that precedes concluding on one’s 
own. Remembering is an important part of learning, but not just of words 
spoken or written by another. A properly scientific conclusion has to be 
one’s own, even when it is a repetition of someone else’s, that is, one’s own 
appropriation of a previously established conclusion. One can only see and 
follow a demonstration for oneself.

Nevertheless, even in this process of coming to one’s own conclusions, 
there is the intervention of an other who can also be thought of as a cause 
of the learning in the learner’s mind. This is clear in the elementary teaching 
of a particular science like physics, biology, or economics. The good teacher, 
who looks for more than just memory of the textbook from the student, is 
the one who knows how to elicit questioning on the part of students and 
who can furnish appropriate middle terms for their rational gathering or 
syllogizing from experience and experimentation.This is something that the 
student might not do by himself, or might not do so expeditiously, without 
the help of someone more advanced in that science. In other words, the 
teacher has to demonstrate for the student, which, as Aristotle understood in
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the Posterior Analytics, means furnishing an appropriate middle term for syl
logizing and gathering an answer to a question about a subject, an answer 
that is apodictic, literally, one that makes the other know (alium faciens scire), so 
that the other comes to his or her own conclusion (PA 71b 17-19).Through 
such demonstration, then, if the student responds to it or takes up the middle 
term in his or her own syllogizing, the teacher can also be called a cause of 
the student’s own conclusion.

The same kind of intersubjective and causal relations can also be found in 
more advanced forms of scientific discourse, where questions still remain to 
be answered and where conclusions may be advanced before a scientific 
community in the form of hypotheses to be verified. Whenever anyone ar
rives at a new theory, as Einstein did with relativity in physics, one that bet
ter accounts for what is taken to be given in fact, his first task is to explain 
what he means by his hypothesis, how it arises from questions that remain 
for a particular scientific community, and how it answers these questions. In 
this case, through his publication of “results,” he is presenting himself as a 
teacher for this community, explaining the question to be raised and offer
ing his demonstration for his conclusion to be tested or critically evaluated 
by the other members of the community, who then have to come to their 
own conclusion, whether it be one of agreement or disagreement or a mix
ture of both leading to a revision of theory. All this happens in a process 
where the new theory functions as a complex middle term for discussion 
and syllogizing and, insofar as the new theory is the basis for discussion, the 
one who initially proposed it is thought of as the teacher or as the cause of 
the new learning in the community of scientists. This is why Einstein was 
thought of as an original genius in his field, an original thinker who was 
able to teach others his conclusions.

All this is not usually thought of as a case of efficient causality, but if we 
take learning to be something real and really new in the being of learners, 
and if we accept that learning takes place from teaching as well as from one’s 
own act of intelligence, then we have to understand it as caused by another. 
In fact, it is a case in which we see efficient causality most directly at work, 
for we know that our own act of intelligence is the cause of our learning 
and we have experienced the presence or the actual influence of others in 
this very act of learning. That is how Helen Keller experienced Anne Sulli
van as teacher in her own act of learning language, through which she came 
to self-consciousness as human being. That is how we experienced our own 
teachers, who, as we say, had an influence in our own intellectual self-con
scious development. They were the ones who turned us on, as we also say,
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and led us along a way that became as much ours as it was theirs. In this they 
were efficient causes of our learning, which has to be thought of as both a 
result or an effect as well as an act, the perfection of a self by another as well 
as one’s own self-perfecting.

16.3 Efficient Causality in Nature
The question of efficient causality, however, does not end at the spiritual 

level of intersubjective communication. It can be illustrated in terms of hu
man or artistic production, as in the case of a house and an airplane. It can 
also be illuminated in terms of a human being teaching another in so much 
as learning is something real in oneself caused by another as well as by one
self. But both of these types of efficient causality presuppose a cause that is 
intelligent and can conceive antecedently the effect to be actualized, 
whether in production or in teaching. It is the concept that is at the origin 
of the efficient causality. What of those beings in which there is no such 
conception or no concept as such? What of those beings that act without a 
concept of their own but only out of their nature? Can they too be thought 
of as efficient causes of other beings? If so, in what sense are they efficient 
causes? In what way do they influence being in other beings?

In beginning to answer this question we must keep in mind the kind of 
being we are speaking about as the effect. It is a being that comes to be, a. fac
tum or, better still, an effectum, an effected, which has been brought to some 
perfection or determination in being under the influence of another. For us 
the question of the efficient cause arises in the same way as the question of 
the material cause, which is in need of determination. The question of the 
efficient cause starts from motion and has to be thought of as the question of 
a moving cause other than the thing in motion. We can think of the thing in 
motion as moving, but to think of it as an effect or as effected we must think 
of it as moved or as perfected in some way and of the efficient cause as the 
mover or as the moving cause of what comes to be, as the designer is the 
cause of the airplane or as the teacher is the cause of learning in another. 
The communication of being from cause to effect is a communication from 
one being that is mover to another that is moved. How is this communica
tion to be understood?

From the side of the cause it has to be understood as an action influenc
ing another. Presupposing a distinction between one being and another as 
understood through the ontological structure of individual beings, with des
ignated matter understood as principle of individuation, we think of the 
efficient cause as acting on another and causing it to be something in act that
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it would not be without the influence of this cause. This is a kind of making 
(facere) something else be something in act, the understanding of which can
not be simple. We have to understand the something that comes to be in act 
from the side of what we take to be the effect or the effected, where we 
must consider the different ways of coming to be.

As we saw in Chapter 10 in our reflection on becoming and coming to 
be, a thing can be thought of as changing or coming to be in two ways, ei
ther accidentally, that is, as coming to be according to one aspect or another 
of its being which is only accidental to its substantial identity, or substantially, 
that is, as coming to be simply, as this or that substance, from its not being. In 
both of these ways of changing or coming to be, a thing can be thought of as 
moved and therefore as dependent on a cause other than itself for its move
ment, and in each case the cause must be understood in relation to the 
movement that is effected or perfected, that is, brought to some sort of a 
term, for, again as we saw in our reflection on becoming, a movement or a 
change can be understood only in relation to its terminus ad quern. To under
stand an efficient cause, we must understand the effect of which it is the 
cause as having been brought to its perfection under the influence of this 
cause.

Thus in our reflection on the question of the efficient cause we are 
brought back to our reflection on the material cause in coming to be. But 
the distinction between the two causes must be kept clearly in mind, even 
though we cannot clearly understand either one without the other. We have 
seen how matter is a constitutive principle of what comes be. It is only in 
this sense that we speak of it as a cause, insofar as it is distinct from its form, 
with which it constitutes a composite whole. The form too, as the other 
constitutive principle of that whole, can also be called a cause, but still not in 
the sense of an efficient cause. As constitutive principles of what comes to 
be, form and matter can only be intrinsic causes of a being. Here we are in
quiring into the extrinsic causes of what comes to be and, more specifically, 
into the efficient cause. We are trying to see how another being, a properly 
efficient or moving cause extrinsic to what comes to be, comes into play or 
influences the being of what comes to be.

The main objection to speaking of efficient causality in nature came 
from Hume in modern philosophy. He thought of it as a matter of constant 
conjunction between two facts, each perceived separately through a vivid 
impression. Supposing that one fact, the effect, is distinct from another, the 
cause, the idea of efficient causation arises only when we see a certain 
“effect” always following from a certain “cause.” For example, supposing that
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the fact of heat in the water placed on the hot element of a stove is other 
than the fact of heat in the element itself, we get the idea that the hot ele
ment causes the water to become hot because the water always gets hot 
when we place it on the hot element.

For Hume, this connection of two facts was only an idea, not a matter of 
vivid impression. As an idea, it was at best a vague impression due to an asso
ciation or a constant conjunction between two determinate facts. For him, it 
was based only on an association of past occurrences or past impressions, 
from which there was no guarantee that the same conjunction would always 
occur in the future. While we could have a vivid impression of a conjunc
tion in the past, we could have no such impression of anything that has yet 
to happen. Hence, since for Hume knowledge of fact could only be a matter 
of vivid impression, and since the idea of cause and effect could only be one 
of a necessary conjunction of an effect with a cause, one that would hold in 
the future as well as in the past, then there could be no knowledge of cause 
and effect, just as there could be no knowledge of what a thing is in its sub
stance. There could only be bundles of impressions associated together as 
one “thing” or another and there could only be bundles of associations be
tween one “thing” and another, which we thought of as effect and cause 
only by reason of the constant conjunction between two separate occur
rences associated with two separate “things.” For practical purposes, to be 
sure, we had to do as if there were really substances that we had to use in or
der to sustain ourselves, as substances, and we had to do as if certain things 
did cause certain effects in other things in order to live in the way that we 
chose to. But we had no way of knowing any of this for certain, at least not as 
a matter of vivid impressions, which was for Hume the only way of know
ing matters of fact or of truth about being. Hence the matter of cause and 
effect in nature could never be anything more than a vague idea for him, ar
rived at by some association of vivid impressions.

This is what is generally understood as the empiricist critique of causali
ty. Bunge has shown, however, that it does not correspond to what is prop
erly understood by causality in modern science any more than in ancient 
science. He has shown, for example, that the understanding of causality does 
not necessarily involve the kind of contiguity that is presupposed in the 
Humean critique (Bunge 58-62). Nor does it necessarily involve the kind of 
temporal antecedence of the cause that is also presupposed by Hume 
(Bunge 62-68).The understanding of causality is compatible with action at 
a distance, as in the case of an architect causing a certain building to be built 
through his design without laying a hand on it or of the sun heating the
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earth without coming close to it. It is also compatible with instantaneous 
links, as in the case where building depends on actual laboring or where the 
warming of the earth depends on the actual shining of the sun. If the work 
of the builders stops, actual building comes to a halt, and if the sun is cloud
ed over, the surface of the earth begins to cool down.

These examples appear simple and gross in comparison to the complexi
ty and the intricacy of physical reality posited in modern physical science, 
but they illustrate the essential point about efficient causation. Bunge makes 
the same point in a much more complicated way in terms of modern 
physics and relativity. He distinguishes between states of physical objects and 
causal efficacy. States of physical objects as such are not properly causal. “Ini
tial states cannot therefore be causes but may be produced by previously act
ing causes” (Bunge 87). It is the various physical objects that are causes of 
various effects in a given state or in a succession of states. The upshot of this 
distinction is to show that “predictability by means of laws of succession is a 
criterion not of causal connection but of the validity of nomological hy
potheses about time sequences” (Ibid.). In other words, we can still under
stand a certain causal connection between certain physical objects without 
supposing an absolutely necessary conjunction for the future. Nomological 
hypotheses about time sequences are not necessarily causal statements.

Hence, whatever may be said of Hume’s idea of necessary predictability as 
a criterion for any true knowledge of nature in its successive states, it does 
not properly apply to our discernment of efficient causality from one thing 
to another in nature. There can be causality even where there is no necessary 
predictability. Aristotle, who surely thought we could discern some efficient 
causation in nature, spoke of what happens by nature as “that which happens 
always or most of the time” (Phys 196b 10-24).Thus, while some predictabil
ity could be expected on the basis of efficient causation among things in na
ture, it did not entail an absolute necessity for the future. Things could fail to 
achieve their expected result, either by reason of a deficiency in the matter 
on which they were working or by reason of a weakness in their own power 
to act.

Aristotle spoke of efficient causation in nature as it relates to final causal
ity. Things of nature were thought of as aiming at a certain determination 
not only in their coming to be, but also in their action upon other things. 
This natural end or determination could be discerned in experience 
through a pattern of how things happened always or most of the time. It did 
not, however, involve any absolute guarantee of what would happen in the 
future. Even with a certain natural determinism in the orientation of the
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forces of nature, things could still fail to achieve their natural end. After all, 
nature could still produce monsters or results that could be deemed defec
tive, judged to be such precisely in terms of the proper determination con
ceived for a particular nature. Even if we do not go all the way with Aristo
tle in his understanding of final causality in nature, it is still possible to 
understand a certain teleological determination in nature, as Bunge also sug
gests (Bunge 19), which in turn redounds to our understanding of efficient 
causation, for these different kinds of causation cannot be understood as 
functioning independently of one another.

What is crucial for the discernment of efficient causality in nature, then, 
is not so much guaranteed predictability, but rather a certain regularity in 
similarity between the effect and its cause. To understand this we must go 
back to our understanding of every being as active. In speaking of activity as 
a transcendental property of being, we distinguished between an action and 
its underlying thing. This was to speak of the action of a thing as distinct 
from its substance or its essence, in other words, from what it is in its nature, 
nature being the essence of the thing understood as the principle of its 
proper activity. It is through this proper activity of a thing that we come to 
know its nature, what it is in its essence, and to understand its substance. All 
this is said on the basis of some similarity between what a thing is in its 
essence and its action. Phenomenologically speaking, we come to know 
what a thing is through what it does. But conversely, or ontologically speak
ing, a thing acts as it does by reason of what it is. Omne agens agit sibi simile. 
Every agent acts in a way similar to itself.

Now, insofar as action is not merely expressive of what a thing is in its 
essence but also communicative with other things, the understanding of this 
principle of similarity between what a thing is and its action must be extend
ed to include how communication with other things takes place. In one 
sense, the principle that every agent acts in a way similar to itself applies to 
its own action as expressive of itself. I come to know what Socrates is in his 
essence as I observe his acting rationally. I also know him to be virtuous, 
which is something more than what he is by nature, by observing how or 
what he chooses as a rational being.

But I also observe that Socrates has a certain influence on other human 
beings, even if it be only by talking with them and not actually teaching 
them something. I recognize this as an effect caused by Socrates in these 
other human beings through a certain similarity in what they do in response 
to what Socrates is doing, that is, by talking back to him. Even if they only 
talk back, without learning anything from him or with him, there is a cer-
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tain similarity in what they are doing to what he is doing, and inasmuch as 
they are talking back in response to his talking, that similarity in them is un
derstood as depending on him to begin with. They become the talking be
ings they are as a result of his talking to them.

If Socrates actually manages to teach these others something through this 
talk, then we have an even greater similarity between them and Socrates, 
which is a learning on their part in response to Socrates. To be sure this 
learning on the part of others is an act of their own, which therefore ex
presses what they are in their essence and as learners, but insofar as it de
pends on Socrates’ initiative as actually teaching them, or at least getting 
them to reflect, it is also an effect of Socrates in them. The communication 
from one being to another is seen in the similarity between them and the 
causation is seen in the dependence of the similarity in determination in the 
effect upon the corresponding determination in the cause.

This is not to say that every similarity of determination between two be
ings is a matter of efficient causation from one to the other. Two things can 
be quite similar in nature without being causally connected, just as two peo
ple could learn exactly the same thing independently of one another. We 
speak of causality only where we discern dependence in similarity between 
one thing and another. Nor do we speak of causality when the similarity in 
one merely comes after the similarity in the other. When there is merely a 
succession in similarities, we cannot conclude post hoc ergo propter hoc. We 
must discern an actual dependence of the similarity in the second on that in 
the first to speak of a relation of effect to cause, which may or may not en
tail a temporal succession.

To speak of the efficient cause as the cause whence something else comes 
is not to presuppose a temporal priority of the cause over the effect, but 
only an ontological priority, that is, a real dependence of determination in 
the effect on a similar determination in the cause. Such dependence can be 
instantaneous or simultaneous as well as chronologically successive. The rea
son why we speak of the efficient cause as the cause whence is that our first 
understanding of efficient causality is always associated with the process of 
coming to be, which entails a temporal succession. But this does not restrict 
the ontological priority of the cause to a temporal priority. It is entirely pos
sible to have a thing that is ontologically dependent on another that is not 
temporally prior to it, even though temporal priority may be an indication 
of ontological dependence in certain circumstances, as seems to be implied 
in the method of verification in experimental science.

The crucial factor in understanding efficient causation from one thing to
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another is the discernment of the dependence of some determination in 
one thing upon a similar determination in another in accordance with our 
understanding of the ontological principle that every agent or cause acts in a 
way that is similar to itself.

Such a discernment, to be sure, is not a matter of vivid impression alone. 
In limiting what he calls knowledge of fact to vivid impression, without un
derstanding and reflection, Hume was quite right in denying any certain 
“knowledge” of cause and effect, especially when the link from the cause to 
the effect was understood as requiring a necessary conjunction. Understand
ing the relation between two things, or even between two vivid impressions, 
is not a matter of mere impression. It is a matter of interpretation in what 
may start off as only an impression but calls for understanding, which is also 
part of our knowing of being in the facts.

The exercise of judgment, in which being presents itself and in which we 
express our knowledge of being, involves much more than mere impression. 
It includes understanding, through which we come to grasp what things are 
and what relations obtain between them, one of which is that of effect to 
cause. It also includes reflection, through which we relate the expression of 
our understanding to being as it presents itself. Humes failure to see any 
certain knowledge of cause and effect was part of the general failure in his 
theory of knowledge. Just as atomizing knowledge into vivid impressions 
kept him from understanding substance as anything more than a bundle of 
impressions stuck together by some vague process of association, so also it 
kept him from understanding cause and effect as anything more than a con
stant conjunction between two sets of impressions also brought together by 
a process of association.

Given his narrow conception of knowledge, therefore, Hume was quite 
consistent in denying any certain knowledge of cause and effect as well as of 
substance. However, inasmuch as this theory left out any consideration of 
similarity in determination between impressions, which is also part of what 
we know in experience and which gives rise to our understanding of sub
stantial identity in things, along with any consideration of dependence in 
similarity from one thing to another, which gives rise to our understanding 
of cause and effect between things, he was foreclosing not only on the onto
logical understanding of cause and effect as well as of substance, but also on 
the direct exercise of judgment as it relates to experience in any of the par
ticular sciences. For in their ontic concerns with any particular kind of be
ing, these sciences include an ontological reference to being which they do 
not explicitly reflect on but take for granted in the proper exercise of their
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particular judgment. What we are doing here in metaphysics or in the uni
versal science of being as being is expressing in more ontological terms of 
cause and effect what particular sciences express in particularly ontic terms.

16.4 Efficient Causality in Coming to Be Simply
So far, in our exploration of efficient causation, we have spoken mainly of 

accidental change. The determinations we have spoken of, such as warming 
or learning, have to be thought of as accidental determinations of the beings 
in which they are found. At the same time, however, the idea of cause and 
effect has been closely associated with the idea of coming to be. Even if we 
allow for a certain amount of self-determination in things that come to be, 
especially in human beings and other living things, there is still some deter
mination that takes place from one thing to another so that we can speak of 
some determination in one thing as depending on the influence of another 
thing. If we admit a plurality of things already in existence and a certain 
communication among them, all this can be readily understood as a matter 
of efficient causation from one thing to another or as a matter of some de
pendence of one thing on another.

But what if we begin to think of things coming to be simply, rather than 
as already in existence? If we focus on substantial change, rather than just ac
cidental change, how is determination to be understood as going from one 
thing to another when the other is coming into being simply, prior to its 
having any determination of its own as a substance? How is this thing that is 
only coming to be determined by another prior to its having any determi
nation of its own? This is the question of efficient causation in its more rad
ical sense, where one being is to be understood as producing another in its 
substance, just as coming to be simply as a determinate being is coming to 
be in its radical sense.

To understand this question properly we must go back to our under
standing of how things come to be simply as composites of substantial form 
and matter. We saw earlier how things come to be from matter, understood as 
being in potency, not to be confused with privation or nothing. Now we 
have to see whence they come to be as determinate beings in their substance, 
for matter as such, or as only indeterminate being in potency, does not ac
count for the new determination that is educed from it. If we focus more on 
the form, which is the principle of determination in the composite that 
comes to be, we have to ask whence is this new substantial determination, if it 
is not from matter as such.This is what distinguishes the question of the effi
cient cause from the question of the material cause in what comes to be
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simply. How does the new determination depend on some other being ex
trinsic to the being that comes to be?

We have spoken of the form of a composite as educed from its matter. 
This is an expression of how matter and form have to be understood as es
sentially related to one another in the constitution of a composite substance. 
We do not think of matter as something that can be separated from form, 
but only as being in potency to form. Nor do we think of the form as exist
ing separate from matter prior to entering the composite, but only as actual
izing some potency of matter in its determinate way. In distinguishing these 
two constitutive principles of a thing, we do not start from a separation, but 
from an actual composition of the two. Nevertheless, in saying that the form 
is educed from the potency of matter, we have not said how this is done 
through the agency of another than the composite that comes to be.

Given the idea of the form as educed from the potency of its matter, 
however, we might think that the form is actually hidden in the potency of 
matter. This would then lead to the thought that the agency of the external 
cause consists only in disclosing what was already there as an actual form, 
like remembering discloses an actual thought that was previously hidden. 
But apart from the fact that the idea of something actually hidden in a po
tency seems at odds with the very idea of being in potency, which does not 
include anything actual, the idea of the external cause only disclosing an ac
tuality that is already there seems to take away from what one expects of an 
efficient cause. If the form is actually there in the matter, though hidden, it is 
not an effect of the agent, nor is its being in composition with matter. We 
could compare this to helping someone to remember certain ideas without 
any sort of effective teaching toward learning some new conclusion. It 
would be like reminding matter of a form it already has without causing 
anything new.

We could also think of efficient causation as disposing matter so that it 
can receive a new form that is not actually in it. This is a more positive con
ception of efficient causation than that of mere disclosing in that it entails a 
certain ordering of the potency of matter toward certain forms not yet in 
any composition with matter, especially more complex ones. But it still does 
not express the idea of efficient causation fully enough. To express this idea 
more fully we have to speak of a communication of form from one thing to 
another, as the production of a work of art is the communication of a form 
to some material object or as teaching is the communication of a demon
stration toward a conclusion to a student. In the understanding of an effi
cient cause and its effect we see not only a similarity of form between two



things, but also a certain dependence of the form in the effect as communi
cated from the cause.

This can be illustrated best in the procreation of human beings, where we 
understand several beings as self-standing with some as having produced 
others of their own kind, that is, with a similar substantial form, through a 
natural process. While the intrinsic constitutive principles of matter and 
form of these several beings account for their being individuals of the same 
kind, they do not account for the actual coming to be of any one of them. 
In order to account for this actual coming to be for some of them at least, 
we turn to their parents as having set the process in motion and as giving 
this process its human determination, so that their human form is commu
nicated to their offspring. This is a natural process in which an actual form is 
communicated from one generation to another.

The precise physical and biological details in which this process takes 
place need not detain us here. Those are the domain of more particular sci
ences, where all sorts of further distinctions can be made between cause and 
effect among the elements of the process. The only thing we would say in 
this regard is that the process of human procreation should not be reduced 
to what happens in the isolation of the physical womb. If the upright stance 
and speech are part of what characterizes human being according to its na
ture, as zoologists are more willing to say, then human procreation must be 
understood as continuing beyond the physical womb in what has been 
called the “social womb” (Portmann 1990a, 1990b), where we learn to walk 
and talk as human animals. Parenting has a social and cultural dimension as 
well as a physical one. It extends even beyond the social womb of the fami
ly. But in any event, it is the active communication of a truly human form to 
new individuals who might not otherwise attain it.

In recognizing our parents, we are acknowledging the efficient causes of 
our being and our dependence on them in our original coming to be, 
which is very important for understanding who or what we are in our iden
tity. For the dependence is not merely biological, as for all animals, but also 
rational, in that even our coming to self-consciousness as human beings de
pends upon a dialectic of mutual recognition with an other, the dialectic in 
which we first come to understand the difference between one being and 
an other, namely, myself and this other or these others, each a self-standing 
thing in the face of the other, the dialectic also in which we recognize our 
dependence on these others as being what we are, intelligent as well as cun
ning animals, and as having learned to walk and talk from them. Thus, even 
if we admit the most extensive self-movement in our subjectivity, we still
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find some real dependence on other human beings in this coming to be 
simply what we are in our substance, and in this we acknowledge some de
pendence on these others as on efficient causes in our coming to be and 
hence in our being even though we think also of our coming to be as a self- 
actualization.

Given a certain constancy or regularity in this process of coming to be, in 
that human beings come to be only from other human beings and what 
usually comes to be from a human being is another human being, we are 
also led to understand this original dependence on others as the result of a 
certain causal efficiency in the nature of things themselves. This does not 
warrant any absolute certainty that every being in nature will always pro
duce another like itself or that every individual produced by another will al
ways be the equal of its producer. As noted earlier, there remains the possi
bility of certain deficiencies either in the matter of what comes to be or in 
the power of the efficient cause that we have to acknowledge in the pres
ence of what we see as monsters or aberrations. But it does warrant a certain 
kind of anticipation of what we should expect from nature with regard to 
what comes to be, the anticipation that enables us precisely to see what is an 
aberration or a deviation, and what is not. In the case of human beings at 
least, given the complexity of the matter from which they come to be and 
the immense power that is required to effect such a being, it should come as 
no surprise that there be aberrations or deviations at times. But this does not 
take away from our understanding that one being or several beings are the 
cause of another in its coming to be simply.

In fact, the anticipation that we should expect something from nature 
gives rise to a further understanding of how an effect depends on its cause in 
its very movement. According to the adage we have already seen, every 
agent acts in a way similar to itself. Omne agens agit sibi simile. From the 
standpoint of efficient causality, this means that the effect will be like its 
cause, and it is on the basis of this similarity in dependence that we will as
sign a relation of cause to effect.

But if we insist on the otherness of the effect from the cause, as we 
should in speaking of efficient causality, how does this similarity appear from 
the side of the effect? Is the effect immediately like its cause or does it still 
have to become like its cause? When we recognize self-movement in the 
coming to be of an effect, is this purely haphazard or is it oriented toward a 
certain completion of the effect where it will be more like its cause? Would 
we recognize it as self-movement if it were not oriented to some kind of 
completion and would this be the completion of an effect if it were not
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somehow like its cause? Would Socrates be completely human if he were 
not somehow like his parents, at least as far as being human is concerned?

What we find from the side of the effect is a certain tendency to become 
like or to be assimilated to its cause or origin. Omne effectum intendit assimilari 
suae causae. This is why knowing one’s origin is always important for oneself 
in one’s very identity. The similitude that is communicated by an efficient 
cause becomes, in the effect, a tendency to be assimilated to the cause, even 
to the point of reproducing another offspring like itself in the same way as 
the offspring itself was produced. The dynamism of nature is not purely hap
hazard. It is more a dynamism of assimilation in the effect toward the cause 
that flows from the influence of the cause on the effect. In this sense we can 
see how teleology affects the very process of coming to be simply, through 
matter, back to the efficient or the moving cause.

We have illustrated the process of efficient causation in coming to be 
simply in terms of a human being, our primary analogate of substance in be
ing. Such a substance in its coming to be has to be understood not only as 
constituted by two distinct principles of matter and form, but also as effect
ed by another substance of the same kind that actively educes the form of 
the new substance from the potency of its matter. This is to be understood, 
however, not just of the human substance, but of any substance that is un
derstood as coming to be simply. It is easy to see how this understanding ap
plies by analogy to other living things such as animals and plants in their 
coming to be, since they too disclose a kind of substantial identity like that 
of the human being as well as a dependence on other substances of the same 
kind, their “parents,” in their coming to be. But can we extend the analogy 
to nonliving things? Can we still speak there of one thing effecting another 
in the same way as we speak of one living thing producing another?

This is the question we have encountered before in focusing first on hu
man being as our primary analogate and then extending our concepts from 
what is proper to human being to lesser beings by way of negation. At the 
limit we always come to a point where it is difficult to identify anything as a 
thing or as a substance with a proper activity of its own, as we can more eas
ily with the human being and its proper activity. At that point it also be
comes more difficult to discern what there is that is coming to be simply, 
whether it is even a thing or a substance at all. This is a problem Aristotle did 
not have in his physics because his analysis stopped at “elements” that could 
be identified as “substances” such as earth, water, air, and fire.

To the extent that we can still speak of something with a substantial iden
tity of its own and as coming to be simply, we can also speak of it as de-
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pending on another being as on an efficient cause in its coming to be. This 
only supposes that we can clearly distinguish between two beings, one thing 
and an other, and see one as depending on the other in its coming to be by 
reason of a dependence in similarity. Where no such distinction can be made 
in the way being presents itself, we cannot properly speak of a relation of 
dependence on an extrinsic cause, which is presupposed in the idea of effi
cient causation, though we may still be able to speak of some determination 
common not to a plurality of beings, but to a sequence of aspects in some 
matter as a whole.

16.5 The Absolute Priority of Act over 
Potency in Coming to Be

What remains to be demonstrated is the necessity of positing an extrinsic 
efficient or moving cause, in addition to the intrinsic material cause, for a 
thing’s coming to be. This is a task for metaphysics, whereas it is the task of 
particular sciences to investigate the particular efficient or moving causes, in 
addition to the material cause, of the different things that come to be. It is a 
task that is similar to the task of demonstrating the necessity of distinguish
ing the substance of a thing from its accidents and it follows upon that task, 
inasmuch as the question of extrinsic efficient causes presupposes that we 
understand how a plurality of substances is posited in being. Having shown 
how a plurality of things is constituted metaphysically, we must now show 
how the coming to be of one thing has to depend metaphysically on the in
fluence or the motion of another thing.

We can do this starting from how a human being comes to self-con
sciousness only in the presence of another self-consciousness, as Hegel ar
gues in the Phenomenology of Spirit. If we take coming to self-consciousness 
as coming to be simply for a human being, presupposing all the material 
conditions this already requires in the natural process of birth and growth, 
we can say that a human being comes to be simply as a self-conscious being 
through a process of recognition from another, who normally is already self- 
conscious in act. In other words, the necessity of recognition from another 
self-consciousness for one being’s coming to self-consciousness demon
strates the necessity of influence or motion from another in this coming to be 
simply self-conscious. Without this influence from another there would be 
no coming to self-consciousness for an individual.

We can see some of this necessity in the necessity of a teacher for a stu
dent’s learning. Even if one can learn by oneself, one still needs a teacher 
who has already come to certain conclusions in answers to questions raised



Effective Causality 431

in order to learn one’s own conclusions more efficiently. But learning at this 
level presupposes self-consciousness in the student as well as in the teacher. It 
can be considered as only an accidental change or coming to be. The neces
sity of a teacher there is relative only to what is learned. On the more sub
stantial level of coming to self-consciousness as such, there is a more radical 
need of influence from another in coming to one’s own self-consciousness, as 
we see, for example, in the quite abnormal case of Helen Keller’s coming to 
self-consciousness. Without the influence of Anne Sullivan finally getting 
through to her, she would never have come to her own self-consciousness.

Even if we take an absolutely primordial case of two individual human 
natures both coming to their own self-consciousness for the first time 
through mutual recognition, we can still see the necessity of influence from 
another for this coming to be simply. In such a case, neither individual is ac
tually self-conscious at the beginning, so that neither one actually has any
thing to teach the other, as Anne did for Helen. Both have yet to learn even 
what it is to be self-conscious. But insofar as they can only come to self- 
consciousness through confrontation and mutual recognition, they do so 
only through reciprocal influence and motion from one another. Without 
this reciprocal influence or recognition, there would be no coming to self- 
consciousness simply. Each one becomes actually self-conscious as it is actu
ally influenced by the other and as it actually influences the other, who in 
turn is simultaneously becoming actually self-conscious as it is influenced by 
the first and as it actually influences the first. Even if there is perfect equality 
of actual self-consciousness between the two, the necessity of mutual recog
nition between two individuals for their coming to self-consciousness sim
ply and respectively still shows a necessity of influence or motion from an
other on the side of either individual for coming to be self-conscious.

Even when there is no question of coming to consciousness or self-con
sciousness, we can still speak of the same kind of necessity for influence from 
an extrinsic efficient cause wherever we can speak of something determi
nate coming to be, either accidentally, as in the case of water heated by the 
hot element of a stove, or substantially, as in the case of an animal generated 
by its parents. The key thing is to understand that the form of a thing cannot 
educe itself from the potency of its matter. Though we can speak of the 
form as educed from the potency of matter, we cannot speak of any deter
minate form as necessarily educed from matter because matter as matter al
ways remains in potency to many forms. What determines the form educed 
from matter for any individual is the same or a similar form already actual in 
another individual. This form in the prior individual is communicated to
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another individual by educing it from the potency of some other matter. 
Before a determinate form can be educed from the potency of its matter, 
there has to be another form of the same determination already actualized 
in some other matter and this other form has to exert its influence on some 
other matter than its own to educe another form or produce another being 
like itself. From this follows the necessity of positing an extrinsic efficient or 
moving cause for a thing’s coming to be, in addition to its intrinsic formal 
and material causes.

What this necessity means is that there is an absolute priority of act over 
potency in being, though there is a priority of potency over act in time. If 
we consider a thing as having come to be, we think of it as having been in 
potency before being in act. Being in potency is being in matter, but not yet 
actualized. In order for something to be actualized as some determinate be
ing, however, something more is required than just being in potency, which 
is not nothing but which nevertheless is not being simply or being in act. 
This “something more” is the influence of another being already in act that 
will transform what was merely in potency into an actual determinate be
ing. The reason why we have to posit the necessity of an extrinsic moving 
cause for anything that comes to be is that nothing that is only in potency to 
some act contains that act. The act has to be communicated, through the in
fluence of some other being already in act, to what is only in potency for it.

What this means also is that nothing is moved unless it is moved by an
other. Quidquid movetur ab alio movetur. Whatever is moved is moved by an
other. Expressed in the passive in this way, the adage sounds like a tautology. 
To say that something is moved is to say that it is moved by another. But to 
speak of another is to introduce a duality in the adage. One could speak of 
being moved by oneself. What the adage wants to say is that wherever we 
speak of being moved we have to speak of being moved by another. There is 
no motion, no passage from potency to act, in something except under the 
motion of something else already in act. Even when we speak of something 
as moved by itself, we have to understand that some part of it is moved by 
some other part of it, as my body is moved by my mind. When we speak of 
a thing being moved as a whole, we have to understand that it is moved by 
some other thing as a whole. In this case we are positing the necessity of an 
extrinsic moving or efficient cause for whatever is moved or in motion, that 
is, going from potency to act.

To demonstrate this, let us begin with what we have spoken of as acci
dental change, as with the heating of something like water or learning by a 
human being. In the case of learning by a human being, we recognize an ac-
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tive principle on the part of the learner, for without this active principle of 
intelligence in the learner there would be no learning. In some cases it 
would seem that the learner does learn all by himself, as when someone 
comes to a new insight or discovers something new about being without 
the help of a teacher. In such cases at least it would seem that learning is by 
oneself and not by another. But are there such cases of learning purely by 
oneself without the help of another and, even if there are, do they come 
about without any help whatsoever from a teacher? Does not the very pro
cess of learning itself begin under the influence of a teacher who is already 
learned in some sense?

We do not have to think of some advanced learning here, as in the case of 
nuclear physics or capitalist economics, although such learning usually does 
not come without a good deal of teaching by others to orient and hasten 
the learning process. We can think of just the beginning of learning or the 
first use of one’s intelligence, which does not seem to take place except un
der the influence of another, who has already understood and learned some
thing in act.

We see this dramatically illustrated in the case of Helen Keller finally 
coming to learn for the first time through her first use of language only un
der the influence of Anne Sullivan and in the immediate recognition by He
len of Anne as her teacher. We find the same kind of recognition among 
scholars for their teachers and we should find the same recognition in all of 
us at least for those who first taught us to think for ourselves and even to 
just begin to use language intelligently, for without them we would not have 
begun to learn.

What this implies is a certain efficient causality by another in someone’s 
own process of learning. This does not preclude the fact that learning is al
ways original with and for the learner, nor that learning through the teach
ing of another does take place in many different ways. But it does point to a 
certain dependence on another in learning such that the learning that does 
take place would not take place without the influence of that other, who is 
already in act what the learner, or the one who has yet to learn, is still only 
in potency.

If we recognize this kind of dependence of learners on teachers as neces
sary in the very learning process for human beings, we come to see a certain 
necessity for some efficient causality at least in the process of human learn
ing. This necessity can be expressed as a certain priority of being in act, that 
is, as being already learned on the part of the teacher, over being in potency, 
that is, as having yet to learn on the part of the one who is still unlearned.
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But it should be understood that this is a necessity of dependence on an 
efficient cause in its effect, and not the necessity of the effect flowing from 
the efficient cause, as Hume conceived it. Here, as we did earlier in speaking 
of the constitutive principles of a thing in becoming, we are arguing from 
the term of a becoming, from the terminus ad quem, or from the effect to an 
extrinsic efficient cause, and not from the cause to an effect. What has the 
power of acting on another does not always exercise that power effectively. 
One who has the power to teach does not always find students who are re
ceptive or willing to learn. It is only when we know that there has been 
learning under the influence of a teacher that we can say some efficient 
causation has come into play. And when we also know that this learning 
would not have taken place as it did without the influence of the teacher, we 
understand the necessity of another, an extrinsic moving cause, to bring one 
who was only potentially a learner to the act of learning. Such an extrinsic 
cause had already to be learned in act in order to bring the learner to the 
same learning in act as that of the teacher. It is through this sameness in ac
tual learning between the learner and the teacher that the dependence on 
an extrinsic moving cause is recognized even in the very act of learning. 
Anyone who actually learns from another is usually quite grateful to the 
teacher for the learning, and quite rightly so, since the learning is not pure
ly from oneself.

The same point of dependence upon an extrinsic moving cause can per
haps be seen more clearly in the case of one thing becoming heated by an
other, as in the case of water placed on the heating element of a stove. If it is 
not always clear that learning takes place only under the influence of anoth
er who is already learned in act, it would seem to be more clear that some
thing does not become hot except under the influence of something that is 
already hot in act. This is what we suppose when we place the water on the 
heating element. We know that the water can be heated or is potentially hot, 
but not actually so. From past experience we also know that placing it on 
the heated element will cause it to be heated. Thus, from the standpoint of 
the water itself, there is a certain temporal priority of being in potency over 
being in act: the water is at first only potentially hot and then becomes actu
ally hot, if the heating element exercises its proper effect on the water.

From the standpoint of the heating, however, as a proper effect, there is a 
more ontological priority of being in act over being in potency: if the water 
is brought from being hot only in potency to being hot actually, it is only 
because there was already something else already hot in act to make it so. To 
understand this, we do not have to presuppose, as the ancients did, that fire is
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an element that is hot in and of itself and so is the cause of everything else 
being hot directly or indirectly, as though it were the first cause of all heat
ing as such. What we have to understand is that something becomes hot ac
tually after having been hot only in potency, only under the influence of 
something else already hot in act. Water cannot reduce itself from being hot 
only in potency to being hot in act by itself. It can become hot only by an
other, which is already hot in act by whatever cause it may be so.

This is what was meant by the old adage: Quidquid movetur ab alio movetur. 
Whatever is moved is moved by another. This is true not only of one thing 
being bumped by another, like one ball being hit by another on a billiard 
table, but also of other accidental changes in certain substances like heating 
or becoming agitated. It is also true of learning, at least where we recognize 
that learning takes place only under the influence of a teacher, who is other 
than the learner. In all these cases we find this ontological priority of being 
in act over being in potency that requires that we posit a moving cause out
side the thing in movement in order to account more fully for its coming to 
be in the way that we see it come to be.

This does not mean that we can know a cause before knowing its effect. 
We come to know the cause only through its effect. Much less does it mean 
that we can know a cause by itself and deduce it from it all its effects. Even 
after we have discovered one thing as the cause of something else, we cannot 
be certain that this effect will always follow from that cause. In this Hume 
was right about the relation of cause to effect. But the proper understanding 
of an effect depending on an extrinsic moving cause does not depend upon 
any such certainty about the future, even though scientists do use pre
dictability as a criterion for the truth of their hypotheses about causes in na
ture and in history. All that knowing a cause requires is some similarity in 
dependence on the part of the effect with that cause, in accordance with an
other adage we have seen: Omne agens agit sibi simile. Every agent acts like 
unto itself.

If we go from merely accidental change to more substantial change, or 
coming to be simply, we find the same kind of ontological priority of being 
in act over being in potency even more emphatically. In the case of coming 
to be simply we are speaking of the coming to be actual of a substance as this 
or that thing after its not being simply or after its being only in potency. 
Here again we have a certain temporal priority of being in potency over be
ing in act from the standpoint of what comes to be. After having been only 
in potency, it comes to be simply in act. But this coming to be in act cannot 
be accounted for sufficiently by the being in potency alone of what comes
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to be. A thing cannot produce itself into being by itself from its being mere
ly in potency.

To be sure, as we saw earlier in speaking of prime matter, being in poten
cy is not nothing. As distinct from mere privation, it is something positive. It 
even implies a certain desire for form as its perfection. But it cannot give it
self or acquire this form for itself by itself. Being in potency by itself cannot 
actualize itself in being without the influence of another being that is al
ready actual in being. In other words, to return to our primary analogate, 
Socrates cannot become the actual human being that he is without the in
fluence of his parents who are already actual human beings.

The process by which Socrates comes to be is not a simple one. It is as 
complex as his actual being is. But it is a movement from being in potency 
to being this individual human in act. As so moved, regardless of the com
plexity of the movement, Socrates is moved by an other, or others, the like 
of whom he actually becomes. With all its understanding of the complex 
mechanisms whereby this comes to be, modern science cannot change the 
understanding of the fact that Socrates is still the son of his parents as one 
substance depending on other substances for his coming to be. It is not that 
his parents have to know all of the biological mechanisms by which he is 
conceived and develops into a human being like themselves. Nor do they 
have to consciously or conscientiously preside over every aspect of the 
movement by which he comes to be, as an artist presides over the coming to 
be of his work of art. It is enough that they set the entire process in motion 
and and that they be there as speaking rational animals for the moment of 
self-recognition, so that Socrates becomes a speaking rational being actually 
other than themselves. It is once again in the likeness of the effect to the 
cause that we recognize the son or the daughter as the procreation or the 
product of the parents, but a likeness that is as complex as the coming to be 
and the beings in question.

In short, insofar as Socrates comes to be through a movement, he is 
moved by an other as by an extrinsic moving cause. The ontological priority 
of being in act over being in potency remains no less true in the case of 
coming to be simply as it does in the case of coming to be secundum quid. 
Regardless of how natural a movement may be to a thing in its growth and 
development, it is still true that it does not move from being in potency to 
being in act only by itself. It is set in motion, at least in its very beginning, 
only by an other that is already in act. Such is the understanding of the ne
cessity for an extrinsic efficient cause for any coming to be, a causation that 
is recognized in the dependence of likeness in the effect on the cause.



Effective Causality 437

The argument here begins, as always, with the human being, our primary 
analogate, and its coming to be simply. We take this to be a matter of fact, 
not just in the sense that a human being is given, but also in the sense that as 
a given it is a factum, something that has been made or has come to be in its 
very substance. That in which being actualizes itself most intimately to us is 
at the same time a being that has come to be, that is, as having gone from 
being only in potency to being simply in act. This factum, precisely ns factum, 
cannot have come to be only by itself, but must have come to be by an oth
er, or by others, namely, those we think of as parents or as causes of this indi
vidual who has come to be simply.

We think of this kind of causation not just as production, as in the case of 
anything we produce by art, but as re-production, for what comes to be is of 
the same kind as that which produces it, a reproduction of the same nature, 
another substance of the same kind as those who produced it. We use this 
term, reproduction, not just for the coming to be of human individuals, but 
also for the coming to be of other animals and of other living things, 
whether sentient or not, where we still see clearly that what is produced is 
of the same kind as that which produces it. If we do not use it for the com
ing to be of other, nonliving substances, it is perhaps because we see less 
clearly, especially in the context of modern physics, that what is produced is 
in fact a substance, a thing in itself with its own identity, let alone that what 
comes to be is in substance like that whence it comes to be. In other words, 
the question of substance is less clear for nonliving things than it is for living 
things, and so we hesitate to speak of reproduction in the case of nonliving 
things as we do for living things.

The question of reproduction is one of recognizing a similarity of identity 
in substance between two individuals, one of which comes to be simply by 
the other. We recognize this kind of similarity in dependence more readily 
in complex beings like the human being and among other living things that 
have their own self-standing and living identity. But wherever we do find a 
coming to be simply of something with its own identity as a substance, we 
can extend our understanding of reproduction to include any coming to be 
of a substance in nature by another substance. This is not to say that every 
coming to be in nature is a reproduction of one being by another being of 
the same kind, for not every coming to be in nature is a coming to be sim
ply or the coming to be of a new substance with an identity of its own. But 
it is to say that, wherever there is a coming to be simply, or the coming to be 
of a substance with an identity of its own, there is a kind of reproduction 
taking place similar to that among human beings and other living things.



Wherever such reproduction takes place, there is one being coming to be by 
another.

This is what our argument demonstrates, not only for human being, but 
for any being that comes to be simply, that is, that passes from being only in 
potency to being simply in act. Such a being cannot come to be except by 
another being already in act that communicates the form of its actuality to 
the new being by educing this form from the potency of the matter that is 
constitutive of the new being. This is recognized in the similarity of depend
ence of the new being upon the prior being already in act communicating 
its actuality to another which, without this communication, would not be
come a being of the same kind or the determinate being that it is.

We can think of this kind of communication along the line of a teach- 
ing/learning relation, where one individual, who is learned only in potency, 
comes to be learned in act under the influence of an other or by this other 
who is the teacher in a particular case of learning. Unlike the case of learn
ing, however, where the learner can actually learn by himself as well as by 
another, since the learner, who is already a substance in act, has an active po
tency to learn, in the case of coming to be simply, there is no such active po
tency to being or coming to be simply. There is only a passive potency to 
become something determinate, a pure potency, so to speak, which is not 
nothing, as we argued in sections 12.1—2, which is even a positive orienta
tion to some perfection or form, as we also argued in section 12.3, but 
which cannot be actually oriented to any determinate form except by some 
other determinate being with some form already in act. Thus while matter is 
truly a principle of being in whatever comes to be, along with the form 
with which it constitutes a composite, it is not sufficient by itself. It requires 
the active intervention of an efficient cause, another already in act with 
which it comes to communicate in form.
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C H A P T E R  1 7

The Universe as Order of Nature and History

In  g o i n g  f r o m  t h e  f o r m a l  to the final cause and from the material 
to the efficient cause we come to a fuller understanding of how being is 

to be accounted for in its diverse determinations. One determinate being 
needs another determinate being as part of its total good and so finds itself 
as part of a universe along with other determinate beings. The same deter
minate being finds itself also depending on another determinate being in its 
coming to be or in its determinacy even as it influences other determinate 
beings through its own effectivity. Being discloses itself as communicated 
and as communicating among determinate beings, and so it discloses itself 
not as a single being, but as a universe of determinate beings interacting 
with one another. Being is one not as a single substance, but as a plurality 
and a diversity of substances acting and interacting with one another; and it 
comes together as one in an order of both final and effective causality.

Earlier, in reflecting on the transcendental properties of being, we came 
to our first understanding of being as universe in terms of a certain propor
tion between the two sides of transcendental unity, namely, the undivided
ness of every being in itself and its dividedness from every other. To the ex
tent that a being is imperfectly undivided in itself, it is also imperfectly 
divided from every other. Only an absolutely simple being would be per
fectly divided from any other, whereas any composite being entails not only 
some distinction of principles within its own identity, but also some relation 
of dependence on some other being. We come to this understanding of 
composition in a being not only as we reflect on its coming to be, but also as 
it presents itself in its difference from any other being. Thus we come to un
derstand one being and an other, each undivided in itself and divided from 
the other, but also each relating to the other in some kind of unity or inter
dependence among them.

This interdependence can already be understood in that each being has
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something in common with other beings, whether it be a determinate form 
or just being in common, as well as something that differentiates it from the 
other, whether it be as an individual or as a kind of being specifically differ
ent from other kinds of being. Individuals can share in the same form of be
ing or in different forms of being. But the full understanding of the interde
pendence implied in the concept of transcendental unity among beings 
comes only with the kind of communication we have arrived at among de
terminate beings with the understanding of final and efficient causation.

This interdependence, however, is not to be understood in purely static 
terms. It is not just a juxtaposition of things in space-time. To be sure, we 
have to understand individual things as separate from one another in space 
and time. We also have to understand them as sorted out into different 
species of being. But they do not constitute a universe together simply by 
standing next to one another or coming after one another. Sheer plurality 
and diversity do not a universe make, as the term uni-verse indicates. What 
constitutes the universe concretely is action and interaction among the 
many and diverse beings. To speak of “the universe” is to speak of a certain 
coming together, a convenientia, of beings through action, which is the bond 
of the universe in its ultimate form, as we indicated earlier in section 9.2. 
This is what now has to be thought through concretely with the under
standing of final and efficient causality as an ordering of beings in their plu
rality and diversity.

It could be argued that we first come to know being in precisely this 
kind of ordering between at least two beings. What discloses itself as being is 
never something purely common and abstracted from its differences, but 
something analogous that always entails some difference of one thing from 
another. We could say that being first discloses itself in reflective self-con
sciousness, where the act is at once the disclosure of a determinate being, 
myself. To the extent, however, that this act of self-consciousness does not 
take place initially except in the presence of another self-consciousness, our 
first conception of being is never one of a single being in isolation, but al
ways one of one being and another. I distinguish my self from your self in 
being as you distinguish your self from my self in being, and so we both un
derstand being as divided in this confrontation from the beginning. Being 
discloses itself in this difference between you and me and in the many dif
ferences that go into the makeup of the universe, which is to be understood 
as a kind of horizon for a plurality and diversity of beings.

We sometimes think of the universe as if it were a thing, one of a kind, a 
universe among many “possible universes.” But this is not what is truly
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meant by “the universe.” As a name, like any other name, “universe” means a 
certain kind of thing, of which many can be thought of as possible. We can 
speak not only of this world in which we find ourselves, but also of other 
possible worlds in which one thing or another, like an elephant, now present 
would be absent, or at least different from what it is, or a world in which 
you or I would be absent, or in which we would not be doing metaphysics 
now. But this meaning of “universe” is only an abstraction that prescinds 
from what we refer to when we speak of “the universe” more concretely, for 
the idea of the universe can only refer to one “thing,” the totality of what 
there is. Regardless of what the parts of this totality are in actuality, or re
gardless of whether we know or understand all of them, when we speak of 
“the universe” we refer to something in actuality that can only be one con
cretely, namely, as this totality of what there is. Even when we distinguish 
between what we know of the universe and what there might be of it that 
we still do not know, we still think of it as this one “thing” or this totality of 
things that we know only in part and have yet to know fully.

In this respect the concept of the universe is somewhat like the concept 
of being. As a concept, “being” is the most universal concept. But as we have 
argued from the beginning, it refers concretely to something in actuality and 
it gives rise to questioning about what there is that we are referring to. So 
too with the concept of the universe as horizon. It is quite universal. It refers 
to, or encompasses in its scope, all that there is and that can be known in the 
direct exercise of judgment. To the extent that we think of the universe as 
this all-encompassing horizon, we have to think of it as only one. For, if we 
try to say that there is some other “universe” or some other part of being 
not included in what we initially conceive as the universe, we are only ex
panding the horizon in which we are already exercising judgment. We are 
not exchanging it for another. What we previously thought of as the whole 
we now think of as only a part of the greater whole that now comes into 
view. When my horizon expands to encompass your horizon and that of 
many others as well, it is always the same horizon in which more is encom
passed. What the concept of the universe does express that our first concept 
of being does not, however, as we tried to show in speaking of being as uni
verse in Chapter 9, is a greater recognition of differences in being, a greater 
diversity than was initially thought of in our first conception of being, but 
one that is still gathered in some unity that has to be thought of concretely.

Perhaps it is the idea of concretion that is most crucial for understanding 
the idea of the universe properly. Other ideas may be understood abstractly, 
which means that they can be concretized in different ways or at least in dif-
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ferent instances. For example, when I have the idea of a human being, I can 
think of it as concretized in Socrates or Plato. Not so, however, with the idea 
of the universe. I cannot strictly think of it as a universe in the abstract, for in 
doing so I am no longer thinking of what I was originally thinking of as the 
universe. I can only think of the universe concretely, or as this universe, even 
though I may be able to entertain the thought of another universe in ab
straction from this actual universe, just as I am able to entertain the thought 
of possible being in abstraction, starting from actual being that discloses it
self. Like the concept of being, the concept of the universe has to be a con
crete universal.

In fact, we might even say that we come to this concept of the universe 
through an understanding of concretion in its etymological sense o f growing 
together or of having grown together: con-cretum. There are different ways of 
thinking about this in terms of the different causes we have distinguished. 
One is the order of matter, which we spoke of in section 12.3. This is an or
der of being in potency to different forms, where matter is understood as 
being in potency to a wide diversity of forms, from the lowest to the high
est, from the most elemental to the most complex in the human being. Tak
en as a whole, the order of material beings is seen as growing together in a 
diversification and a complexification of forms, not by the elimination of el
emental forms, but by a development of new forms from the potency of 
matter, the result of this development being the con-creta, those things that 
have grown together from the potency of matter.

Implied in this understanding of the concrescence of the universe is, of 
course, the order of formal causes, which gives rise to diversification in the 
universe. This is the order that we discern in the different degrees of identi
ty and being and the different kinds of substances that come to take a stand 
in being, or in what has been referred to as “the different faces of existence” 
(Post 51-53). It can be viewed as an ascending or as a descending order, de
pending on where we take our stand in understanding it.

If we take our stand at a lower form of being, as in physicalism, which fo
cuses first on physical being or being in its most elemental form as measura
ble and quantifiable, then the other forms of being appear as higher and per
haps as less “substantial” than the lower, if we let the lower form in its 
dubious identity totally determine what we understand by substantial being. 
In the ascending order, or from the bottom up, the substantiality of higher 
forms of being is more difficult to discern because the order that they repre
sent cannot be properly defined within the order of the lower form. Each 
new form that appears in an ascending order of being transcends any lower
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form and has to be defined in its own original terms. Hence, the order of 
forms or of different degrees of substantial being is more difficult to discern 
in the ascending order, or from the bottom up, because each new form rep
resents a higher and more certain kind of identity not found in the lower 
form.

If, however, we take our initial stand in a higher form of being or in the 
human being, as we have done here, and proceed in a descending order, or 
from the top down, so to speak, the order of forms is more easily discernible 
because then we begin from an understanding that not only transcends but 
also includes lower orders, such as the merely sentient animal, the merely 
living plant, or the merely physical inanimate object. In taking our initial 
stand with human being to understand a substantial being in its identity, we 
encompass lower forms of being that can still be taken as substantial, even 
though they do not have the fullness of form and identity that human be
ings show forth. This was part of the reason for focusing on human being 
from the beginning of our consideration as the primary analogate of being 
as being. It is easier to discern the different forms and orders of being in a 
descending order insofar as the lower forms are contained in the higher 
forms, whereas the higher forms are not contained in the lower ones. This 
does not, however, dispense us from having to understand lower forms of 
being as also having a substantial identity of their own.

Metaphysically speaking, it is important to maintain this distinction be
tween different kinds of substantial being as part of our understanding of the 
universe, lest we fall into anthropomorphism, which is no less reductionist 
with regard to the transcendental order of being than physicalism. Without 
an understanding of the diversity of forms or of faces of existence, there can 
be no proper understanding of the universe in its concrescent unity.

Beyond this order of material and formal causes, however, there is also 
the order of the final and the efficient causation. In our understanding of 
this order, we presuppose the plurality and the diversity of beings constitut
ed in their own identity and think of them as coming together through action 
and interaction. More than an order of concrescence, this is also an order of 
communication among beings. Most immediately, this order appears on the 
level of human action, where mutual recognition among individuals gives 
rise not only to a sense of otherness in being, but also to a desire for this 
other as good and as a complement to one’s own goodness. Through mutu
al recognition, being is disclosed as a horizon of beings in which one influ
ences the other and is influenced by the other.

For the child, this horizon is still very limited, to only a few individuals,
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all of them human at first, but in this first recognition of otherness in being 
there is already a first understanding of a universe, or rather of the universe, 
an understanding that will develop and expand as being is disclosed more 
fully in all its diversity. Not only do more individual human beings come to 
be recognized in different contexts and in different types of social configu
ration, but also other kinds of being are recognized more objectively as dif
ferent parts of this universe of persons, each with its own proper activity and 
its own standing in the order of the universe, all influencing one another in 
diverse ways in some order of communication.

Given the way being discloses itself initially in the direct exercise of judg
ment, however, there is no way of understanding it for us except as individ
ual and determinate and as something to be accounted for in its coming to 
be through principles such as matter, which accounts for its coming to be as 
this individual, and form, which accounts for its determination as this kind 
of being.

Accounting means getting to more of the truth of determinate being in 
its principles and causes, as we do when we come to understand matter and 
form as constitutive principles of composite substances. It means gathering 
in what is given in experience according to its substantial constitution. It 
also means gathering the plurality and the diversity of beings according to 
the extrinsic relations of appeal and dependence they have with regard to one 
another, for, as we have argued, a determinate being, as finite, needs another 
determinate being for the perfection of its own being and depends on an
other determinate being in act for its own coming to be in a transition from 
potency to act. The quest for truth concerning determinate beings thus leads 
us beyond any determinate being in our accounting, to an order or to a di
versity of orders, among determinate beings within the horizon of being we 
call the universe.

In determining the subject of our questioning at the outset of this in
quiry we spoke of being as being, or being as common to many different 
kinds of things, without focusing on being as any particular thing or on any 
particular determination of being. In reflecting on being as common to 
many things in the concrete, in accordance with the structure of the direct 
exercise of judgment, however, we were brought to understand this com
monality of being not as a genus, which totally abstracts from the differences 
of its species, but as an analogy that contains differences even when they are 
not expressed. We illustrated this analogy in terms of human being, which 
we took as our primary analogate, and other kinds of being given in experi
ence or in the realm of the direct exercise of judgment. We spoke of an or-
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der in our understanding of being as analogous. But we did not pursue the 
question of this order in its ontological bearing, as we can do now, with the 
understanding of extrinsic causation as an order of mutual appeal and mutual 
dependence among a plurality and a diversity of beings. How can we do this 
now without turning aside from our initial project of accounting for being 
precisely as being?

It is not our task to go into any particular account for any particular de
termination of being. That is the task of the particular sciences, from which 
we have distinguished the more common science of metaphysics. Meta
physics is not in any position to replace or displace any of these particular 
sciences in their inquiry into the particular causes of particular beings, as we 
have recognized from the beginning. But it is in a position to uncover the 
more common principles or causes of being, such as matter as a principle of 
becoming and form as its coprinciple in determining what comes to be. 
These are in a way first principles of being as it is given in experience or in 
the direct exercise of judgment. Metaphysics is also in a position to uncover 
some necessity for extrinsic causation among determinate beings as finite 
and as having to go from potency to act, without going into any particular 
modality of such causation, which is still the realm of particular sciences. It 
may even be in a position ultimately to raise the question of an absolutely 
first universal cause of all being common to all determinate beings.

But we have not yet come to any such position in this investigation into 
the causes of being as being. The constitutive principles we have arrived at 
are still only the principles of finite essences and the final and efficient caus
es we have spoken of are still only in the realm of determinate beings of 
which they are causes. As such they cannot be taken as strictly universal or 
common to all being as such, even though some may be more universal than 
others in the scope of their appeal as good or their power as effective. The 
appeal of a human being in its goodness, to speak once again of our primary 
analogate of being thus far, or of the power of this being to produce or to 
reproduce, may be more universal than any lesser being in nature whose 
form is totally immersed in matter. But the appeal and the power of human 
being are still only relatively universal. They are still only part of the universe 
and must be considered as part of this order.

What remains for us to do here, then, with regard to the universe, is to 
consider the order of final and efficient causes as a whole within the hori
zon of being as we experience it or as it presents itself in the direct exercise 
of judgment. It is in this sense that we will come to speak of the totality of 
beings truly as uni-verse, or as one in its diversity. How is this to be under-
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stood as an essential part of the truth of being to be accounted for? How is 
the universe constituted truly as a universe when there appears to be such a 
plurality and such a wide diversity of beings?

17.1 The Transcendent Constitution of the Universe 
as the Concrete Order of Being

We have spoken of composite substances as constituted by two distinct 
principles, that is, matter and form. Through these principles we account for 
what we think of as basic differences in being, those we associate with the 
diverse kinds of individuals and those of individuals as such. Matter is the 
principle of individuation, while form is the principle of determination. But 
through these principles we also account for a true plurality of beings, each 
with its own standing in being or its own substantial identity, and a true di
versity of kinds among these many beings. The composite being we know in 
the direct exercise of judgment is a whole whose parts are not beings in 
themselves, but principles that constitute one being as a whole. When we 
speak of the universe we mean a very different kind of whole. As a whole it 
is constituted of parts. But its parts are not principles of one being, but 
rather they are the many and diverse beings constituted of such principles. 
As a whole the universe is constituted of parts each with its own standing 
and substantial determination in being, even where there is plurality of indi
viduals to perpetuate the diverse species in time as parts of the universe.

We can speak of this whole as if it were only a sum of its parts, the sum of 
all beings, or, as physicalism is more inclined to say, the sum of all physical 
entities in space and time (Post 125-28). As such, the conception of the uni
verse refers to a concrete whole, namely, the whole of what there is, but it is 
not yet a concrete conception of this whole. It is like our very first concep
tion of being, before the transcendental properties or any of the special 
modes of being are expressed in it. In order to conceive of the universe 
more concretely we must conceive of it according to the different degrees 
of being it contains and according to the order in which they come together as 
one universe. This order is like the form of the universe as a single whole 
composed of its many diverse parts.

In a complex individual such as a human being the substantial form rep
resents a certain kind of wholeness in relation to the different parts that 
make up the whole being. The wholeness of the universe can be thought of 
as a kind of form, through which we come to think of it as a single universe. 
This wholeness, however, cannot be that of a substantial form, since the uni
verse is not a single substance, but rather a plurality of diverse substances, and
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since it does not come to be as a single substance, but rather as a diversity of 
specific substances, each actualized in a plurality and a succession of individ
uals and each inclined to act according to its own nature or essence. The 
wholeness of the universe is a wholeness of order among the many diverse 
substances we come to know in experience. We may not know everything 
there is in this order, but when we speak of the universe concretely, or as the 
totality of what there is in experience, we include the differences we do 
know in being and we even refer, in some confused way, to whatever other 
differences there may be in the universe, differences to be explored not only 
in metaphysics but also in the particular sciences.

The conception of the universe at the end of our consideration of final 
and efficient causation brings us back to our first conception of being with 
its differences. The idea of the universe is closely tied to our understanding 
of being in its analogy. In the universe we distinguish different degrees of 
being, different kinds of substances, but not as isolated from one another. 
Within the different degrees of being, such as the particular species we come 
to identify as parts of the universe, we distinguish different individuals of the 
same kind or species and we see them as belonging to the same order of de
termination, some coming to be by others and developing into the same 
kind of being. Among the different kinds of being we find not only differ
ences but also interconnections and interaction that coalesce into a whole
ness we call the universe.

This we do in the direct exercise of judgment in diverse ways and ac
cording to different particular sciences. Different particular sciences can give 
rise to different conceptions of the universe as a whole, such as the physical- 
ist conception based on the physical sciences, or the anthropomorphic con
ception based on the human sciences. But the truly metaphysical concep
tion of the universe arises only in the indirect exercise of judgment through 
reflection on how being discloses itself as a whole in its very differences, not 
as an abstract sum, but as a concrete order of many and diverse beings, where 
the diversity itself is most essential to the order. The universe is made up not 
just of many things of the same kind, as if all things had the same form of 
being, but more properly of the different kinds of beings, with different 
forms of being giving rise to different kinds of action and interaction among 
the different kinds of being.

If we insist on the different kinds of the beings in the universe, it is to 
bring out the transcendental aspect of its order. Far from being confined to 
only one order of being, the universe, metaphysically conceived, entails a 
transcendental order of different kinds. It is like a house made up of different
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materials, each with its own determination adding to the order of the house 
as a whole. Without the different materials the house could not be what it is. 
So also the different species of being make up the universe and in this diver
sity of species the universe finds its consistency, even with the coming to be 
and ceasing to be of individuals within the diverse species. Individuals them
selves participate in this concrete order through their participation, for a 
time, in the species of their being.

But to think of the universe properly, it is not enough to insist on the dif
ferent kinds of being. We must insist even more on their coming together as a 
universe through their action and interaction, which is made possible by the 
very differences we begin by insisting on, for it is by reason of these differ
ences that some beings are active and some are passive in relation to one an
other. Without true diversity among beings there would no way of under
standing how one being can influence another or how one being can be 
influenced by another or how they all constitute one universe together 
(Blanchette 1992,118-40).

This action and interaction of diverse beings is most essential to the uni
verse in the concrete, for the order we are speaking of is not just one of lo
cation or static juxtaposition of many and diverse beings existing absolutely 
in isolation from one another, but a dynamic ordering of the many and di
verse beings to one another through the proper activity of each and every 
kind of being. This is how we know the universe most concretely, through 
the activity of its components, for what we know first of any being is not 
what it is in its substance without action, but rather what it is in this identi
ty through its proper activity, wherein it is in communication with other be
ings in the universe. Every being is active. Through its proper activity we 
come to know what it is in its substance. We discern one thing from anoth
er within this order of action and interaction that constitutes the universe, 
where being discloses itself through the initiative of different beings in rela
tion to other beings. What we refer to as “the universe” is what we encom
pass as the whole of this action and interaction.

We can speak truly of the universe in this way without having grasped all 
there is about it either as a whole or in its diverse parts. Our initial concep
tion of being as universe arises spontaneously in the direct exercise of judg
ment the moment we begin to discern different ways of acting and, con
sequently, different kinds of being. As we saw earlier in section 9.1, this 
conception follows from our very understanding of being as one and as ac
tive, once we have begun to distinguish one kind of being from another 
through their different kinds of proper activity. We do not do this always in
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the precise formal terms we are using here, but we do it as a way of thinking 
of being as a whole even after we have begun to think of it as many and di
verse.

The conception of the universe occurs at the limit of any particular con
ception of things. It is the conception of something that cannot be reduced 
to any particular order of intelligibility. Because of this, some authors are in
clined to speak of the universe as a mystery (Post 128—31; Munitz 6), or as 
something that remains undisclosed in any rational investigation into the in
telligibility of what there is. But this is not strictly true for a metaphysics that 
purports to inquire into the fullness of being as being. It is true only for a 
metaphysics that restricts its fundamental conception of being to a particular 
order such as that of physical entities and processes. The broader or more 
common conception of being we have spoken of as analogous should not be 
thought of as mysterious or unknowable, even though it cannot be reduced 
to any particular understanding of a particular order of being. The idea of 
rational inquiry into being should not be reduced to any particular science, 
as we tried to demonstrate from the beginning of this inquiry in arguing for 
a rational necessity to raise the question of being as being over and above 
any particular science, which cannot but leave the question open. To be sure, 
from the standpoint of a particular science, the question of being as being 
remains unintelligible and therefore, in that sense, mysterious. But in pursu
ing the question of being as we have done here, that is, as a matter of ration
al discourse, we have been saying that being as being still comes under a 
broader conception of reason, so that what discloses itself in this investiga
tion is not strictly a mystery but rather a higher form of intelligibility for us, 
which includes that of the universe, the encompassing form of intelligibility. 
Knowing, as we said from the very beginning, is of being. Being is what dis
closes itself in knowing. Now when being discloses itself as many and di
verse, it discloses itself as universe, which is being understood as a total frame 
of reference for intelligence.

In distinguishing the act of being from its essence in any finite being ear
lier in sections 3.2 and 14.1, we saw in this act the ultimate point of intelligi
bility in the beings that present themselves in experience. In also distin
guishing one being from another, or one kind of being from another kind, 
we see that the act of being is not only multiplied but also diversified ac
cording to the different essences or modes of being in which it is received. 
In each case the act of being is truly limited to the thing of which it is the 
act. It is the ground for understanding different beings as truly separate or 
divided from one another as beings.
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At the same time, however, insofar as the act of being is also the act in 
which all share in common as beings, it is also the ground for thinking of 
them still as one or as undivided, that is, as ordered to one another in the 
universe. Given the distinction of the act of being from its essence in finite 
being, and given the plurality and diversity of finite essences in experience, 
the act of being has to be understood as one that presents itself only in an 
order, namely, the concrete order of the universe. The be that discloses itself 
in experience or in the direct exercise of judgment is be with order: esse cum 
ordine.

Let us explore the dimensions of this transcendent order that we speak of 
as nature, on the one hand, and history, on the other.

17.2 The Universal Order of Nature
Within the order of the universe as a whole, there are two aspects that 

deserve special consideration in metaphysics because each pertains to the or
der of the universe as a whole and each relates to the other as part of the 
transcendental order we have just spoken of. These are the order of nature 
and the order of history. The one comes from things as given in nature and 
the other comes from human being’s initiative amid things, including hu
man beings, as given by nature.

We have seen that human being holds a special place within the order of 
the universe. This is so, however, not only because it holds a special place as 
given in the order of nature, but also because through intelligence and will it 
gives rise to a new kind of order over and above the order of nature. This is 
an order of reason we refer to as historical, which is irreducible to the order 
of nature and in fact raises the order of the universe to a higher level of be
ing than it would achieve by nature alone.

We shall reflect further on the basis for this distinction between history 
and nature in human action when we come to consider the order of history 
more fully in itself. But before we come to that let us consider the order of 
nature as somehow prior to the order of history and as that out of which the 
order of history emerges.

17.2.1 Order
The order of nature is the order of becoming as a whole. Insofar as matter 

is the principle of becoming, we can think of it as a kind of matrix out of 
which all the different kinds of being come to be, not indiscriminately, as we 
saw in section 12.3, but according to an order of potency, where matter is at 
first in potency to the simplest material things or to fundamental elements,
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in which it is first actualized. While it is so actualized, however, as we also saw 
earlier in connection with the order of matter, it remains in potency to more 
complex kinds of things, compounds that come to be from the matter of el
ements. From the matter of such compounds come to be living things, 
which not only represent a new kind of identity and actuality in being but 
also are oriented to a new kind of activity, a new kind of convenience, life it
self, for it is by a diversity of acts that life defines itself. From the matter of 
living things such as plants come to be sentient beings, a yet higher order of 
life, and from the matter of sentient beings come to be rational beings, the 
highest kind of being we know in the direct exercise of judgment to which 
matter is ultimately in potency in the order of becoming. With human being 
we come to the highest form to which we know the potency of matter is 
actualized.

This understanding of the order of matter is not necessarily a representa
tion of what we have come to think of as the evolution of the species in the 
universe. In fact, it was first formulated prior to any such theory of evolu
tion, and prior to the discovery of evidence in nature for positing such an 
evolution. It was even formulated when the different species of being in na
ture were still thought to be perpetual in the order of the universe, perpet
uated by the supposedly perpetual motion of incorruptible heavenly bodies 
as well as by the succession of individuals in the different species. But it was 
formulated on the basis of another kind of evidence in nature, the evidence 
of different degrees of being and life and a certain gradualness in passing 
from one degree of perfection in being to a higher degree which could be 
accounted for in terms of matter as being in potency always to a higher 
form until it reaches the form of human being (HA 588a 18-b 3; Caus 31, 
§445)-

This evidence of different degrees is much clearer when we come to 
think of higher substances such as human beings, animals, or living things in 
general. It was available for interpretation even in the less sophisticated sci
ences of antiquity, which relied more on observation of nature than on ex
perimentation and mathematical calculation. But even as modern science 
develops and reaches further into the recesses of nature, past and present, the 
same evidence remains before us to be interpreted and accounted for, not 
just in particular, but also as part of the order of the universe.

We no longer think of the heavenly bodies as incorruptible or of their 
motion as perpetual or merely circular. Nor do we think of all the species 
that make up the transcendental order of nature as perpetual or as present 
from beginning to end. We know that some species of being that once were
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have disappeared from the order of the universe. We know also that the mo
tion of heavenly bodies is not essentially different from the motions of bod
ies closer to our own. We even have good reason to think that many of the 
species of being we now take for granted as part of the order of nature ap
peared only relatively late in the cosmogenesis, after many other species 
were already present or disappearing. But we still have to think of these dif
ferent degrees or species of being and understand the order among them as 
an order of potency in matter taken as a whole going from a lower form to 
a higher form of being, not just in one individual that comes to be and de
velops to maturity, but also among the species themselves, with a certain 
continuity and gradualness in the passage from the lower to the higher. 
Without this understanding of matter as being in potency there is no under
standing of being as it presents itself through becoming as a whole.

Along with this order of matter in nature we must also consider the order 
of form, for matter, as being only in potency, is not actualized except 
through form. This implies that there is a certain order to form in matter in 
the very constitution of any composite substance in nature. What comes to 
be according to nature is not just anything, but some determinate thing or 
another. We think of this determinate thing as having come to be as a sub
stance when we think of it as having reached a certain completion in its 
process of coming to be. What has come to be is now this determinate be
ing, which was not before, and it is thought of as a substance insofar as it has 
reached a certain identity in itself. Without this identity as the term of the 
process we would not be thinking of anything determinate as having come 
to be. In this identity there is not just an individual but also a certain deter
mination of that individual according to its specific form. What comes to be 
is never just an individual as such, but always an individual of a certain kind. 
While matter is principle of individuation, as we have seen, form is principle 
of determination.

From the understanding of form as ontological principle of determina
tion we can see how process is oriented in coming to be. As determination, 
a substantial form marks the end of a process in two senses. It marks a cer
tain point at which the process of coming to be is somehow terminated. But 
it marks this point not just as a cessation of motion in coming to be simply, 
but also as a certain completion or perfection in what has come to be. The 
determination of a thing at the end of its coming to be is something positive 
for the thing that has come to be, over and above its mere individuality or its 
mere having come to be as an individual. In this sense the substantial form 
can be understood as final cause in the process of coming to be and so, in



The Universe as Order of Nature and History 453

hindsight at least, as having affected or determined the process as a whole 
leading up to this form of the thing.

In observing a process for the first time, we usually cannot predict its final 
determination. But once that final determination has appeared, we under
stand it not just as a result, but also as that to which the process was leading. 
This understanding is further confirmed when we observe a regularity of 
the same result or the same form appearing at the end of the same process. 
Nature does not necessarily guarantee certain determinate results, but the 
things of nature do tend to reproduce themselves according to determinate 
forms with some consistency. It is in the light of this regularity that we 
judge what is according to nature and what is not. We think of something as 
falling short of its nature when it does not attain its proper completion in its 
final determination, either because its coming to be is cut short by a cause 
outside the process or by a deficiency in the matter of the thing, or we think 
of it as abnormal or monstrous when its final determination deviates from 
the expected or natural end in its process of coming to be.

17.2.2 Law
It is not that we find any conscious intentionality in judging what comes 

to be by nature. It is just that nature discloses itself according to certain pat
terns in various processes of coming to be and we take the final form in 
which a process of coming to be terminates, or is determined, as the norm 
for the process as a whole. From this comes our idea of law in nature. Law
fulness is not opposed to finality in nature, but is rather an expression of na
ture as it relates to a final substantial form that appears with a certain regular
ity in results. Lawfulness in a process is an orientation to certain determinate 
results that we take to be the completion or the perfection of the process, its 
final end.This is clear from the way we exercise judgment in any experimen
tal science. We come to identify certain things according to what they are, or 
according to their nature, through what they do or through their proper ac
tivity. But insofar as we identify them as resulting from a natural process, we 
think of them as the final determination of a process, the law of which was 
to arrive at this final determination.

At the limit, this idea of law in nature takes the form of a complete deter
mination, or what is also called absolute determinism. This means that what 
we initially take to be a certain regularity of outcome or results in various 
processes of coming to be, allowing for some deviation, or in what happens 
always or most of the time, as Aristotle puts it in speaking of what happens 
by nature, comes eventually to be taken as an absolute necessity that does
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not allow for any deviation whatsoever. This is the more modern concep
tion of law in nature that comes with the more mathematical analysis of 
processes, especially in physics.

The ideal of such an analysis is to arrive at a formulation of the most ba
sic and universal laws that supposedly govern any process of coming to be 
according to the quantifiable conditions of space and time, without regard 
to the final determination of any process or to the variety of such final de
terminations as found in the higher forms of life, sensation, and rationality. 
In this respect, it abstracts from all evidence of concrete finality in nature. It 
focuses only on what can be expressed in mechanistic terms such as force, 
mass, and energy, and it tries to account for everything that comes to be 
only in such terms, ignoring other kinds of causality in nature such as life it
self, which is oriented to different qualities of being and higher types of ac
tivity that are as much part of what appears in observation as bare space- 
time coordinates.

If mathematical physics were able to succeed in its ambition, it would not 
only abstract from the concrete determinations of the beings we start from 
in experience, but also from the very conception of one thing and another. 
It would end up with a pure lawfulness expressed in mathematical formulae, 
through which everything would be seen as absolutely determined, so that 
from any given point at any given time one could calculate the relative posi
tion of anything at any other time, past or future. Such was the ideal formu
lated by Laplace in the nineteenth century, for example. In its dogmatic 
form this ideal is not only deterministic, but also antifinalistic, that is, op
posed to any view that might allow for any really new form emerging in na
ture from the potency of matter, that is, one that is not already written into 
the determinism of nature. At the limit it aims at a conception of the uni
verse that resembles Spinoza’s conception of substance from which differ
ences of modality flow with absolute necessity.

17.2.3 Indeterminism
We must recognize that the science driven by such a mathematical ideal 

has arrived at remarkable results in accounting for coming to be in nature. 
Even when we insist on the original identity of higher beings that are not 
reducible to space-time coordinates, such as living things or rational human 
beings, we must admit, with physicalism, that change on these higher levels 
of being does not go without some change at the level of basic physical en
tities and processes. There is “no difference without a physical difference”
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(Post 174-80). But we must recognize also that this science leaves us with a 
blank space-time at the heart of its conception, which it can express only as 
a principle of indeterminism, according to the self-imposed limitation of its 
categories, but which also opens the way for a more positive conception of 
final determination in coming to be allowing for life, sensation, and rational
ity as more positive forms of being, differences that cannot be expressed in 
purely quantitative terms.

This is not to say that, from the principle of indeterminism in physics, 
one can simply reason to these higher determinations of being, as perhaps 
Descartes would have liked to do in his mathematical reconstruction of the 
cosmos, where the whole was conceived in univocally mechanical fashion, 
leaving the soul, or the res cogitans, totally separate from the res extensa. These 
higher determinations of being, including those of life, sensation, and ration
ality, are taken concretely as part of the way in which being discloses itself in 
its analogy, with human being as the primary analogate.They do not have to 
be deduced. They are part of our initial understanding of being in its differ
ences or of what there is in its diverse determinations, along with whatever 
is taken to be basic in mathematical physics. In its inability to get beyond in
determinism, however, physics may be at a point where some consideration 
of finality and potency to higher forms in matter would have to be reintro
duced as part of our accounting for what comes to be through nature.

The principle of indeterminacy is associated with the idea of basic enti
ties or particles that cannot be properly known in themselves, so to speak, to 
the extent that “knowing” in this case means “measuring.” To measure them 
is to disturb these basic entities, so that we cannot know them without 
changing their position or their mass or adding to their energy. If they have 
a nature of their own, it escapes us because their proper activity is so faint 
that it offers no resistance to the slightest pressure required for measuring 
anything. To physical science they are undetermined because they cannot be 
measured. But in themselves, if they are things distinct from other things, 
however this distinction may be conceived in physics, they do have an iden
tity and a nature from which some activity flows insofar they are determi
nate in any way. Mathematical physics tends to think of these basic entities as 
unchanging elements, of which everything else is made up, as if change were 
proper only to more complex entities and as if it were only one of re
arrangement of such unchanging entities, a view found in ancient atomism 
as well as in modern physics.

But that is not the only way of viewing these entities. If we transcend the
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purely mathematical outlook that has led us to identify these basic entities as 
something determinate, we can also think of them as subject to change and 
transmutation. As such they could be understood as composites of matter 
and form of the simplest kind, and hence as having come to be and ceasing 
to be. As distinct from their form, their matter would be in potency to other 
determinate forms to which it could be actuated by the interaction among 
basic entities themselves or by higher forms already existing in nature. In this 
way process would be understood not only as a rearrangement due to an
other form than that of the physical basic entities as such, but rather as orig
inating in the basic entities themselves through the matter with which their 
forms are in composition.

The important thing would be not to confuse this matter, which is being 
only in potency, with the basic entity, which, as something determinate, has 
a form and is a composite of potency and actuality. As an actual entity the 
basic element is something original in nature. But as a composite of matter 
and form, its matter remains in potency to other forms than the form it has 
at any instant. In other words, it remains in potency to becoming some oth
er actual entity that would be no less original in nature and of a higher or
der, whether as an inanimate compound, a living thing, all the way up to the 
rational animal. When this potency to a higher form is actualized the lower 
being or entity ceases to be and gives way to the higher being or entity that 
comes to be. From the standpoint of measure as understood in purely phys
ical science, the higher being is seen as measureless or as undetermined. But 
from the standpoint of the higher being in question, we have another kind 
of “measure” or determination that can be the subject of consideration for 
other kinds of science such as biology or psychology, whose “measuring” is 
of a different order than that of purely physical science and irreducible to it.

To be sure, we cannot know the full extent of the potency of matter as a 
principle of being from a mere inspection of just the basic entities posited 
by mathematical physics. Nor can we know it from an inspection of other 
nonliving things or even of lower living things. We know it only when we 
include the rational human being as a part of what is to be considered in our 
understanding of nature as a whole. But this is not something we discover 
only at the end of a process. Even if human being did appear in fact only at 
the end of a long natural process of evolution, our understanding of the 
process begins with the presence in nature of what is given in that end. 
Concretely, it begins with ourselves as actual entities at the center of the pic
ture, and surely with an identity that is quite original in nature, a determina
tion that is not be overlooked in the consideration of nature as a whole.
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17.2.4 T he A n thropic C en ter

As we move away from this center of our experience into the more re
mote areas of biology and physical science, we cannot forget this actual enti
ty, namely, human being, as part of what is given in the direct exercise of 
judgment and as part of the order to which we refer in our consideration of 
nature. Being does not just disclose itself to human beings. It is also human 
being itself that discloses itself in its originality and as the central part of na
ture as a whole. In doing biology or physical science, we can prescind from 
certain aspects of this actuality at the center of the natural order while fo
cusing only on life in general or on nonliving physical being in general. In 
doing so we can come to a better understanding of different actual entities 
in nature such as basic forms of life or basic physical entities. But these can
not be frilly understood in abstraction from other actual entities and from 
the order of nature as a whole.

The deeper we penetrate into the recesses of nature, the more we have to 
understand how each part, even the most basic, relates to the whole, which 
is not just an abstraction as it relates to the highest actuality in it. In pre
scinding from being in its human form, and even from being in its living 
form, physical science brings us to a consideration of material being in its 
most basic form. In this prescinding, however, which seems like a precision 
but which is in fact an abstraction, it cannot consider higher forms of being, 
which are, nevertheless, actual entities in nature to which we eventually have 
to refer what is discovered in physical science. To understand things better, 
we isolate them from the rest for a time of consideration. But when we dis
cover them as coming to be, and therefore as composites of matter and 
form, we have to see the potency in them not just to the form which they 
are already have actually, but also to other forms, including higher forms as 
we look back on them, so to speak, from our own higher vantage point. Go
ing deeper into the things of nature means discovering not only their deter
minate actuality, but also their potency in an order of forms that brings them 
back to the highest form of concrete actuality. Only in this way can we say 
that the particular physical and biological sciences contribute to our under
standing of nature as a whole.

To understand this order of nature as it is given in actuality, therefore, we 
must distinguish the different degrees of being from the highest to the low
est and give each its due as a standing in being or as a mode of being. Meta
physically speaking, it is especially important not to reduce one mode to an
other, whether it be a higher to a lower or a lower to a higher. Each must be
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given the full force of its identity. For the differences are essential to the 
transcendental order of the universe. It is equally important, however, to un
derstand these differences as a matter of degrees in being, some higher and 
some lower, with perhaps one as the highest and another as the lowest, and 
with all the others in between according to their different degrees of being.

17.2.5 E volu tion

We may also want to understand these different degrees of being as hav
ing appeared successively in time from the lower to the higher, according to 
a theory of the evolution of species or of the different degrees of being. This 
would be more in keeping with our understanding of the order of matter as 
being in potency to different forms and as passing from one form to the 
next gradually or by degrees. But to understand the order of evolution of 
species as modes of being, we could not view it merely from the standpoint 
of what is presumed to have come first in the evolution, namely, the lower 
forms, as is usually done in the Darwinian conception of evolution among 
the species in nature. Each form determines not only a certain mode of be
ing, but also an order of many beings, or individuals, belonging to that mode 
or species of being. The form of a cat determines not only what it is in itself, 
but also how it will reproduce as a cat and how it was itself produced by 
other cats.

This is an order of individuals within the same species or the same mode 
of being. According to this order, cats reproduce in time only as cats. If the 
offspring of a cat turns out to be deficient as a cat, it is still possible to un
derstand this deficiency in terms of the order we call cat, namely, as a priva
tion in the order of what a cat ought to be according to its nature. But if the 
offspring turns out to be more than a cat, rather than just a deficient or even 
a complete cat, this can no longer be understood merely in terms of the or
der of cat as such. From the standpoint of this order, the mutation is ran
dom. It cannot be accounted for by anything that has come previously in 
the order of cat. It can be accounted for only in terms of a new form that is 
original and transcends the order of cat. In terms of the order pertaining to 
this new form, however, it is not random, but quite determinate, and it gives 
rise to an order of beings, which may or may not survive, but has a standing 
of its own in the being of nature.

In a truly evolutionary perspective, the randomness that results in a new 
or a higher form of being in nature from a lower form is not the same as the 
random deficiency that occurs in the normal or the natural order of repro
duction within a particular species. It is randomness that has to be under-
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stood in terms of a higher order of being that has appeared with the new 
form as something more positive and transcending the lower order but not 
as merely random. In other words, when a new and original form of being 
appears in nature, it is the entire order of nature that is transformed into 
something higher.

This is illustrated in the way a human being is understood as coming to 
be biologically. What it is at first is a single cell that immediately divides or 
reproduces itself as a second cell of the same kind, both of which then go on 
to divide and reproduce, and so on, until there are enough cells for diversifi
cation of functions. With this diversification there comes the diversification 
of organs and the gradual development of a complex organism that eventu
ally makes up a complete human being. If we consider the human being at 
any single stage of this development, which entails an order of being that 
can be considered from its own standpoint, and only from the standpoint of 
that particular stage, we find nothing to account for the next stage in the de
velopment of the whole. The next stage in any development always appears 
as random from the standpoint of the previous stage, however minute the 
difference may be between the new stage and the previous one. However, as 
a stage in the development of a single human being as a whole, it is under
stood as leading up to the next stage or as creating the conditions for its ap
pearing in being. In other words, it is understood only as a part of a higher 
order, which, even if it appears last in the order of time, accounts for what it 
is in its own order.

The original cell from which a human being will develop, and which is 
not yet ordered as the developed human being will be, is already a human 
being, not just because it already has its own individual genetic code, but 
also because in the actuality of its composition it has the potency to develop 
into the full-grown human individual. To think of the original cell without 
this positive orientation to an end and a fullness of being is not to under
stand it for what it is in its very makeup. To understand it in the light of that 
fullness of being that we call human, however, is to understand this original 
cell in the light of a higher order that transcends what it is in its initial stage 
of development. The final order to appear in the process of becoming is the 
one that determines the entire process and all the particular orders that ap
pear between the beginning and the end.

This is what we have to think as we observe the process in which a hu
man being comes to be in its own subsistence. We cannot understand the 
process without some understanding of the finality or the determination 
that pulls it together only in the end.This is also how we have to understand
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the evolution of species in nature as a whole, whether it is understood di- 
achronically or synchronically. Mere randomness does not account for going 
from a lower form to a higher form of being. Nor does the idea of selectiv
ity through a struggle for survival yielding only the fittest. Such a struggle 
accounts for nothing in the differentiation of species as higher degrees of 
being. It only presupposes this differentiation. Worse still, at the limit, it de
nies differentiation of higher species and gives way to complete entropy in 
nature, where the final state is understood as a return to some original 
amorphous state without any accounting for anything new that has actually 
taken place between the beginning and the end, which is, of course, the ac
tuality that has to be accounted for in our experience. In the absence of any 
understanding of finality in nature, the Darwinian view of evolution stops 
short of understanding the true order of nature, which appears only in the 
end, or in the highest order of material being, namely, human being.

The Darwinian hypothesis falls short of what there is in nature because it 
tries to read everything in nature from the bottom up in purely mechanistic 
terms, which, for all their mathematical exactness, remain quite obscure in 
relation to the different modes of being we have to account for in experi
ence, whereas the entire order of nature can only be read from the top 
down, as we have argued in connection with the analogy of being. In other 
words, the order of nature has to be read from what appears last in the order 
of evolution. As in the case of the coming to be of a human being, it is the 
highest and the final form of material being, human being itself, that deter
mines the entire order of nature and all of the particular orders that make it 
up in space-time, not by reducing all to its own specificity, but by recogniz
ing all in their diversity and necessity as conditions for the order of the 
whole understood as the phenomenon of man (Teilhard 1959).

It is possible to understand nature as a whole from a purely physical 
standpoint. But this comes to only a partial and abstract understanding of 
the order of nature. While it gives us an understanding of how things relate 
to one another mechanically in space-time, so to speak, it does not encom
pass the higher order of life as part of nature, much less that of sensation and 
of reason. In the vast expanse of what we now take to be the physical uni
verse, this order of life may first appear only as a microscopic cell, the likes of 
which may not be replicated anywhere else or at any other time in this uni
verse. But the originality of this new order of life in the universe is not to be 
denied on the basis of an understanding of being that is only abstract and 
univocal, without any capacity for understanding higher orders of being. The 
presence of life in the universe elevates the order of nature to a new degree
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of being that includes the merely physical order as it transcends it. Minute as 
it may seem from the standpoint of the totality of mass and energy, it entails 
an infinity with respect to the finite understanding of merely physical being. 
This is why we have to understand it as a new and higher form of being, 
with its own determinations that can vary as no purely physical determina
tions can, as if these new forms of being were less deeply immersed in their 
matter and were, in a way, more free to act on their own.

In nature understood only in physical terms, things are related according 
to mathematical space-time. In nature understood in biological terms, the 
very same things, or at least those physical things that share in life, are related 
in a wide diversity of ways that can no longer be understood in mere terms 
of mathematical space-time but that nevertheless have to be understood ac
cording to determinations proper to life, where there is much more diversi
ty and a higher kind of order that cannot be reduced to the purely physical 
terms of space-time coordinates. Part of this higher order entails some final
ity not just in the coming to be of living things, but even in the relation be
tween the order of life and the physical order in space-time.

From the standpoint of abstract physical science, this finality is indis
cernible. This is why, in the life sciences, those who model their understand
ing on the so-called hard science of physics tend to deny finality even in life 
as distinct from a purely physical arrangement in space-time as they look 
only for space-time relations among elementary particles in microbiology. 
While this may yield good results in our understanding of living things ac
cording to their abstract physical determinations, it does not include any un
derstanding of life in itself as transcending these merely physical parameters. 
In terms of space-time alone, there may not be any discernible finality in 
nature. But once life is introduced into nature, or, more exactly, into our un
derstanding of nature, as it is concretely in the direct exercise of judgment, 
finality appears not only in the process of life itself, but even in the way the 
purely physical comes to relate to life, since what were previously under
stood as only physical relations in space-time are now understood as neces
sary conditions for the new order of life.

From the standpoint of this new order, it is possible to understand this fi
nality of the purely physical order as a necessary condition for life, not as 
something to be read in its actuality as spatiotemporal, but as something 
contained in it as a potency, for matter is understood as being in potency to 
form and, even while actualized by a lower form, as being still in potency to 
a higher form. While there may be some finality in the various orders of na
ture, living and nonliving, so that what comes to be is always some determi-
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nate thing and such a determinate thing always tends to reproduce itself as 
part of a species of being, the most fundamental finality is the transcendental 
finality among the diverse species themselves in nature as a whole, the final
ity that discloses itself better and better with each new order of living things 
until we come to human being, from whose vantage point we can view the 
order of nature as a whole best. As the name itself suggests, it is only in the 
end (finis) that finality makes itself known fully. And it makes itself known 
only in what is yet a higher order of being and finality than mere life, name
ly, that of a rational consciousness, which is not just an epiphenomenon on 
the surface of space-time coordinates or of merely vital functions, but a cul
mination in the order of nature itself. Human being is what determines the 
order of nature as a whole as it includes all the lower orders of space-time, 
the living, and the sentient. Even physics seems to be coming to recognize 
this with its consideration of what is referred to as the “anthropic principle” 
(Barrow 1986).

With the rational species of being at the summit or at the end of the de
velopment of nature as a whole, however, we come not only to the highest 
kind of self-determination in the order of nature, but also to a whole new 
dimension in the transcendental order of the universe which we must now 
consider as integral to the universe, for the universe is more than just an or
der of nature. It is also an order of history, which does not leave the order of 
nature behind but integrates it into the higher order that human being cre
ates through its own initiative, an order of human providence or an order of 
spirit in matter.

17.3 The Universal Order of History 
It might seem that we have already been speaking of history in speaking 

of evolution in nature. In a sense, we have, insofar as history means a succes
sion of events following one another and insofar as evolution appears to lead 
up to the human species of being. In this sense nature has a history of its 
own, which includes a certain kind of self-determination in passing from 
one level of determination to the next. But this is not the order of history in 
the full sense of the word. It is only a prehistory leading up to history in the 
proper sense, which begins with human initiative and self-determination in 
being. What we mean by “history” here, as the part of the order of the uni
verse that distinguishes itself from what is merely given in the order of na
ture, is the order of being, or beings, that is constituted by human initiative 
through intelligence and will, which is free and hence original, over and 
above the order given by nature.
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History thus represents an order in which being discloses itself no less 
than in the order of nature in a way that is still integral to the order of the 
universe or to the order of being as a whole. In fact, it is the order in which 
being discloses itself to the one capable of questioning after the truth of be
ing as well as initiating its own determination of being in a way that tran
scends nature as given. For human being is not only the maker of history but 
also the one in whom being discloses itself historically as well as naturally. If 
we keep in mind that human being remains our primary analogate of being 
at the center of the universe, so to speak, and understand history as the order 
properly initiated by human being in the order of finite being, then we have 
to say that history is the order in which being discloses itself most immedi
ately even as it is initiated by human being. It is the order that metaphysics 
can least afford to overlook because it is the order in which being is opened 
up in the fullness of its transcendental scope beyond mere nature as well as 
within it, since human being remains a part of nature even as it transcends it.

17.3.1 H istorical Transcendence

But how is this order to be understood as transcending nature? How do 
we come to it in its disclosing? Clearly, we come to it through the initiative 
of human being, which is more than just a thing of nature and has to be 
characterized as spirit. Spirit oversteps nature as something that entails a 
composition of form with matter. In our consideration of human being as 
the culmination of self-determination in the order of nature, we were re
garding it as a composite of form and matter and as a thing of nature, albeit 
as the highest form of being in matter. Now, as we turn to human being in 
its own originality as historical self-determination, we find that there is 
more to it, and to being, than can be accounted for strictly in terms of na
ture or of a composite of matter and form, as any reflection on the proper 
activity of knowing and willing will show in contrast to the activity of sen
sation and emotion in the human soul, which is still only on a more natural 
level. What we mean by the spiritual dimension of being is what discloses it
self through these activities of intelligence and will in human being, and 
what we understand as the historical order as distinct from the natural order 
in being is what is constituted through such activity.

If we reflect upon our activity of sensation and emotion, we find that 
these are somehow tied to what we can still call physical organs such as eyes 
or feelings, even though such organs entail a much higher kind of determi
nation than what can be expressed purely in terms of space-time coordi
nates. In other words, a proper understanding of such organs already entails
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more than what can be accounted for in merely physicalist terms. Neverthe
less, insofar as they remain physical organs, they are made up of basic physical 
entities in a specifically determinate arrangement which may or may not be 
discernible in physics or chemistry alone, as when we recognize a loss of 
function due to an injury to the necessary arrangement of basic entities for a 
determinate species. Thus, as high as the acts of sensation and emotion, both 
of which entail some consciousness, might be in the order of determinations 
of being, they are still tied directly to something physical. They are still acts of 
the composite thing of nature even in human being, and not yet spiritual or 
historical as is the act of reflection itself we are now exercising upon such ac
tivities.

If, on the other hand, we reflect on the activities of intelligence and will, 
we find that they are no longer tied directly to anything physical, although 
there remains some dependence on the physical, inasmuch as we cannot ex
ercise reflection under certain physical conditions and inasmuch as in our 
exercise of reflection there is always some physical activity that is presup
posed. In reflecting self-consciously we rise above the merely physical and 
natural and function in a way that is autonomous with regard to nature. 
Raising questions for understanding in experience, for example, or formu
lating hypotheses to account for what is given in fact, does not depend di
rectly on any particular organ of sensation, but rather on an exercise of 
thought. Inhibiting the flow of our emotions, at least momentarily, in view 
of deliberation prior to choosing a particular course of action does not de
pend on any particular emotion within oneself, but rather on a more uni
versal power of will that transcends all particular emotions and places itself 
in one of them rather than in another by choice.

I say “does not depend directly” in both cases because clearly in my exer
cise of intelligence and will there remains some dependence on physical 
conditions. There is no intelligence for me without some physical experi
ence. And there is no will for me except through deliberation over what 
emotions present for me as motives for action and through the choice of 
one of these, all of which also entails all sorts of physical conditions. But 
these conditions, as necessary as they may be for intelligence and will on my 
part, are not sufficient conditions for the proper exercise of intelligence and 
will. The sufficient condition for the proper exercise of intelligence and will 
is in the power of intelligence and the power of willing itself, neither of 
which is tied to a physical organ, as the powers of sensing and emotion are. 
Hence, though we can speak of a necessary dependence on physical condi
tions for the proper exercise of intelligence and willing, we cannot speak of
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this dependence as direct, as in the case of sensation and emotion, but only 
as indirect for an activity that is in itself spiritual even in its relation to the 
physical. In the order of history based on human initiative we have an activ
ity that flows from a power that transcends any physical power, even those of 
sensation or emotion, and that can be properly called spiritual, which con
stitutes an order of being higher than anything nature alone can produce.

Needless to say, this higher order of being in the universe discloses itself 
only in the proper activity of human intelligence and will, which always en
tails some reflection and self-consciousness. But consciousness of this order 
is part of our experience of being, just as the reflection or the indirect exer
cise of judgment from which the knowledge of being as being itself flows is 
a part of our first experience or the direct exercise of judgment. This is why 
we say only that there is no direct dependence on any physical organ, just as 
we say there is no direct dependence of metaphysics on physics or any other 
particular science. For there is some dependence of intelligence and will on 
sense faculties and emotions, since there is no intelligence for us without 
sense experience, and no will without some deliberation and choice, which 
always entails a diversity of particular emotions. But, real as it is, this is only 
an indirect dependence for an activity that flows directly from a power of 
reflection and self-consciousness that is self-determining and cannot appear 
on any level of mere sensation and emotion. In their own self-determina
tion, intelligence and will are independent of any physical organ. This is 
what determines them as spiritual rather than just natural.

This is how the spiritual order of being discloses itself in relation to our 
own personal experience and in relation to the natural order in which this 
experience takes place. This is how also, in the advent of human being with 
intelligence and will, the order of nature is taken up into a new and higher 
order, which we call the order of history, for nature is not just the ladder of 
ascent for human being that is then left behind, but rather the instrument 
that human being needs and takes with itself in its own self-actualization. 
The question that arises now is how to understand this spiritual order as 
constituting a new order for the universe as a whole in relation to the order 
of nature? How is it an order of being even as it transcends the natural order 
through human self-conscious initiative?

To answer this question we must go back to our original and originating 
experience of self-consciousness through mutual recognition. Coming to 
self-consciousness does not take place in isolation for any individual human 
being. It takes place only in a relation of mutual recognition between indi
vidual consciousnesses, who come to self-consciousness through this con-
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ffontation. I become conscious of myself in my understanding and willing 
only in the presence of another who is also becoming conscious of himself 
or herself in his or her understanding and willing in the presence of myself. 
This, we can say, is the first act of history in which we begin to transcend 
our merely natural being. It takes place through language as a new kind of 
communication in which one being recognizes its distinction from the oth
er as it recognizes the other as distinct from itself, or rather where two or 
more individuals recognize one another as distinct from one another in their 
very communication.

17 .3 .2  T he Beginning o f  H is to ry  

This has to be understood as a new and radical departure in the context 
of natural evolution and growth. It is like coming to the age of reason for an 
individual or for a community. It is difficult to pinpoint any particular time 
at which this takes place in the normal development of any individual, but 
we watch for it in the first genuinely human smile of recognition of an in
fant and in the first word that a child utters meaningfully. Different children 
come to this differently, but they all come to it through a language they pick 
up from those around them and begin to use to make themselves present for 
others and for themselves. They may not speak of themselves at first. In fact, 
they speak more often of the other, mama or papa or whoever is first to be
come significantly other for the child and in whom the child discovers itself 
as significant. But whatever the word or the name, even if it be that of a 
thing like water, it expresses a new act of understanding with a new self- 
consciousness through which the child enters into the spiritual world of 
communication with other selves. If such moments are more difficult to 
pinpoint in the normal development of a child, they are more easily dis
cerned in the positive development of a handicapped person such as Helen 
Keller, where breaking out into the world of spirit through language takes 
place much more dramatically, as it is admirably represented in The Miracle 
Worker (Gibson 1963), or negatively in the lack of sufficient development for 
those whom we think of as retarded.

Language is crucial for this passage from the order of mere nature to the 
order of history. We see this most clearly in any individuals coming to the 
age of reason or to the age of adulthood. Living in a society that defines it
self by its language, the individual comes to self-conscious understanding 
and willing in a language that is already established historically. In the con
text of an evolution of the species, one has to wonder how such a passage 
took place when there was no previously established language and no earli-
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er spiritual generation of individuals. What must the first word have been? 
How did it first come about between the two individuals who first uttered 
it in mutual recognition? We can represent this original development as hav
ing been very gradual and incremental, as in the case of the normal develop
ment of a child. But we must not lose sight of its originality, as the first mo
ment of historical consciousness for an individual or a community, with 
reference to which what comes before in nature is prehistory. To distinguish 
it more clearly horn all previous evolution in nature, we might think of it as 
a revolutionary moment, in which all that was given or previously estab
lished is set aside or integrated into a new kind of determination.

Marx spoke at times of actual history in bourgeois society as only prehis
tory in relation to true history, which was to begin after the communist rev
olution (Marx 1859), as if the actual state of society in which he was living 
were only a natural state to be overcome. He also spoke of the universal pro
letariat revolution as the time when “the shedding of all natural limitations 
will be accomplished” (Marx 1967,468; Blanchette 1983,117). But in this he 
was betraying his original insight into the meaning of history as distinct 
from nature, or of human labor as distinct from the activity of spiders and 
bees. History is something in the present and it began with the first word 
uttered between two individuals long before our time. If it were not so, if 
language had not opened the way for us, we would not be here to reflect 
upon it, in communication with one another. Whatever the future may hold 
for us in this communication, we cannot deny this actuality of real presenc- 
ing in the present through language. For, without language and a self-con
scious understanding of language, there is no understanding even of labor as 
a primordial historical activity (Blanchette 1974, 325-82).

Marx was right in wanting to keep historical actuality one with nature 
through labor. But he was wrong in maintaining a priority of labor over lan
guage in the constitution of history. As we try to represent for ourselves 
what must have been the first word or how it first came about between two 
individuals in the context of evolution, we must ask ourselves as well: What 
were these individuals doing at the time as things of nature? Were they just 
continuing to “labor” as things of nature, as ants and bees do? Or were they 
beginning to act in a new way as human beings in self-consciousness? How 
did they begin to labor as human beings, that is, as conceiving an end to be 
actualized prior to getting to work on nature, if not through language and a 
confrontation in language rather than through merely a struggle for domi
nation? There have been different ways of representing what must have been 
this original state of nature or this transition from mere nature to properly
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historical being for human being. It has been represented as a state of war by 
Hobbes or as a state of peaceful labor by Locke. But in neither of these rep
resentations do we get to the essential confrontation of mutual recognition 
in which history begins as history not just in the distant past, but in its pres
ent actuality as well, the confrontation through language prior to the con
frontation through labor as production of commodities for human living.

In fact, labor itself, as properly human and as a properly historical act, pre
supposes language at its origin. Even Marx describes labor not as anything 
that any other animal can perform. It is peculiar to human beings and it de
pends on an ability to envision an end to be achieved and some means to 
achieve it. It presupposes a language of some kind and some of what goes 
with this kind of consciousness, some understanding and some resolve or 
willing, without which it is not human and not properly historical. It pre
supposes some kind of mutual recognition through language such as we find 
exemplified in The Miracle Worker, where we see Helen passing from a state 
of pure nature, so to speak, to a historical state in her own self-consciousness.

In trying to represent what must have been the first word between indi
viduals just coming out of a pure state of nature or how this leap came 
about, we could very well represent it as taking place with regard to a task 
that they began to envision together and for which the first word was ut
tered not as a command, but as the expression of an idea shared by both. The 
division of labor and the domination of one over the other, as Marx points 
out, come only later, as do competition and struggle for exclusionary posses
sion. The first struggle of labor is with nature itself and it begins as a cooper
ative understanding between two individuals expressed in a language that, 
although closely tied to a task to be performed in nature, is a first opening 
into the world of spirit. It is unfortunate that Marx saw this opening only in 
its relation to nature, as an understanding and a domination to be advanced 
technically for the liberation of all human beings and the end of all class 
struggle, and not also in its own originality as already a new and higher or
der of communion in being. Hence his materialism, even with his keen 
sense of the spirit, for in his struggle against idealism he could not escape the 
reductive identification of human being with only matter or nature. Though 
he was for a humanism that could not be reduced to a pure naturalism, he 
could not think of this humanism except as another kind of naturalism. This 
is why he kept playing back and forth with the idea of history and prehisto
ry. He could not see the complete spiritual originality of history as an order 
of being in present actuality.
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17.3.3 Historical Consistence as Community
In what, then, does this originality consist? In its most fundamental sense, 

it consists in a new level of self-consciousness in which being discloses itself 
as a world of spirit. This self-consciousness is not the consciousness of an in
dividual isolated from every other individual consciousness, as it has been 
represented in the modern conception of human being. Nor is it a self-con
sciousness that arises only out of an initial conflict unto death that gives way 
to a relation of master and slave, as it has been represented in Hegel’s Phe- 
mmenology of Spirit. It is more a self-consciousness that arises in a loving and 
cooperative confrontation between two or more individuals in their struggle 
with nature. This self-consciousness in mutual recognition first expresses it
self in a language they share from its very inception. It is a world of spirit in 
which there are always two or more self-consciousnesses present to one an
other and communicating in this mutual confrontation.

It is not a world that stands over the world of nature, but rather a world 
that integrates the order of nature into a new order of culture. It is not a 
world in which one individual simply stands over against or in competition 
with another individual like a bare thing of nature. Rather, it is world where 
one individual is truly distinguished from the other as a self-consciousness in 
a recognition that sets each one free in its own standing as they communi
cate in setting one another free and in transforming the world of nature giv
en to them.

Most importantly, this is the world in which two beings are distinguished 
from one another in their mutual presencing to one another. It is the world 
in which we begin to exercise judgment and in which being discloses itself 
as one being in the presence of another being who is at the same time in the 
presence of the first. In terms of metaphysics as an indirect exercise of judg
ment, it is the world in which we first distinguish between one thing and 
another in the most radical ontological sense, where one thing is a self-con
scious subject in the presence of another thing, who is another self-con
scious subject.

The first thing we come to know as an object other than ourselves, as we 
have said before, is another subject, who also knows the other self as an ob
ject other than itself, prior to any other kind of object that is differentiated 
from self-conscious subjects altogether, such as merely sentient beings, or 
merely living beings, or even nonliving beings. For in the direct exercise of 
judgment, the world is constituted in our consciousness not from the bot
tom up, but from the top down, as we saw with regard to the analogy of be-
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ing. In the indirect judgment that we are now exercising metaphysically, we 
come to recognize the primacy of mutual recognition even for reflection 
upon being as being. We do not come to know phenomenal objects first, in
dependently of any reflection on the subject, and then go on to reflect on 
the subject in its self-constitution as free and ethical. On the contrary, sub
jects are the first phenomenal objects to be distinguished in this radical expe
rience of being as mutual recognition, which only spiritual beings come to; 
and they are seen, or recognized, immediately as interdependent in a world 
that is objectively ethical, a world that integrates the order of mere nature 
into its own order.

In speaking of transcendental unity in Chapter 5, we were brought 
to speak of the one as undivided in itself and divided from every other. Every 
being is one in the sense that it is undivided in itself and divided from every 
other. Where we see this most clearly is in mutual recognition between two 
self-conscious subjects, or between you and me in this confrontation 
through language. I am myself a being, undivided in myself, as distinct from 
you in this confrontation, as you are another being undivided in yourself. I 
come to think of myself as one, as having my own identity, as undivided in 
myself only in the presence of another, from whom I distinguish myself. This 
adds nothing to who I am, except the negation of not being the other, but it 
is a recognizing of who I am in the presence of the other.

The other, of course, or you in this historical confrontation through lan
guage, are also coming to think of yourself as undivided in yourself and as 
recognizing who you are in the presence of this other as well. I am a part of 
your world in my identity and you are a part of my world in your identity 
and together, in this confrontation, we constitute a world of beings, each un
divided in itself and divided from every other, but not isolated from one an
other. In this world, other beings are recognized as well, not only those who 
are equally subjects confronting us through language, but also those who 
confront us as only sentient and not rational, or as only living and not sen
tient, and even as nonliving. If each or any one of these could be thought of 
as perfectly undivided in itself, or as perfectly simple, it could also be thought 
of as perfectly divided from every other or as totally independent of any oth
er. But this is never how we experience being in the direct exercise of judg
ment. We experience beings only in relation with one another as we experi
ence ourselves only in relation to one another within a horizon that we 
think of as the world of beings, which is a world of self-conscious subjects as 
well as a world of things, an order of history as well as an order of nature.

This historical world is not just a flat horizon or a kind of abstract back-
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ground of space-time against which things or events take place, because 
every being that we distinguish is not only one in itself but also active. Here 
again, with transcendental activity as spoken of in Chapter 6, as in the case 
of transcendental unity, we understand the historical order most clearly in 
the mutual recognition among self-conscious subjects.The identity that dis
closes itself in this recognition is not just something static or passive. It is 
something quite active that discloses itself in its very activity. I do not first 
discover the identity of my being, which I then proceed to exercise accord
ing to its proper activity. But rather, I discover my identity as a being in the 
very exercise of my activity as one recognizing and being recognized by an
other; and I discover the identity of the other in the other’s very exercise of 
recognizing and being recognized.

To be sure, this is a spiritual activity of intelligence and will as well as one 
of sensation and emotion, and it constitutes a world of spirit as well as a 
world of nature. But in either case the world that is constituted is a world of 
interaction among the beings that are distinguished from one another as be
ings. This world is not just an afterthought that comes after the beings have 
been constituted. It is part of the thought of being itself as it discloses itself, 
since being, or every being, discloses itself only in its activity and, insofar as 
we distinguish more than one being, as we do from the very beginning in 
mutual recognition, we can only understand them as parts of a world in 
which they confront one another actively.

Moreover, insofar as this confrontation is mutual between two or more 
beings, we can understand immediately how this activity entails what we 
have referred to as extrinsic causation. It is an interaction among several be
ings in which one needs the other even for its own good as self-conscious
ness and in which one influences the other for that same good in the other. 
I need the other, since it is only in the presence of an other, whom I need 
precisely as other than myself, that I come to my own self-consciousness. In 
this sense the other is final cause for me, an object of love or appetite, or at 
least an object of regard and respect. And the other needs me in the same 
way, and so must also respect me objectively, that is, as a self-conscious sub
ject. I also need others in order to learn about other things. And I need the 
things themselves, to satisfy not just my natural needs, but also my need to 
know and even to respect them for what they are. In this sense, all things are 
objects of desire for the human community along with other human beings 
in mutual recognition. This kind of extrinsic final causality is most evident 
in the world of spirit, but it is also present in the order of nature wherever 
we understand one thing as satisfying the need of another.
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With regard to efficient causality, it is similarly in mutual recognition that 
the extrinsic causation is most in evidence. This is not just a physical con
frontation, although there is always something physical in any confrontation 
between one individual and another. It is more fundamentally a spiritual 
confrontation expressed through language, in which one being affects or in
fluences the other in a way that produces or reproduces it as a self, so to 
speak, or as one who speaks for oneself.

We spoke earlier of reproduction in the order of nature in section 16.4. In 
mutual recognition between two self-conscious subjects, we have another 
kind of reproduction, one that is more spiritual and one that may be more 
radical than anything in the order of nature alone. In the normal course of 
events reproduction among human beings begins in the order of nature but 
it continues in an order of culture. Normally, parents not only beget chil
dren but also begin to educate or to form them as human beings, that is, as 
social beings in communion with others. If parents are not there for that, or 
if the family is not functioning properly in this basic education of children, 
someone else has to intervene for the formation of a fully developed human 
being, that is, one who is able to participate in human activity rationally. In 
emphasizing teaching as a kind of efficient causation in actuality in section 
16.2, we were not just alluding to some esoteric example of such activity. We 
were focusing on a central activity in the order of history as part of the or
der of the universe, an activity that begins in the family or some other form 
of intimate intersubjectivity but that eventually brings in many others at dif
ferent levels of association, an activity that can be the object of its own sci
entific investigation as much as the activity of nature, the activity that consti
tutes human communities in history.

17.3.4 Social Science as Science o f  H istorical Being

This is not the place to go into any long description of what we now re
fer to as the order of history as distinct from the order of nature. That would 
entail bringing in too many of the particular social sciences which we can 
now distinguish from the particular physical or natural sciences. But we 
should note that these particular social sciences, such as economics and po
litical science, are no less sciences of being than are the physical or natural 
sciences. We are inclined to think of physics as the only hard science, or as 
the prototype of such science, while the others are considered science only 
insofar as they approximate the mathematical hardness of physics. But that is 
only another form of reductionism, this time in the very conception of sci
ence. The social sciences deal with beings no less than the physical sciences
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and, while these beings are less predetermined in their activity than are the 
beings of physics or biology, they do entail real determinations that require a 
science no less rigorous and hard than physics. The key thing in this scientif
ic rigor is not so much rigor more geometrico, which is not appropriate for 
every subject of inquiry, but rather, as Aristotle pointed out at the beginning 
of the Nicomachean Ethics (1094b 1328), a method suited to the subject as de
fined in the particular science, which in the social sciences tends to be much 
more complex than in the natural sciences and also much more free in its 
own self-articulation.

Suffice it to say that this order is properly a social order constituted by the 
initiative of individuals in communion with one another. Insofar as this or
der entails an appropriation of nature for human purposes, we think of it as 
economic. History, as Marx has pointed out, is to be accounted for, at least in 
part, in terms of production and industry, that is, as human labor contending 
with nature. It is an order of civilizations, some of which have come and 
gone and some of which continue to develop in their diverse ways. But in
sofar as it is properly human and spiritual, it is more than just an economic 
order. It is a whole that constitutes itself as a human community or, perhaps 
more specifically, as a number of communities, each of which is an ethical 
whole with its own specific determination that transcends all purely natural 
determinations.

Hegel spoke of history in linear fashion as a sequence of such ethical 
wholes leading up to the modern state, with freedom or liberation for all as 
the ideal determination for the order of history as a whole (PH 20-23). But 
in doing so he spoke too exclusively or, as he would have said, too one- 
sidedly of one kind of human community, the one that found its fulfillment 
in the modern European state, the origins of which he found in the lan
guage and the constitution of earlier states, especially the Chinese and the 
Greek. In this he found a way of unifying history as a whole under his ideal 
determination of liberation. But he did so at the expense of many human 
communities that he did not recognize as ethical wholes or as integral parts 
of history. Though he spoke of a World Spirit working out its purpose in a 
succession of particular spirits through time, this World Spirit ended up al
ways as a particular spirit that was supposed to be the absolute spirit at that 
particular time with the right to dominate all other spirits or communities 
or to destroy them, as it saw fit.

So it was at any given time in the past, according to Hegel, and so it re
mained for him in his own actuality, with a certain contempt for any com
munity lying outside the geographical concentration in which the World
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Spirit was supposedly centered or lacking in any language or constitution as 
conceived for the modern state. Hegel’s idea of spirit was not completely 
locked into this particular conception of the modern European state, for he 
did envision the possibility of the World Spirit moving on to different deter
minations in the future and to different geographical locations, but this more 
universal idea of spirit never lessened his insistence on a particular state as the 
only absolute spirit in history He remained resolutely opposed to any idea of 
a cosmopolitan spirit, which Kant had already begun to advance.

What Hegel did understand quite rightly, however, was the idea of a hu
man community as an ethical whole constituted through mutual recogni
tion among human beings. Such an idea could be understood as existing 
only for spiritual beings who are able to interact socially through intelli
gence and will as well as in labor, and it had to be understood as transcend
ing any given natural order, including human individuals as merely given by 
nature or by the past, since the whole was constituted only by the interac
tion among several human beings or the recognition that constituted them 
in their self-consciousness as well as in their interrelation. Such a whole had 
to be conceived as somehow absolute in relation to anything given by na
ture and as a new kind of whole in the light of which truly ethical judgment 
was to be exercised. Truly ethical judgment, as Hegel showed in his early 
writings, is never purely individual or purely formal (NR  59—92). It is exer
cised always in the light of a people or a community or in the spirit that 
draws individuals into a community, namely, the actual recognition that they 
show one another.

In this whole, which is an order among several individuals, there is no 
opposition between the whole and any one of its parts, since it is only in the 
whole of mutual recognition that any one of its parts finds its actualization 
even as self-conscious and free. If there is opposition, it is only between one 
part and another, where one part may sometimes claim to speak in the name 
of the whole in totalitarian fashion. In fact, there is a certain identification 
between the good of the whole and the good of any one of the parts, so that 
in finding oneself as a spiritual individual in a community one is also finding 
the good of the whole.

But this good of the whole should not be understood merely as the good 
of only a particular community at any given time. This is still to limit it to 
something particular, even though it is not limited to a single individual 
generated by nature. It has to be understood as something absolutely univer
sal, wherein the good of all particular communities as well as of individuals 
is to be found. If the good of any particular community is absolute for the
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individuals that make up the community, it is still only relatively absolute as 
a particular spiritual good that can be opposed to or at least distinguished 
from other particular spiritual goods, as happens among communities in the 
order of history.

17.3 .5  H is to ry  as Transcendental O rder o f  Being

What is in question here is the understanding of the order of history as 
an order of beings, or as the higher order of a universe that opens beyond 
the order of nature. Insofar as this order still includes individuals that are the 
product of nature in some sense and continue to interact with other beings 
of nature, it has roots and principles in nature. Some of its parts at least re
main material and act as material beings. But insofar as these same individu
als constitute a new kind of whole, a spiritual whole or a true community in 
being, through mutual recognition, they enter into a new kind of order, a 
spiritual order of being, which transcends the order of nature in two senses. 
First, it transcends it in the sense that history introduces an order of being 
for our consideration that is not to be found in the order of nature as such. 
But second, it does so only by extending the transcendental order that we 
have already found in nature, the order of the diversity of species from the 
lowest to the highest, into a realm that the order of nature can no longer en
compass but that human reason can still determine through its own consid
eration as well as its own initiative.

In this order that opens up beyond the order of nature, we can still dis
cern a certain diversity of particular spirits, each of which entails a certain 
absoluteness relative to the individual humans that make it up. These are the 
spirits of the various communities that we can discern in history, our own 
along with that of others. Even if we do not insist on working out any hier
archy among these diverse spirits, as is frequently done within the modern 
developmental spirit, which distinguishes between more primitive spirits 
and more advanced spirits, as it usually considers itself the most advanced, 
we have to see that each spirit is a determinate whole unto itself in the order 
of history, to be taken as something absolute in itself, at least relative to the 
individuals that make it up and to any individual of mere nature. In this way 
we come to a different understanding of the order of being according to di
fferent forms of spirit that are to be related to one another absolutely above 
any order of nature as given.

The question of the truth of being and of the good to be sought thus 
opens up into a new dimension of spirit that cannot occur in a considera
tion of mere nature, into a communion in being through intelligence and
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will that is not limited to any individual existence, and that, once it comes to 
encompass humanity as a whole rather than just particular communities, is 
not limited to any particular human form of spirit.

At this point we come to understand not just the question of history as a 
whole, but also the question of something to be understood beyond nature 
altogether and also possibly beyond history itself. For even if we do stand at 
the summit of history, as Hegel and modern thought likes to suggest in all 
sorts of ways, there is still the question of how we are constituted in our very 
being, not just in our determination as natural or as historical, but in the 
very order of being, which encompasses both of these determinations into 
the single universal order of being as being.



PART S I X

THE  S U M M IT  OF B E IN G





Introduction: Raising the Ultimate Question

TH our  c o n c e p t io n  o f  the universe as a communication in be-
ng among many and diverse beings, we might think that we have 

come to the end of our inquiry into being as being. But is this truly the end 
of metaphysics? Does our knowledge of the universe as a totality of deter
minate beings in interaction with one another really bring our inquiry to an 
end, or is there a further question to be asked about a cause that has yet to 
be disclosed?

So far we have raised the question of causes only with reference to par
ticular beings that come to be and cease to be. In beginning our inquiry into 
causes, we saw that the question of causes first arises with reference to par
ticular differences of being and to becoming in being. While we did not 
equate becoming and particular differences with being in the full sense of 
the term, we began our inquiry there because that is the being we know 
best in the direct exercise of judgment, especially if we take human being as 
our primary analogate of being.

What this gives us to understand, however, is the ontological constitution 
only of particular beings, which includes a particular act of being as well as a 
particular essence, and the particular extrinsic causes that account for the 
coming to be of such particular beings. What about being in its commonali
ty, that is, being as common to all particular things or as the concrete univer
sal? Has that been accounted for yet? Can it be accounted for by any partic
ular cause, if such a particular cause always undergoes being itself as part of 
the universe, no less than its effects? Does it not take a universal cause of be
ing simply as being to account for being in its commonality? If so, how is 
such a universal cause of being as being to be understood?

In raising this question about a universal cause of being we enter into a 
very different kind of perplexity than anything we have seen heretofore. Af
ter raising the question of being as being initially in its most universal sense, 
we were brought, by the differences understood in the analogy of being, to 
consider being in its particularity as one being and another and as different
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kinds of being, each with its own essential standing and its own act of being, 
and each active in influencing other beings as well as passive in undergoing 
the influence of other beings, all of them together forming a universal order. 
What we were thinking of originally in terms of being simply has now 
come to be understood as a totality of beings. How is it possible to now 
raise the question of a universal cause of being? What does it mean to raise 
such a question in the face of this totality of beings that we now take for 
granted or for what is actually the case?

We have seen with Parmenides that, apart from being, there is nothing, 
and from nothing nothing comes. In asking about a universal cause of being, 
we must be careful to understand the precise orientation of the question. 
Are we asking about something apart from being simply, which would be 
nothing and from which nothing comes, or are we asking about another be
ing that would have to be distinguished entirely from any particular being 
we have come to know in this totality of beings we call the universe? If it is 
another being that we are asking about, can it be just another particular be
ing that we could add on to the totality of particular beings we call the uni
verse or is it a being of a totally different kind that cannot be understood as 
part of any universe, the one we know concretely or another one that would 
include the cause we are now inquiring about as one of its parts? Would the 
universal cause of being as being be just another part of the universe in ad
dition to the parts we have so far considered or would it be something total
ly transcendent in its very being?

What we are asking about cannot be just another particular being, for 
that would make it just another one of the particular beings to be accounted 
for, another part of the universe to be accounted for, and not that which ac
counts for the universe as a whole. What we are asking about has to be un
derstood as something totally different from any particular being we know 
in the universe and hence as transcending even the universe as a whole, for 
we are asking about the cause of the whole or of the totality of beings as 
given in experience.

Moreover, what we are inquiring into cannot be understood as some
thing merely in potency, for that would require something else again to re
duce it from potency to act, given the absolute priority of act over potency 
we have already demonstrated in section 16.5 with regard to becoming and 
being. What is in question here would have to be understood as a being to
tally in act, since it would have to be understood as an efficient cause of all 
that we know to be in act in the universe. In this sense it would have to be 
understood as the cause of the act of being in all particular beings. But as
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universal cause it would also have to be understood as cause of the order 
that constitutes the universe as horizon of being.

The universal cause of being would thus have to be understood as some
thing distinct from all particular beings, and yet not as nothing. What would 
distinguish it from any particular being would not be some particularity, but 
precisely its universality as cause of everything there is. It would not be just 
one of many beings, but Cause of the many beings in their very being, so 
that metaphysics could use the name “Cause” as its proper name.This Cause, 
if we can speak of it as a this without making it a particular, could not be un
derstood as one among many particular beings or as coming under the sub
ject of metaphysics as we determined it from the beginning, for this subject 
has now come to be understood as the totality of diverse particular beings in 
action and interaction. It could only be understood as the Cause of all that is 
included in our subject, and not as a part of that subject, which still refers to 
being as experienced in the direct exercise of judgment.

As such a universal cause of being, however, it would have to be under
stood as entering into each one of the particular beings we know in experi
ence. Unlike any particular cause, the universal Cause would not remain 
apart form its effect, but enter into its very being. Hence it would be diffi
cult to distinguish it from each one of its particular effects, as the act of be
ing is difficult to distinguish from the essence of any particular being. In fact, 
it would have to be present in each finite act of being but without being fi
nite, since it would also be the cause of all other finite acts of being. It would 
have to be an infinite act.

The perplexity here is one of immanence and transcendence for some
thing in act that is in something finite and yet is not limited by this being- 
in, as the act of being of a finite being is limited by being received in its de
terminate essence. How can something infinite be in the finite and yet 
transcend the finite? How can it be totally transcendent cause and yet im
manent in the effect?

Finally, we might look at this perplexity that surrounds the question of a 
universal cause of being in relation to the way we have distinguished the dif
ferences of being according to different degrees of being, some higher, such 
as human being, some lower, such as a stone or anything else we might refer 
to as a mere thing. If there is a universal cause of being, it would have to be 
the first or the highest cause, and the Cause itself would have to be the first 
or the highest Being, the one in relation to which all others are measured as 
higher or lower.

It is in this sense that we speak of it here as the Summit of being. In terms
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of the properties of being, it would have to be thought of as most one, to the 
point of being utterly simple, most active, to the point of being creative in 
the most radical sense of the term, most true, to the point of being the 
source for all disclosedness in being, and most good, to the point of being 
that which all things desire or acquiesce in ultimately to the extent that they 
desire or acquiesce in anything. If we could understand the highest perfec
tion of each of these properties of being without any of the limitations asso
ciated with particular beings, we could understand this Summit of being. 
But the perplexity remains, because each time or each way we try, we find 
ourselves on the side of particular beings having to work our way out to
ward a perfection of being we can barely glimpse because it surpasses the 
understanding we have of being in experience, the understanding that is 
proportionate only to particular being and not to any sort of universal being 
we are now inquiring into.

To work our way out of this perplexity, or at least to clarify in what the 
perplexity consists concerning this universal cause of being as an infinite act 
transcending the universe as well as all particular beings in it, or as the 
unique Summit of all being, we must enter into a higher level of reflection 
than the one we have followed up to now even in metaphysics.We saw how 
every exercise of judgment, direct as well as indirect, entails some reflection, 
but that metaphysics, or the science of being precisely as being, requires a 
special kind of reflection. It is this special reflection that has led us to our 
conclusions about the ontological structure of determinate beings and the 
universe in its natural and historical order.

This reflection, however, in its concrete reference, cannot take us any fur
ther than the bounds of the universe we have seen up to now. If we are to 
raise the question of a universal cause of being, we must move to a higher 
level of reflection with regard to the totality of being as we know it. We must 
entertain the thought of some other being that we do not know, but that we 
do know would not be a part of the universe as is any determinate being.

We can do this with the help of our concept of being, which can be ex
tended by analogy in yet another way than the one we have followed up to 
now from human being as our primary analogate. Up to now we have ex
tended our first conception of being from human being mainly downward, 
so to speak, to include lower forms of being such as the nonrational, the 
nonsentient, and the nonliving. Now we must see if this conception can be 
extended upward into higher degrees of being and ultimately into a highest 
degree of being with the help of the transcendental properties of being, 
whose analogy can and must also be extended upward.
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More specifically, we must do this by extending our own metaphysical 
effort to understand being as being to the fullest degree possible, that is, by 
recognizing that, having said all that we have said about particular beings 
and the order of the universe, both natural and historical, there still remains 
a question about being or, more precisely, about the universal cause of being 
as being, to be dealt with, a question that may open into a question for reli
gion and for which only religion may have an answer, but that still has to be 
dealt with in metaphysics. In fact, this connection of metaphysics with reli
gion will have to be explored in metaphysics, since the universal cause of 
being as we have to think of it in metaphysics would have to be what is 
worshipped as God in religion.

Before we can even entertain such a question in the philosophy of being, 
however, we must show metaphysically that this question of the universal 
cause of being must be raised, just as we had to show, at the beginning of 
metaphysics itself, that the question of being as being must be raised. If we 
can show that the question must be raised, and if in addition we can show 
that an answer to the question in the affirmative must be given, namely, that 
there is a universal cause of being, who is God affirmed as Creator of all 
things, then metaphysics may have to give way to religion in speaking more 
amply of this Cause and how we have to relate to it for our complete good 
and the good of the universe.

In doing so, metaphysics will not abandon its autonomy as rational dis
course about being. In fact, it will extend the scope of this discourse into a 
realm that transcends its proper subject of consideration, not in order to re
duce it to the finite confines of this subject, but rather to open up this dis
course to a contemplation of what surpasses it absolutely and simply. In this 
it will retain its own reflective or critical function in sorting out the way we 
can speak of this transcendent Cause. Even in relating to theology, it will not 
become onto-theological, especially if theology is understood as based on 
faith in a supernatural revelation from God. It will remain strictly a science 
of being as being, an ontology, without passing over into theology, where 
God himself becomes the subject of science, for, as we have already suggest
ed the Cause we are inquiring into has to be understood as totally other 
than the universe or any determinate being that would be part of it.

Even if metaphysics succeeds in raising the question of God and demon
strating his existence, God cannot become part of the subject of metaphysics 
because of the way this existence has to be demonstrated from particular be
ings, which are the only ones included in our initial conception of being as 
being. At its own summit metaphysics itself becomes religious in a certain
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way, insofar as it acknowledges being as ultimately received from God, but in 
doing so it does not cease being itself, a science only of being as being and 
not of the Creator of being, nor “of God as he is in his eternal essence be
fore the creation of nature and a finite spirit,” as Hegel thought with refer
ence to the content of his Logic (WL 31/50).

Before it can become religious even in this restricted sense, however, 
metaphysics must prove the necessity of raising the question about a univer
sal cause of being and the necessity of answering the question in the affir
mative. This is what we propose to do here first and foremost. After that we 
shall have something to say, not so much about God in himself, but rather 
about how creatures or, simply, beings relate to him as Creator.



CHAPTER 18

The Necessity of Total Transcendence

W E h ave  sp o k en  of transcendence in different ways in the course of 
this reflection. We have spoken of being as a transcendental concept 

and of the properties as equally transcendental concepts, in that all of these 
concepts cut across the different categories of being that can be distin
guished in the predicamental order. In opposition to Kant we have argued 
that metaphysics begins in a transcendental reflection, not just on the struc
ture of our knowing, which is prior to any object known in experience, but 
also on the structure of being itself, which is prior to our knowing as well as 
to any object known in the primordial equation where we first understand 
that knowing is of being.

We did this, however, without supposing, as Kant does, that metaphysics 
has to be about objects that would be beyond all possible experience. We 
have insisted rather that metaphysics follows from experience, as the particu
lar sciences do, even though it begins properly in the reflection found in any 
exercise of judgment where being makes itself present to intelligence as act. 
In the course of our reflection we have referred only to being as it presents 
itself in experience or in the direct exercise of judgment.

Hence, up to now, even while insisting on a transcendental order of being 
or beings, we have remained with what we could call the “immanent order 
of being” as experienced. The substances we have learned to distinguish 
from other substances on the basis of their constitutive principles have been 
a part of this order. The extrinsic causes we also learned to distinguish from 
their effects in the communication of being have also been part of this im
manent order of being.

Now, however, with the question of a universal cause of being, which 
would itself be something infinite and universal, we come to an understand
ing of transcendence that does take us beyond all possible experience, or be
yond being as the horizon of our knowing, and beyond anything that could
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still be understood as finite or determinate in any way. Until now we have 
insisted that metaphysics had, as the subject of its consideration, the being 
we know in experience. But now the question arises as to whether there is 
something that would be beyond the horizon of experience, something 
whose existence could not be experienced as we might experience anything 
in the universe, but whose very existence would have to be demonstrated in 
some way that is somehow a priori as well as a posteriori. We come to this un
derstanding of total transcendence now only because our inquiry into being 
as being has brought us to it with the question of a universal cause of being. 
Is there such a cause of being, which would have to be transcendent in this 
radical sense? Is there even a question about such a transcendent cause?

18. i The Necessity of the Question Concerning 
Total Transcendence

Our first task in this final extension of our metaphysical reflection is to 
prove or demonstrate the necessity of doing so, that is, of raising the question 
of a totally transcendent universal cause of being, just as our first task at the 
beginning of metaphysics was to prove or demonstrate the necessity of rais
ing the question of being as being over and above the question of any or all 
the particular sciences. We must do this not by attempting to leap out of 
metaphysics, but from within metaphysics and the historical lifeworld in 
which our discourse on being emerges. How do we go about proving the 
necessity of raising such a question about a totally transcendent universal 
cause of being? To answer this question we must begin by asking: How do 
we go about proving the necessity of raising any question? What kind of ne
cessity is involved in questioning?

Questioning begins as an exercise of intelligence in experience. As we 
have seen frequently, there are questions for understanding and questions for 
reflection. While it is difficult, if not impossible, for an intelligent human be
ing to put off all questioning for the whole of ones life, there is perhaps no 
particular question that one cannot put off at any given time. In this sense 
no particular question is ever strictly necessary for anyone at any given time, 
unless it comes up as part of a need or a desire to know in a given context.

The necessity we are speaking of, then, presupposes an initiative or an ex
ercise of intelligence. It stems from a radical desire to know that, precisely, 
gives rise to questioning. Keeping in mind the distinction between ques
tions for understanding and questions for reflection, and the relation be
tween them in the actual exercise of judgment, we realize that questioning 
can take many directions in experience and lead to many different kinds of
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conclusions, whence a plurality of particular sciences, none of which seems 
strictly necessary to pursue but each of which does satisfy some desire or 
some necessity to know. With regard to metaphysics, however, we argued at 
the beginning for a certain necessity to raise the question of being as being 
over and above the question of any particular science on the supposition 
that all sciences have to do with being and that the particular sciences always 
deal with being only under one aspect or another, while none of them deals 
with being precisely as being.

In this way metaphysics not only distinguishes itself from all the particu
lar sciences, but also proves itself to be a necessary form of questioning. In 
fact, one might say that metaphysics itself begins with the recognition of this 
necessity to question being as being, strange and mysterious as such a ques
tion might sound from the standpoint of any particular science. The being 
that is presupposed in all the particular sciences but never itself brought into 
question as being cannot be left out of questioning. It must ultimately come 
into question, if we are to pursue the intelligibility of being to the end. This 
is what metaphysics does in its own indirect way with reference to the direct 
ways of understanding being in accordance with the distinction we made in 
section 2.4.

Thus there is a certain necessity of the question of being, a necessity that 
has been our guideline up to now in this inquiry. Each step we have taken 
along the way could be said to have been required by this necessity, from the 
recognition of the analogy of being to its properties and its causes in the 
structure of finite being and in the communication among beings within 
the order of the universe. Having reached an understanding of the universe 
as a whole, the question now arises as to the intelligibility of the whole. Is it 
intelligible or sufficient unto itself and are the beings in it intelligible by 
themselves or at least as parts of the universe, or is there still the question of 
a cause of their very being as a universe to be raised?

That is the question that arises at the end of metaphysics as being presents 
itself in its articulation as a universe of many and diverse beings. Is it a ques
tion that we have to contend with or is it a question that begins only by ab
stracting from being, or from history and nature as given, as Marx argues at 
one point (Marx 1963,166), so that it is only a perverted question that pre
supposes nonexistence rather than existence? Is it only an abstraction to be 
abandoned? If we begin by supposing that we do not exist or that nothing 
exists, then there is no necessity of any question to be dealt with since there 
is not even any question of anything.

But in asking about a universal cause of being are we supposing that
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nothing exists? Are we not rather supposing the contrary, namely, that we do 
exist and that the universe does exist, and are we not asking of these beings 
that are disclosed in our experience whether they have a cause of their very 
being? We have seen that these beings do have causes in their coming to be 
as particular beings and as parts of the universe? But does this exhaust the 
question of their being caused? Does it exhaust the question of the universe 
itself as a whole being caused?

Coming to be terminates in being or, more properly, in the be or the act 
of being of what has come to be. If we distinguish this act of being from its 
essence or from what has come to be, and if we focus on this act as a more 
positive aspect of being than the essence in its coming to be, is there not a 
question as to the cause of this act of being to be raised precisely insofar as it 
is distinct from its essence and its coming to be?

In a way, this question transcends the order of time and coming to be, as 
the question of the real distinction between the act of being and its essence 
in a finite being transcends the order of coming to be and ceasing to be, as 
we tried to show in section 14.1. It has to do with a relation of dependence 
on the part of a finite being, understood as a composite of essence and its act 
of being, with reference to some other being that can no longer be under
stood as composite or finite. As such, it has to do with an act that is finite by 
reason of the essence that limits it, as this finite act relates to an act that has 
to be thought of as pure or without the limitation of any potency (see sec
tion 14.3), that is, as infinite. If there is in finite being as such a relation of 
dependence on a universal cause of being, it is a relation of dependence on 
an infinite act of being that therefore appears as the cause of finite being as 
such, that is, of any finite act of being limited by its determinate essence.

But this infinite act would have to be a cause in a totally different sense 
than any efficient cause we can understand in the immanent order of the 
universe or in what we have also referred to as the predicamental order. It 
would have to be a totally transcendent cause belonging to a totally different 
order of being than anything we know in the universe. Because this relation 
between the finite being and the infinite act would be a dependence in be
ing, we would have to say that the infinite act is, but we would have to rec
ognize immediately that it is not in any way like a finite being. It could not 
be just another particular being among particular beings. Nor could it be 
the totality of all particular beings, which is still finite, even if we remain ig
norant of the dimensions of this totality. It would be an infinite being and in 
this sense the universal cause of all beings in time and in the universe.
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We are not yet affirming that there has to be such a totally transcendent 
being. We are only trying to articulate something of what is at issue in rais
ing the question of a universal cause of being. It is a question that engages us 
in a path where the answer lies beyond anything we can understand in the 
universe, including the universe itself. It takes us into a realm of being whose 
very existence has to be demonstrated, because it appears to us, so to speak, 
only as a question to be raised at the end of metaphysics.

If we insist on this total transcendence of the being in question at this 
point, it is in order to make as clear as possible what has to be demonstrated 
in any proof for the existence of a totally transcendent being. For not every 
demonstration of such a being takes proper aim, especially when it aims 
only at some particular being, even if it is set off from the universe as a 
whole. The transcendence of the absolutely universal cause is not something 
that can be understood spatially or temporally. It is simply infinite in the 
most positive sense of this double negation, the negation of the negation 
implied in finitude. To think anything less is to misunderstand both the 
question and what has to be demonstrated.

Though it transcends the order of time and coming to be, however, the 
question does arise within this order. And it does so necessarily. We could 
think of the universe and our consciousness of it as a fact, as something giv
en to us in experience. This fact includes all that there is and all that we are 
certain of as being. But as a fact, like all facts of experience, this conscious
ness of a world gives rise to questioning even as a whole. How is this whole 
of consciousness and world to be understood? How is it to be accounted for 
in its very existence? Can it be sufficiently accounted for in the way we have 
done up to now, in terms of immanent principles and causes, or is some oth
er being, a totally transcendent being, necessary to account for this universal 
fact of being of which we have an absolute certainty? Even if we do not 
know the answer to the question, it does arise necessarily in the way being 
presents itself in our knowing. If we are concerned with the full intelligibili
ty of this universal fret of being in the absolute certainty we have of it, since 
knowing is of being, can we rightly or rationally avoid or evade the ques
tion?

Another way to come at this necessity of the question that is perhaps 
more metaphysical would be to reflect further on the real distinction we 
have been led to recognize between the act of being and the essence of any 
finite being in the universe we experience. The act of being accounts for the 
actuality of everything that is. In fact, it is the actuality of everything that is.
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But as distinct from its essence in any finite being, it raises the question of a 
certain contingency in the finite beings we can distinguish from one another 
and in the totality of them.

We first understand contingency in things that come to be and cease to 
be, with reference to which we first come to understand the distinction be
tween being in potency and being in act. It is by distinguishing the subject of 
a change as matter or as being in potency from the form or the act of what 
comes to be that we understand coming to be, whether simply, as in the case 
of a substance, or only according to some aspect of a substance, as in the case 
of an accident. We also understand ceasing to be as the reverse of this. This 
first distinction of potency and act as matter and form thus accounts for the 
contingency of composite beings in the order of becoming.

In maintaining a further composition in finite beings as such between the 
act of being and essence as the potency limiting that act, apart from any con
sideration of coming to be or ceasing to be, we were extending this first un
derstanding of contingency in becoming to the order of being as such. The 
finite essence as such has to be thought as being in potency in relation to its 
act and, even if this essence is thought of as unchanging or without matter, it 
still has to be thought of as being in potency and hence as contingent, pre
cisely insofar as the finite act of being is really distinct from its essence or 
from what it is.

This second composition in the finite being, namely, of essence and its act 
of being, entails another kind of contingency than any in the order of be
coming. It is a contingency in the order of being as such, but one that also 
calls for some elucidation in terms of an efficient cause. Just as we found it 
necessary to look for an extrinsic cause in the coming to be of a composite 
of matter and form, so also we find it necessary to look for something like 
an extrinsic cause in the very existence of a finite being as such, for it too is 
a composite of potency and act and as such it is contingent even if it does 
not come to be or cease to be. Is it contingent only in itself or is it contin
gent on some other act not contingent on any other act but absolutely nec
essary in itself as the cause of all finite contingent being?

The question of a transcendent cause of being thus arises necessarily from 
our understanding of a real distinction between the act of being and the 
essence in a finite being, if we keep in mind the aspect of potency that re
mains attached to the essence of a finite being in relation to its actuality. In 
this composition of essence and its act of being we find an opening to an 
ontological dependence on another being that would be a pure act of being 
and not just another composite of essence and its act of being. But this open-
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ing remains only a question for us at the moment. Can we find an answer to 
the question? Can we demonstrate that there is such another being, even if 
we cannot represent to ourselves what such a being would be, since our rep
resentation of being is always the representation of a composite being, as we 
saw in our logic of being (sections 3.1—2)? What sort of logic is required for 
such a demonstration?

18.2 The Necessary Logic for Arriving at 
Total Transcendence

The question before us is a unique question that does not occur in any 
other science and that does occur only at the end of metaphysics. Not only is 
it a question of something that does not immediately appear in our experi
ence, but that might be made to appear under certain conditions. It is a ques
tion of something that, by definition, cannot appear as part of our experi
ence.

Ordinarily we do not question about the existence of anything. We sim
ply take things as given, as matters of fact, and we begin our questioning 
from what is given. Sometimes, in the particular sciences, for example, we 
take one object for granted and we hypothesize about another object to ac
count for the object taken for granted. The hypothesized object is not im
mediately known to exist, so that its existence has to be demonstrated. But 
this is done by a process of verification where it is shown that the existence 
of the object still in question is a necessary condition for the existence of the 
object that is not in question. Thus a certain necessary connection between 
two objects, usually going from effect to cause, is used to demonstrate the 
existence of an object whose existence is not known immediately, a connec
tion that is taken to be part of the immanent order of the universe. That re
quires a certain logic that we think of as characteristic of the scientific 
method.

This logic, however, is not sufficient in dealing with the question about 
the sort of being or cause we are now bringing into question. To be sure, we 
could think of this universal cause of being as a hypothesis to account for 
the existence of the universe as a whole, but there would be no way of test
ing or verifying such a hypothesis in the immanent order of the universe, as 
there is for hypothetical causes in the particular sciences. Nor can the uni
versal cause of being as being be properly thought of as any object in the 
universe. If it is an object, which is something we might want to question 
even as we try to demonstrate its existence, it cannot be an object in the 
universe, which means that its existence cannot be verified by any scientific
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method based on observation of differences in the universe. Hence the ab
surdity of such naive statements that there is no god because it does not ap
pear at the end of a telescope or a microscope. If there is a god, properly un
derstood, it is something that cannot possibly appear in this way.

Hence also the falsity of any expectation of finding god in the universe as 
one might find a gardener in his garden (Wisdom and Flew). After all is said 
and done, the gardener falls within the immanent order of the garden or is 
an object in the garden, even if it is the object that explains the existence of 
the garden. It is not the universal cause of both the gardener and the garden, 
which is what we are asking about here, for the gardener is not the cause of 
what she has to work with in the garden and she cannot be cause of herself. 
If there is a universal cause of all being, it has to remain invisible and it has to 
be found in all things, whatever they are actually. It cannot appear as only 
one of them.

If we wish to dwell with the analogy of the garden and its gardener for a 
moment, we should think rather of the gardener as the universal cause of all 
that the garden produces and as transcending all of these products. If one 
looks for the gardener as one of these products, the gardener will remain in
visible. We shall see only fruits, vegetables, and flowers, not a gardener. But if 
one understands them as the products of the gardener, one will find the gar
dener in all of them, as one finds the artist in any work of art. So it has to be 
with the universal cause of being as well. It cannot be any particular being 
among others. It has to be totally transcendent to the immediate or the im
manent order of finite beings, or the universe, while it is somehow present 
in each of them as particular in being.

Our demonstration, then, must begin from what is given to us in experi
ence. We must begin from being as it presents itself. In this sense, the 
demonstration has to be empirical and a posteriori. However, it has to be em
pirical and a posteriori in a special way, like metaphysics itself. While other 
sciences focus on some particular aspect of being and therefore inquire only 
into particular causes that can still be understood as parts of the universe, 
metaphysics focuses on being as being and inquires into its properties and its 
cause or causes precisely as being or as the universe of beings.

Because it follows from experience and because it starts from being as 
understood in the direct exercise of judgment, that is, from a being that is 
concrete and composite, metaphysics does not come immediately to this ul
timate question of a cause of being as being. It does not immediately raise 
the question of an absolutely universal cause of being. It examines first the 
structure of the finite beings it starts from and the kind of communication
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that takes place among them. It is only in the end, when all things have been 
considered in their differences and in their intercommunication as a uni
verse of beings, that the question of an absolutely universal cause or a tran
scendent universal cause of being comes clearly to the fore. And it is only 
from this universal consideration of being as being that the question can be 
properly understood.

Hence while the demonstration has to be empirical, in that all question
ing begins from experience for us, it also has be quite metaphysical or apri- 
oristic, so to speak, at least in the sense that it requires a very precise under
standing as to what is at issue. Unless we first raise the question of being as 
being, we cannot in any way raise the question of a universal cause of being 
as being. But more importantly for us here, unless we have elaborated some 
metaphysical understanding of being as it is given to us through some ra
tional discourse such as we have tried to reconstruct here, we cannot prop
erly understand even the question regarding a transcendent universal cause 
of being, let alone a demonstration that there has to be such a cause.

Thus, our demonstration starts not just from being as given in our expe
rience, but also from being as understood in its ontological structure and its 
communication through extrinsic causality among determinate beings in 
the universe. The question can be raised only at the end of a systematic un
derstanding of the universe of beings and it can be answered only in terms 
that have already been elaborated metaphysically. Without some metaphysics 
to mediate the terms of the question there is no possibility of answering it.

In this sense our metaphysics of the immanent order of being or of the 
being that presents itself in the direct exercise of judgment has to be a part 
of the demonstration we still have to undertake. In other words, it is not just 
being as given directly in experience that we start from in this demonstra
tion, but being as now understood metaphysically in its ontological structure 
and as a universe. It is from this that we must proceed in the further elabora
tion of a demonstration toward a transcendent universal cause of all deter
minate beings.

It is the failure to grasp this metaphysical component in any proper 
demonstration, even a posteriori, for the existence of a transcendent universal 
being that causes many to misunderstand what is at issue in most of the clas
sical arguments for God’s existence that have been proposed by authors who 
were, after all, metaphysicians and used their understanding of metaphysics 
in their argument. To say that the argument does not work without having 
understood the metaphysics in use may be more a reflection on one’s own 
failure to grasp the metaphysical argument than on the validity of the argu-
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ment itself. If a demonstration is understood as a syllogism making someone 
know (syllogismus faciens scire), or bringing someone to a conclusion, as Aris
totle and Aquinas understood it, and if one wishes to demonstrate to anoth
er that there is a transcendent universal being, that is, if one wishes to bring 
this other to this conclusion in the other’s own mind, one must first of all 
make sure that this other has some metaphysical understanding of the tran
scendental order of being in the universe, for without such an understanding 
there can be no demonstration of this conclusion.

Nor can there be any proper disapproval of such a conclusion without 
such metaphysical understanding; so that one would have to say that God 
does not exist, for that too would require some metaphysical understanding 
of the question. In other words, there cannot be any proper discussion of a 
conclusion about the existence of God except in a discourse that presuppos
es some metaphysical understanding of being. Even when one agrees to the 
conclusion that God exists, say, in faith, if there is no metaphysical under
standing, it can only be a non sequitur open to all sorts of misunderstand
ings. Demonstrations of a transcendent universal being without some meta
physical understanding simply do not work and, what is worse, they can lead 
to all sorts of misconceptions or misunderstanding regarding the “being” in 
question.

Hence, Kant was quite right in recognizing an ontological component in 
any demonstration for the existence of a totally transcendent being, and not 
just in the so-called ontological argument.Without such a component there 
can be no understanding of what is to be demonstrated, even if the argu
ment purports to be cosmological, teleological, or a posteriori in any way. In 
the end of any demonstration for the existence of such a being one still has 
to understand that what is at issue is not a being whose existence can be 
given in experience or discovered a posteriori in the direct exercise of judg
ment, but one whose existence can only be a priori, universal, and irre
ducible to anything like the determinate being or beings we know in the di
rect exercise of judgment. Kant erred only in fading to understand the full 
implication of this necessary ontological component in demonstrating the 
existence of a totally transcendent being.

Kant’s approach to the question is through his understanding of such a 
being as the transcendental ideal of pure reason, the Inbegriff or the sum total 
of all possibilities, which is presupposed as an a priori condition in the prin
ciple of complete determination for every or each thing. “Presupposing this 
sum as an a priori condition, it [the principle of complete determination] 
proceeds to represent everything as deriving its own possibility from the
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share which it possesses in this sum of all possibilities” (KrV A572; B600). 
Thus, for Kant, the principle of complete determination for things, which 
concerns content and not merely logical form, contains a transcendental 
presupposition, which he takes to be “the matter for all possibility, which in 
turn is supposed to contain a priori the data for the particular possibility of 
each thing” (KrV A$7$; B601).

Though Kant speaks of a “highest being,” he is thinking mainly of a 
“transcendental substrate that contains, as it were, the whole store of matter 
from which all possible predicates of things must be taken,” a substrate that 
“cannot be anything else than the idea of an all of reality [omnitudo reali- 
tatis]” (KrV 575; B603). What this suggests is not so much a being in act, as 
one expects in reading of a highest being, but rather some being purely in 
potency such as prime matter. This is quite in keeping with the idea of a 
sum total of all possibilities, that is, of all potency, since, taken in abstraction 
from any form actualizing it, pure being in potency, which we have referred 
to as prime matter, can be understood as the substrate that contains the 
whole store of matter from which must be taken all possible predicates that 
would express the actual forms of particular things. If our understanding of 
matter as a principle of being for things in becoming is correct, this idea of a 
sum total of all possibilities makes a lot of sense, but it is hardly what one 
should think of as the highest being in act. It seems to refer rather to the op
posite end of the order of being, to the lowest kind of being or to being 
only in potency, which is not nothing, but which is not being in act.

We have seen how Kant ignored the question of being as being from the 
very beginning of our discourse in section 1.2. We have seen also how he ig
nored the very conception of being as act, only to remain in a conception of 
possibility even when speaking of real predicates in synthesis with their sub
ject. For him, Sein, or be, could not be a predicate, as he explained in his dis
missal of the ontological argument, so that to say that anything is or exists is 
not to say anything more than what is already said in saying “anything,” 
whatever the anything may be. For Kant the question of reality or objectivi
ty plays itself out completely in the order of predicates that can be joined 
synthetically to subjects, without reference to any act of being.This is why, in 
his presentation of the ideal of pure reason, he can so easily pass from possi
bility to reality or from reality to mere possibility.The question of objectivity 
for Kant is a question of finding predicates that are not contained in the 
positing of a subject, and nothing more. It begins and ends in what we have 
called the order of essence, without reference to any distinct order of actual 
existents or Daseiende.



4 9 6  THE S U M M IT  OF BEI NG

Kant is so caught up in this Suarezian conception of finite being, where 
no real distinction is recognized between the essence of a thing, or what the 
thing is, and its act of being, that the question of being can no longer occur 
except as the question of what a thing is in its essence or its properties. To 
raise the question of being as distinct from the question of what a thing is 
would be for him to raise the question of another thing or another essence 
and hence to call into question the adequacy of the knowledge we already 
have of the thing we begin by positing. The idea of an act of being distinct 
from its essence in a determinate being simply does not occur to Kant, as it 
still did to Suarez, even though Suarez denied the distinction as real, so that 
when Kant comes to articulate the idea of a sum total of all possibilities, he 
has to think of it as a substrate or a kind of matter from which possible pred
icates can be taken, as forms are educed from the potency of their matter. To 
say that such a substrate, apart from any composition with form, can only be 
an idea, without objective existence, is quite right, since, as we have seen re
peatedly, what comes to be or exists objectively for us in the direct exercise 
of judgment is the composite of matter and form, or a totality of such com
posites, and never just the material principal alone or a form alone.

But when, at the end of a metaphysics of the act of being, we come to 
raise the question of a universal cause of being, we are no longer talking 
about such a substrate. We are talking rather about something that cannot be 
understood in any way as a substrate or as being in potency, but only as an 
act, indeed, as a higher act than any act we know of in the composition of 
determinate or finite beings. This follows from the real distinction we have 
seen between what a finite being is and its act of being. It is this distinction 
that enables us to think of the highest being as a being in act and not just as 
a transcendental substrate for the possibility of particular things, an idea that 
tends to confuse the highest with the lowest in the order of being.

To be sure, Kant does speak of his transcendental idea as if it were unlim
ited in its perfection and of things as sharing in this perfection in limited 
ways. “The possibility of that which includes in itself all reality . . . must be 
regarded as original. For all negations (which are the only predicates 
through which anything can be distinguished from the ens realissimum) are 
merely limitations of a greater, and ultimately of the highest, reality; they 
therefore presuppose this reality, and are, as regards their content, derived 
from it” (KrVA578; B606). But this reality, as high as it might be conceived 
to be, is for Kant still only a “common substratum, just as all figures are only 
possible as so many different modes of limiting infinite space.”

Kant speaks of a summit of being, but he cannot think of it except as a
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lowest common denominator for things given in experience, a matter for 
the possibility of all objects of the senses that must be presupposed as a sum 
total (Inbegriff), “and it is upon the limitation of this whole that all possibili
ty of empirical objects, their distinction from each other and their complete 
determination, can alone be based. . . . Consequently nothing is for us, unless 
it presupposes the sum total of all empirical reality as the condition of its 
possibility” (KrVA582; B610). But it would be an illusion for us to posit this 
principle or sum total of all empirical reality as anything more than an idea 
that Kant may speak of as being of outstanding preeminence, on the one 
hand, but which he conceives of as only an empirical principle of our con
cepts, on the other. What is in question for Kant is not “to be taken as signi
fying the objective relation of an actual object to other things, but of an idea 
to concepts. We are left entirely without knowledge as to the existence of such 
outstanding preeminence” (KrVAs79; B607).

What is at issue for us here, however, is not so much the existence of such 
outstanding preeminence, but rather the way of conceiving it. If it is con
ceived only as a substrate that contains the whole store of matter from 
which all possible predicates of things must be taken, then not only is there 
no knowledge as to its existence; there cannot be any such existence. If we 
know anything of such a substrate, as we saw with regard to prime matter as 
being in potency, it is that it cannot exist by itself. It can be only as the con
stitutive principle of material composites, along with their forms, from 
which it is really distinct, at least in things that come to be and cease to be, 
and it can be known as real only in its analogy to particular forms.

This is not the way to go if we are going to raise the question of a high
est or a totally transcendent being. The summit of being, if it exists as some
thing other than the totality of all possible objects of experience, cannot be 
understood as a material sum total of experience. We must distinguish it as 
being in act from all being in potency. Only in this way can there be a proper 
demonstration of the existence of such a being. What Kant thought had to 
be demonstrated cannot be demonstrated because, even as a sum total, it was 
still only a substrate, only being in potency. The true question of existence 
with regard to an outstanding preeminence arises only with regard to a be
ing that is pure act and not pure potency.

Nor must we be too quick to identify the existence of such a being with 
the existence of an individual or a particular being of the kind we know in 
experience. As an ideal of pure reason, the sum total of all possibility is not 
just an idea removed from objective reality for Kant, but an idea “in individ- 
uo, that is, a singular thing, determinable, or rather quite determined through
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the idea alone” (KrVA568; B596). In other words, the sum total of all possi
bility is a “concept that is completely determinate a priori. It thus becomes 
the concept of an individual object that is completely determined through 
the mere idea, and must therefore be called an ideal of pure reason” (KrV 
A574; B602). In fact, it is “the only proper ideal of which human reason is 
capable, for only in this one case is a concept of a thing, a concept that is in 
itself universal, thoroughly determined through itself and known as the rep
resentation of an Individual” (KrV A576; B6o4).That individual, of course, is 
supposedly the supreme or the highest reality, which we may proceed to hy- 
postatise as a single, simple, all-sufficient, eternal original essence, as Kant ad
mits, but for him this ideal is still only “the supreme and complete material 
condition of the possibility of all that exists, the condition to which all 
thought of objects, so far as their content is concerned, has to be brought 
back” (Ibid.).

Here we must ask: In what sense is this ideal of pure reason an individual? 
Is it an individual in the same sense as individual composites of matter and 
form that come to be and cease to be? To the extent that Kant maintains 
that this ideal is the material condition of possibility to which all thought of 
objects must be brought back, we might be inclined to think so, since, as we 
have seen, matter is the principle of individuation. But matter, as being only 
in potency, cannot be thought of as supreme and complete in itself. As a 
concept that is in itself universal, it is not determinable or determinate 
through itself, but only through another principle, which is form, the prin
ciple of determination.

The ideal of pure reason thus cannot be an individual in the sense of a 
thing that comes to be and ceases to be, which is determinable or determi
nate through a principle distinct from its principle of individuation, even 
though as the highest it can be said to be singled out. But then what kind of 
an “individual” can it be? How is it singled out or how is it determinable or 
determinate through itself as an idea so that it can be understood as an ob
ject in itself distinct from any determinate object given in experience? Is it 
only as the material condition of the possibility of all that exists? Is it even 
possible that such a material condition exist as an individual determinate 
only through itself?

This is a question that Kant does not clearly face up to, except to say that 
the sum total of all possibility is at the same time the supreme or the highest 
being. This is clearly an ontological leap, which for him is unjustified, given 
his propensity to speak of this sum total as a material condition with regard 
to the content of objects given in experience. But why must this sum total
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be understood as the highest reality if it is only a material condition or a 
substratum, albeit a “transcendental” one, for material objects?

To get to the ideal of pure reason as the summit of being, Kant must 
make another ontological leap than the one he recognizes, one that starts 
from the being of objects as beings in act, and not just from their being in 
potency, so that being itself, or the act of being, is understood as a perfection, 
the perfection of perfections, or the highest of determinations that is no 
longer individual or particular in itself, as for individual determinate beings, 
but simply universal in a way that can single the highest being out from any 
finite being as simply infinite, encompassing all perfection, the perfection of 
being as well as the perfection of any determination in a finite being.

Such an ontological leap might be justified, but not from the standpoint 
of a material condition for any object of experience. To make the ontologi
cal leap to a highest being presupposes a certain metaphysical understanding 
of the structure of finite being such as we find at the end of metaphysics, 
where the act of being is understood as really distinct from its essence or de
termination and where the question of a highest act of being can be raised 
without confusing it with the question of a material condition for all deter
minate beings that come to be and cease to be, as Kant does.

For, if we distinguish the act of being of a determinate being from its 
essence, we should no longer confuse that act with anything that is constitu
tive of the essence, least of all with the matter or the material condition that 
is, along with form, constitutive of the essence, when the essence is itself a 
composite of matter and form, as we have seen in the case of beings that 
come to be and cease to be. If there is a highest or most perfect kind of be
ing, it can only be conceived in terms of an act, and not as a material condi
tion, no matter how “transcendental,” of the beings we know in experience.

Indeed, it can be conceived only as pure act of being, as we shall try to 
show, which is what precisely singles it out, so to speak, from any other be
ing, which, as finite, always entails some composition between its act of being 
and an essence that limits that act. In other words, the idea of a highest being 
cannot be singled out from individual determinate beings as only another 
individual determinate being that comes to be and ceases to be, nor just as a 
transcendental material condition of such being. It has to be singled out as a 
pure act above and beyond all material conditions. The question, then, is to 
see whether we have to affirm the existence of such an act as part of the ul
timate intelligibility of being.

The question of the existence of a totally transcendent being is thus inti
mately connected with the understanding of a distinction between the act of
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being and its essence in finite being. The distinction gives us a way of con
ceiving what Kant calls the “idea of pure reason” without falling into the vi
cious circle in which he finds himself when he examines the logic of any 
proof of the existence of a totally transcendent being. What this means is 
that, as we approach this question, we must allow for another kind of exis
tence than that which Kant conceives only for individual or particular ob
jects of experience. For even when he singles out the ideal of pure reason as 
a determinate object in itself, he continues to think of existence only in 
terms of individual determinate things as found in experience. Hence it is 
that, when the question of existence is raised, the ideal is always reduced to 
being just an idea of reason, without any content of its own, while content, 
which gives us knowledge of existence, is found only on the side of objects 
in experience. Analysis alone of this idea will not yield any kind of synthesis 
with existence for Kant, even though we always have this idea as the condi
tion to which our conception of real objects has to be brought back.

With Kant, therefore, we have to think of every object of experience as 
conditioned and as necessarily relating to an unconditioned, but we cannot 
affirm that unconditioned as existing because we are reduced to thinking of 
existence as relating only to individual determinate objects, or to a transcen
dental substrate of such objects. We are thus left hanging in a state of un
knowing between the conditioned and the condition, and every attempt to 
say that the condition or, more exactly, the unconditioned exists is always in
terpreted as bringing the unconditioned into the chain of conditioned ob
jects, which once again begs the question of an unconditioned.

To get out of this vicious circle in which Kant finds himself, and to which 
he would condemn human reason, we must have some prior conception of 
being as act over and above mere possibility and we must understand that the 
act of being in itself is not necessarily limited as it is in the case of finite be
ings. Such a conception is surely a priori in relation to any particular object of 
experience, but it is a way of opening up the question of a totally transcen
dent being beyond all possible experience, without reducing the question of 
such an existence to one of pure immanence, where being is finite and al
ways a composite of a determinate essence and an act of being. Without such 
a conception of the act of being as distinct from any finite essence, which we 
have seen has to be maintained for any finite being, we cannot properly un
derstand what is at issue in any discussion of whether there is a totally tran
scendent being that singles itself out only by being universal and infinite, un
like any other being, which, as distinct from the infinite, can only be finite, as 
we have shown in explaining how an act is not limited except by a subjective
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potency that receives it (section 14.4.1). This unreceived act, of which there 
can only be one, is neither limited nor multiplied. It is simply infinite or the 
sum of all perfections we can think of in being.

18.3 Demonstrating the Existence of a Totally 
Transcendent Being

The question, then, is whether there is a being such that it is totally tran
scendent to any being we know in experience and to the entire order of be
ings in the universe. We have to think of such a being as a summit in being, 
in the sense that it would the highest in the order of being, an absolute 
Summit of being, and then we have to ask whether such a Summit would 
still be immanent to the order of beings we know in experience or whether 
it would be totally transcendent to any such order. Hence the extreme diffi
culty of the question we are asking, since we can only answer the question 
from within the immanent order of being. If we can say that there is such a 
being, it is only from within an order where it is not to be found in its prop
er actuality.

In order to answer this question we cannot go immediately to what such 
a being would be in its substance or its essence, so that from a mere consid
eration of this essence we could deduce its existence, as is done in merely a 
priori arguments that proceed from the idea of a most perfect being or a nec
essary being. It is not that such arguments are false. It may very well be that 
they are true, if the idea of a Summit of being is properly understood. But 
they remain at best problematic for us, because we have no understanding of 
what such an essence would be in itself. The only idea of it we can have from 
where we stand in the universe of beings is too abstract or detached from 
any sense of actuality to afford us any passage to affirming that it is. Even if 
we cannot think of a most perfect being or a necessary being except as one 
that exists, as different versions of the ontological argument have main
tained, this does not mean that we can immediately conclude that it does 
exist, for there is nothing that we know as being in the direct exercise of 
judgment, where we first exercise judgment as to what exists and what does 
not, that warrants such a conclusion from just an idea. If we are to come to 
the conclusion that such a being exists, we must find the warrant for it in 
the being that we know exists from experience.

What we take to exist in the first and most basic sense of the term for us 
is what we experience in the direct exercise of judgment, including our
selves as well as other selves and other kinds of determinate being. But we 
never think of having to prove the existence of such beings, except when
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faced with some radical skeptical doubt. Even in the face of skeptical doubt, 
we do not strictly prove that anything exists. We only show that the doubter 
is already affirming what he is purportedly denying in the very act of ex
pressing his doubt, for it is only with a sense that knowing is of being, where 
our entire metaphysical enterprise has its beginning, that we come to think 
of our “knowing” as perhaps not true or as doubtful, that is, as perhaps not 
“of being.”

Doubt arises in our knowing most fundamentally, as it should, only with 
some prior reference to being or to something we take to exist. What we 
doubt is not that there is something to be understood, but rather our under
standing of what is present to us as being in experience. In fact, we could say 
that there is some such doubt in any exercise of judgment, as we go from 
questions for understanding to questions for reflection. Once we have for
mulated a clear understanding of something, we ask ourselves whether this 
understanding of ours is true to the thing to be understood. But always, we 
take the thing, whatever it may be, to be existing as the subject about which 
we are questioning.

The only time we feel compelled to prove the existence of anything is 
when we can find no immediate evidence in our experience for its presence 
in being, but find reasons for affirming something on the basis of something 
else immediately evident in experience, as we do even in the particular sci
ences. Physicists argue to the existence of all sorts of things or quanta that 
we could not possibly experience directly in any way. And economists simi
larly argue to hidden causes for what they observe more directly in their sta
tistics, even if it be such a mysterious power as an invisible hand in “the mar
ket” or the more visible hands that can be found manipulating strings in the 
market behind its back.

One can contest such particular affirmations of existence without deny
ing one’s own affirmation that there is knowing of being, because they are 
only reasoned conclusions to some existence. One may not only doubt the 
reasons given but also have other reasons for denying the conclusion to such 
an existence. The argument in any case always begins from some under
standing that there is some being to be interpreted and accounted for and it 
proceeds from some understanding of that being that both contenders agree 
upon as a first evidence.

Hence having to prove the existence of anything in any science is always 
bound to be difficult, especially as we seem to be approaching what is most 
significant for the existence of what we start from as existing. We normally 
start from some existence and take it for granted, and what we take to exist
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in the most basic and fundamental sense for us are what we have spoken of 
as the determinate beings whose presence is immediately given in experi
ence. If we assume that all our ideas about these beings are always right, we 
soon find out that they are not necessarily so, and that bright ideas alone, not 
even the brightest idea of them all, that of a most perfect or a necessary be
ing, are not enough to assure the truth of any claim regarding existence 
based only on the idea.

This does not mean that we should reject all ideas out of hand, for sci
ences, particular as well as universal, are made up of such ideas. Nor does it 
mean that we should reject the brightest of them all. It means only that we 
cannot go direcdy from the idea as thought by us to actual existence. The 
best that we can do is use it as a heuristic means for raising questions about 
being and for exploring the causes of being, universal as well as particular, as 
we have been doing up to now in our metaphysical discourse.

But if we wish to argue for the existence of a universal cause of being, we 
must go one step further. We must start from what we take to be something 
in existence in the way that determinate being presents itself and proceed to 
ask if there is anything in this something that would point to the existence 
of such a cause, which is not and cannot be directly given in our experience, 
since we have to prove its existence. In the process we may discover not only 
that such a being does exist, whatever existence may mean in that case, but 
also a better idea of it that would enable us to understand why such a being 
has to exist. For if we do arrive at affirming an absolute Summit of being, we 
may come to a better understanding of why such a being is necessary not 
only from our standpoint in being but also in itself, even if we still cannot 
say what it is in its essence as we can say what determinate beings are in their 
essence. In other words, through the a posteriori proof we may come to see 
why the a priori proof remains as part of our understanding of what we have 
proven, even though in the end it may still be impossible to make the a priori 
proof work all by itself without the a posteriori proof.

What, then, do we have to start from in the direct exercise of judgment 
to prove the existence of an absolute Summit of being, if there is one? Apart 
from the ontological or a priori argument, which he rejected, of course, Kant 
distinguished between two different arguments a posteriori: the cosmologi
cal, which proceeded from a general experience of contingency in the 
world as a whole, and the physicotheological, which was based more upon 
observations of particular properties of the world disclosed to us by our 
senses (KrV A6iy, B633 & A620; B648).The difference between them, as 
Kant saw it, seems to have been that the cosmological argument barely
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made any reference to actual existence or experience in general before re
verting back to the old ontological attempt to derive existence from the 
concept of a most perfect being, while the physicotheological dwelt longer 
on the order of causes and effects in the world in order to arrive at some 
highest cause for the universe as a whole, before once again reverting to the 
ontological argument in order to attribute to the first cause what we think 
of as proper to our ideal of the most perfect and necessary being. But we can 
rightly ask whether the two are really different arguments or whether they 
are not rather one and the same argument, one a more condensed version of 
the other, since both do claim to start from the experience of order in the 
universe in order to arrive at some highest being.

For his part, Aquinas speaks of five ways to prove the existence of God, all 
of them a posteriori, as he insists quite emphatically in opposition to his fel
low theologian Anselm (ST  1, 2,1-3), each way laying out different elements 
of what can be found in the cosmological, the physicotheological, and even 
the ontological arguments as later thought of by Kant, in order to bring one 
who is asking whether a totally transcendent being exists to an affirmative 
conclusion. Here again we could ask whether these are really five different 
arguments or whether they are not just different versions of one and the 
same argument, the difference between Aquinas and Kant being that, while 
Kant thinks there can be no valid argument for affirming the existence of a 
highest, most perfect being, Aquinas thinks that he has at least one, based on 
a metaphysical understanding of the universe we experience as being. How 
can such a metaphysical understanding yield a proof for the existence of an 
absolute Summit of being?

We should bear in mind that the question before us now at the end of 
metaphysics is similar in some respects to the question that was before us at 
the beginning of metaphysics. At the beginning we had to focus our question
ing on being as being in contradistinction from any one or all of the particu
lar sciences, which always focus on being under some particular aspect or 
other. Our question had to do not with being as physical, or as living, or as a 
product of labor, but with being simply as being. Being, which is presup
posed as being in every particular science, we argued, has to come into ques
tion at the point where all the particular sciences cease or converge in their 
determination. In other words, being must eventually be taken as the subject 
of a new science in its own right, namely, the science of being as being.

At the same time, however, we should bear in mind that the situation or 
the question at the end of metaphysics is no longer the same as it was at the 
beginning. We have come a long way in our metaphysical understanding of
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being and the question that remains before us is much more pointed than it 
was or could have been at the beginning. Having arrived at some under
standing of both the intrinsic and the extrinsic causes of being within the 
universe, that is, intrinsic to each determinate being as well as extrinsic to the 
same determinate beings within the totality of what we experience as being, 
we now come to the question of a single universal cause of being for all of 
these beings in common, or as being, and for the universe that they consti
tute together through their action and interaction, since the universe itself 
can only be understood as the totality of beings we find present in our expe
rience. We have to speak of this cause as a universal cause because it would 
be the cause of all that is, or all there is in our experience, and we have to 
understand it as a single cause because we understand it as the cause of a sin
gle universe, namely, the totality of all there is in our experience of being.

We raise this question now, at the end of metaphysics, already knowing 
something about the properties of being and the causes of determinate be
ing, including final and efficient causes, at least within the immanent order 
of the universe. We do not have an exhaustive knowledge of all there is or all 
that presents itself as being in the universe of our experience, but we do 
have an understanding of how determinate beings are ontologically consti
tuted in their individuality and particularity, and how there is communica
tion of being among these many and diverse determinate types of being 
within the universe. And it is from this understanding of determinate causa
tion among the diverse beings of the universe we know in experience that 
the question arises as to whether there is a first cause to be understood as 
operative over and above, or perhaps even within, all particular causes, for 
the action of the first cause may be such that it enters directly into the ac
tion and the being of each particular cause. The problem for us is to under
stand how the first cause does act in the action of particular or secondary 
causes, so that we may recognize its existence even from within the imma
nent order of the universe.

In demonstrating an answer to the question of whether there is a totally 
transcendent being such that it cannot be merely given in experience or un
derstood as part of the universe of experience, one has to start from experi
ence, as we have been doing for the whole of our metaphysical discourse. 
But we cannot proceed directly from experience, as we do in the particular 
sciences. We must proceed indirectly, as we have also been doing in the 
whole of this metaphysical discourse. We can focus on different aspects of 
being as given in experience, as Aquinas does in the first three ways he sug
gests, the one starting from beings we see in motion, the one starting from
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beings we understand as effects, and the one starting from beings under
stood as contingent. But we must then ask how they are moved, how they 
are effects, or how they are contingent. These are questions we have already 
asked in raising the question of the efficient cause in the communication of 
being. We have seen that what is moved has to be moved by a moving cause 
other than itself; that what is an effect in the proper sense of the term has to 
be the effect of a cause other than itself; and that what is contingent, in that it 
comes to be and ceases to be, has to depend on some other being that is not 
contingent, in other words, on some necessary being such as a universal cause 
that does not come to be and cease to be in the way that its particular or 
contingent effects do.

Recognition of such efficient causes that are higher or at least the equal 
of their effects in being is already an important step or middle term on the 
way to an answer to the question as to whether there is a totally transcen
dent being. It points in the direction of beings that are not only other than 
the ones we start from in experience, but also higher and more necessary in be
ing than the beings we start from as moved, as effects, or as contingent. But 
it does not yet point in the direction of a totally transcendent cause. There 
are many ways of representing the kind of causation we are speaking about 
in the various particular sciences, about which there can be all sorts of 
agreement and disagreement, in physics as well as in biology or economics. 
To explore each order of movement from the moved to the mover tends to 
be an unending task. Each time we arrive at the mover that accounts for 
some movement in one thing or in one order of things, we discover that it 
too is moved and so we are driven to look for its mover, and so on and on.

In this sense, every particular science is a never ending quest for what 
might be an ulterior cause, because with every mover found there is always 
the discovery that it too is moved, which means that it too must be moved 
by another. Even when we have come to some conception of the universe 
as a whole, with a list of entities that make it up and a spatiotemporal struc
ture to tie them all together, what the physicalist may refer to as the manifest 
universe, or the universe as presently known or categorized (Post 117), we 
may still be led to suppose some other universe to account for the motion of 
this manifest universe or at least to think of the manifest universe itself as 
“eternal,” “immutable,” “uncreated,” “self-existent,” “necessary” with respect 
to the more particular causes known in the particular sciences.

In a more indirect exercise of judgment, however, such as we have been 
exercising in metaphysics, we come to an understanding of the universe as a 
totality, both natural and historical, in which there is an order of effects and
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causes and of causes that are themselves caused by some other cause and so 
on. We have not gone into all the ramifications of this order, which can be 
studied in the diverse ways of particular sciences. But as metaphysicians, or as 
scientists of being as being, we must inquire into the universal direction of 
this order and ask whether there has to be a first cause that would be the 
cause of the order and of everything in it, without taking away from the ac
tion and the being of the things that make up the universe, including the in
telligence and the willing of human beings.

This is a question that cannot be answered in any further pursuit of the 
particular sciences, but that can only be answered from a consideration of 
the entire movement as a whole as we already understand it in the direct ex
ercise of judgment or in the diverse particular sciences. Can we understand 
this entire order o (perse subordinated causes as real if we take every cause as 
somehow moved by another cause, so that we are left with an unending 
chain of caused and causing, or do we have to come finally to some first 
cause that is cause but not caused by any other, an unmoved Mover or an un
caused Cause that would then have to be understood as a Summit or as an 
absolutely First with regard to the entire order? If we assume that every 
thing that moves another is always only moved by another and so on and 
on, would we have any movement at all in the universe or would the thing 
we first take to be in motion actually be in motion as we take it to be?

It is difficult for us to think of such an order of perse subordinated causes 
in terms of the entire universe, because it is so complex and because there 
are still so many parts of it that we do not understand in any one of the par
ticular sciences, let alone in the science of the whole. Let us consider a more 
simple case of such a per se order among things that are moved and things 
that actively move them, like that of a game of pool or even a single shot of 
pool where a player sinks the eight ball in the corner pocket of a pool table. 
If he does this as he must according to the rule, he must use a cue to hit the 
cue ball and use the cue ball to push the eight ball in the direction of the 
pocket. In this case the eight ball is moved by another, the cue ball, which is 
the moving cause of its motion. This moving cause, however, is itself moved 
by another, that is, by the cue, which is the moving cause of the cue ball’s 
motion.The cue is in turn moved by the pool player.We could go on to ask 
if the pool player is moved as well and, if so, by what other, and so on.

If, however, we take this action of the pool player as a self-contained or
der of movement among four different things subordinated to one another 
in this movement as a whole, namely, the eight ball, which is taken here as 
only moved and not as moving something else, the cue ball and the cue,
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both of which are seen as both moved and moving something else, and the 
pool player artfully using the cue in such a way as to get the cue ball to push 
the eight ball into corner pocket, and if we assume it to be an extremely 
difficult shot exhibiting the pool player’s championship caliber as the origi
nator of this motion, we are then thinking of the pool player as the first 
cause in this order of moved and moving causes, not only for one single shot 
but also for all the shots he makes as part of a game or on the way to a 
championship.

Let us then ask if there would be any of these motions among the differ
ent things we have distinguished as moved and moving, respectively, if there 
were not the initial moving of the pool player, who is the first mover in all 
his shots but who is himself unmoved in relation to the way that the cue, the 
cue ball, or the eight ball are moved. If there were only a chain of things 
moved by other things, like the eight ball is moved by the cue ball or the cue 
ball by the cue, without a first mover like the pool player, who is quite a dif
ferent kind of mover than either the cue or the cue ball, there would be no 
movement at all in the eight ball caused by the cue ball, whose movement is 
in turn caused by the cue.

Thus from the existence of the movements on the pool table we can 
conclude to the existence of the pool player as the first cause of these subor
dinated movements in the one shot sinking the eight ball. If every mover 
were only an intermediate in the series of movements, if there were no first, 
which stands above the series as somehow unmoved, there would be no 
movement at all. From the standpoint of this series of per se subordinated 
moving causes, therefore, we have to conclude to the necessity of a first, un
moved mover, even though from another standpoint we might also think of 
the unmoved mover as affected by some desire to achieve some good or as 
moved by a coach.

This conclusion rests squarely on the understanding of two things in a se
ries of subordinated movements: first, that whatever is moved is moved by 
another, so that in every instance of something moved we have to think of 
something else moving it; and second, that in thinking of an other as the 
moving cause at any particular point in the series, we cannot assume that we 
could go on indefinitely, as if there were no first mover, for without a first 
mover of some kind there would be no movement to begin with in our ex
perience, just as without the pool player there would be no movement of a 
ball on the pool table caused by an other ball or by a cue.

Thus, the first Mover we arrive at in the order of per se subordinated 
movement in the universe has to be other than anything in the movement
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and it must be unmoved, at least with respect to the movement in which it 
is the first cause. In other words, the first moving cause of a series of moving 
and moved causes cannot itself be just another moving cause in the series 
that is moved. If it is first, it has to be unmoved, uncaused, or absolutely nec
essary in itself, without having its necessity from anything else.

Coming to the existence of a first Cause in this way makes it difficult, if 
not impossible, for us to grasp what the first Cause is since we can only rep
resent it from the standpoint of the series as such or some particular moved 
mover in the series, since every moving cause we know in the series is also 
moved by another. In other words, it is difficult to grasp what the pool play
er is from just the standpoint of the movements we observe on the pool 
table. But it is still possible to affirm the existence of the pool player as the 
necessary extrinsic cause of the movement on the table, as we do when we 
proclaim him champion, and it is necessary for us to affirm the existence of 
such a first mover, if we wish to come to the fullness of the truth about that 
movement or the effect we actually observe as existing. Having affirmed the 
existence of a first unmoved Mover, we are then left with the question of 
understanding what it is in itself or as other than the entire order of which it 
is the cause and as other than the beings in that order.

There are many instances of such series of subordinated movements in 
the order of nature. If we apply this understanding to the order of nature as 
a whole or to the universe as we know it through things moved by other 
things, we are led to the conclusion that there must be one thing, which is 
the mover of everything that we experience as moved, a thing that is itself 
unmoved, that is, one being that is not part of the entire movement of 
which it is the mover, nor of anything in it, since such a part, even when it is 
a mover, is still moved by something else caught up in the movement. Such 
a conclusion to an unmoved Mover is a leap beyond anything given or pos
sible in experience or beyond the whole of what is given in this experience, 
and there is no guarantee that we can ever know what such an unmoved 
Mover is in itself, but the affirmation of such a necessary unmoved Mover or 
uncaused Cause is itself necessary from our very understanding of things 
moved and things moving in the universe understood as a series of subordi
nated things moved and moving.

Once we arrive at the affirmation of such an absolutely unmoved Mover 
or uncaused Cause, the temptation is to bring it back into the series, as only 
one more thing in the chain of causes and effects, as Kant did, when he 
maintained that the principle of causality is “applicable only in the sensible 
world,” outside of which “it has no meaning whatsoever” (KrV A600; B637),
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and as physicalism still does in speaking of the first Cause as the spatiotem- 
poral “sum of all the ultimate explainers plus anything else that has no ex
planation (even for an infinite intelligence)” (Post 136), as if these were still 
only parts of the physical universe, or of the “sum total of all the events, en
tities, and processes that explain but have no explanation, plus any that have 
no explanation and do not explain either” (Post 137). But we have to resist 
this temptation, which is contrary to the very conception of the Cause we 
have arrived at as first, uncaused, and absolutely necessary in itself.

It has been argued that the universe itself is this absolutely necessary be
ing, on the grounds that it is the explanation for everything but is not itself 
explained by anything else, so that it is itself the first Cause or the uncaused 
Cause (Post 131-38). For the physicalist, who can think of being only in 
physical terms, this can be a convincing and conclusive argument, since 
nothing can be conceived beyond the physical universe in physicalist terms. 
If every being can only be a physical existent, then, to be sure, being can only 
be part of the physical universe. And every newly discovered existent can 
only be conceived as one more thing to add to one’s conception of the uni
verse in its necessity, one more thing that may remain unexplained, as the 
universe itself remains unexplained. Hence, according to the physicalist, the 
universe itself is not the sort of thing that can allow for anything that is not a 
part of it, “since by hypothesis every existent is a part of it” (Post 130). But is 
this hypothesis justified in nonreductionist terms and is the universe itself the 
only kind of necessary being we arrive at from our experience of contin
gency in the universe?

It is not enough to think of necessary being as only that which remains 
unexplained or unexplainable in a particular frame of reference such as that 
of physics, even if it be the being of the physical universe. Nor is it enough 
to think of that necessity within the universe of experience only in physical 
terms. One has to allow for different degrees of necessity in accordance with 
the different degrees of being that present themselves in experience through 
the analogy of being. Could we not argue for a certain kind of necessity in 
the order of life as part of the universe, that is, for a certain higher form of 
being that remains unexplained and unexplainable in biological as well as 
physical terms but that itself would explain or account for the living things 
that come to be and cease to be? And could not a similar case be made for 
the higher forms of life as well, such as sentient life and, beyond all these lev
els of being, rational life? All the beings that are contingent in these higher 
orders of being are not explained or explainable in merely physical terms,
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but they are explainable in terms of higher forms of being that are also part 
of the universe and its necessity.

Even if we include these higher forms of necessary being in the universe, 
along with those of physicalism, however, we still have not reached the kind 
of necessary being that is uncaused. For all of these different kinds of being 
are still only parts of the universe that can or may be explained or account
ed for with reference to other parts of the universe or to the universe as a 
whole. Each order of necessity has its place in the order of the whole. In 
fact, even the universe itself as a whole, including what we do not know of it 
as well as what we do know, cannot be thought of as uncaused, for it is still 
made up of these parts, and as such it still has to be accounted for. Even if it 
is the ultimate frame of reference for the kind of explaining we can do 
within the universe, it is still something that remains ontologically contingent 
even in its necessity.

This is not to say that we can have an explanation for the entire universe 
of being similar to the explanations we may come up with for the different 
parts of the universe in which there is contingency, or that we can ultimate
ly have an explanation for the universe as such. It is only to say that the uni
verse itself cannot be the cause of its own necessity and that some other 
kind of necessity must be sought to account for its necessity, an absolutely 
first Necessity that is uncaused. It is in the absolutely necessary transcendent 
Being, which we can affirm and which we cannot adequately understand, 
that the mystery of the universe ultimately resides, and not in the universe 
itself, not even in what remains unknown to us of it.

All this has been argued from the standpoint of a per se subordinated or
der of causes in the universe. One could also argue for a similar idea of the 
existence of an absolutely First in the order of being more directly from our 
understanding of diverse degrees of being and goodness in experience, such 
as the diversity between living things and nonliving things, sentient things 
and nonsentient things, rational things and nonrational things. Some of these 
we understand as higher in being than others, once again according to some 
order of dignity in the analogy of being. In our discussion of this analogy we 
have insisted on human being not only as our primary analogate, but also as 
the highest kind of being given or present to us in experience. Our point 
was not to say that human being is absolutely the highest kind of being, but 
only the highest kind we know directly in experience, and that there are 
also lower kinds of being according to different degrees of being, each of 
them real, true, and good, or with its own dignity as a being in its own
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standing, however less this might be in comparison to the dignity of human 
being in its standing.

In fact, our understanding of being in its analogy allows us to conceive of 
beings of even higher dignity than human being with proportionately high
er degrees of truth and goodness, such as totally immaterial substances or 
separate intelligences, of which we have no direct experience but whose ex
istence is by no means inconceivable, unless we postulate that there can be 
only material substances, as materialism and perhaps physicalism would ap
pear to do rather arbitrarily. In conceiving of such higher substances, we are 
not abandoning human being as the primary analogate of being in our ex
perience. We are only taking off from this primary analogate, and our under
standing of it as an intelligent being in its standing, to think of what an in
telligent being, or a separate intelligence, would be if it did not have the 
limitations of being at the same time a material being, as human being does.

We do not have to suppose that there are such higher degrees of being as 
separate intellectual substances. But to the extent that we do think of differ
ent degrees of being, even within the ontological order of beings we know 
in experience, we do have to think of some highest or some Summit of be
ing that is absolutely the highest and that is not part of the ontological order 
we start from. We cannot think of different degrees of being, or of higher 
and lower degrees, without reference to such a highest or first in the order of 
being. For different degrees are understood as higher or lower in relation to 
one another in an order of being only to the extent that some are under
stood as closer to a highest while others are understood as more distant from 
that same highest.

This is what Aquinas presents as the fourth way of proving the existence 
of the totally transcendent Being. The idea of a relation to a highest, as we 
first come to understand it, is expressed in spatial terms, so that what is high
est is still represented as part of the order in which it is the highest. But in 
the ontological order of dignity that we are distinguishing here, this repre
sentation of the highest no longer holds. As highest in the order of being, 
the first cannot be like any of the different kinds of finite or determinate 
substances that are compared to one another in their different degrees of be
ing. For, as highest, it is not in any way compared or related to any other. 
This follows from what we have said in section 14.4.2 about an unreceived 
act as neither limited nor multiplied. On the contrary, all others as compos
ites are compared to it and found lesser in their determinacy, including the 
first next to or after the highest. The first or the highest in the ontological 
order of being has to be absolutely the Highest unto itself, absolutely Infi-
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nite, without comparison to any determinate being where there is a compo
sition of an act of being that is received and thereby limited by a finite 
essence. As we saw in speaking of the composition of potency and act in de
terminate being as such in section 14.4, the first or the highest Being can 
only be an unreceived pure act that is infinite.

The argument here starts from the metaphysical judgment that there are 
different degrees of being or different degrees of dignity in being in the 
world we know directly in experience. In this sense it is a posteriori. It is 
based on our understanding of being in its substantial differences in this 
world. But it leads us to the affirmation of a Being that cannot be of this 
world as the basis for our judgment that some things are higher, or lower, 
than others in the order of beings as a whole. What each being is within the 
order of the universe, of course, depends on the form that constitutes it in its 
degree of being. But what each one is as higher or lower in dignity of being 
depends on yet another being, the absolutely Highest, in relation to which 
each is graded, so to speak, in its being, and upon which it depends for its 
very being in its own degree. For the absolutely Highest is not only the 
point of reference in our judgment about different degrees of dignity in be
ing, but also the cause of being in all these differences. It has all priority in 
being, and upon it all other beings depend in their very being, since the 
cause is what has priority over the effect.

There is yet another way of proving the existence of a totally transcen
dent Being that depends less on any per se order of moving or efficient caus
es in the universe and more on finality in beings as they appear in our expe
rience, especially in the beings that have no consciousness and hence do not 
act of themselves in view of an end. This is the way Aquinas referred to as 
the fifth and Kant found the most persuasive of all the a posteriori arguments. 
Evidence for this finality in nature does not have to suppose any kind of 
consciousness on the part of many beings we observe in nature. In fact, the 
argument works best especially with regard to those beings in which there is 
no consciousness out of which action in view of an end would come.

In this argument we do not have to ask what precisely is the end in view 
of which intellectual beings may act or in view of which the things without 
consciousness may act, as we did earlier, in section 15.2, in speaking of final
ity in nature. It is enough to see that they do have some direction in their 
action and to ask whence is this finality, if it is not from themselves. If we 
think of nature as a whole in this way, as we surely do when we inquire into 
the causes of certain determinate effects, we are led to affirm an intellectual 
being, which does act in view of an end, as the cause of these beings, the
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their nature. In other words, the discovery of intelligence in nature, at least 
in the sense of things acting in view of an end, leads us to the affirmation 
not of some kind of conscious intelligence in nature as such, but of an intel
ligence that produces them in and as nature.

This intelligence we have to think of as the first Cause of these beings of 
nature, since it produces them in their very nature, and again, since it is the 
first Cause, we have to think of it as the absolute Summit of being, the very 
Summit to which we refer in our judgment about different degrees of per
fection in being, and as having already to be understood as intellectual.

Against this final version of the argument, the objection has been made 
that it does not require positing an absolute intelligence, since it proves the 
necessity only of an intelligence sufficient to account for the intelligibility 
or the rational finality in nature itself, which is determinate and finite as we 
know it, and does not exhaust all possible intelligibility.This is the objection 
of Kant, mentioned earlier at the beginning of this discussion of ways to 
prove the existence of an absolute summit of being, against any physicothe- 
ological argument, which, according to him, always requires the introduc
tion of an ontological argument to conclude from a very intelligent being, 
one sufficient to account for the intelligibility of nature as a whole, to one 
that is absolutely intelligent or the sum of all intelligibility, goodness, and 
whatever other perfection there is in being (KrVA624; B652-A630; B658).

It is important to consider this objection at least with reference to this fi
nal version of the argument, where its strength seems most obvious, if not 
with reference to every version of the argument for the necessity of an ab
solute Summit of being, because it shows the difficulty of any argument go
ing from what is relative to what is absolute, or from what is finite in its per
fection to what is infinite in its perfection. It shows a keen sense of the 
radical difference between what we start from in our understanding and 
what we supposedly arrive at affirming, an absolute Summit that is not part 
of anything we understand. It is not just that our understanding is finite. 
What it is that we understand in being is also finite or determinate. How 
can it be grounds for affirming a Summit of being that is absolute and posi
tively infinite?

Two things must be kept clearly in mind in answering this question. First, 
it is not the existence of an absolute Summit of being as such that we are 
trying to ground. The existence of such a being is not in need of any 
grounding. If there is such a being, it is itself the ground of everything else 
that is grounded. What has to be grounded is our affirmation that there is
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such a Being, which can then be understood only as the ground for every
thing else we say there is.

Second, it must be understood that we are arguing about a first Cause of 
the order of nature as a whole, which means that it is a universal Cause, one 
to which none of its particular effects can be proportionate, as in the case of 
particular causes. When we argue from effect to cause within the order of 
nature or of history, we usually proceed according to some proportion or 
similitude between a determinate effect and its particular cause, and we are 
entided to affirm nothing more about the cause than what is proportionate 
to the effect. Kant’s objection is quite valid in this respect. From a finite 
effect understood as finite we can arrive at no more than a finite cause. But 
it does not take an ontological leap to break out of this finitude in the case 
of the first and universal Cause of everything, since such a Cause can only 
be understood as infinite in relation to its finite effects or as not determined 
in the way that the effect is determinate.

To illustrate this kind of universal causality, let us go back to the example 
of our champion pool player. We know this champion to be the first cause 
in a series of subordinated moved and moving causes that displays great in
telligence in conception and skill in execution. But as a champion, we do 
not think of this individual as capable of only one determinate shot, as if this 
shot alone would define the champion. If so, we would be unable to distin
guish the champion from another who might sink the same shot out of be
ginner s luck, which usually runs out rather quickly and disappears.We think 
of the champion as one who has proven the caliber of a champion by a se
ries of good shots, usually in competition with other players who have not 
made as good shots, and as one who can go on with more spectacular shots 
that we have not seen yet and that perhaps no one else could imagine, ex
cept possibly a better champion or a coach of champions.

In other words, we understand the champion as a universal cause in pool 
playing and as far from being determined by any particular shot taken. There 
is no single defining moment for such a cause. There are only many mo
ments, each one different from the other and none of them defining for the 
cause. The champion is the universal cause not only of all the particular 
shots taken, but also of any number of other shots one might dream up be
yond what we have seen. Thus in affirming an individual as a champion on 
the basis of a plurality of shots we have marveled at, we affirm a lot more 
than what we have seen in the realm of pool playing, without making an 
ontological leap and without knowing precisely all that we are affirming, 
since the champion could still astound us with shots we have yet to imagine.
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The same thing might be said of an artist, who is recognized not only in 
a plurality of works of which the individual is understood to be the univer
sal cause but also in the power to produce other works that are not deter
mined by anything already given in experience. The recognized artist too is 
a universal cause whose existence is affirmed without knowing precisely all 
that lies in the artist’s power. When we recognize the artist as the cause of a 
particular work, we may also recognize the same artist as the cause of other 
works as well, some of which we may already admire, and as one capable of 
more works that no one else could produce. And however we may conceive 
of the artist’s inspiration, we do not think of it as limited by what is given in 
the materials one has to work with but rather as bringing a new order to 
these materials through intelligence and skill, head and hand.

The idea of a universal cause within nature does not in itself necessarily 
entail intelligence and skill, but in the case we are speaking of, that is, with 
regard to the finality we see in nature, it does entail intelligence and skill, as 
does any championship shot in pool or any work of consummate art. We do 
see what we take to be the effect of an intelligence in nature and from that 
we affirm the existence of an intelligence, which, as universal cause, is not 
confined in its particular effect, namely, the universe of nature and history, 
but rather transcends it in a way that includes all its perfections as well as 
more than anything we may be able to think of. Such transcendence of a 
universal intelligent Cause cannot be understood as merely that of a higher 
being than the determinate beings we know in nature, which would make it 
still just another determinate or finite being in the universe of determinate 
beings separate from other determinate or finite beings. It cannot be under
stood as just a higher champion in a world of pool players or as a higher in
telligence in the art of creating worlds. It has to be understood as the High
est, as positively infinite in its perfection or as absolutely transcending all 
determinate or finite forms of being or perfection, just as the pool player 
transcends any particular orchestration of shots or the artist transcends any 
particular work of art or any portfolio of works.

Thus the argument from finality in nature grounds an affirmation that 
there is an intelligent universal Cause of the universe. But it does not 
ground any understanding of what that absolute Summit is in and of itself. 
This is what the ontological argument in Descartes or Spinoza seems to 
claim and what Kant himself seems to have been looking for in any proof 
for the existence of God, confined as he was to the idea or the order of par
ticular causes. Such a claim, however, cannot be justified with regard to the 
affirmation of an absolutely first universal Cause. We should not be looking
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for an understanding of what the universal Cause is on the basis of effects 
that are only particular.

By definition, a universal Cause cannot be defined in terms of any of its 
particular effects, even if that be the universe of being as a whole. What we 
understand, at least up to a point, is only the effect, and not the cause. And 
when we affirm the Cause, we cannot affirm it as if we knew what it is in it
self. We can affirm it only as transcending what we do understand, namely, 
any determinate being or the totality of all determinate beings. Moreover, 
we can affirm it only as infinitely more perfect than anything we do under
stand, without knowing precisely what it is we are affirming in its own per
fection. There is no need for an ontological leap to affirm that there is such 
an intelligent universal Cause. On the contrary, understood properly, the ar
gument shows that there cannot be an ontological argument of the kind 
Kant had in mind, since that would entail somehow knowing what the tran
scendent universal Cause is, and this we cannot know from any particular 
effect, even if it be the universe as a whole.

We find here a remarkable convergence in the thought of Aquinas, who 
proposes five ways to prove the existence of God, and of Kant, who objects 
to these ways on the grounds that they do not give us any certain knowledge 
of what is affirmed in the end. Both agree that we cannot know what it is that 
we have to affirm in the end of our inquiry into the causes of things. Even as 
a theologian, Aquinas insists that we cannot know what God is. We can only 
know what God is not, namely, that God is not like anything we know in the 
world, including ourselves, or even not like anything we could know in the 
world, for there are still many things about the world we do not know.

But whereas Kant takes occasion of this agnosticism with regard to what 
God is in his essence to deny all validity not only to the ontological proof 
for the existence of God, but also to any proof a posteriori as well as a priori, 
Aquinas still insists that we can demonstrate that God is without knowing 
what that is. Kant expects to know what a thing is in itself or according to 
what it is at the end of a demonstration and so denies that there can be a 
demonstration of the existence of God, just as he denies that we can know 
any noumenal object or Ding an sich. Aquinas, following the Posterior Analyt
ics of Aristotle, distinguishes between two kinds of demonstration, one a pri
ori, which proceeds from the definition of what a thing is and arrives at a 
property of the thing, and another a posteriori, which proceeds from effects 
and arrives at their cause, without knowing what the cause is in itself, but 
also without denying that we do know what the effects are “in themselves” 
or in their substance.
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Such an a posteriori demonstration from effects to cause gives true knowl
edge of the conclusion that there is a totally transcendent Being and it does 
give rise to the question of what such a being is. But even after it is under
stood that this last question about what such a being is cannot be answered 
from where we stand in a metaphysics of determinate being, the truth of the 
conclusion to the demonstration as to its existence is not denied. In fact, it is 
understood not only that there has to be an unmoved Mover, an uncaused 
Cause, a Being necessary in and of itself, a highest or most perfect Being, 
and a first Intelligence governing the order of the universe, but also that 
there is no way of understanding what that being is in its own essence from 
where we stand in experience.

From this it might be argued that, if we do not and cannot know what 
such a being is in its essence, it makes no difference whether we say that it is 
or is not, since in either case we still do not know what we are talking about. 
But that would be a mistake on our part, even if we do not know what it is 
that we are affirming in its essence. For it is the affirmation itself, namely, 
that there is an absolute Summit of being, that is a moment of truth for us in 
our inquiry into the immediate and into the ultimate causes of being as we 
know it in the universe. In our search for causes we are driven from one 
cause to the next not just as a succession of things coming one after the oth
er, but also as an order of causes that are themselves caused and that there
fore do not exercise their causality independendy of higher causes. With 
each new higher cause discovered we enter more deeply into the truth of 
being, for the cause always has priority in being over its effect. But we also 
know, in this understanding of subordinate causes, that there has to be a first 
Cause that is uncaused if there is to be any causation at all, for none of the 
caused causes can cause without the causation of that first uncaused Cause.

This is the ultimate moment of truth in our inquiry into being and its 
causes, which can always be enhanced by a better understanding of the al
ways subordinate causes in the universe, since none of them can be the first 
or uncaused. But it is a moment that can be reached even before we have 
reached a perfect understanding of how everything works or conspires in 
the universe. In fact, it is a moment that has to be reached even before we 
reach any such perfection of understanding, since it is the truth of this Sum
mit of being which sets us on our way in the inquiry into the causes of be
ing, just as it is itself the uncaused Cause of all other causes, which are there
fore understood as caused and subordinate to the first One. The entire 
argument hinges on this necessity for a first, to account for all the rest, and 
through this necessity we come to some understanding of the total tran-



scendence of this absolute Summit of being, without understanding what it 
consists in.

18.4 The Total Transcendence of the Summit of Being
To speak of a Summit of being, however, is to speak of something that 

could still be understood as part of the immanent order of being from 
which we begin our investigation into being and its causes. In this sense we 
could speak of the human being or the human spirit as the summit of the 
order of being we know immediately in experience. But it is not in this 
sense that we are speaking of the absolute Summit of being, for, as the un
moved Mover, the uncaused Cause, the Being necessary in and of itself, the 
highest or the first Being, or the supreme Intelligence, the absolute Summit 
of being cannot be part of what we take to be the immanent order of deter
minate being. This is implicit in the different ways we have used for affirm
ing that there is such an absolute Summit. It is what we shall refer to as the 
total transcendence of this Summit and, in conclusion of this argument for 
saying that there is such a Being that totally transcends the immanent order 
of being, it is important to bring out in what way it is totally transcendent 
and why it has be understood as such.

We should note, to begin with, that there is something quite paradoxical 
in saying such a thing, for it is being said from within an immanent order 
about something that is totally transcendent to this order. It is an affirmation 
of reason about something that totally transcends reason. Thus, we are speak
ing of a paradox in the Kierkegaardian sense of the term, but we are affirm
ing it in the name of reason itself, as the conclusion of our investigation into 
the causes of being. For at the end of metaphysics, where we find ourselves, 
we find ourselves having to affirm rationally something that cannot be total
ly taken in by reason, that is, something that reason has to point to, so to 
speak, but without being able to grasp it totally as it is in itself. This is the 
only thing of which it can be said that we cannot know stricdy what it is in 
itself, but it is not a thing in the order of experience. In fact, it is not a thing 
at all, if by “thing” we understand any sort of determinate being. Even when 
we say that it is, we cannot say that it is a determinate being in accordance 
with our first conception of being, which, as we saw in section 3.1, signifies 
according to a mode of concretion and composition.

How can reason come to understand such an affirmation? In a way, as 
Hegel maintained against Kant and Jacobi in his early essay on Faith and 
Knowledge (G W  1802), reason cannot allow for anything beyond itself. Rea
son is either the power of understanding being as whole or it is the order of
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being itself as it presents itself to understanding. Our investigation into the 
causes of being is an exercise of reason itself in which reason discovers the 
order of being. Hence, at the end of metaphysics, where we come to some 
understanding of beings and their causes as a whole, it would seem that we 
are encompassing everything there is to be understood. And indeed we are, 
for what there is in the totality of our experience is the measure of reason 
itself and of what there is to be understood. Yet the thrust of reason does not 
end there. All the causes that we discover as part of the order of reason in the 
universe are themselves caused and therefore give rise to a further question 
about an uncaused Cause, which cannot be part of this order of reason but 
which is necessary to account for the order of reason itself as it discloses it
self in the universe.

We can speak of this uncaused Cause as infinitely perfect, containing all 
the perfections of the beings we know in the universe in a supereminent 
way. This corresponds to what Hegel speaks of as the good infinite, as op
posed to the bad infinite, which represents no more than an indefinite 
stringing out of individuals according to some form of n + i . But the un
caused Cause is a good infinite that perhaps expresses more than what 
Hegel had in mind. For Hegel, the good infinite, which is a unity of the fi
nite and the infinite, that is, of the infinite still understood as only opposed 
to the finite and therefore as still only finite, puts us in the realm of spirit, 
but it is not clear whether this spirit is truly the Spirit as uncaused Cause. If 
it is only the World Spirit, which is at the same time the human spirit, it is 
still part of the immanent order of being and hence not totally transcendent, 
as the uncaused Cause has to be.

In this respect Hegel’s thought is at best ambiguous. While he seems to be 
a genuine theist in the eyes of most, he has also been interpreted as an athe
ist by some serious commentators like Kojeve. Without going into the de
tails of what precisely Hegel is affirming in his proof for the existence of 
God (BDG  1966), we would insist that the uncaused Cause we arrive at at 
the end of metaphysics cannot be understood as part of the immanent order 
of determinate being.

If this means that the uncaused Cause has to be understood as something 
beyond this order, jenseits—a word Hegel abhors when it comes to positing 
something beyond reason—then so be it. Reason itself requires that we do 
so. We have to talk about an uncaused Cause, which is not in the immanent 
order where causes are still caused. But beyond is not precisely the right word 
for what we mean when we speak of this uncaused Cause as totally tran
scendent. Beyond expresses a spatial metaphor. It suggests a space or a series
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of things and then something more, beyond or in addition to that, but still as 
an extension of the series. It remains caught in the movement of what Hegel 
speaks of as the bad infinite.

This is why we prefer the term transcendent, which is not so obviously 
spatial. But it must be understood as total transcendence when it comes to 
the uncaused Cause, something that Hegel does not seem to admit, since for 
him everything seems to be contained within a totality in which there is 
transcending but no reference to a totally Transcendent. How are we to un
derstand this total transcendence with regard to the immanent order of de
terminate being?

The physicalist is hard put to understand it at all, because for him any
thing transcendent has to be taken in purely spatial or, at most, spatiotempo- 
ral terms. According to this view, the term “‘beyond’ expresses a spatial 
metaphor, or perhaps spatio-temporal” (Post 154).With reference to the uni
verse, understood in purely physical terms, this means there can be nothing 
beyond the universe, because “by definition it is the spatio-temporal-sum or 
supremum of everything” (Ibid.). If there were something beyond what we 
take to be the universe, it would have to be something physical, for the 
physicalist, and it would have to be included in what we understand by the 
universe. We may be able to distinguish between the manifest universe and 
the universe as it presents itself in today’s physics and the further universe 
there might be, which may present itself in tomorrow’s physics, since physics 
is itself in a constant process of revision. But for the physicalist, the beyond 
of this revision can never yield anything more than a physical understanding 
when it comes to the universe. There can be no beyond the universe be
cause every being always has to be understood as something physical and 
therefore literally as a part of the universe, manifest or yet to become mani
fest in physics.

In a nonreductive physicalism, there is some attempt to recognize other 
“faces of existence” than the purely physical, but this recognition of other 
faces never seems to affect the physicalist conception of the universe as such. 
The universe as a whole continues to be viewed only in physical terms. 
When, however, we recognize higher levels of being than the purely physical 
as part of the universe, we come to another understanding of transcendence 
and of something beyond the purely physical that is still within the universe.

Life is such a level of being, which cannot be defined in purely physical 
terms, even though it does have physical dimensions. It is not situated any
where outside the manifest physical universe, as another physical entity we 
have yet to discover in physics might be, but it does transcend the purely
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physical from within the physical, no matter how physics may try to account 
for it in purely physical terms. It represents for Hegel the first instance of a 
truly infinite movement in contradistinction to mere force as the object of 
understanding (PhG 124—26/98-101).

The same may be said of reason itself, or spirit, in relation to mere life. It 
too transcends the merely vital, though from within the vital, even though 
vitalism may try to account for it in purely vitalistic terms. In each case we 
have an instance of transcendence, or a moving beyond, which is not spatial
ly located outside what we take to be the physical universe, but which is 
nevertheless a difference or a higher kind of being that cannot be expressed 
in purely physical terms. And in each case we have an instance of something 
that is infinite and higher in being in comparison to what comes before it, as 
the champion is higher than any particular game or the artist than any par
ticular work of art.

It is this understanding of the movement of transcendence in being from 
one degree to another that we must bring with us when we come to inter
pret the transcendence of the Summit of being, especially as this movement 
appears in the human being transcending every other kind of being in na
ture or in the Lebenswelt. It is the understanding that comes with the under
standing of the champion, who transcends any particular shot taken. It is the 
understanding that comes with the artist, who transcends any particular 
work produced. Politically, it is the understanding that comes with the citi
zen, who transcends the part one plays in society as one who is free and 
spiritually equal to the whole. But when, at the end of metaphysics, we 
come to the absolute Summit of being, we must take this understanding of 
transcendence one step further to a complete reversal of perspective in rela
tion to every determinate being we know, including human being and the 
universe as a whole. We must understand the Summit not only as transcen
dent to the order of lower beings, but as absolutely transcendent in itself, so 
that it is relative to nothing other than itself, and so that all other things, pre
cisely as being, are relative to it.

At this point we come to an end of what is understood under what we 
spoke of as ens commune, or being in its commonality, in the beginning of 
metaphysics. Within this commonality we came to understand not only dif
ferences of being, but also a certain order of transcendence among the dif
ferent kinds of being, in accordance with the analogy of being. With the 
affirmation of a totally transcendent universal Cause of being as we know it 
within the immanent order of the universe, we come to a certain limit in 
this commonality of being. On the one hand, we go beyond this limit in
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affirming that such a cause is, thus reaching beyond the limit, so to speak, to 
include it within the commonality of what we say is. Yet on the other hand, 
in saying that we cannot know what such a being is, we deny that there is 
anything whatsoever in common between the kind of determinate being we 
know and the Cause of all such determinate being, including the entire uni
verse of determinate beings, unmanifest as well as manifest.

With the Summit of being as we have come to understand it, the analogy 
of being opens up into a positive infinity that is no longer proportionate to 
any finite being we know or, to speak more exactly, with which no finite 
being can be proportionate. With this analogy, we may still be able to spell 
out some names for this totally transcendent being, as Aquinas does in his 
Sutnma Theologiae (ST  I, 13), but such names will always be predicated by 
way of double negation, that is, by way of negation of any proportion be
tween finite beings of any kind and the infinite Being, as the idea of the 
positively infinite implies. As finite implies a negation, so the positively infi
nite implies a negation of this negation, even if we do not have the terms for 
saying what such an affirmation refers to except in a negative way, starting 
only from what we know first in experience.

The order of transcendence we have to refer to at the end of metaphysics 
cannot be properly understood according to what it is, since every order of 
transcendence we do understand is still an order of transcendence within 
the universe of being we know in experience, even if we place ourselves, as 
intellectual or self-conscious beings, at the summit of this universe. Indeed, 
to speak of this absolute Transcendence as an order is still to misrepresent it, 
for we cannot represent such a being in any way that we represent any oth
er being, which is to say any being attained through our experience.The ab
solutely Transcendent is totally other than anything we know, a Being that is 
not determinate nor a this of any particular kind, but pure Being in act or 
pure Act of being that is its own essence. All of these expressions make sense 
in a metaphysics of the act of being, but ponder them as we may, we cannot 
arrive at an adequate understanding of what they are about.

To express this total transcendence of the absolute Summit of being more 
clearly, we can only go back to our first conception of being and try to 
think of a being that is pure be, without any mode of concretion and com
position, or a being in which there is no distinction between the act of being 
and an essence that would limit it. We can only think of it as an Act of being 
that is infinite in and of itself. For such an act there is no essence other than 
the act itself, or the essence is itself the act of being, without distinction or 
confusion. We cannot properly think what such a being is in itself, since
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everything we think of as being, we think of always as a this, something that is 
according to a mode of concretion and composition.

This is not to say that to think of the absolute Summit of being as pure 
Act of being without any distinction of essence to limit that act is a mean
ingless expression. For, at the end of metaphysics, it can be an important ex
pression for clarifying the ontological status of everything we do know in 
experience, as we shall see when we come to speak of being by participa
tion. It is only to say that, with this clarification of our own ontological sta
tus and that of the entire universe, we still do not know what that Summit of 
being is in itself.

But even if we do not know what it is in itself, how do we know it still as 
totally transcendent? This is something we must know at the end of meta
physics in the same way we know the necessity of affirming the existence of 
such an absolute Summit of being. For each way used to arrive at affirming 
the existence of such a Being is also a way of elaborating a language for 
speaking about this Being, whether as pure unmoved Act of being at the 
summit of being, as absolutely necessary Being whose essence is to exist, as 
the Highest or the Summit of being who cannot be numbered among the 
determinate beings whose degree of being or finitude is measured in rela
tion to the infinity of the Summit, or as the supreme Intelligence that total
ly transcends the order it produces in the world.
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Transcendence and Immanence

W i t h  t h i s  a f f r m a t i o n  of the total transcendence of the Summit 
of being we come to the end of metaphysics understood as the sci

ence of being as being. We set out to explore not only what we mean by be
ing but also what are its properties and causes. Through the analogy of being 
we came to understand how our conception of being is open to different 
degrees and to different causes of being in the world of movement. It is at 
the summit that we discovered a Being totally other than any we know in 
experience, the uncaused Cause of the being we do know, a Being that is 
not caused in any way whatsoever and so one that is totally transcendent, so 
much so that we hardly dare to call it a being, since for us a being is always 
understood as something quite determinate in our experience.

The only way we can characterize it as being is by saying that it is totally 
other than any determinate being we know, without thinking of this other
ness as just another determination. Just as, at the beginning of metaphysics, we 
had to learn how to characterize the subject of this science of being precise
ly as being, without making it just another particular science among other 
particular sciences, like physics, biology, and economics, so also now, at the 
end of metaphysics, we must learn to characterize the Summit of being as a 
being, or as the Being par excellence, without making it into just another 
particular determinate being as distinct from other particular beings.

The difficulty here is one that Kant was not able to overcome in merely 
opposing the infinite to the finite, for, as Hegel showed (WL I, 125-40/ 
137-50), in opposing the infinite to the finite he was only turning the infi
nite into something finite, something opposed to or limited by some other 
finite. This was only a false or a bad infinite, as Hegel called it, one that gave 
rise to an infinite regress in dialectic.The true or the good infinite is the one 
that encompasses both sides of the opposition in a higher unity, an infinite 
that encompasses the opposition between the finite and the infinite. For
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Hegel, this true infinite is something that reason itself can encompass, since, 
unlike understanding (Verstand), reason (Vernunft) is not fixed in any kind of 
opposition.

For reason, there is nothing beyond, as there is in a mere opposition of 
the understanding, because in speaking of a beyond reason is already en
compassing this beyond, which is within reason and not beyond it. In this 
Hegel was quite right, for in thinking of anything as beyond something else, 
even if this something be the whole of what is finite, one is already thinking 
of two sides and of either side as caught up with its opposite through some 
infinite that is neither this side nor that side, neither here nor beyond, but 
simply all-encompassing. There is no going beyond this true infinite, since 
going beyond it is always still only reinventing it. Reason, in its own infinite 
movement, is always already beyond any attempt to set any limits beyond 
which it cannot go.

But is this true infinite of Hegel the totally transcendent Summit of be
ing we speak of at the end of metaphysics? If it were, would we be justified 
in speaking of an end of metaphysics? For Hegel there is no end to meta
physics, or to the philosophy of absolute spirit, or to philosophy simply. 
There is always a going further, to encompass more in its infinite move
ment. There is no way of setting a limit, because reason is always already be
yond that limit in its encompassing movement. What we have demonstrated, 
however, at the end of metaphysics, is the existence of, or rather the necessi
ty of affirming, a Being that totally transcends anything reason can encom
pass in its grasp.

To affirm such a being as part of what has to be understood rationally is, 
in a way, to encompass it in the infinite movement of reason itself. The total
ly Transcendent is thus, in a way, immanent to the movement of a rational 
discourse that is prepared to go to the end of its exigencies. It is present, so 
to speak, as the first and final Cause in being’s own disclosing of itself for the 
process of reasoning to discover. But even as present or immanent in this 
way, the Summit of being can be understood only as that which is totally 
transcendent, or as that which cannot be understood in any immanent fash
ion, not even if it be in the infinite movement of reason. For in its infinite 
movement reason itself is led to affirm this total transcendence of the Sum
mit of being and to confess its own total inadequacy in speaking about what 
this being is in its essence.

This acknowledgment of inadequacy at the end of metaphysics opens the 
way for a certain religious dimension in what we have spoken of hitherto 
only in terms of a science of being as being. This science, as rational dis-
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course about being as being, has come to the necessity of affirming some
thing, some Being, which by its own admission reason cannot adequately 
encompass even in its infinite movement. It is forced, so to speak, by its own 
effort to account for everything or to understand everything through causes, 
into an attitude of pure expectation in the face of a Cause that is totally un
caused.

This uncaused Cause is the source of all there is in our experience of be
ing, from which our investigation always has its beginning. It is distinguished 
from all there is in our experience, by reason itself, only as the Source of all 
there is. To attain this uncaused Cause in any way we must leave behind 
everything that we start from in our experience, everything that is caused as 
well as causing, something that we cannot properly do rationally, since what 
there is in experience is the ground for our rational affirmation that there is 
something else, and, in a total reversal of perspective, we must come to under
stand everything as coming from this something else. This is the moment in 
which science gives way to religion, or reason gives way to faith or to trust 
in an Other who is totally other, at the end of metaphysics.

In his effort to distinguish this movement from anything else in philoso
phy, especially Hegelian philosophy, Kierkegaard insists on paradox or on the 
absurd in this moment, as something distinct from anything that can be 
grasped in rational discourse. But Kierkegaard characterizes the absurd as a 
presence of the universal in the individual, or of the eternal in the temporal, 
or as a restoration of the individual and the temporal in an infinite value of 
being that transcends anything that can be grasped by reason in its universal 
validity. Without denying the importance of characterizing the immanence 
of the transcendent in this way, here we shall insist more on the necessity of 
reason itself for going along with such a characterization of the actual being 
we start from in our experience and we shall speak more of the mystery that 
lies at the heart of this actual being. This we shall do not in order to add 
mystery to our experience of being, but rather to open reason itself to the 
fullness of light that comes with the actuality of being.

In order to do this we shall look once again at the being we start from in 
our investigation into being as being, but now we shall examine it in the 
light of the reversal of perspective that comes with the affirmation of an un
caused Cause and an unmoved Mover as the universal Cause of all there is. 
In this light we shall come to understand what there is in our experience 
not just as actual being, but as being by participation in its very actuality. From 
this we shall be led to inquire into the source of these actual beings, not just 
in their coming to be, as we have already done, but in their very ontological
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dependence as actual beings, in what we shall speak of as creation, which is a 
coming to be or an emanation of being of a totally different kind than any
thing we have been able to understand in the immanent order of our uni
verse. Finally, we shall speak of the necessity of the supernatural, recognizing 
that we can say nothing of the content of this necessity except insofar as it 
manifests itself in what we take to be the natural and the historical order in 
this world.

In all of this we shall be brief because metaphysics is at its end in this dis
course about the Transcendent, or rather about how the immanent relates to 
the Transcendent, and it must recognize that it must give way to another 
kind of discourse that may speak more properly from the standpoint, so to 
speak, of the Transcendent itself.

19. i Being by Participation
Naturally speaking, we take being as that which presents itself in its actu

ality. This is what we take to be the subject of our consideration from the 
beginning in metaphysics, that from which our discourse on being as being 
develops, and that to which our first conception of being is tied. It is with 
reference to actual being as it discloses itself in experience that metaphysics 
gets under way.

In experience, however, being discloses itself as this or that, and as being 
of one kind or another. In accordance with this way of disclosure for being, 
we argued for a real distinction of principles not only between matter and 
form for things that come to be, but also between essence and an act of be
ing for any finite being as such. In and of itself the act of being has to be un
derstood as infinite, but as it presents itself in any finite being it is limited by 
the essence of which it is the act of being. It is in this way that we come to 
understand that there are different degrees of being according to different 
kinds of essence for being or different ways of standing in being. Each stand
ing is a limitation in being with its own act of being limited by this standing. 
At least so it is for the many and different kinds of being in which being dis
closes itself as an immediate presencing.

When we come to the absolute Summit of being, however, we can no 
longer understand being in this way. To be sure, we cannot understand what 
this Being is in itself or what it is according to its own necessity, but we can 
understand it in a negative way, by setting it apart from the way we under
stand the composition of finite being. As the universal and infinite Cause of 
all finite being we do know, it cannot be understood as a composite of 
essence with its act of being, for that would be to think of it as just a finite
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being like any other from which we begin in our exploration. As the un
moved Mover and the uncaused Cause it has to be thought of as pure Act, 
without any passive potency whatsoever, and this act can only be thought of 
as pure Act of being, without limitation and without composition of any 
kind.

If we continue to speak of an essence with reference to the standing of 
this Summit in being, then we must speak of it as identically the very act of 
being itself, infinite and not in composition with any essence other than its 
own self as pure act, the pure Act of being, which is unique in relation to 
any finite being as the very Summit of all being. It is the Being whose very 
essence is to be by reason of its own absolute necessity to be. This necessity 
is not a constraint or a limitation on its freedom, as it would be for a finite 
being, but is rather identical with its freedom to be totally all that it is. 
Though we cannot think of this identity except through the complexity of 
some composition between essence and existence, as we do for any finite 
being of experience, we have to affirm it as utterly simple in its identity, 
without reference to anything outside itself, and without any composition 
of any kind, whether between substance and accident, between form and 
matter, or between essence and act of being.

In fact, we should not even think of this Being as a particular being apart 
from other particular beings, let alone as gendered in any way. That too 
would be to turn It into something finite. What sets It apart from particular 
beings is that, as being, It is not particular, either as a this or that or as one 
kind or another. The only thing to set It apart, so to speak, is that It is posi
tively infinite. As infinite It cannot be contained in any finite being and, 
more significantly, It has to be thought of as somehow containing all finite 
being, though not as the universe contains all finite being, since the universe 
itself is not pure Act of being but only the combination or the coming to
gether of all finite beings.The infinite pure Act of being has to contain all fi
nite beings as being somehow in all of them, but without being a part of 
them or numbered among them. If we think of It as gendered in any way, it 
is because we think of It as somehow personal, with intelligence and will as 
positive infinite perfections without any real distinction between them, and 
our way of signifying such a personal Being betrays the inevitable particular
ization of our speech as either male or female in signifying anything person
al. In using the neuter to avoid this particularization of gender when refer
ring to the infinite pure Act of being, however, we are not escaping from all 
particularization in our speech. In fact, we may be getting into a worse kind 
of particularization, that of merely impersonal thinghood, which is even fur-
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ther removed from what we have to think of as the Highest or the Summit 
of being. To indicate that this particularization in our speech has to be over
come as well, we use capitals for any noun or pronoun that refers to this 
supreme Being in Itself by way of suggesting that It is highly or supremely 
personal even in its Universality.

The ultimate metaphysical task, then, with reference to the pure Act that 
is the Summit of being, is not so much to try to think of how It is separate 
from finite being in its total transcendence, but rather to think of how finite 
being is other than infinite Being without being outside of It. If the pure 
Act of being is infinite, there can be nothing outside of it. The distinction 
between finite and infinite must take place within the infinite, which means 
that finite being, from which we begin in our exploration of being as being, 
must be understood as somehow being within the Infinite.

In this sense the understanding of uncaused Cause as an extrinsic cause 
breaks down, when we understand it as pure Act of being that can only be 
infinite. This efficient and final cause cannot be understood as purely extrin
sic to its effects, as other in the way that finite efficient and final causes are 
extrinsic to their effects or separate from them in the order of the universe. 
It can only be intrinsic to its effects, that is, even more intrinsic to these 
effects than these effects are to themselves. Intimior intimo meo, in accordance 
with the phrase of Augustine: more intimate to me as the primary analogate 
of being than I am to myself in my own standing in being, for as an effect in 
its own standing, the finite being has something of the pure Act of being, its 
own act of being limited by its own standing.

At this point, at the end of metaphysics, it is the Platonic notion of partic
ipation that suggests itself as the most profound way of expressing what we 
have taken to be the most actual kind of being from the beginning. Our in
quiry has been into being understood as actual in the concrete, with human 
being as our primary analogate. This inquiry has led us to the affirmation of 
a higher being still, an absolute Summit of being that is pure Act of being. 
What we have taken to be actual from the beginning, we must take to be ac
tual only by participation in an act, an esse commune that is actual in all beings 
by participation. This does not make the being of experience any less actual 
than we have taken it to be from the beginning. It only situates this actuality 
in its more universal and infinite context of actuality, namely, that of the in
finite pure Act of being.

But if we are to speak of the being of experience as being by participa
tion, how are we to speak of the being who is the uncaused Cause of this 
being? Because this Cause is totally other than any being we know in expe-



Transcendence and Immanence 5 3 i

rience, we might be tempted to speak of it as nonbeing or at least leave be
hind all language of being in speaking of it. But this would be contrary to 
the very discourse that has led us to affirm this uncaused Cause of being as 
being. For, if we have properly demonstrated that there is a totally transcen
dent uncaused Cause of all there is in experience, it is no longer a matter of 
indifference to understand this cause as either being or not being. Even if we 
cannot in any way say what It is, we have to say that It is, and we can no 
longer say that It is not.To say that It is is true, given our demonstration. And 
to say that It is not is false. This is to speak of It in terms of being even as we 
say that It is not like any finite being we know.

What enables us to speak in this way is the analogy of being itself. To be 
sure, when we come to the Summit of being, this analogy comes to its Emit. 
The real composition of diverse finite essences with their respective acts of 
being enables us to speak of many different degrees of being even as it dis
closes itself in our experience. At the Summit, of course, we pass beyond the 
scope of this experience, but we do not leave the intelligibility of being be
hind. We pass into a totally other realm of intelligibility where there is still 
the question of understanding what being is there. Though we cannot in any 
way say what that being is, and though we may recognize that even the ques
tion “what?” as distinct from the question “whether?” may not make any sense 
with regard to this Summit of being, we still have to say that It is in some 
way that surpasses all other ways of being, which is to introduce some no
tion of essence in our speech about this totally transcendent Being. The 
problem is to do this without reducing this infinite Being to the measure of 
any finite being in our understanding, as essence has been shown to be the 
measure of the act of being received in a finite being (section 14.4).

We have already seen how this can be done, if we take the very Act of be
ing to be the essence of this supreme Being, so that there can be no real dis
tinction between the two in this Being. To be sure, in our understanding 
there is still a distinction between the essence and the act of being, since that 
is the way we still conceive being starting from our experience. But for the 
Being that we affirm at the end of metaphysics we deny that the distinction 
can be real, unlike what it has to be for any finite being.

It is important to note, however, that this denial is the denial of a denial, a 
negation of all finitude for the Being in question, setting this Being off from 
all other beings as the first and only being who is pure Act. Earlier we en
countered the problem of speaking of finite beings as real and distinct from 
this infinite Being without being outside of It and we spoke of them as be
ing by participation. Here, in relation to this expression with regard to caused
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beings, we have to speak of the uncaused Cause as being or as existing by its 
own essence, which cannot be said of any caused being. In this way we reit
erate something that we can understand as the conclusion of the way of 
proving the necessity of a totally transcendent Summit of being from the 
contingency of beings given in experience, namely, that It has to be ab
solutely necessary, for a being whose very essence it is to be cannot not be. 
The Being that is through its own essence cannot not be.

Having said this, however, we cannot forget that being by participation 
still has to be distinguished in reality from this Being by essence, since only 
the essence at the Summit of being can be the pure Act of being or the ab
solutely necessary Being. What distinguishes being by participation from Be
ing by essence is that the being by participation can only be a part of all that 
the Being by essence is in itself. It is a part, however, not as only a piece or a 
segment of what would be called one being as a whole, nor as a finite being 
along with other finite beings in the universe taken as a whole, but only as 
having in its own finite standing what the pure Act of being has in its own 
infinite way. This allows for each being, the finite as well as the Infinite, to 
have a standing of its own in being, but without erecting a limit of separa
tion, as if there could be something between being by participation and Be
ing by essence. It also allows for the Infinite to be more intimate to the finite 
than the finite itself, though without confusion or mixture between the two, 
since only the pure Act of being can be infinite and the finite can only be as 
a composite of an act of being limited by its essence or its standing in being.

The point is not to keep the Transcendent separate from the immanent 
but to understand the Transcendent as radically constitutive of the imma
nent in its very being. The finite is thus understood as having its very own 
standing in being through its act of being, which is by definition and com
position finite, but only in radical dependence on the pure, unparticipated, 
and hence infinite Act of being. This idea of participation in the act of being 
understood as esse commune in the universe of beings allows not only for 
each finite being to have a standing of its own in being according to its 
essence, but also for each one to be active in its own original way as part of 
nature or history in the universe.

Moreover, it allows for a wide diversity of beings according to different 
degrees of participation in both being and action. This is an important con
sideration for the understanding of being by participation, which is perhaps 
not entirely clear in an overly simplified Platonic understanding of partici
pation. In such an understanding, participation is understood mainly in 
terms of a plurality of individuals of the same kind each participating in one
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and the same form, without reference to the diversity and the order of the 
forms themselves. This simplified understanding allows for participation in a 
univocal sense, so to speak, where the plurality of individuals is understood 
as participating in one and the same genus or category of being. But it does 
not allow for participation in the full analogous sense of being, which entails 
a wide diversity of being according to form as well as pluralities of individu
als within the diverse forms.

When we think of being by participation, we must not think of being as 
if it were a single genus in which all beings participate equally or univocally, 
but rather as a rich diversity in which the highest Being discloses its richness 
through a diversity of forms, from the human down to the inanimate. This 
rich diversity of being by participation, which includes the free initiative of 
human beings, is important for appreciating the surpassing richness of the 
Being by essence, which is not a supreme genus of being but a totally tran
scendent pure Act of being.

19.2 Creation
This brings us to the question of how being by participation relates to 

Being by essence. For it is important to understand not only how the diver
sity of finite beings can have a standing of its own in being according to a 
diversity of essences that each limit their act of being diversely, but also how 
each finite being, or the totality of all finite beings, still relates to the pure 
infinite Act of being. This brings us back to an idea we alluded to earlier, in 
connection with coming to be, but which we then said could not be prop
erly discussed until we had come to some understanding of a first universal 
Cause of being. This is the idea of creation, which has to do with the causing 
of being precisely as being or, more exactly, with the radical ontological de
pendence of all finite being on the infinite Being.

We alluded to this idea earlier in speaking of coming to be and the Par- 
menidean axiom that from nothing nothing comes, which could be under
stood as denying the idea of creation from nothing (sections 12.1-2). At the 
time we were dealing with the question of coming to be and we saw how a 
distinction had to be made between coming to be from matter as being in 
potency and not simply from nothing or privation. Matter is not nothing, 
but as being in potency it is that from which something comes to be in act. 
This is the way we saw Aristotle get around Parmenides’ axiom in order to 
allow for coming to be and ceasing to be in being. Coming to be is not from 
nothing, but from matter. But we also pointed out that this way of getting 
around Parmenides did not have to do directly with the question of creation
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from nothing, but rather with coining to be simply from the nothingness of 
the composite that comes to be. Creation from nothing in the strict sense of the 
term is another question with which we were not then prepared to deal. 
Now finally, at the end of metaphysics, we are in a better position to deal 
with it.

How is the idea of creation to be understood properly as a matter of cau
sation, not just in becoming, but in being precisely as being or as a matter of 
strict ontological dependence on the first universal Cause of being? In con
trast to the axiom of Parmenides, we have to say that creation is somehow a 
coming to be from nothing. The universal Cause of being as being is the 
cause of everything in being, including the matter or the being in potency 

from which anything comes to be, though not of Itself, as Spinoza would 
have it, since It is uncaused. But at the same time we have to ask in what 
sense creation is a coming to be, if what is created is also something that 
comes to be and ceases to be. For Parmenides the axiom meant that there 
could be no coming to be, since coming to be for him would be either 
from nothing or from being and in either case there was a contradiction, the 
fundamental contradiction between being and not-being.As we saw, Aristo
tle introduced a third term to get around this contradiction, namely, that of 
being in potency, which is neither actual being nor simply nonbeing, but 
something positive in between, something that can become one thing or 
another, depending on the form that comes to be actualized in it, as we saw 
in section 12.1.

This is why Aristotle was led to posit three principles of becoming: two 
principles that are per se or constitutive of the being, namely, being in poten
cy, or matter, and its actual form, and a third principle that is per accidens, 
namely, privation, insofar as matter is in potency to a form or to forms other 
than the one currently actualizing it. In this way he was able to both agree 
with the axiom of Parmenides and allow for coming to be by distinguishing 
between coming-to-be-from per se and coming-to-be-from per accidens. 
Speaking absolutely or abstractly, it is still true that from nothing nothing 
comes. What comes to be does not come to beperse from nothing nor from 
actual being. It comes to be per se from being in potency or from matter as a 
principle of being. On the other hand, it does come to be from nothing, or 
from privation, but only per accidens, that is, only insofar as the matter that is 
now actualized by this form was previously actualized in another individual 
by another form, which entailed the absence or the privation of its present 
actual form. What comes to be does not come to be from nonbeing ab
solutely, but rather from the nonbeing of itself—ex nihilo sui—as it comes to
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be from the potency of its matter that was at one time a potency actualized 
by another form.

In this sense there is something that does come from nothing, but only if 
we take that something to be an individual that was not before, something 
that Parmenides did not allow for in his conception of being. But the indi
vidual does not come to be from nothing absolutely. It comes to be from the 
nonbeing of itself which was a privation in the potency of the matter from 
which the individual comes to be.

All this is said about an order of being in which there are individuals that 
do come to be as composites of matter and form. Would it be said, however, 
about an order of being in which there is no composition of matter and 
form, but only pure forms, or no coming to be and ceasing to be, even 
though there might be some composition of matter and form?

We do not have to suppose here that there is such an order of determi
nate beings higher than human being other than the universal uncaused 
Cause, the affirmation of whose existence we have demonstrated to be nec
essary. But if we try to think of beings such as pure forms without matter or 
even composites of form and matter in which the form totally exhausts the 
potency of its matter, so that there is no privation to make them subject to 
change or coming to be and ceasing to be, as Aristotle did for the heavenly 
bodies, we shall find that for such beings there can be no coming to be or 
ceasing to be, or at least no way of understanding how they can come to be 
or cease to be, since there would be in them no being in potency such as we 
find in individuals that do come to be and cease to be. In fact, such beings 
could not be strictly thought of as individuals of a species, since each one 
would be a species unto itself. Nevertheless, for such beings could there not 
still be a question of creation, apart from all coming to be and ceasing to be, 
and could we not still speak of a radical ontological dependence upon the 
absolutely first and universal Cause of being?

We raise this question about finite beings that would not come to be or 
cease to be not in order to speculate on their existence, if there are any, but 
rather in order to focus more clearly on the question that still remains about 
being as such even after the question of coming-to-be-from has been settled 
for individual composites of matter and form. Is there still something from 
which pure forms or incorruptible composites would be, even as necessary 
beings apart from any coming to be? If we say there is, are we not simply 
falling back into treating these pure forms as things that only come to be? 
But if we say that there is not something from which they come to be, what 
else is there to say, if not what is meant by creation in the strict metaphysical
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sense of a radical ontological dependence upon the universal Cause of being 
as being which we have to speak of as the Source, or the Whence, on which 
all finite beings depend, though not as the origin or as that from which we 
think of material things as coming to be.

It is impossible for us to represent or to understand creation except as a 
coming to be, given our way of understand being from things that come to 
be and cease to be. This is why we have to think of it as a coming to be from 
nothing in some sense, something that can already be said of any individual 
that comes to be as coming to be from the nothing of itself—ex nihilo sui. 
But to speak less improperly of creation in the radical ontological sense we 
must go one step further and speak of a coming to be of an individual not 
just from the nothing of itself, but also from the nothing of any subject of 
change—ex nihilo sui et subjecti. When something comes to be simply from 
the nothing of itself, it is still coming to be per se from a subject of change or 
from the potency of some matter. To think of something properly as created 
in being we have to think of it as not from any subject of change whatever, 
or rather we must think of the subject itself or being in potency as itself cre
ated along with its form as part of the composite that comes to be (see ST I, 
42, 2). In the creation of being there is nothing presupposed except the act 
of the Creator itself as absolute Source, the act that has to be presupposed 
for any finite being as a composite of essence and its act of being, even 
where there is no coming to be or ceasing to be but only the necessary be
ing of a pure determinate form without matter.

At this point it should become clear that we are no longer talking about 
“coming to be” in the ordinary sense or in any immediate sense of the term. 
To speak of “coming to be” without a subject of change is no longer to speak 
of a change as we understand it in becoming. In fact, creation can be thought 
of without reference to any thought of coming to be or of what we can 
speak of as contingency or the potency to not be as well as to be, but only 
with reference to the absolute necessity of a totally transcendent Summit of 
being. A finite being, even if it is necessary by reason of its determinate form 
or essence, so that it has no contingency to not being, is still a created being. 
There is creation not only of things that come to be and cease to be, but also 
of any being, no matter how necessary or eternal it may be in its essence, if it 
is a finite or determinate being.

In other words, to be created does not depend strictly on coming to be. It 
is not a matter of contingency in the sense of a potency to not be as well as 
to be. It is rather a matter of a strict ontological dependence on the first uni-
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versal Cause of being for any being other than this uncaused Cause, whether 
necessary or contingent in its own ontological constitution.

Thus, in saying that creation is a coming to be from the nothing of itself 
and of any subject of change, we are still not going against the rationale of Par
menides’ axiom. In appealing to a subject as being in potency to get around 
the contradiction expressed in the axiom, Aristotle was speaking only of be
ing in process or of coming to be. He was not speaking of creation as we are 
trying to speak of it here. In speaking of creation here we mean a dependence 
in being such that what is thought of as being, whether it is thought of as 
contingent, that is, as subject to coming to be and ceasing to be, as most be
ings that disclose themselves in our experience appear to do, or whether it is 
thought of as necessary, as perhaps some other kinds of beings such as pure 
or separate forms might be, has to be thought of in either case as depending 
ontologically in its very being from the first uncaused Cause.

It is important to keep in mind that we can say this not from the stand
point of the Creator, which, whatever It may be, simply surpasses our under
standing, but only from the standpoint of what is caused, where being dis
closes itself. In this disclosure it is understood not only as finite but also as a 
composite of what it is and its act of being. And it is in this composition that 
it is understood as ontologically dependent on an infinite Act that is the 
Summit of all being, as we have shown in section 14.4. Through this compo
sition of its essence with its act of being, in which the essence limits as it re
ceives its act of being, the created being is distinguished as a being both from 
the infinite Act of being and from every other finite being that is similarly 
composed according to its own essence and similarly dependent on the one 
infinite Act of being at the summit, in relation to which all finite beings in 
their diversity are understood as being radically or ontologically dependent.

In thinking of the act of being of any finite essence as received, we might 
also think of it as given by the Creator. For, as Aquinas says, creation termi
nates in the esse or the act of being of creatures. But this does not give us any 
purchase on the act of creation itself as it flows from the Creator. It is said 
only from the standpoint of an act as received, that is, as limited by its 
essence, an essence that cannot be understood as given or even as concretely 
possible without its act of being.

The thought of merely possible essences or merely possible worlds does 
not properly enter the thought of creation as a radical ontological depend
ence. To be sure, if we think of the Creator as acting through intelligence 
and will, as we must, we might entertain the thought that It might have ere-
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ated other essences and other worlds. But that is already an unjustifiable 
transgression beyond the metaphysical thought of creation. It presupposes 
that we can adopt the viewpoint of the Creator in creating, as we sometimes 
adopt the viewpoint of an artist in producing his work of art. But, as Aquinas 
also says (Pot 3, 14, ad 6), creation in the strict sense of the term is an art to 
which we have no direct access. Our only access to it is in the term or in the 
result of the art or of the act, namely, in the universe of beings in act from 
which we begin in our metaphysical reflection on being as being.

In a metaphysics of being as given in the concrete, even with the thought 
of creation, there can be no proper thought of “possible worlds” or “the best 
possible world,” since such a “thought” is not only purely abstract, and hence 
removed from being in act, but also presupposes that we can rise to the 
standpoint of the Creator. As we have argued, this is something we simply 
cannot do. We cannot penetrate into the thought of the One who is about 
to create the world, as Hegel claims at the beginning of his Logic or as Leib
niz presupposes in arguing that the most perfect being had to produce “the 
best possible world.” If we reflect upon it carefully, the very idea of a “most 
perfect world” does not make any metaphysical sense, for it presupposes 
some kind of necessary proportion between what can only be something fi
nite, any created world, and an infinite Act, whereas the difference, if we can 
call it that, between the Infinite act and anything finite can only be infinite.

For a metaphysics of the concrete, there is ultimately only the thought of 
the actual world, which is the best there is in our experience and which 
gives us the best, if not the only, access to the thought of creation as radical 
ontological dependence on the Creator. We know creation only from what is 
actually created, and not from what might have been from the standpoint of 
our finite understanding or even our infinite reason, which is still tied to our 
understanding of what is given or what discloses itself as being in experience.

To clarify this metaphysical understanding of creation further, two more 
questions should be asked, one concerning prime matter or being in poten
cy as such, the other concerning the freedom or necessity of creation itself as 
an act of the Creator. Concerning matter as being in potency, we must keep 
in mind that it does not come to be or cease to be in the strict sense, though 
it is the principle of coming to be. What comes to be or ceases to be proper
ly is the individual composite of form and matter. And it comes to be from 
matter that previously was only in potency to the form under which it 
comes to be or the form of this individual that has come to be. Indeed, in 
the matter of this individual there remains some potency to other forms as 
well, so that it too can or will eventually cease to be. Can it be said that
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prime matter so understood, or mere being in potency, which is not noth
ing, is itself created even though it does not strictly come to be or cease to 
be and appears to be perpetual as being in potency?

This is not to ask whether pure being in potency can be created apart 
from being in act. That would make no sense, since being in potency is un
derstood concretely as being only in its composition with some act. In distin
guishing prime matter from substantial form in material substance, we did 
not say that it could exist by itself any more than we said it could come to be 
or cease to be as such. Prime matter “exists” or is only as a constitutive prin
ciple, along with its form, of an individual that has come to be, the individual 
whose essence is not only a composite of form and matter but is also in com
position with its act of being. To ask whether pure being in potency is created 
is to ask whether pure being in potency, or prime matter, as distinct from 
form in an individual essence, still comes under creation, or is it something 
that is presupposed by creation as it is by the demiurge in Plato’s Timaeus?

This question brings us back to the classical expression for creation that we 
saw earlier in terms of coming to be from nothing. The expression states 
quite precisely that creation is the production of something in being from the 
nothingness of itself and of any subject of change whatsoever. We can under
stand how an individual comes into being through the agency of an art or 
through the agency of another being of the same kind in nature. But this 
kind of production always presupposes some matter or some being in po
tency. When we say that creation is the production in being of something 
from the nothingness of any subject whatsoever, we are transcending this 
kind of production. We are speaking of a production that has to include the 
very potency or matter from which what is created is also coming to be, if 
the thing produced is a being that comes to be and ceases to be. We are talk
ing about the production of any finite being, even where there is no contin
gency to not being as well as being but only necessity that attaches to a de
terminate form as such.

The relation of creation or radical ontological dependence does not 
merely transcend the relation of coming to be abstractly. It also includes it. 
This can be understood not from the standpoint of the Creator, which re
mains inaccessible to us even here, but from the standpoint of the ontologi
cal constitution of the created being. Creation, as we saw, terminates in the 
act of being of a creature. This act, however, is not some abstract act that 
would be infinite by itself. As received in what is or is created, for here we 
must understand being simply as being created, the act of being is limited by 
its essence.
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If the essence, or the form, is further limited by being received in a sub
ject that is principle of individuation as well as principle of becoming, as we 
argued with regard to beings that come to be and cease to be, then the act of 
being of such a being is further limited to such individuation and becoming. 
In being thus received, however, the act of being does not presuppose matter 
as the principle of individuation and becoming without having been creat
ed, since nothing is actually except by its act of being. The act of being simply 
includes being-in-process as part of the essence that receives it and that it 
actualizes. Being in potency is not anything by itself, but only in composi
tion with something that actualizes it. What is actually is being and, if actual 
being is in process, the process itself as essential to what is comes under being 
and hence under the act of creation. In actualizing a form that requires mat
ter for its proper individuation, the act of being is at the same time actualiz
ing the matter in process.

There is nothing in the universe of determinate beings that does not 
come under creation or this radical ontological dependence in being. This 
follows from the understanding that the order of being encompasses the or
der of becoming, whereas the order of becoming cannot encompass the or
der of being, even if every being that discloses itself in experience is in be
coming.

To try to think of this radical relation of ontological dependence as dis
tinct from the relation of any dependence on prime matter or on an effi
cient cause in the immanent order of the universe can be very confusing. To 
do so we must distinguish the order of being clearly from the order of be
coming, even if everything in the universe is understood as being in a 
process of becoming. Such a process cannot be understood without some 
understanding of prime matter or being in potency as principle of becom
ing. But this does not account for the act of being of the individual essence 
that has come to be. It only accounts for the coming to be of what this act 
actualizes in being.

What there is in the end, or even in its coming to be, is still the actuality 
of the being in process or at the end of its process. This actuality is distinct 
from the essence in process and it encompasses the essence in process in its 
own act. In the concrete order of being with other determinate beings, at 
least some are in process, while others may not be, even though they are fi
nite. Finitude in being does not necessarily imply process in the strict sense 
of coming to be and ceasing to be. If we think of a finite being apart from 
any coming to be or ceasing to be, we still have to think of this being as on- 
tologically dependent on the pure infinite Act of being.
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Though a consideration of finite being apart from any coming to be or 
ceasing to be may be altogether too abstract for us, it does have the advan
tage of helping us focus on the relation of creation as radical ontological de
pendence in being without having to include the other relation of coming 
to be and ceasing to be. Needless to say, such finite beings would have to be 
thought of as somehow incorruptible or eternal, since they include no prin
ciple of coming to be or ceasing to be in their constitution, but as finite and 
composite they would still have to be thought of as created or ontologically 
dependent on the pure infinite Act of being at the Summit of being.

Concerning the question of freedom or necessity of creation itself as an 
act of the Creator, we must also say that there can be no necessity, on the 
part of the Creator, to create at all or to create one thing rather than anoth
er or one universe rather than another. Such a necessity would presuppose 
either an imperfection on the part of the first, absolutely infinite Act or 
some kind of necessary connection between some finite being and the infi
nite Act of being, both conditions which cannot be justified rationally with 
reference to the Creator who is Being by essence.

Be itself is the ultimate perfection that contains all other perfections. The 
act of being, as we saw in section 14.2, is the perfection of perfections in ac
tuality. The absolutely infinite and pure Act of being, who is Being by 
essence, can only be thought of as absolutely perfect in Itself, even though 
we cannot fathom what It is in Itself. In other words, the pure Act of being, 
in Its infinite perfection, cannot need anything apart from Itself, unlike even 
the most perfect finite being we might think of, who can still be wanting of 
something by reason of its limiting composition of an act with some poten
cy and who, precisely as finite, is also limited by the presence of other finite 
beings. It is not what any other finite being is, which is no less lacking some 
perfection. The pure Act of being is not lacking in any perfection, so that it 
would not have to perfect itself by creating, as Hegel’s World Spirit has to 
perfect itself through history or Whitehead s highest actuality has to perfect 
itself through a process.

Nor can any finite being have any necessary binding relation on the Cre
ator, for in its finitude it can never do anything more than fall short of the 
infinite Act of being which is by its own essence. Not only is the finite being 
not necessary for what is the radical Source of its being. It is also not suffi
cient in any way to return to that Source. It falls short of the true Infinite in 
both directions, so to speak, either as coming from or as returning to, even 
though we have to think of it as both coming from and returning to the In
finite, since everything that comes to be, whether from the potency of some
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subject or from nothing, has an inclination to return to its Source or to 
somehow become like It, as the infant, that is, one who cannot yet speak, has 
an inclination to become an adult, that is, one who can reproduce its own 
word as well as another of its own kind.

If there is any necessity in creation, it can only be on the part of the crea
ture, which depends ontologically on the totally free act of the Creator in its 
very being. Such necessity, however, does not in any way determine the ab
solutely prior act of creation. It results from this act and it follows upon the 
form that is created. It presupposes a certain intention or a certain will to 
create, not just generally, but to create this being in this world, which is cre
ated with its perfection and imperfection still to be perfected through the 
interaction of its parts. It is a necessity that follows from this supposition (ne- 
cessitas ex suppositione) and that it is for us to discover through our critical re
flection on being as it is given to us in experience.

Free on the part of the Creator, creation entails necessity on the part of 
the creature that is determined as either one kind of being or another and as 
this individual or that. It is in relation to these determinate beings that we 
come to understand what necessity there is in creation understood as being 
in the concrete. It is from this creation, where being discloses itself as deter
minate, that we come to understand even the principles of reason itself, in
cluding the most fundamental principle from which necessity flows to all 
other principles, namely, that we cannot both affirm and deny the same 
thing simultaneously, for in understanding one finite or determinate being 
we understand that it cannot at the same time be another finite or determi
nate being (Ver 5, 2, ad 7). It is from this initial division among finite or cre
ated beings that our inquiry into being as being begins.

Thus, the more we think about creation, the more we come to under
stand that we cannot understand it from the standpoint of the act itself of 
the Creator. Rational metaphysical discourse on being as being leads us to It 
from the standpoint of finite and therefore created being, but It cannot lead 
us into It. Whatever we can say about it is from the standpoint of the gifted 
and never from the standpoint of the Giver. In saying, however, that creation 
is a free act on the part of the Creator, we are implying that it is somehow 
an act of intelligence and will. We cannot fathom the wisdom from which 
this act follows. The wisdom whence flows the universe of being we know in 
experience remains hidden from us in itself. We can only understand what is 
disclosed of It in what is effected by It or by what flows from It.

Nor can we enter into what we have to think of as the deliberation that 
must have gone into this act, for that too would be to presuppose that we



Transcendence and Immanence 543

are fathoming the absolutely transcendent wisdom of the Creator. Hence, 
even in saying that the Creator chose this universe rather than another, we 
cannot enter into what reasons It might have had for this choice. We only 
know the reasons that appear in the universe concretely, namely, the beings 
actually created. Nor can we argue that the perfectly wise and good Creator 
must have chosen the best possible world, since there can be no such thing 
as “the best possible world” from the standpoint of an absolutely first and 
pure Act of being that is being by its own essence, where other beings are 
only by participation, that is, by reason of some limitation and imperfection. 
We can only say that the Creator creates out of a totally gratuitous love for 
what is created, so gratuitous that before creation there is nothing there to 
love and after creation or rather through creation there is the call back to its 
Source as to its End.

19.3 The True Mystery of Being
It is not contrary to reason to speak of mystery in being. In fact, it is nec

essary to speak of mystery when we come to the end of reason’s power to 
investigate. Many have spoken of the mystery of being and the mystery of 
the universe, including physicalists who deny any necessity to affirm a Cre
ator (Post 128—31) or humanists who find human being and the universe 
self-sufficient (Munitz 1965). But they have spoken of mystery only as per
taining to the universe or to existence as a whole, as if reason did not have 
access to the intelligibility of these ultimate dimensions of being as it pres
ents itself in experience. We have argued that, even in these ultimate dimen
sions, being is not strictly mysterious, inasmuch as reason still has access to 
this totality of being. But there is still good reason for speaking of mystery in 
being, on the condition that we locate the mystery, so to speak, where it be
longs, in the Creator rather than in what is created.

To speak of mystery in a properly metaphysical sense, it is not enough to 
speak of where our knowledge ends or where our ignorance continues in 
any particular sphere of being. Such a divide may be found in any particular 
science and it does not denote any mystery in the metaphysical sense of the 
term. It denotes more a sense of wonder peculiar to a particular science that 
gives rise to further rational inquiry into the subject of that science. And 
though there is wonder about what the answer to our questions might be, 
there is no anticipation that these answers will surpass our capacity to un
derstand.

Not so with the true sense of mystery that comes at the end of meta
physics. To be sure, there is still a certain fine of demarcation between what
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we have understood of being and what we have yet to understand. But the 
two sides of the line are no longer proportionate to one another. It is no 
longer a beyond in which “the other side” is still somehow like “this side.” In 
fact, it is not another side at all, since that would only make it another finite 
side opposed to this finite side. In this we must agree with Hegel when he 
argues that the true infinite is not beyond reason in its infinite movement. 
We cannot agree with him, however, when he claims to take hold of this in
finite in absolute knowing or in the Science of Logic. Far from understanding 
being “prior to creation,” as Hegel claims, this logic is still only a logic of fi
nite being locked in a dialectic of opposition wherein the true Infinite or 
the pure Act of being cannot be absorbed.

Hegel’s Logic begins with an opposition between pure be (das reine Sein) 
and pure not-be (das reine nicht-Sein), which are then understood as the 
same. Try as it will, reason in this logic never gets beyond this basic opposi
tion of the principle of contradiction which, as we have just shown with re
gard to the fundamental opposition between affirmation and negation, pre
supposes creation. It only sinks immediately into becoming and into the 
opposition between determinate beings, where the logic of the infinite is 
understood only in relation to the opposition or the determinacy among fi
nite beings (WL I, Bk I, sect. I, ch. 2). It never rises above this opposition, ex
cept in an Idea that in the end is still understood only in relation to this op
position, just as absolute knowing is understood as only relative to the 
phenomenological movement through which it arises. Far from resolving or 
dissolving the mystery of the Creator, Hegel’s Logic only leaves us gaping 
into it at the summit where being by participation, in which opposition is first 
found, hangs from Being by essence, where there is no real distinction and no 
opposition of any kind, not even that between being and not being.

This follows from our understanding of the necessity to affirm a totally 
transcendent universal first Cause of being as being and the idea of creation 
that follows from it, since in coming to this affirmation we come to under
stand that we cannot possibly understand what we have yet to understand in 
affirming a Creator. What we understand properly of being is still only what 
is given to us to understand in experience and not what the Giver is of this 
gift. This is clear from what we have said about creation in the strict meta
physical sense of a radically ontological dependence in being. What there is 
on the other side of this affirmation, so to speak, is something that we not 
only do not understand but that we also cannot possibly understand, no 
matter how far into the infinite our reason might reach. In this way we 
come to understand that the science of being as being has ultimately to re-
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solve itself into a mystery, the mystery of the Creator Itself, Who is affirmed 
to be in its act of creating and not just in the infinite rationality of any finite 
being, which is understood only as ontologically dependent in its very being 
on this infinite pure Act of being.

With this understanding of creation as a radically ontological dependence 
on a Creator whose essence we cannot encompass in our reason, we come 
also to a better understanding of the way in which the science of being as 
being, or ontology, can resolve itself into a theology, if we take our idea of 
the Creator to refer to what is also referred to as God (theos) in religion. We 
have argued against calling this science a theology from the beginning, since 
the subject of its investigation is not God but being as being or being as giv
en in experience. As we now understand it better than we could at the be
ginning, this being is created being and can only be created being, even 
though at the end of our inquiry we come to the necessity of affirming a to
tally transcendent uncreated Being as the mysterious Source of this being.To 
be sure, this final affirmation has some theological ramifications, insofar as it 
refers to the same Being as what religion refers to as God. But this reference 
does not change our ontology into any sort of positive theology, which 
would presuppose that we somehow know what the Creator is in Itself.

Aristotle did allow for this name of theology for the science whose sub
ject he thought had to be determined in terms of being precisely as being. 
This is something he could do more readily than we can, since for him any
thing above nature here below was somehow divine, including the heavenly 
bodies (Metaph 1026a 17—18). For us, however, who have come to a more 
clear idea of creation and the Creator, this overlapping of terms cannot be 
accepted so readily, when we focus properly on what is the subject of our 
science and what would be the subject of theology as a science, in the strict 
sense of a rational investigation. Strictly speaking, the subject of theology, or 
of a science of God, would have to be God as God or as Creator. This would 
presuppose that we can know what God is as we know what finite being is in 
our experience. But as we have shown with regard to the Creator as the in
finite pure Act of being, we cannot know what God is in any way, at least not 
in the way we come to know what beings are in our experience.

If there were to be a science of God in the strict sense of the term, it 
would have to presuppose a knowledge of God that is totally other than 
anything we can have in metaphysics or philosophy, a knowledge in which 
God as God would be the subject of consideration and in which there 
would still be room for rational investigation. In other words, this would be 
a theology based on divine revelation to human beings, where God, who is
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the only one to know what It is in Itself or in all that It does, reveals some
thing of Itself to a being who still has to investigate, by rational means, what 
is meant in the revelation. This is the way Aquinas, for example, understands 
his enterprise of theology as distinct from philosophy or from the science of 
being as being, which somehow refers to everything even though it cannot 
understand what God is as God (STI,  i, i, ad i; Blanchette 1976). Quite re
markably, this theology can still use philosophy in its reasoning on what is 
revealed, as Aquinas does extensively, to make what is revealed more mani
fest in human knowing (ST I, 1,4, ad 2). But it does not transform philoso
phy into theology, given the radical, not to say infinite, difference between 
the subjects of the two sciences that philosophy itself, as well as theology, has 
to affirm. Philosophy remains only an ontology, and not a theology, even 
though at its summit it is open to some theology and can be used in an in
vestigative theology such as that of Aquinas based on Articles of Faith.

But does this openness of ontology at its summit to theology allow us to 
speak of it as an onto-theology in the modern sense of the term, that is, as 
Heidegger uses it with reference to Kant and Hegel? It is Kant who first 
uses the term onto-theology with reference to what he calls physicotheo- 
logical proofs for the existence of God (KrV A632; B660). While denying 
the validity of such proofs, he still thinks they can be of some use in deter
mining what God is as God, once the existence of God can be proved on 
other grounds or at least postulated on the grounds that such an Idea is nec
essary from the standpoint of pure practical reason. Thus, in spite of his ag
nosticism with regard to God in the realm of pure speculative reason, both 
as to whether God is and as to what God is, Kant still reasons as if some de
termination of what God is as God can be arrived at on the basis of what 
we know about being as given in experience. This is the idea of an onto- 
theology, which Hegel is more than willing to take over, not only to rein
state the ontological argument by turning the idea around into one of theo- 
ontology, but also by proceeding as if everything, spirit as well as nature, 
could be derived from his Science of Logic, bypassing the entire question of 
the total transcendence of the Creator in relation to the totality of creation 
or of finite beings.

If this is what is meant by modern onto-theology, then clearly the ontol
ogy that we have reconstructed is not an onto-theology, since it is contrary 
to what we have had to say about the impossibility of our knowing what 
God is in Itself from where we stand at the end of this science. Heidegger 
was quite right in rejecting this modern ontology as irrelevant to the ques
tion of be or being, but he was not right in thinking that all ontology or
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metaphysics is reducible to such onto-theology. In this he was still too sub
servient to the rationalist supposition of Kant’s own approach to the ques
tion of being as expressed in the idea of an onto-theology. Such an idea has 
to be rejected at the end of metaphysics as well as at the beginning.

It is not just that human being is the clearing in which being discloses it
self. What discloses itself is the being that we understand according to what it 
is in its own standing or essence. In raising the question of being as being, as 
mysterious as this may seem to any of the particular sciences, we do not en
ter immediately into the mystery of being, as the Heideggerian deconstruc
tion of finite being would perhaps have us think. We enter rather into what 
can be understood of finite being, its properties, and its causes. It is the anal
ogy of being itself that opens the way for this understanding, the way we 
have tried to follow it in this rational discourse on being as being. To the ex
tent that we have come to some understanding of being as being according 
to its principles and causes, we have penetrated what appears as mystery 
from the standpoint of particular sciences and what is for Heidegger the 
true question of being, the question of be as be (Sein als Sein) which is pre
supposed but left unasked in what Heidegger thinks of as the question of 
being as being (Seiende als Seiende).

But in raising the question of a totally transcendent Summit of being and 
in affirming the necessity of such a Being, we have indicated or signified 
more truly where the mystery of being lies most properly, in that which re
mains unasked (im Fraglosen), even in the question of finite be as be. We have 
come to the necessity of a question that must be asked at the end of meta
physics, namely, what is this totally transcendent Being in Itself, but which 
cannot be answered from the standpoint of metaphysics, since from this 
standpoint we can only express being according to a mode of composition 
while recognizing that the totally transcendent Being cannot be a composite 
of any kind. At the end of metaphysics we can only encounter the impene
trable mystery of being as such, which is the Source of being as being pre
cisely in its actuality, but we cannot enter into it. This is where the analogy 
of being leads us and where it ultimately leaves us, in the recognition and 
the necessary affirmation of a Being that is totally transcendent in relation to 
any being that discloses itself in experience.

But if metaphysics ends with this affirmation of a Being that cannot be 
known according to what It is, is there not some sense in which ontology 
does ultimately resolve itself into a theology? Yes, but if not a positive theol
ogy or any sort of onto-theology, what kind of theology? Given what we 
have said of the impossibility of our knowing what the totally transcendent
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Being is in Itself, it can only be a negative theology, a via negativa, which 
tries to say not what God is or how God is, but rather what God is not or how 
God is not, as Aquinas puts it (ST  I, 3).This is no mean theology, when it is 
informed by all that we know of finite being and, through it, of the act of 
being. It is, for example, the theology that Aquinas develops at some length 
when he tries to speak of the attributes of God, such as God’s simplicity, 
perfection, goodness, infinity, immutability, eternity, or unity, starting always 
from what we know about composite, imperfect, finite, mutable, temporal, 
and multiple being. This negative theology opens us to a broader under
standing of what we are as finite beings, creatures of God, but it also leaves 
untouched the essence of God as God or of the uncaused Cause, which is 
the ultimate mystery of being.

The mystery, it should be carefully noted, is not impenetrable because it 
is too dark, but rather because there is too much light in it for us to see 
clearly in the clearing where being discloses itself. Plato and Aristotle both 
spoke of how the brilliance of the divine origin of being strikes our intelli
gence as the bright light of day strikes the eyes of bats (Soph 254 A-B & 
Metaph 993b 7—11). It is we who remain in the dark with regard to what this 
first Cause of being is in Itself, even though the slight glimpse we have that 
it is is the highest beacon of light we have from being. This beacon is the 
mystery in which the light of being bathes and basks. And it is in the light of 
finite being that we come to God as a Light that is beyond all light for us. In 
order to say less improperly in what this mysterious Light consists we must 
leave the positive way of analogy, going from effect to cause, and recognize 
that we are entering into a depth of being that we cannot fathom but that 
must be expressed as a negation of all negation.

In this way metaphysics can open the way for a certain negative theology 
in which what is said makes no pretense of expressing what the Creator is, 
knows, or even wills, except as it is made manifest in actually created being. 
But this theology has no positive content other than that expressed in the 
affirmation that there is a Creator. It must not stand in the way of entering 
into the mystery of creation itself or of whatever else the Creator might 
will. This is rather a way that must be opened up systematically and hence 
necessarily at the end of metaphysics to whatever comes from the Giver of 
being and of ultimate meaning in being, a way that cannot be opened up 
unless we affirm the necessity of this totally transcendent Being.

Here we come up against what is perhaps the final objection to meta
physics in the name of some negative theology, where it is claimed that we 
must learn to speak about God without being (Marion 1991), because sup-
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posedly metaphysics leaves us only with an idol and not with the true God. 
An idol, according to this view, is something that closes off vision or under
standing and keeps it from going beyond itself, unlike an icon, which opens 
a way beyond itself (Marion 7-24). But this view of metaphysics is based on 
an inadequate view of the science of being as being, the modern essentialist 
view of being which has come to an end in Nietzsche and Heidegger with 
proclamations of the death of God and nihilism.

Without trying to defend this inadequate view of metaphysics, which has 
been rightly deconstructed, we must defend or reconstruct a less inadequate 
view that is necessary for understanding any theology or discourse about 
God. It is not enough to reject the idolatry that may follow from the mod
ern essentialist conception of being. It is also important to reject the atheism 
that is sometimes thought to follow from this rejection of idolatry or super
stition, because otherwise we are left without any way of speaking positively 
about God as Being and not nothing. This is important for the truth of reli
gion itself as well as for the truth of metaphysics.

There is no need to go back over the various ways in which the argu
ment for the necessity of a totally transcendent Summit of being has been 
made. The short way of expressing the conclusion to that argument in reli
gious terms is to say: God is. It is important to note, however, that what is 
affirmed at the summit is not a cap that would close finite being in upon it
self. That would be to idolize finite being, which is what we find not just in 
superstition but also in nihilism or any sort of self-sufficiency in finitude. 
There is superstition or idolatry on either side as long as the question of a 
relation to the truly infinite Being has not been recognized. What is affirmed 
at the end of metaphysics is not a barrier, but an opening into what we can 
only speak of as something totally Transcendent. And it is an essential part of 
the argument to conclude with this opening as well as with affirming that 
God is, for that is in the very nature of this affirmation that concludes our 
rational discourse on being as being.

In the end we do not merely affirm that there is something, a being like 
any other being we know. That could be just another composite finite be
ing. We affirm an infinite, absolutely simple, pure Act of being. Nor do we 
affirm It according to our way of knowing or signifying It, which still entails 
some composition and finitude. For, as we saw from the beginning, we al
ways signify being according to a mode of concretion and composition. This 
is true even when we speak of God as a “being.”

When we affirm the necessity of a totally transcendent Summit of being, 
however, we do not affirm the mode of this signifying. We only affirm what-
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ever there is that is as totally transcendent at the summit, without knowing 
precisely what that is, but knowing at least that It is, though not according to 
the mode of our signifying or the mode of any finite being we do know ac
cording to our mode of signifying. In fact, we affirm that we cannot possibly 
know what that Being is in Itself or make an idol of It, for that would be 
contrary to what we know in the final conclusion, which, paradoxically, 
cannot include what it concludes to.

Having said this about our way of signifying being and its total inadequa
cy in expressing what God is as God, however, we cannot then turn around 
and say that it makes no difference whether we say that God is or that God 
is not, because, as it is said, in either case we still do not know what we are 
talking about. The truth of the proposition that God is in metaphysics is still 
an important truth for religion. It is a way into the truth of religion. For, if 
we say that God is not, then there is no way into that truth. This is a matter 
not just of common sense, but of metaphysical and theological sense as well.

If we say that God is dead, there is nothing left to do but dispose of the 
corpse. If we say that there is no God, there is nothing more to be said about 
the matter. If we wish to say anything about God, we must begin by saying 
that, whatever God is in God’s infinite transcendence, God is. In doing so 
we invoke not only the analogy of different degrees of being, to get to the 
idea of a highest Being, but also the principle of noncontradiction with re
gard to the Summit of being. Having formulated the necessity of such a Be
ing, we cannot both affirm and deny that It is. If the affirmation is true, then 
the negation must be false. Nor is it enough to say that what is being 
affirmed or denied in a particular case is only an idol, and not God. In reli
gion at least, and in a metaphysics of the act of being, we still have to say that 
God is and acknowledge the ultimate falsity of atheism.

Nor does saying that God is lock us into any particular conception that 
would be idolatrous or superstitious. What we affirm in the end is a necessi
ty that opens directly into the transcendent and in affirming this transcen
dent as Being we do not affirm It as being in any way composite or finite or 
determinate. The simple affirmation that God, taken as totally transcendent 
Summit of being, is, breaks through and out of every possible limitation by a 
double negation that rides on the conception of being as act.

The act of being is always understood as limited when it is in composi
tion with or received in a finite essence. In this way it is also diversified and 
multiplied, as we come to know it in the world of finite beings. But if we try 
to understand the act of being as pure Act apart from any composition with 
a finite essence, we have to understand it as unlimited, unique, and transcen-
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dent at the summit of diversified being. This is not a definition that express
es what God is as God, or at least it is not a definition that we can properly 
understand, since the only being we can properly understand is a finite be
ing. But it is an idea that enables us to discern the difference between the 
truth of the proposition that God is from its contradictory. Without this un
derstanding with regard to the infinite Act of being, which is by Its own 
essence, we would have no way of getting beyond the threshold of finite be
ing into the true mystery of Being. With it we can speak truthfully about the 
God who is. Without it we run the risk not only of falling into nihilism or 
atheism, but also of turning any revelation of the divine in the world of ex
perience, even every “icon,” including the Word of God made flesh, into an 
idol, which is anything but God.

19.4 The Necessity of the Supernatural
In speaking of the true mystery of being, however, we are speaking of a 

truth that is no longer merely metaphysical but rather more properly reli
gious. This entails a discourse that totally transcends that of metaphysics. We 
have already referred to this religious dimension of truth in speaking of the
ology. Though we have come to the end of metaphysics, we cannot end it 
without saying something more about this religious dimension of truth, es
pecially in terms of its necessity at the end of metaphysics. How can we do 
this without transgressing beyond the discourse open to metaphysics into a 
discourse that, by its own definition as well as that of religion, metaphysics 
cannot enter into?

Let us think back to the notion of theology we have already referred to as 
the science that would have God as the subject of its consideration. We have 
argued that metaphysics, by itself as the science of being as being, cannot 
give rise to any kind of positive theology of this kind, since that would have 
to presuppose that it can give us an account of what God is as God, which, as 
we have also argued, metaphysics cannot do. We have also argued that there 
can be no onto-theology in any strict sense of the term, much less a theo- 
ontology in the Hegelian sense of the term, since that would entail a radical 
misunderstanding of creation as a fundamental ontological dependence in fi
nite being precisely as being and, even more so, a misunderstanding of the 
pure infinite Act of being as the Source of being.

The only kind of theology that is possible at the end of metaphysics is a 
negative theology, because that does not claim to say anything about what 
God is as God but only what God is not, from the standpoint of created and 
finite being. Can we say that such a theology is truly a discourse about God
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or is it still only a discourse about the creature? Is there a natural theology, as 
some like to speak about it, at the end of metaphysics or is all theology ulti
mately supernatural, that is, discourse based on something more than a meta
physics of being, coming directly from a supernatural revelation of God?

To the extent that we insist on the need for a negative theology at the 
end of metaphysics, we must say that there can be some natural theology at 
the end of metaphysics. In fact, such a theology is important not just for 
metaphysics itself, but even for any kind of positive or supernatural theology 
based on Articles of Faith.The first thing we must know about God is,“God 
is.” Now it is true that one may know that God is by revelation or by faith in 
the word of another. But is that really knowing as we understand knowing 
in metaphysics and is it knowing enough to keep us from turning what we 
know by faith into an idol? Or do we need a demonstration that God is to 
keep us from turning our religious discourse into superstition or idolatry? 
Can we affirm the total transcendence of God without a demonstration 
such as the one we have proposed? Is there not room, even a need, for the 
elaboration of some rational argument within a discourse about the super
natural revelation?

It is not enough just to affirm that God is at the beginning of a theology. It 
is also important to understand what it is that we are affirming, or rather 
what it is that we are not affirming, and this cannot be done without a prop
er demonstration, which concludes not only that God is positively but also 
that we cannot know what that is except in a negative way. Hence the neces
sity of a negative theology at the end of metaphysics that can be called natu
ral, in that it can be demonstrated rationally, but that opens systematically 
into the supernatural, in that it demonstrates that what we are affirming can
not be known by human reasoning alone. If there is a true discourse about 
God other than this negative theology at the end of metaphysics, it is not 
one in which reason alone can discern. Yet it is one in which rational dis
course can serve in the search for some understanding of what is known or 
affirmed only by faith in a supernatural.

This is where we can understand what is profoundly wrong or inade
quate with the Hegelian claim that philosophy supersedes religion or theol
ogy. If there is a God, whose existence can only be demonstrated a posteriori 
from created being, without the possibility of understanding what It is in It
self, as we have argued, philosophy cannot supersede religion, much less re
place theology as the highest form of knowing. At the Summit of being, 
philosophy or metaphysics must declare its unknowing, not because some-
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thing lies beyond the infinite movement of reason, but because reason itself 
in its infinite movement cannot close in upon itself, much less upon the true 
Infinite. It falls short of what is affirmed at the end of metaphysics and it 
knows that it does so. It knows therefore that, if there is any content in the 
truth of religion, it cannot be reduced to the form of philosophy, and that if 
a theology can be positively articulated from the truth of this religious con
tent, it will not be reducible to the truth of philosophy.

In other words, against the Hegelian claim of absolute knowing in the 
science of logic, metaphysics must insist upon a positive content of religion 
that enables theology to supersede philosophy when it comes to speaking 
about God, both in Itself and in the world. Hegel’s philosophical interpreta
tion of Christianity is thus not true to Christian religion, but a reduction of 
it to something created, to a purely human self-actualization. This is why it 
has been interpreted both as an atheism and as a philosophy of religion, 
though it ends up as no more than a philosophy of human spirit hyposta- 
tized as World Spirit. If God, or the divine, is understood as totally imma
nent to the historical movement of reason, and one wishes to insist on a 
conception of God as totally transcendent, then one can interpret Hegel’s 
immanentism as a kind of atheism, albeit a post-Christian atheism (Gillis 
I995)-This is not, however, a true view of Christian religion, because it fails 
to recognize the radical transcendence of God as understood through the 
idea of creation as a radical ontological dependence in being at the Summit, 
not just as this transcendence is in Godself but also as God appears in histo
ry, where the Incarnation of the Creator remains even more of a mystery 
than the mystery of the Creator as Creator.

In the face of the totally transcendent Summit of being affirmed at the 
end of metaphysics, then, the situation of reason remains totally paradoxical, 
as Kierkegaard would say. It must affirm that something is and that it cannot 
know what this something is, even if God appears in history. It cannot go be
yond its affirmation that God is, even though it can still ask what God is 
without knowing how to answer that question except in a negative way.

This is not just a matter of fact, but, much more importantly, a matter of 
necessity for reason itself. What we conclude to at the end of metaphysics is 
not so much the existence of God as such, for that too would be a claim to 
know what God is, since we have to say that God’s existence is God’s very 
essence. Rather it is the simple necessity to affirm that God is. This is a ne
cessity of reason itself. But it is a necessity that reaches beyond the power of 
reason itself to understand. It is a necessity to affirm that there is something



554 T H E  S U M M I T  OF B E I N G

absolutely supernatural about the Creator-God that reason cannot attain or 
discern but that must be understood as necessary for reason itself, even 
though it cannot be attained, much less produced, by reason.

It is this necessity that is the most paradoxical for reason. For, on the one 
hand, it is affirmed most rationally, or at the summit of rationality, and yet, 
on the other hand, it is affirmed as radically transcendent, as a total reversal of 
reason itself with regard to the Transcendent. At the Summit of being reason 
turns itself around and comes to accept its own necessity as coming from the 
Creator. In creation there is not just the totally free act of creating. There is 
also the reception of a necessity to be and to act on the part of the creature, 
the necessity that reason discerns in the form of what is given in experience, 
with its own standing and with its own initiative in being, including the 
form of reason itself.

Thus in affirming the necessity of a supernatural, reason is affirming the 
necessity of something quite strange or foreign to reason, something that it 
may not be able to justify from the standpoint of reason as such but that rea
son might still have to accept as necessary from its own standpoint, if some 
higher supernatural gift is proffered gratuitously by the Creator. For just as 
creation itself, which is gratuitous from the side of the Creator, gives rise to a 
necessity in being for reason, so also a further gift from this Giver of all being 
that would transcend all power of reason would also give rise to a similar ne
cessity for reason itself that it would have to either accept or reject freely.

This follows not from any understanding of what such a supernatural gift 
might be, nor even from any understanding of the very possibility of such a 
gift, for that would still presuppose that we have direct access to the mystery 
that offers such an added gift, let alone the mystery of creation itself. If we 
have no purchase on the art of creation as such, except as it makes itself 
manifest in created being, much less do we have any purchase on the art of 
superabundant giving over and above the universe as we know it through 
the natural power of reason to investigate on its own. It follows only from 
the necessity of a total transcendence, with all its ramifications, which we 
affirm at the end of metaphysics, where the power of reason itself to investi
gate comes to its end.

It is necessary to affirm the Creator. It is necessary to affirm that the Cre
ator creates freely and gratuitously, since prior to creation there is nothing 
apart from the Creator, nothing to which God is bound except to Godself. 
It is necessary to affirm that what is created has whatever necessity there is 
in it from the Creator and that reason accepts this necessity as ultimately 
from the Creator. It is necessary to affirm that, if a further gift is given even
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more gratuitously than the initial or the initiating creation, or than what is 
already understood of finite being, then it too will have to be received as a 
necessity by reason itself. What we have in the relation of creation is a cate
gorical necessity, that is, one that follows from reason’s own understanding of 
finite beings as created. What we have in the relation of a supernatural giving 
from the Creator is a hypothetical necessity, one that depends on whether a 
further gift is given that reason alone cannot discern. Such a necessity re
garding the supernatural gift, however, would be no less rational than the 
necessity reason can discern in the initial gift of nature itself.

It should be noted that this understanding of necessity is not based on any 
understanding of God as necessary being. God is necessary, but not necessi
tated by anything outside of God. God is necessitated, so to speak, only by 
God’s own intending to create the universe with its beings, some of which 
we understand as necessary and some of which we understand as contingent. 
We can speak of God as necessitated in this way because we take the nature 
of things to be a manifestation of the abiding Will to create. But God is not 
necessitated to any other gift: by this Will to create finite being as we under
stand it rationally. If there is more given or offered, it is by a still more gratu
itous Will and an even greater manifestation of love than is found in the 
original and originating gift of creation. The understanding of necessity, 
which we say is necessary here, is based only on the understanding of crea- 
turehood as it relates to the Creator in whatever is given, natural or super
natural.

It is this understanding of concrete necessity in being that would make it 
possible, even necessary, for philosophy or metaphysics to mediate in the un
derstanding of a positive theology based on a supernatural revelation. For 
not only is the affirmation of a totally transcendent Summit of being neces
sary to keep such a revelation from collapsing into a mere idol or supersti
tion. It is also necessary for articulating at least the negative side of this the
ology and for making more manifest to human knowing the truth of what 
has been revealed by way of what may be called an analogy of faith. The ne
cessity we are speaking of does not in any way bridge the distance between 
finite being and the infinite Act of being, but it does tie the truth of philos
ophy, especially with regard to the Creator, to the truth of a theology based 
on a further revelation from the Creator than the one already accessible 
through created finite being as such in a way that expands the human un
derstanding of faith, taken as a higher principle for understanding than rea
son alone.

Thus, part of the necessity that is affirmed at the end of metaphysics is
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that, if there is a revelation in being over and above what is known about 
being as being from the totality of finite beings, it is not to be taken in 
blindly or mindlessly. It must also be inquired into critically for understand
ing, as great theologians have always done. It is not for metaphysics, of 
course, to say how it is to be used in a positive theology based on revelation, 
since that depends more on the truth of revelation, which metaphysics can
not fathom, than on the truth of philosophy. But it is for metaphysics to say 
that the way to such a supernatural truth must be kept systematically open 
by affirming the necessity of a totally transcendent Summit of being and by 
exploring all the ramifications that this necessity might imply. In this way, 
without crossing over into the proper realm of religion, which supersedes 
philosophy, metaphysics might be understood as ending in what might 
called a religious expectation, without ceasing to be strictly a metaphysics of 
being as being, for such an expectation is a necessity of its very conclusion, 
which is neither unscientific nor a postscript, as Kierkegaard would have it, 
but part of its essential truth and knowing.
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